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Chapter 1: The Fall

"The battle is lost." A calm voice spoke aloud, full of sorrow and loss.
"Humanity… has fallen."
Shin Hopefell lifted up a chipped and damaged golden sword, raising it above his head for a brief moment before he plunged it downward. The blade left a trail of golden light as it slashed down, ripping apart the enormous brown boulder that had just been lobbed at him.
The split parts of the boulder slammed down onto the ground past him, throwing up a small cloud of dirt and dust. Shin's aching body shook from the force of the deflection, his tired green eyes looking out at the hopeless scene before him.
It was a slaughter.
They were standing on a large, broken stone plateau. Tens of thousands of figures could be seen battling on this plateau, swords clashing against spears, explosions of light and magic searing the air and sky. Shin could make out thousands of Adapted Humans making use of their Vampire, Werewolf, and various other forms as they fought against the hundreds of blue-skinned humanoids that had greeted them when they arrived on the plateau.
He could even see a few Full Transformation users. A few towering Tyrannosaurus Rexes and other large dinosaurs, a couple of huge Golems made of black rock, and a massive green turtle all helping lead the defense against the blue-skinned humanoids.
Humanoids from one of the 12 Tribes of Deities. The blue-skinned Morians.
"Don't give up yet, Micheal! We've made it so far! Humanity can not fall yet!" Shin yelled out loud at the speaker, twisting his body to the side as another huge boulder came smashing down.
The Morians had sent out a force of roughly 1,000 of their members to confront the Last Army of Humanity, as their force was so proudly dubbed. The strongest 50,000 surviving warriors that had made it through the Seven Layers, fighting to protect and ensure the survival of the Human Race.
Billions of lives had already been lost, yet billions more were depending on them to succeed. To gain a foothold on the Seventh Layer and allow humanity to flee the lower layers in safety.
Shin's body was muscular and mighty, the years of intense combat and survival having hardened him into a powerful fighter. His entire physique was covered in scars, a testament to the brutal fighting that had overtaken him. His bright blonde hair was tied up in a Norse braid, a nod to his Gaelic and Norse roots. A dark red Aura clung tightly to his body, full of potent strength.
Micheal turned to look at his longtime companion, his best friend that he had met back in high school so many years ago, back on Earth.
"I'm not giving up, Shin. I am merely stating the facts." Micheal whipped a sharp-edged sword of his own forward as he split a boulder of his own in half, his body shaking as well under the force of the attack.
Micheal's body wasn't as muscular as Shin's, but instead held a slim, inner strength that bespoke long years of practice. While he was nowhere near as powerful as the true geniuses of the Human Race, his years of dedication and obsessive training had seen results. Clinging around his body was a powerful red Aura, just like Shin's, full of vital strength.
"The air is incredibly thick here. Gravity is far stronger than on any previous Layer. Even the rocky ground is incredibly durable, I was nearly unable to split that boulder. Despite that, those Morians are playing with us. They aren't even trying..." Micheal continued, his voice harsh.
Indeed, the Last Army of Humanity had just arrived on the Seventh Layer, in full force and regalia, with as much preparation as possible. Well, as much preparation as possible given that the varying leaders of the army were arrogant and self-obsessed after so many years of ruling by themselves. They didn't really get along and had no agreed-upon strategy.
And as soon as they had arrived, they were ambushed by a force 50 times smaller than their own. A force that didn't contain any of the true elites or experts of the Morians.
And despite that…
They were being slaughtered.
The plateau they had arrived on was set in a seemingly random location. Of all the Layers, this final, Seventh Layer seemed the most normal. There was a large mountain range in the distance, and a series of broken stone plateaus visible around them. It almost felt like they were back on Earth.
The only real, visible indication that this wasn't Earth were the two Suns hanging high in the sky overhead.
The blue-skinned Morians were casually ripping giant boulders of stone from the ground and lobbing them at the humans. A few of the Morians had even leapt forward and engaged their army in a grand melee.
Explosions of light and fire shook the air as other members of the Last Army responded, sending out powerful Abilities to try and strike back. Micheal could make out the elite members of the Human Race engaging several of the Morians directly.
The Chinese Black Dragon King Yun Qi was currently facing off against several of the stronger looking Morians, all of their bodies blurring as they fought in hand to hand combat. The blue Aura that clung to him was identical to the Aura the Morian attackers held, one that rippled with power far surpassing Micheal's own.
The American Blue Queen Jessica Wiles was sending out rippling spear after spear of ice, knocking back the blue-skinned Deities with grace and ease. The Morians, however, were only minimally injured by her freezing strikes. Strikes that had, on the Sixth Layer, easily obliterated entire mountains.
Micheal saw the legendary French Sundering Swordmaster Bastien Amiot wield his blade against a dozen Morians, his arms blurring as he unleashed blistering strike after strike. Quivering beams of energy blasted through the air, slamming into foe after foe.
The greatest geniuses of the Human Race went up against the Morians, the experts that represented the various nations of Earth, from Germany to Russia, from China to France, America to Singapore, the Philippines to Malaysia. It was a glorious joining of hands as every nation joined together to survive.
Behind those elite geniuses stood thousands of powerful and tested experts like Micheal and Shin backing them up. While Micheal wouldn't truly consider himself an expert, only a middling warrior among the 50,000 greatest, he was still an experienced soul, ready to battle.
Most of the Morians simply circled, throwing out boulders or long distance Abilities, as if they were waiting for something. Only a few of them rushed forward to engage, and even then, they only engaged the geniuses that were fighting at the forefront.
For every boulder that a human expert managed to deflect, another would crash down hard, penetrating through defensive Auras and taking a life. At least 2,000 of the greatest fighters humanity had had already perished, leaving them at roughly 48,000.
'Status.' Micheal thought, calling up the strange, mystical screen that had appeared years ago. He had a few moments of safety and opted to check and see if anything abnormal had appeared after arriving in the Seventh Layer.
.
— - Status — -
Name: Micheal Care
Points: 84
Race: Human
Age: 28
- Stats -
Strength - 2,428
Endurance - 1,703
Recovery - 412
Soul - 108
- Abilities - (7/7)
- Grandmaster Sword Mastery (1/5)
- Ironblood Body Type
- Ki Cultivator (King Tier)
- Herculean Strength
- Talos Mind Power
- Enhanced Strength
- Enhanced Recovery
.
He sighed as he looked over it. He had just barely managed to reach the lowest Tier of Grandmaster Sword Mastery before the final battle, after training for so long. He was not an innate genius like the powerful warriors fighting at the front line, but his dedication had proven itself in the end.
While his stats and Abilities weren't the greatest, they weren't considered weak either.
His only goal was to prove useful in humanity's final battles. Compared to regular humans from Earth, he had the strength of more than two hundred and forty men combined. Yet, among these giants, he could only be considered average.
His eyes flashed with glowing light as he flicked the mental status screen off, noting that nothing had changed, all while maintaining his guard.
"WELCOME TO THE SEVENTH LAYER, HUMANITY! CONGRATULATIONS ON MAKING IT THIS FAR!"
A loud, terrible voice interrupted the ongoing melee, causing a temporary ceasefire as both sides disengaged. This voice was full of throbbing power, causing the air itself to ripple.
A figure descended from the sky. A blue-skinned Morian wearing a simple leather vest and holding a simple looking grey sword in his hand. The air seemed to shiver around the Morian as he moved, distorted.
"I am General Kelleth of the Morian Tribe." The floating figure introduced himself, looking down at the figures down below. A cool, white Aura seemed to cling to his body, one that radiated strength and power.
An Aura that Micheal recognized.
'He's actually God Tier…' He thought, his heart dropping with despair.
"Hmph, who cares who you are? The Human Race fears nothing and no one!" The Black Dragon King's voice boomed as he jumped up into the air, a pair of black wings appearing on his back. The blue Aura that surrounded his body rippled with black light as he activated some Ability, facing off against the General.
His body expanded, transforming into a huge, towering Black Dragon. Black energy crackled around his enormous frame as his wings shook the air, thundering with power. It was an awe-inspiring sight, a gargantuan leviathan that blasted through the air.
Micheal watched all of this, his eyes glued to the Black Dragon King, desperately praying for his success. The Black Dragon King wasn't a fool, he could recognize the power of the creature he was up against, yet chose to fight anyway, confident in his own strength and well aware that retreat was not an option.
General Kelleth's arm seemed to shiver, blurring for a brief instant. It moved so quickly that Micheal was unable to make out the attack at all.
The Black Dragon King looked at the Morian General.
And then, slowly, closed his eyes as his body fell apart, split into 24 bisected pieces.
Killed instantly.
"No!"
"The Great King!"
"Dragon Lord!"
Cries of horror and terror shook the human army as they saw one of their legends die. Tens of thousands of voices cried out.
"No! Damn you!"
The Blue Queen had never been on fair terms with the Black Dragon King, yet she still rushed up into the air, wings made of ice surrounding her as she launched freezing cold attacks of her own. Beautiful crystals and frozen snowflakes swarmed the air, surrounding her like a beast from legend. Against a single opponent, other allies would merely get in the way.
The General's arm twitched.
The Blue Queen fell, killed instantly, her body ripped to shreds.
"No!!!" More screams from the crowd.
"Stay your hand!" The Sundering Swordmaster rose into the air, the bright blue Aura that covered him fluctuating. He saw the deaths of the other legends, the power the Morian General held, yet fought all the same, doing almost everything he could to stop the attackers.
Well, everything other than actually work together. 
The Sundering Swordmaster fell to the side, killed. This time, it seemed to have taken slightly longer than with the other two legends of humanity, yet he still died all the same, from an attack that Micheal could not even make out.
"No!"
"It's too much!"
"Retreat back to the Sixth Layer!"
The Last Army of Humanity seemed to fall apart as expert after expert tried to challenge the General. Dozens of powerful Ability users all rushed forward, some as unique Adapted Humans while others focusing with pure power. Some attacked in groups, while others attack on their own.
The Morian General floated down to the ground, taking all comers.
One after another, all the challengers died.
Those that tried to retreat found their way cut off. The portal that had led them here was locked, unable to transport them backwards. All that awaited them was the jeering Morians, throwing deadly boulders, arrows, or bolts of energy.
"The battle is lost, Shin." Micheal's voice was quiet as he looked at his comrades, his brothers in arms. He looked down at his blade and then back up at the Morians. Now that their General had landed, the Morians seemed to take that as a cue to attack. Several hundred of them were rushing forward, wielding an assortment of weapons.
"I-I…" Shin stumbled over his words as he looked at this scene, his arms trembling. He took a deep breath, closing his eyes.
"I guess you're right, Micheal. I was wrong in the end." Shin's voice was small, his usually cheerful and optimistic demeanor nowhere to be seen.
"There was no hope for us." His voice broke as he looked at the charging wave of death, his blade limp at his side. His shoulders hunched, making him appear small and fragile.
"We have failed. Humanity has failed." Micheal closed his eyes as well, tears threatening to leak.
He had done everything he could. When everything began, so many years ago, the people of Earth had been transported to the Seven Layers in waves. As someone that was part of the 4th Wave, far behind those firstcomers, it was only because of his sheer determination that he managed to catch up to this point.
And despite everything… he proved useless. He couldn't even help those vaunted geniuses, let alone stand anywhere near their level.
"How could we have known, Micheal?" Shin muttered quietly, watching as the last hope of humanity died out.
"How are we supposed to fight Gods?" Shin fell to his knees, his hands trembling.
Noise echoed out as a figure landed down near them with a resounding 'thud.' The figure of the blue skinned Morian that had wiped out all the geniuses of Humanity.
The figure of General Kelleth, covered in his resplendent, oppressive white Aura that indicated he was a God Tier warrior. A true Deity representing an entire Tribe of Deities.
"To struggle from being the weakest race all the way to the Seventh Layer, it is truly something to be commended! Allow me to send you on your way!" The General loudly proclaimed.
"Die!"
"Kill it!"
The fighters near Shin and Micheal rushed forward as one, more than a dozen powerful warriors all at least King Tier throwing themselves forward. Black lightning, bright red flames, powerful energy bolts, a deluge of attacks smashed down towards the figure, full of chaotic might.
With almost a casual wave of his hand, the General dispelled and blocked the attacks. His body then blurred as he began to unleash a slaughter, killing everyone that attacked him.
In less than a second, more than 50 warriors died.
The General's body blurred and then stopped in front of a kneeling Shin, looking down at the fighter curiously.
"Ah, has despair taken you, warrior? Alas. If our survival did not depend on this, perhaps we would spare your kind." The General shook his head sadly.
Shin looked up, his eyes bloodshot, but, at the same time, conveying a feeling of acceptance. The General raised his sword above his head, the white Aura bursting around him as he prepared to take Shin out.
"Die!"
Micheal's voice was full of passion as he rushed at the General, swinging with all his might. He unleashed everything, his blade moving in an intricate and skilled arc, red energy surrounding it as it cut through the air itself.
Just a second later, Micheal felt as if he had been punched in the chest. A stabbing pain filled his body as he was flung backwards, his sword knocked from his grip as he sailed through the air until he crashed down hard on the ground. He felt his Ki fluctuate, the red Aura that surrounded him shivering.
"No…" He croaked, blood spattering from his lips as he looked down.
A huge hole in his body could be seen, ripped directly through his heart.
As Micheal's vision wavered, he could just barely see the General return to stand in front of Shin, raising his blade once more. His body went into shock at the gaping injury it had received, making everything around him appear surreal.
The world around Micheal seemed to move forward in slow motion. .
Slowly, ever so slowly, he watched as the last friend he had in this world, a man he loved as a brother, slid to the ground.
Dead.
'NOOO!' Screams tried to rip free from Micheal's failing throat as he watched Shin die, commanding his body to stand and fight. Pulling forth every iota of willpower and strength, all the years of training and dedication, to try and make himself rush forward, to try and save Shin.
All to no avail. His body was failing, his heart already still.
All he did, everything he tried... It was all not enough. It had been a waste. Humanity had still fallen.
'Sorry, Shin.' Tears streamed down Micheal's face as he collapsed, his vision turning black.
'I let you down.'
'I was useless in the end.'
As Micheal's body fell still, a small, unassuming, purple ring on Micheal's finger flashed.
A ring he had stumbled upon through random chance and luck, acquired in a place he had long since forgotten.
Micheal died.
But as he died, that ring vibrated with power. Words began to resonate, contained purely within the ring. Words full of desire and longing, passion and need.
'If only I had a chance to start over, to fix everything.'
"…"
'If only I had a chance to start over, to fix everything.'
"…"
'If only I had a chance to start over, to fix everything.'
"…"
'Divine Artifact: The Wishing Ring activated. Wish has not exceeded the maximum range of values.'
"…"
'Wish granted. Transporting memories through time.'
"..."
.




Chapter 2: Return

Micheal blinked as he came awake, his mind groggy.
"Huh?" He muttered as he woke up, rubbing his eyes.
An instant later, his heart spasmed as he jolted up, long years of constantly being on alert kicking in. His hand clutched at his chest, searching for the gruesome injury he had taken while he quickly took in his surroundings.
His Recovery stat meant his body would regenerate at a rate roughly 41 times that of a normal human on Earth. Even with that, though, he was stabbed through the heart. Such an injury should've proven fatal.
'One of the Full Heal Technique users must have saved me…' Micheal's thoughts trailed off as he stared around him, at a loss.
"This is… my Cabela Tent from Earth?" He muttered out loud. He would recognize this tent anywhere due to the colorful, and rather poorly painted, interior. When he had been much younger, his siblings had gone camping with their parents every summer. One summer they'd decided to paint the interior of the tent, filling it with brown and green trees, white and black pandas, and a variety of colorful creations.
"But… how?" He stared, not understanding. He waved his hands in the air, almost not believing his eyes. His heart was flooded with emotions as the memories of his death haphazardly washed over him, vague and difficult to remember accurately.
'Status.' He thought, calling up his Status.
Nothing happened.
"W-what?!" His heart began to pound as he realized he couldn't call up his Status.
The mythical Status Screen.
When the Apocalypse first struck Earth, everything had started with that damned screen. An illogical, magical screen that appeared in the air in front of every human, visible to only oneself.
Without hesitating, Micheal burst out from his tent, his eyes scanning the surroundings. He appeared to be in some sort of forest clearing, with a small brook crashing down off to the south. Towering oaks and cedars could be seen, spreading out around him.
'Am I in some sort of dream trap? An Ability I'm unaware of? Perhaps the Gods of the 12 Tribes can manipulate memories?' His mind instantly raced as he tried to process what was happening.
For, he clearly recognized when and where he was.
He was out on a camping trip with his best friend, trying to find some peace and quiet away from the chaos that had swept over the world. This clearing, the tent, everything was identical.
He remembered this moment keenly. After all… what happened next was unforgettable.
His turn to join the apocalypse had come.
'If it's like my memories…' He thought, rubbing his chin,
'Then I am about to be Chosen as well.' His eyes widened.
The Apocalypse. The Seven Layers. The Chosen.
Everything that had happened to him over the past 10 years washed through his mind.
He had been a regular, 18-year-old, just finishing up high school and preparing for college when it all went down. His biggest worries had been his SAT score results, the test he needed to score well in to get into a good college, and if his favorite schools would accept him.
Seemingly randomly at the time, roughly 1,000,000 people vanished. A great flash of light swept across the Earth when this happened, terrifying the world.
These people disappeared completely from the face of the Earth. They could not be seen, nor heard. Their locations couldn't be tracked, it was as if they had vanished from reality itself.
As one might expect, mass hysteria and panic broke out. People had vanished from all over the World, from America to France, Germany to China. Some people thought it was aliens, others thought it was some massive conspiracy, while still others thought it was the end times.
Exactly one month later, the same thing happened. Except this time, it wasn't just 1,000,000 people.
It was 10,000,000.
A 3rd month passed.
100,000,000 people disappeared.
And finally, now, it was the end of the 3rd month and the start of the 4th.
A time when 1,000,000,000 people would vanish from the face of the Earth, in a great flash of light.
Micheal and his best friend Shin would be a part of that Fourth Wave.
In the preceding three months, the world had almost broken down in shock and horror. Everyone was trying to understand what was happening, but no one truly could. Life itself had almost ground to a halt.
Trade continued, unabated even in the face of the end of reality. But people began to live freer lives, no longer worrying about the future. After all, the daunting fear that hung over everyone, the mass vanishings, was something inescapable. Science couldn't explain it.
The majority thought it best to live and let live.
'It should be happening in just a few minutes.' As Micheal came to this conclusion, he realized something.
This was not a dream. There was no Ability or power he knew of that could replicate his memories in a vision this well. His Status screen was a private thing that only he was able to manipulate. 
'There is only one possibility.' He looked around the forest clearing, his heart calming,
'I've gone back in time.' 
As an expert that had been through thick and thin, he was able to adapt to situations like this in a short period of time. He didn't allow himself to get overwhelmed, instead moving forward to plan.
As he thought this, he felt something flash at the edge of his eyesight, right on his hand. He zeroed in on the light, staring.
A faint image of a ring could be seen, resting on his hand. As Micheal looked at it, slowly, this ring fell to dust, vanishing. Particles of light drifted off of it, fluttering into the air.
'An Artifact?' He vaguely remembered picking it up somewhere on the 4th Layer. Or the 5th. He wasn't too certain. He couldn't remember where exactly he got it.
He won it through pure luck, in a game of chance. He never could figure out what it did and kept it with him as a lucky charm.
'Is it responsible for this?' It
was the only thing he could think of.
'So the reason I came back… it isn't because I was specially chosen or anything of the sort.'
'It's just because of dumb luck, huh?'
As this series of thoughts flashed through his head, Micheal couldn't help but smile ruefully.
'At least something has gone my way.' He clenched his fists as the full scale of what had happened swept over him.
'I'm getting another chance. I can change the future.' His eyes widened, a fire appearing in them,
He could change the course of events in history itself! He could stop billions from dying, he had a chance to make it so humanity wasn't wiped out!
He knew the future. He knew secrets that no one else knew, where hidden treasures were, which Abilities were most powerful or useful, how to score large numbers of Points...
All of his information had been largely outdated at the time of the final battle. After all, what use was there in knowing where something was on the 2nd Layer if that thing was already looted and they were on the 7th Layer?
'But now… I have a chance. We have a chance.' His eyes trembled,
'Humanity has a chance. And it's up to me.' His body shivered as emotions flowed through him, feeling a huge amount of pressure settle upon his shoulders.
If he did not change the future, all of humanity would die.
There was so much he, and the rest of humanity, didn't know the first time around. So many people died, so many lives were wasted. If they had known certain things ahead of time, humanity's strength, as a whole, would've grown exponentially
The 12 Tribes of Gods that had attacked humanity… they were literal Gods. They were born at the Lord Tier of Ki Cultivation, just one Tier below the strongest Tier Micheal ever reached. By the time humanity reached the 7th Layer, only a few of humanity's strongest experts managed to reach the Emperor Tier. None reached God Tier. 
'And we only faced their initial forces on that final battlefield, we have yet to face their actual army. We were slaughtered by what was essentially just a scouting force.' He shook his head angrily, passion filling his blood.
He would not let things end up this way again.
He would stop the future he had lived from happening. He would save his family, this time around. He would save the White Knight, he would prevent the Dawning Six from going to war, he would stop the Great Disaster of the 2nd Layer, he would kill the Vile King before he spread his legions of death, he would stop everything.
'Humanity will survive…' He thought, closing his eyes for a brief moment,
'I will change the future.'
.




Chapter 3: The Holy Shop

After a few moments, Micheal overcame his emotions. There were only minutes left till the next Wave of Chosen were transported away from Earth, never to return. In that brief period, he knew exactly what he needed to do. He could not afford to let himself get emotional right now, no matter how raw his feelings.
His deep, blue eyes gleamed as he looked over to the left, his short brown hair rustling slightly. He rubbed his strong chin lightly, feeling the scraggy stubble that had appeared.
"Shin! Shin! Wake up, quickly!" His voice was authoritative as he rushed over to a tent that was set up right next to his, throwing it open. The brisk scent of the morning air filled his lungs, a refreshing smell that he hadn't tasted in years.
"Y-yo what's up, man? How early is this?" A bleary-eyed, blonde haired 18-year-old stared at him through the open tent in confusion.
"Shin, I need you to listen to me." Micheal's eyes were deadly serious as he spoke, his voice containing a level of pressure and force that Shin had never heard before.
As Micheal looked at Shin, the scene of Shin sliding to the ground, dead, flashed in his mind. He blinked as he looked at the blonde teenager, taking a deep breath as he forced himself to focus. All of that had yet to happen, it wasn't real. At least, not this time around.
"What's happening?" Shin's eyes became serious too as he stared at Micheal, settling down. Shin had always been better at adapting to things, Micheal had always noticed, taking things as they came. He, himself, had always been bad about that.
"Shin, we are about to be Chosen. We are part of the Fourth Wave of Chosen, which means we will be three years behind the other Chosen." Micheal's voice was cool as he continued,
"I need you to listen and remember everything I am about to tell you. This is not a joke, this is not a game. If you don't listen to me, you may very well die." He had already changed the future now, so he might as well go all out.
"…"
For the next several minutes, Micheal talked without pause at Shin, telling him various things and explaining what was about to happen.
In particular, he explained what the Shop was.
When the apocalypse took hold and people were transported, the first thing they saw when they vanished from earth was a small, floating blue screen. The infamous Status Screen.
Apart from that, there was a white screen that appeared as well.
The Holy Shop, as some called it. A shop where one could spend 'Points' to gain powerful Abilities or Artifacts, tools that affected whether or not one could survive at all as they moved through the Seven Layers.
Every human being in the world had access to the Shop.
However, none of the other Races had access to the Shop. Only the Human Race did. Researchers theorized that this was because the Human Race was considered the weakest race in existence, and that the Heavens had created the Shop to rectify this, to make this final struggle a fair one. Humanity also wasn't the only race to be gifted special powers to help them. 
Of course, in the end, it hadn't been enough. Humanity lost, and lost pitifully.
'But I will change that, this time around.' Micheal swore, his eyes full of fire.
'I won't let it happen like last time.'
'I won't.'
"This is all about to happen?" Shin's stunned voice, full of shock and surprise, caught Micheal's attention as he finished musing.
"Yes. I had a vision of the future. I need you to keep that a secret, and remember exactly what I said." Micheal responded, his voice warm as he looked at his longtime best friend, a man that had stayed by his side for more than 10 years of harrowing survival. For now, he decided it was easiest to explain his situation as a vision of the future. He lacked the time to dive deeper, not right now.
As he looked at his best friend, he knew that there was no way in hell he would leave Shin to die. He hadn't even met up with Shin again till the 2nd Layer, originally, the two being lost and clueless like all of the other Chosen initially were.
As for his family…
He had never met up with them, but had known that, at the least, they weren't part of the Fourth Wave. They had died in one of the Layers, he wasn't sure which. If only he or Shin had brought their phones with them on this camping trip, it would've been worth it to hear his mother or father speak, or to talk to his little sisters.
He sighed.
'I will save them. I will save everyone.' 
A few moments after they finished speaking, a loud, but familiar, whirring noise shook the air. Particles of energy seemed to flow, visible to the naked eye as bright light surrounded Shin and Micheal.
And not only those two. But, instead, 1,000,000,000 people total, an entire billion people. From China to America, Russia to South Africa, Australia to Brazil.
In that instant, one billion people were surrounded by light.
1,000,000,000 people were Chosen to be part of the Fourth Wave.
All of those people, Shin and Micheal included, vanished.
.. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..
Micheal blinked, his vision clearing as he found himself in a familiar setting once more...
An ethereal, fogscape where he floated in mid-air, right in front of two stationary screens. His body felt cool, as if he was swimming in a pool of water. It was comfortable and relaxing, quite peaceful.
.
— - Shop — -
Available Points: 48,200
Abilities - Artifacts
.
— - Status — -
Name: Micheal Care
Points: 48,200
Race: Human
Age: 18
- Stats -
Strength - 11
Endurance - 11
Recovery - 10
Soul - 10
- Abilities - (0/7)
"Please spend your allotted Points till they are completely used up. You have one hour to choose. After that hour, all unused Points will be discarded, and you will be transported to the First Layer."
An ethereal, feminine voice sounded off, another familiar voice. A voice from the 'Spirit' that ran the Shop, a being some theorized was God, while others declared was something akin to a magic computer program or Ai.
Micheal ignored that voice, however, as he immediately tapped upon the 'Abilities' option in the Shop, ignoring everything else.
.
—-Abilities—-
Ki Cultivator (God Tier) - 1,012,800,500
Ki Cultivator (Emperor Tier) - 256,850,600
Ki Cultivator (King Tier) - 31,402,800
Ki Cultivator (Lord Tier) - 5,288,000
Ki Cultivator (Sky Tier) - 606,500
Ki Cultivator (Earth Tier) - 95,000
Ki Cultivator (Mortal Tier) - 5,000
High Werewolf Type – 10,250,000
Werewolf Type – 556,000
Lesser Werewolf Type – 12,000
High Vampire Type – 11,350,000
Vampire Type – 688,000
Lesser Vampire Type – 16,000
Steel Body Type – 40,000
Herculean Strength – 2,500,000
Enhanced Strength – 20,000
Enhanced Recovery - 20,000
Dragon Blood Type – 16,340,000
Ice Caster Type – 245,000
Fire Caster Type - 245,000
… (1/41 page)
.
"It's all the same." He thought, breathing out a sigh of relief. The Abilities you could buy, some of them upgradeable while others were enhancements or unique 'Types' who's users would come to be known as 'Adapted Humans.' Everything was the same.
He even had the same 'Point' total as before, a total that he had lucked out with. The average Points that most humans started with was 20,000. To start with 48,200 was a huge boon and the luckiest part about his starting position. How the Point totals were decided was a hotly debated topic among researchers that had no answer. Some thought it was based on potential or talent, while others thought it was random.
Of course, that was nothing compared to those that started with 100,000 Points, or even a few that started with 150,000 or 200,000. Some of the legendary leaders of the Last Army even started with close to 600,000 or 700,000 Points, a ridiculous sum.
In an instant, he flipped to one of the last pages, in the very back. These pages were full of Abilities that could only be purchased a limited number of times, for some reason. While there were only 41 pages of Abilities, if one counted spots where tapping an Ability allowed one to buy different variants or brought out longer sub-menus, there were more than ten thousand Abilities for sale. 
Most of the Limited Abilities had been taken up by the humans of the first three Waves, simply due to the sheer number of people present. That didn't mean none were left, however. 
Some Limited Abilities eventually returned to the Shop after being  bought out, for reasons unknown, while others had requirements or restrictions that made them widely unpopular. 
After the Fourth Wave finished, only the most expensive  or inconvenient of Limited Abilities remained, though as the years went by, the occasional reappearance of seemingly random Abilities continued, often coinciding with the advent of each new Wave. 
As he scanned through the list, he found the Ability he was looking for, a Limited Ability that had been purchased at least 3 times. 
…
Life Orb Master – 40,000 (3/4)
…
"Ability select, Life Orb Master!"
"Are you sur-"
"Yes, I'm sure! Purchase it immediately!"
.




Chapter 4: Life Orb Master

When the apocalypse first started, so many years ago in his previous life, Micheal had chosen two specific Abilities as his first upgrades.
'Enhanced Recovery and Enhanced Strength…' His eyes narrowed as he looked over the two Abilities that were listed on the front page, each for 20,000 Points.
He sighed at his past ignorance. The younger him hadn't even tried to pick up a basic level of Ki Cultivator, one of the most important Abilities he would need.
'Status.'
.
— - Status — -
Name: Micheal Care
Points: 8,200
Race: Human
Age: 18
- Stats -
Strength - 11
Endurance - 11
Recovery - 10
Soul - 10
- Abilities - (1/7)
- Life Orb Master
.
His stats remained unchanged. His Strength was slightly above the average of a normal human at 11 points as was his Endurance. Both stats were vitally important, with Endurance representing his stamina and physical durability, while Strength represented his physical strength.
His Recovery stat was normal, but that was to be expected. It was one of the harder stats to raise. It also affected his stamina, but in a different way. It could be considered the regeneration factor that a being held.
At his strongest, Micheal had reached a Recovery stat of roughly 412. 
It was nothing much when compared to some of the monsters among the Human Race that had achieved Recovery stats in excess of 1,000 or 2,000, able to quickly and visibly see themselves regenerate from gruesome injuries, but it was extremely noteworthy to him.
And, finally, his last stat. Soul.
'Aw man, it didn't carry over.' He sighed as he realized this. He had been hoping that some part of his Soul stat would have stayed with him when he went back in time. Alas.
The Soul stat affected two very important things. The first was how powerful many Abilities were. A stronger Soul meant one could handle using or unleashing powerful Abilities and increased the power of certain types of Abilities.
The difference between someone unleashing, say a Lightning Lance, at 10 Soul and a Lightning Lance at 500 Soul was like the difference between heaven and earth.
The second thing it affected was just as important. One's perception of time.
The stronger your Soul stat, the faster your perception of the world around you. This was vitally important to close combat warriors as battles at a high level could end in an instant.
'Well, raising it up again won't be too hard.' With the secrets he knew, getting powerful shouldn't be too difficult, even with a several years late start. 
That was right. He was starting pretty far behind the leaders of humanity.
A large number of people were Chosen every month, teleporting away from Earth to the mystical First Layer. But time in that strange world operated on a different level. A month on Earth was a year in the First Layer.
He was part of the Fourth Wave of people Chosen to come to the 7 Layers. Everyone in the First Wave was already three entire years ahead of him. Most of the leaders of humanity in the 7 Layers had been a part of that First Wave.
'I can still catch up.' He nodded his head sharply.
He turned his attention back to the shop, looking through various parts of it. Every human could have exactly 7 Abilities. No more and no less. Some Abilities one could remove just by tapping on one's Status Screen, while others would become a near-permanent addition that were extremely difficult to remove.
Choosing what Abilities to use was an extremely important decision.
The two Abilities Micheal had originally picked, Enhanced Strength and Enhanced Recovery, weren't actually bad options. Enhanced Strength increased his Strength by 30%, while Enhanced Recovery enhanced his Recovery by 30%.
Both Abilities were quite useful and had powerful effects that would always affect him even as he grew stronger.
However, once applied, it was also almost impossible to remove these Abilities. Thus, when Micheal eventually gained a large number of Points later on, he found that those two Abilities had become dead slots, dragging him down from using stronger or better Abilities.
"I am a Life Orb Master currently…" He spoke aloud, turning his focus back to the Ability he had chosen.
"I can't believe I managed to snag the last one." He smiled, a feeling of glee filling him.
He pulled up the rather succinct description of the Ability, looking it over.
.
—-Life Orb Master—-
A Life Orb master can manipulate, create, and use orbs called Life Orbs. Life Orbs automatically take the place of a user when that user otherwise would have died, fully healing the user. Life Orb Masters cannot have any Type Modifications.
.
It was an Ability so powerful that even the Holy Shop placed it in the limited section. The Ability to cheat death itself, and not just once, but multiple times, depending on the number of Life Orbs one had.
Of course, there was also a reason it had been so cheap for him to buy.
Every positive had a negative.
Life Orb Masters could not have any Type Modifications. This didn't mean he couldn't get Abilities that could boost his Strength or Recovery, like Herculean Strength or Troll's Heart, that also happened to modify his body.
Instead, it focused on 'Type Abilities or Modifications.' Abilities that allowed one to become an Adapted Human. As long as Micheal was a Life Orb Master, he would be unable to use any Type Abilities.
Type Abilities were pretty huge in the 7 Layers. A very sizable number of people used at least one Type or another, the most common being Vampire and Werewolf Types.
Even he had originally used a Type Ability, the Ironblood Body Type. This Ability transformed his physique into a nigh-unchangeable one that was much more durable and strong, greatly enhancing his Strength and Endurance. It had worked particularly well for a close combat expert like him.
As a Life Orb Master, he would have to give up on Type Abilities.
'But I'm fine with that.' He thought, smiling.
The powers a Life Orb Master had were simply too overwhelmingly useful.
He had first heard of this Ability on the 6th Layer. A legend had been told to him of a powerful warrior that had presumably died while exploring unknown lands on his own. The warrior had been one to challenge the impossible, doing whatever he pleased freely. He disappeared on the 6th Layer to never be heard from again.
The Invincible Kim Jiwoon from Korea. The only known user of the Life Orb Master Ability, part of the First Wave.
'And now I have the same Ability as him…' With this power at his disposal, so many doors opened. He would be capable of doing so much more.
'I stand a real chance at saving humanity now…' He clenched his fists, his eyes filled with determination.
'But first… let's use the last of my Points.'
.




Chapter 5: Arrival

He looked back at the Shop.
…Several minutes later…
'Status!' He called to mind his Status Screen.
.
— - Status — -
Name: Micheal Care
Points: 0
Race: Human
Age: 18
- Stats -
Strength - 22
Endurance - 16
Recovery - 12
Soul - 10
- Abilities - (2/7)
Life Orb Master
Ki Cultivator (Mortal Tier)
.
After looking over everything he could buy, Micheal had finally managed to spend the remainder of his Points. Since his Points would disappear upon leaving this starting area, there was no point in trying to save any of them up.
He had first obtained the Ki Cultivator Ability, the most common Ability in the 7 Layers. This Ability was so necessary and needed that he would be a fool not to pick it up. It was an Ability that one could grow naturally, without even needing to spend Points, though it was possible to speed up growth using Points. At higher levels, this Ability vastly enhanced one's strength to such a high degree that almost everyone chose it.
Because of the Ability, his Strength stat had already doubled, meaning he was slightly stronger than two average humans on Earth. His Endurance had been boosted, and his Recovery had even increased a little bit. His Soul stat remained unchanged, though not unexpectedly. It was the hardest stat to change.
In terms of physique, Micheal was already in better condition than most humans on a normal, non-Chosen Earth would ever be. While his body would appear like that of a slightly fit 18 year old, he was functionally equivalent to a top tier bodybuilder.
'And this is just the start…' He thought, 
'I should just automatically obtain my Sword Mastery Ability by swinging a sword once I enter the 7 Layers.' It wasn't as if he had forgotten the many years of effort and practice he had put into his training.
'As for the Artifacts I purchased…'
The Holy Shop had two sections. One for Abilities and one for Artifacts.
.
—-Artifacts—-
Food Selection - Custom
Drink Selection - Custom
Iris Holy Shield - 23,800,500 (0/1)
Angelic Sword - 15,900,000 (0/1)
Vast Dragon Chariot - 20,700,500 (0/1)
Golden Defense Formation - 8,800,400 (0/1)
Enhancement Staff - 15,000
Black Iron Mail - 6,000
Titan's Robe - 400,000 (1/25)
Spatial Backpack - 16,000 (40/100)
Green Firebomb - 20,000
Heldven's Blade - 450,000 (0/1)
Soaring Wings - 680,000 (1/25)
Black Wand - 15,000
Solar Glasses - 180,000 (2/25)
Fasfel Boots - 220,000 (12/200)
Ancient Shield - 18,000
Blackmire Bow - 15,000
Aeon Spear - 800,000 (0/10)
Enhanced Iron Hasta - 3,000
… (1/39 page)
.
Abilities were something one could only purchase for oneself. They appeared in one of your 7 Ability Slots and could not be traded away.
Artifacts, on the other hand, had a plethora of usages and could be used for tons of different things.
Micheal looked down at his hand as he gazed at the Artifact he had purchased for 1,000 Points.
A Low-Tier Spatial Ring. The ring had 3 cubic meters of space within it. It was a magical ring that let him carry huge amounts of supplies or tools, all within a ring that fit squarely on his pointer finger. One of the many impossible legends that had become a reality in the face of the apocalypse, and one that was pretty cheap too.
Spatial Rings were a necessity in the 7 Layers. Trying to live without one, especially in the higher Layers, was incredibly difficult.
Many Artifacts were similar to the special 'Limited' Abilities. Only a limited number of them exist in the Shop. These Spatial Rings ran out within a year in his original timeline. Most of the spatial storing Artifacts would run out from the Shop after the Fourth Wave finished establishing itself.
Inside that Spatial Ring was a Steelborn Sword, a decent, well-made blade that would last him for a while. As a fighter that practiced the sword, going into the First Layer unarmed would be incredibly foolish.
The Steelborn Sword had taken up the last of his Points. There were a few other Artifacts he had considered, but he couldn't bear the idea of going into the First Layer with nothing to fight with but his hands.
'Or the Life Orbs too.' He thought, correcting himself. The Life Orbs were small blue orbs that would float around him once he spawned a few. According to the Ability, he could control them at will and technically use them as a weapon to bash into things, albeit one he had never used before. He had no idea how effective they would be.
"Spirit, can you send me to the First Layer now?" Micheal spoke aloud, his voice calm and collected.
An ethereal, feminine voice responded,
"You still have several minutes to decide on how to spend your Points. Are you certain you wish to proceed?"
"Yes, yes, I've already spent my Points. Please send me through." He responded, feeling slightly impatient.
After reaching this point, he was ready to get started. The First Layer was the most dangerous for many people, an incredibly unique world that defied logic and reason.
"Acknowledged. You will be sent through to the First Layer. Upon arrival, you will be informed upon the basics of the 7 Layers and then set free to do as you will." The voice of the Spirit of the Shop replied coolly.
Bright light swarmed around Micheal before he could reply and, an instant later, he vanished, teleported away.
.. .. .. .. .. .. ..
'The First Layer…' As Micheal teleported, his mind raced.
What exactly were the 7 Layers?
According to what Micheal knew, the 7 Layers were a series of mystical worlds connected to each other. Each Layer grew more and more dangerous and was completely unique, extremely different from the previous Layer. Once you went up one Layer, returning to the previous Layer was usually impossibly difficult. As the years passed, the lower Layers would become more and more dangerous, forcing people to move upward.
The Human Race had been given a 'Goal.' That 'Goal' was to pass through all 7 Layers and achieve the 'Prize.' Heaven.
In this case, though, the 'Prize' also meant survival.
For, Humanity was not alone.
There were multiple other races from different universes competing in the 7 Layers, all fighting for survival. Most races had their own unique First Layer, hidden away from other races. The farther up the Layers one went, however, the more races one would meet as Layers began to merge.
The only way to survive was to pass the Seventh Layer. However, even now, Micheal had no clue how to achieve that. After all, Humanity had been killed the instant it stepped foot into the Seventh Layer. How could he possibly know what they were supposed to do there?
Who created the 7 Layers?
No one knew. No one knew how they came about, how all of these races came to be teleported into them, and what the true purpose of this all was. It was a brutal, deadly game that was incredibly unfair and killed billions.
As these thoughts all flashed through his mind, the flashing light around him vanished.
Abruptly, his body grew sluggish as gravity that felt stronger than Earth's slammed into him for a brief moment. He felt his feet touch down on hard ground, bending his knees slightly to absorb the shock of the landing.
He slowly opened his eyes, taking a deep breath as he looked at the world around him.
He was standing atop the roof of a familiar, towering skyscraper. Around him, as far as the eye could see, were tens of thousands of skyscrapers. Some were connected to each other by long rope bridges set with dozens of wooden planks, while others had fancy steel bridges, or sheer wooden beams set directly across.
At the base of the skyscrapers, empty roads and streets could be seen, like that of a normal city, complete with sidewalks and traffic lights. Micheal shivered as he looked down at the ground level, his memory flashing back. The one rule of this world was that you must stay in the skyscrapers. Never, never go to the ground.
Only death waited down there.
He took a deep breath as he looked around, feeling a sensation of excitement fill him.
He was here. He had truly gotten a second chance.
The unique First Layer for the Human Race.
The World of Endless Skyscrapers.
He was back.
"Oi, looks like the newbies are arriving. Hey kid! Turn around!"
.




Chapter 6: First Meeting

"Oi, looks like the newbies are arriving. Hey kid! Turn around!"
Micheal's eyes twitched as he heard a rough voice call out at him, demanding his attention.
He turned around smoothly, his eyes calm as he looked across the roof of the skyscraper.
The roof was flat with a small, about 1 meter large raised grey wall that matched the color of the floor. A small doorway and shed could be seen near the opposite side of the roof, leading down inside the skyscraper.
He could only safely access the upper levels of the building at this point, he remembered, the memories flashing back into him.
The closer one got to the ground, the more danger they would be in, though it wasn't like the roofs were safe either. The main threat on the World of Endless Skyscrapers could be found almost anywhere.
The Morenkai.
"Hey, I said hello. Can you speak?" Micheal snapped out of his memories as he looked back up, staring at the speaker.
A trio of figures could be seen, languidly resting in lawn chairs that were set down right next to the door into the skyscraper. All three were men, wearing loose-fitting jeans and plaid shirts. Two of the men had rather forgettable faces, with short brown hair, broken noses, and plain brown eyes.
The last one was the speaker, a man with bright blonde hair and a huge tattoo of an 'X' across his forehead. All three were white.
Micheal stared at them, his memories stirring once more.
It had been more than 10 years since he was last in this world and had met these people. So much had happened since then that minor events or characters gradually faded to the background.
Despite that, Micheal could remember what happened here clearly.
He had arrived as a total newbie, picking suboptimal Abilities that gave him a bad start. 
Now, however, Micheal's current Strength stat of 22 put him well above the average and close to the maximum limit of a normal human, while his Recovery stat was slightly upped. In addition, his Endurance had been boosted by quite a decent amount. Plus he had a Spatial Ring, a strong blade within it, and the Ki Cultivator and Life Orb Master Abilities.
His starting point this time around was so far above what he had started at last time, Micheal didn't even want to think about it.
"Sorry about that. Can I help you?" Micheal stepped forward with a friendly smile while he looked over his stats and physique, confirming everything was normal.
"This is- uh- yes. Newbie. Ahem. I am Daniel." The speaker, the man with an 'X' scribbled on his head, stuttered as he named himself, looking at Micheal in confusion.
Usually, the new Chosen would be scared or fearful, from what Daniel could remember. After all, who wouldn't be? This entire situation was a terrifying one. This was his first time greeting the newbies, so it couldn't really be helped that he was taken aback by Micheal's odd response.
"Micheal. A pleasure." Micheal waved at him, starting to recall everything. His eyes darted to the left and right as he looked around at nearby skyscrapers. He could make out figures moving on other roofs, the area not at all abandoned.
"I am a member of the group that watches over this part of the Lower Section, the Saru Group. If you wouldn't mind waiting for the rest of your group to arrive, I will give a speech and explain everything then." Daniel said, crossing his arms as if he dared Micheal to talk back.
Despite his brutish demeanor, Micheal could vaguely recall that Daniel wasn't actually a bad sort. He just had a harsh personality.
"Sure, I don't mind." He didn't. As he spoke aloud, he tapped the ring on his finger, bringing out the Steelborn Sword.
"Woah!"
"Hold on!"
"He's got a sword!"
Instantly all three men reacted, going on guard as they looked at Micheal warily. The two similar looking men sprouted brown fur along their hands and neck, gaining a ferocious aura, while Daniel, the leader of the group, gained a metallic sheen to the color of his skin.
'Two Lesser Werewolf Types and a Steel Body Type. All three are Adapted Humans, huh?' Micheal remembered some vague details of what happened here, but the minutiae was lost to him. It had simply been too long. Far too much had happened over the past 10 years for him to clearly remember everything minor.
"Oh, sorry! I'm just practicing some sword techniques my sensei taught me. I didn't mean to worry you! I'm still going to wait here for the others!" Micheal waved his hands to calm them down, apologizing.
At the same time, he gave off an air of danger and readiness, making it very clear that he was not someone to be bothered. The display of his weapon wasn't carelessness, but rather, absolute confidence.
"A fucking Irregular…"
"Damn."
"Captain Bola will be happy…"
The trio stared back at Micheal, slowly calming down as they accepted his explanation. At the same time, Micheal heard what they muttered, smiling slightly.
Irregulars. The name people gave for anyone that started with a huge amount of Points or were otherwise strong from the start.
'I certainly wasn't an Irregular the first time around.' He thought, his smile turning rueful. Still, he certainly qualified as one now. If he displayed a high level of strength at the start, he would attract some attention from the higherups here, which was exactly what he wanted.
Some of his future plans depended on him building a powerful reputation. He might as well begin practicing for that. It wouldn't matter too much what he did now, he would likely put up a secret identity in the future. 
'Oh right, wasn't there a rather famous Irregular that started somewhat close to me in the Fourth Wave…?' He thought, his eyes flashing as he looked out into the distance. The Ki Cultivator Ability he'd picked up did many things. Part of what it did filled his eyes with a faint gleam of light from the energy now held within his body. It gave him, and all humans that gained it, a mysterious, powerful appearance.
As he was contemplating this, a gust of wind and light set the air to trembling as a new figure arrived. A middle-aged woman clutching at a purse, dressed in a pair of grey sweatpants and a pink sweater.
'I was the first this time.' Because of how fast he had been in his Ability selection, he'd beaten out everyone else. In his first time around, he had been one of the last ones to appear.
"Welcome, newbie! I'm sure you have a lot of questi…"
He moved over to the edge of the skyscraper as he ignored the intro Daniel was telling the new Chosen, as people called themselves, holding his blade out in front of him.
'Inner peace…' He thought, taking several deep breaths. He felt at the sword in front of him, letting his senses fall over it. He focussed on it, zeroing his every iota of will into it as he held it out calmly.
'I am the blade. The blade is part of me. A tool, a weapon. An ally and an enemy.' He thought, his eyes peaceful as he shut them.
Almost silently, he swung the blade forward at the air. The sword moved incredibly quickly, blurring as it made a quick, sharp cut. As he swung it, a feeling of mystical power swept over Micheal, sliding onto and covering his sword.
.
—-New Ability Acquired —-
Grandmaster Sword Mastery (1/5)
Accept the Ability? Yes / No
.
A blue screen popped up in his vision as he let loose the simple strike. As soon as he saw it, a burst of adrenaline ran flush in his veins and he immediately clicked the 'Yes' option.
Micheal felt his body vibrate slightly as something inherently shifted and changed, the magical Ability fusing with him.
'Status.'
.
— - Status — -
Name: Micheal Care
Points: 0
Race: Human
Age: 18
- Stats -
Strength - 22
Endurance - 16
Recovery - 12
Soul - 10
- Abilities - (3/7)
Life Orb Master
Ki Cultivator (Mortal Tier)
Grandmaster Sword Mastery (1/5)
.
He couldn't help but smile as he saw this. Even though his stats remained unchanged, he had gained something extremely important.
'Yes! I did manage to get it back!' He clenched his fists, excitement running through his veins.
The Grandmaster Sword Mastery Ability. The deadliest Ability he had ever gained, one that was renowned and legendarily hard to achieve, even for those on the Fifth or Sixth Layers.
An Ability he now had on the First Layer, within the first hour of his appearance.
.




Chapter 7: The Morenkai

.
—-Grandmaster Sword Mastery—-
A powerful Ability that requires an extremely in-depth understanding of the Way of the Sword. This Ability grows in strength alongside the understanding of the user. This Ability allows one to infuse their swords techniques with energy from the environment, granting them incredible cutting power and might.
.
The description of the Ability was succinct and actually underplayed how powerful an Ability this was.
While many Abilities could be purchased from the Shop, there were also many Abilities that could not be purchased. Some of these could only be gained by raw talent and practice, using skill or luck.
Many Abilities that related to battle technique or skills often functioned like this.
Basic forms of those Abilities, like Basic Sword Mastery, could be purchased from the Shop. But anything above the basic levels had to slowly be trained, through constant practice and training.
Martial Artists from Earth found themselves at a very large advantage, especially those that were considered experts.
Sword Mastery was one of the strongest techniques commonly used for battle. There were 7 Stages to this Ability, each one, save for the last, split into 5 internal tiers.
Basic, Intermediate, Advanced, Master, Grandmaster, World Master, Supreme Master.
Thanks to his raw dedication and effort, as well as obsessive practice, Micheal had just barely managed to achieve the lowest tier of Grandmaster Sword Mastery.
The strongest swordsman alive at the time of the final battle, the legendary French Sundering Swordmaster Bastien Amiot, had achieved the lowest tier of World Master Sword Mastery.
Bastien Amiot was a genius that had been studying the blade his entire life, including more than 45 years back on Earth. Micheal had been a regular 18 year old fresh out of highschool.
For him to reach the lowest tier of Grandmaster Sword Mastery, just a single, though full, stage behind the greatest swordsmen the Human Race had alive at the time, it could be considered a huge achievement. The frantic progress Micheal had made was incredible, enough to rank him among the 50,000 strongest living elites of the Human Race.
Alas, it wasn't enough in the end.
'But it will be this time.' He thought, his eyes flashing as he tossed the thought to the side, focusing on the present.
The Sword Mastery Ability allowed one to draw upon the ambient energy in the world around them, infusing it into their attacks.
Back on Earth, there were legends of masterful warriors that could split steel in two using a simple wooden branch. Sword Mastery made legends like that actually possible.
Basic Mastery allowed one to imbue their weapon with energy from the environment, making their blows heavier and more powerful.
Intermediate and Advanced were simply stronger forms of this, allowing one's weapon to carry with it a huge amount of force and cutting power. The increase in power between Basic and Intermediate, and Intermediate and Advanced was quite noticeable.
The Basic Sword Master Ability alone allowed one to step into the level of superhumans, able to slice through rock like butter. Intermediate allowed one to cut through steel. Advanced allowed one to cut through any and everything from Earth with ease, the materials there no longer able to hold up.
At Master Sword Mastery, one gained the ability to manipulate the energy they imbued into their sword, allowing one to extend a weapons range, or condense the energy, vastly increasing the power and impact a weapon held.
It was at this stage that one could call themselves a Swordmaster.
And at Micheal's current stage, Grandmaster Sword Mastery, one gained the ability that transformed sword users into lethal weapons of terrifying power.
The ability to send out long distance sword attacks imbued with energy, cutting through the air with terrible force.
'I only just reached this stage, just hours before the final battle happened…' Micheal recalled, his eyes full of excitement as he looked over his status screen.
'Now that I have it again, I can actually test it out and use it!' He currently didn't possess a full understanding of his upgraded Ability, and wouldn't until he got to practice with it. 
He flicked his sword upward, slowly starting to draw upon the natural energy of the world. He felt invisible waves of power begin to concentrate around his sword.
At the same time, however, his body trembled, shaking. He felt a huge amount of strain settle upon him, threatening to crush him. He immediately cancelled his concentration, allowing the invisible energy to dissipate.
'Right… I don't have the same stats that I did back then.' He frowned, looking down at his trembling arms. 
Using powerful techniques required a powerful physique, through a combination of Strength, Endurance, Recovery, and Soul. His body couldn't bear the strain of his full-strength movements.
'My Talos Mind Power, King Class Ki Cultivation, Herculean Strength, Ironblood Body…' He listed off all the rare and powerful Abilities he had gained. The Enhanced Strength and Enhanced Recovery were notable too, but not nearly as hard to obtain.
'Herculean Strength can be purchased in the Shop for 2,500,000 Points, while the others are even more expensive. I can't even get the Ironblood Body anymore.' He frowned slightly.
'Well, whatever.' He shrugged. 
He needed to take care not to fill my slots with wasteful Abilities like he had in his first run. He figured he'd just concentrate on increasing his Ki Cultivation for now, an Ability he could grow naturally without Points and one that had the potential to vastly boost his power. 
While Micheal was planning and thinking, more and more people arrived. People of all ethnicities and nationalities, a plethora of different faces and types. A businessman from India appeared wearing a traditional blue suit, next to a youth that looked to be around 16 from Belgium, dressed in a set of relaxed jeans and a t-shirt. A rough looking man from Japan wearing what looked like a set of beach clothes appeared next to a nervous looking Australian woman.
There weren't any super young children or babies that appeared in his group, he recalled. One of the strongest powers in the First Layer, the Godfather Organization, had put out a special guaranteed reward for those that protected young children or babies and cared for them until a representative could arrive.
Despite that, those that arrived here truly young were unfortunate. Oftentimes their initial Points were wasted, and the mortality rate of the young was high, even with the Shop providing access to magical medicines in the Artifact section.
'If I can make the First Layer safe, infants and children arriving won't be an issue at all.' He thought, nodding.
Thanks to the mystical Shop and Spirit that had appeared in the minds of every human being, language barriers no longer existed. Even if you spoke in Mandarin to someone from Spain, they would inherently understand you now.
Soon, more than 30 figures had appeared, all crowded on to the rooftop. Micheal glanced back at them, narrowing his eyes at the familiar sight.
'I think most of them died, didn't they? At least, none of them made it to the final battle that I know of.' He sighed. Billions of humans had died on the journey through the 7 Layers. A huge number of lives were lost here, on the First Layer.
In the distance, Micheal could see similar sights happening on various other rooftops. He could see tens of thousands of humans arriving all around them, all at the same time. The Morenkai weren't active during the arrival of the new Chosen, he remembered that much.
What he could see here was only a small fraction of those that were arriving.
'There's so much I need to do here on the First now that I'm back... I absolutely need to stop the Nightrunners' Nests incidents and prevent the Dawning Six's future wars.' He thought, frowning slightly. These were things that he wouldn't be able to handle for at least a couple of months, but were still on his radar to prepare for. 
'But first…' He smiled,
'I need to find a way to reveal the big secret of the First Layer to the public.'
"Alright, everyone! Gather round, gather round!" A loud voice interrupted Micheal's thoughts as Daniel called out to all the milling Chosen, his voice full of authority. Everyone's attention zoomed in on the burly figure, staring at him. Micheal turned to look at him, his eyes zeroing in.
"I'm sure a lot of you have some questions! Before we do anything else, however, I need to explain to y'all the danger you are in." Daniel waved his hand around at the various rooftops,
"You are no longer in safe little Earth. You are now in the wilderness of the First Layer, a world of terrible danger, where death stalks the land. If you listen to me closely, you might have a chance at surviving!"
As he spoke, sniffling and cries broke out from a few of the girls in the crowd, wails of panic and fear. Some of those that were transported were teenagers that weren't even ready to live as adults, let alone deal with this disaster. Even many of the adults shook with fear, taking everything rather hard. Very few people wanted to be teleported away from their loved ones to a world of danger.
There were, however, some that took it better than others. Some that looked eager or excited, looking around at the strange new world with a sense of wonder.
"This world is not only home to us humans." Daniel said, pounding on his chest.
"There is another type of being that stalks the skyscrapers. Beings of horror that prey upon humans." His voice was dour as he continued,
"Beings that you absolutely must not fight against if you encounter, but instead must flee. Their strength is far beyond yours, standing up against them alone is the same thing as asking to die." As he continued speaking, he walked over to the doorway that led down into the skyscraper, opening it up. He reached inside, grabbing ahold of something.
"A type of freakish creatures that look like this." Without hesitation, Daniel jerked his arm out, revealing a body. Screams of horror broke out as people saw it, a cacophony of fear.
The body of a lean, skeletal figure that had pitch black skin. It had no eyes, no nose, no ears, only a long, closed mouth on its ghoulish face. As Daniel held it up, one could see that it was abnormally tall, around 2.5 meters, with eerily long arms. The very sight of it was one that drove fear into the heart of any human.
It was not a costume or an art creation, one could feel, in a very real sense, that this was a creature that had once moved, preying upon the Human Race.
"The Morenkai."
.




Chapter 8: Hunt

Micheal looked at the small room he had set up in, feeling an odd sense of familiarity.
There was a small bed, a desk with an office chair, and a window that faced the outside. It was a cramped room, barely enough for a single person to live in, but it was a place he planned on calling home for the next month.
He sighed, rubbing his forehead,
From his old memories, he knew that this Cluster would only connect to the Main Cluster after a month or so, possibly a month and a few weeks. From there, reaching The Towers and finding one of the Subways to the Second Layer would probably take about as long given all the other things he had to do. 
The First Layer was set up as a very unique world.
Spread across it were tens of thousands of 'Clusters.' Each Cluster had tens of thousands of skyscrapers in it, all connected with a variety of bridges. At the edge of each Cluster, however, the skyscrapers stopped.
Leaving nothing but barren space, all the way to the dirt ground.
In the distance, one might be able to see other Clusters, spaced miles apart. These Clusters would never connect to each other. Trying to cross the dirt ground from one Cluster to another was suicide due to the presence of the Morenkai.
There was one special Cluster that existed, a unique one. A Cluster much larger than other Clusters, bigger in its size and scale. The Main Cluster.
And at the center of the Main Cluster were The Towers. A set of massive skyscrapers that seemed to pierce the heavens, towering above all else. There were around 100 Towers, all standing tall and proud.
Micheal's mission was to reach one of these Towers and then descend through it to the ground floor, exit, and find a Subway entrance. The entrances looked like normal subways on Earth. However, the moment anyone walked into one of the Subways on the First Layer and sat down on one of the waiting benches, they would be transported away, teleported to the Second Layer.
Reaching the Subway was the trial or goal set for those on the First Layer, something the Spirit announced as soon as the Clusters connected with the Main Cluster.
And the only way to reach the Main Cluster was through the Great Bridge that appeared in a month and some change. Micheal nodded his head, all of the memories all flooding back.
'I know what's going to happen. I know all, or at least most, of the secrets of this Layer.' He clenched his fists,
'I can do this.'
After the envoy for the Saru Group greeted everyone, back atop the roof of the skyscraper, he had given a short speech explaining how to survive in the First Layer.
According to him, the Morenkai came out at random times. They had poor senses and if you were quiet, you could usually avoid conflict as long as you didn't get too close to them.
Once they latched on to your trail, though, they would pursue you viciously till you lost them or killed them.
The Morenkai were strong, durable, and difficult to kill. They possessed powerful regenerative properties, deadly pointed fingers, and an unwavering appetite for human flesh. They were like zombies out of a horror movie, only much stronger and harder to kill.
The Morenkai usually only stalked the rooftops, the bridges, and the ground level and actual ground outside. It was very rare for them to descend into the skyscrapers themselves, at least not in the many scattered Clusters spread out across the planet. On floors that were close to the ground level, it was slightly more common to see the Morenkai.
As long as one stayed inside, one would be mostly safe.
However…
There was one problem with that.
Humans had to eat and drink to live.
Water was not a problem. All of the faucets in the skyscrapers worked, providing clean fresh water, as did the lighting and air condition. How or why exactly they worked, no one knew.
In this strange, foreboding world there were only 2 ways to get food.
The first was to randomly find food stashed away in unexplored rooms in the various skyscrapers. The first few Waves had largely cleaned out most of this food, making this option one that wasn't very viable.
The second was to spend Points.
The Artifacts section of the Shop contained tons of actual Artifacts, magical objects that contained odd or mystical effects, some that were overwhelmingly powerful and in limited supply.
It also contained much more normal objects, like common weapons and armor. One could even find guns, cannons, or a variety of vehicles within it.
As a part of those rather normal objects it also contained a pair of special slots.
.
Food Selection - Custom
Liquid Selection - Custom
.
By tapping on one of these options, it was possible to call up a large assortment of foods and drinks. Almost anything one could imagine could be purchased here.
To get anything at all, though, one had to spend Points.
And how does one obtain Points?
In the First Layer, there were only two ways.
One was to kill a Morenkai.
The other was to kill a fellow human.
Researchers theorized that the Shop somehow transferred life energy from beings into the mystical 'Points' that the Human Race could use to grow stronger. The Morenkai have a powerful life force, and this translated into Points.
A normal Morenkai, when killed, would give off around 10 Points. Stronger Morenkai could drop more, but were a much rarer sight and much harder to kill.
A single Point was enough to buy a full day's worth of food from the Shop.
As for killing humans: the Point totals varied, but most humans would drop a small number of Points. Those with stronger Abilities would drop more, as would those with Points saved up but not spent. There was a great deal of inefficiency in this method, and more than 90%, oftentimes up to 96% or 98%, of the Points spent by a human would usually be lost.
"So that is the basics of how life works around here. This is the south side of the Stardust Cluster. The Saru Group controls a third of this cluster and works to protect everyone here. If you join the Group, you will be required to work with our Hunting Teams every other day, to ensure that everyone has enough to eat." The Saru Group recruiter's words echoed in Micheal's mind as he recalled them.
The first time around, Micheal had joined the Saru Group. He'd remembered how terrified he was, but also been rather excited. This was a strange new world and a strange new life.
Who wouldn't want to live it to the fullest?
It had taken him several months slaving away in the Saru Group to grow to any level of strength, slowly building up his own supply of Points. Eventually, he gained enough to get the Mortal Ki Cultivator Ability. The Saru Group held true to its word and did indeed protect them, but it also prioritized making their leaders and older warriors stronger over people like Micheal.
From then on, he had grown in strength at a decently fast pace. He'd begun to intensively practice using a sword, knowing his survival depended on his might.
'But I was still far too slow.' He shook his head at the memories. While it was true that he'd made relatively fast progress, even with all of his effort, he'd still only barely managed to catch up to some of the middling members of the 50,000 strongest humans.
This time around, things had already started to play about differently.
Micheal hadn't joined the Saru Group.
Instead, he'd chosen to become a solo hunter.
"Let's get moving." After he finished scanning his room and setting it up securely, he walked out of it into a long, narrow hallway. It was dimly lit by evenly spaced white lights up above. A plain grey wall could be seen on either side, with doors to mostly empty rooms interspersed at normal intervals.
He was on the 30th floor of one of the skyscrapers close to the center of the Cluster.
After listening to the speech by the man from the Saru Group, Micheal had slinked off on his own. There had been a rush to sign up and join the Saru Group after the man finished talking, something he took advantage of to leave unnoticed.
Well, supposedly unnoticed. He doubted that they actually didn't see him leave. It was likely that they didn't want to anger an 'Irregular' outright and just let him go.
He had then begun to travel through the Cluster, crossing bridge after bridge.
The feeling of crossing a rickety bridge set between two massive skyscrapers, looking down on a huge and certainly fatal drop, it was something Micheal hadn't experienced in a long time.
It had been the safest hour to move and he didn't hesitate. The Morenkai were inactive when the new Chosen were arriving.
Even more importantly… all the different organizations and groups were busy snapping up new recruits. There were so many new people arriving, it was a given that they would all temporarily focus on that.
This meant he was able to cross through more than 80 skyscrapers unobstructed, till he found himself at an area close to the center of the Cluster. Most of the groups welcoming recruits had descended into their various skyscrapers, leaving him free to cross each area. This particular skyscraper was one of the ones that relatively few people chose to live in. In fact, it seemed entirely abandoned, which was to his liking.
The central area of every Cluster was known to be more dangerous than the outer reaches. The Morenkai were more active here.
'I could stay behind and help the Saru Group grow stronger… but that would just waste the lives of every other group of
people.' He couldn't solely focus on any single group, he needed to focus on the big picture, as well as his own personal strength. 
'I must become a warrior that can help fight off the champions of the Gods…' There was no point in ensuring humanity survived if they were just going to die again in the end, after all.
Micheal shook the thoughts from his head as he began to move.
He quickly found the staircase he had descended to reach the 30th floor, moving up it till he found the roof. The stairs were drab but well spaced, leading all the way down to the ground floor.
When he reached the door that exited onto the roof, he paused. The door was a plain metal one, in a dimly lit shed atop the roof. The walls and roof were the same drab grey that covered most of this skyscraper.
'It's been quite a while…' He looked at everything with a sensation of familiarity 
'The Morenkai will be active soon…' He thought as he regained his focus. The temporary safety period for the new Chosen was bound to be over quite soon. 
He wasn't afraid of them, at least, not any of the basic Morenkai. He was certain he could handle that.
'The most dangerous thing about the First Layer isn't necessarily the Morenkai, though…' He thought, his eyes cool,
'It's other humans.'
Micheal stepped forward, putting his head next to the door. He listened carefully for a few moments before cracking it open and peering out it.
He didn't see anything, at least, nothing atop this skyscraper roof.
Slowly, he stepped out upon it.
It was time to hunt.
.




Chapter 9: First Encounter

The first thing Micheal noticed was the silence.
Eerie and quiet, little sound could be heard. There were no birds squawking, no cars moving and honking, no children laughing or yelling.
It was silent.
Each skyscraper was set pretty far from other skyscrapers. They weren't as clustered as they normally would be on Earth.
Instead, they were spread out by a large 6 lane road, back on the ground level. This meant each skyscraper was around 30 meters from any other skyscraper. Over such a great distance, sound would carry quite poorly, especially when people were trying to be quiet.
No one wanted to alert the Morenkai to their presence, even if you were hunting them. After all, hunting down 1 Morenkai at a time was much easier than taking on a whole group.
"Hmm…" Micheal turned to the left and right as he fully stepped out onto the roof, his sword strapped into a sheath that came with it on his waist.
There wasn't anything on his roof currently.
He walked over to the edge of his roof, looking down.
More than 100 meters stood between him and the ground, a height that would instantly kill even him if he fell. Down on the ground level, he could make out various figures moving on the sidewalks, occasionally crossing the street.
"The Morenkai…" He shivered slightly despite himself, pushing back his own horrific initial memories of the creatures.
"They're active down below, which means they're hunting up top as well." Occasionally, some Morenkai would climb up the sides of buildings, reaching the rooftops. After they made it up, they would wander about aimlessly.
They'd only return down to the ground at random times. The Morenkai weren't always actively roaming. There were usually short gaps that most would take a few minutes here, sometimes an hour or two, where they would enter the base of buildings to rest, lying down on the ground randomly.
It was incredibly unsettling to see. Micheal had never seen it personally, his fights on the First Layer leading him to leave through a brutal melee combat in The Towers. But he had seen pictures and recordings that were brought up the Layers about it.
After confirming that they were active, he stepped away from the edge. He turned to look at one of the bridges that connected to his skyscraper.
The central area had the highest chance of Morenkai appearing up top. It would only take a few minutes at most to encounter one if he kept moving.
Before anything else, he needed to kill a decent number of Morenkai. He needed a large number of Points before he could begin his plan to save the First Layer.
'This Layer wasn't meant to slaughter us. Far from it, it was meant to make us stronger.' 
'We were simply too ignorant at the time to discover how.'
He shook the thought from his mind as he looked over the bridge.
It was one of the rickety rope ones. The bridges that connected each skyscraper were random. Some were fancy and sturdy while others were poorly constructed and barely worked. Not all the skyscrapers were the same height. Some were taller while others were shorter.
The one Micheal was now looking at was 2 levels higher than his current skyscraper.
Micheal took a few steps forward onto the rickety bridge. He held on to the rope as he moved, his every step sure and confident.
While something of this level would've terrified the younger him, it had little effect on him now. He put each foot firmly on the wooden planks as he crossed over, ignoring the gaping distance between him and the ground.
He quickly crossed over the bridge, finding himself on a new skyscraper. This one had a slightly raised metal wall, about half a meter in height, surrounding it. There were a few visible air condition units, some vents, and a trapdoor that lead into the bowels of the skyscraper.
But apart from that, not a soul in sight.
'I think something like 60,000 people arrived in my Cluster, right?'  He thought to himself. He was certain there were at least a few thousand skyscrapers and around 10,000 people left over from the first three Waves.
'I guess I do remember hiding and resting inside for the first day.' It made sense that no one was in sight. Even on later days, he had tried to stick to staying inside as much as possible. No one, including him at the time, wanted to run into any of the Morenkai.
He walked across the rooftop, pausing as he noticed something.
When he moved, he was constantly scanning the environment. He did not lower his guard and was always alert. A single moment of weakness was all it took to die. Micheal's observational skills were built up from years and years of constant training.
This skyscraper's roof was white, set with long-lined tiles. On a few of these tiles, Micheal made out several large black splotches and a few patches of grey powder.
He dropped to one knee, reaching down and picking up a pinch of the grey powder. He sniffed it lightly and then nodded, discarding it.
"Gunshot residue and the remnants of some fire-based attack or explosive." The buildings here might look like ones from Earth, but they were much more durable. Even explosive attacks could hardly damage the roof, leaving behind only a black mark.
He frowned slightly, considering his situation.
Regular guns actually had some limited effect on the First Layer. The Morenkai were extremely tough and durable, but they weren't invincible. A solid rifle could pack a decent punch and knock a Morenkai backwards, though penetrating their extremely dense skin with regular weaponry was difficult.
Special magical weaponry or Abilities from the Shop could make the challenge much easier, especially with the often superhuman strength many people possessed, but the regular type of weapons from Earth were only so-so. Despite that, many people chose to use guns thanks to their long-range capabilities and the familiarity people had with the concept.
A gun was reassuring to many. It offered them solace and a feeling of security, especially from other humans. While the Morenkai had very powerful physical defenses, not too many humans in the First Layer were immune to normal bullets.
Few people also willingly wanted to get anywhere close to the Morenkai. Still, enough bullets could damage the Morenkai internally and cause it to die.
They were still creatures of flesh and blood, after all. They just had a very unique physical makeup that made them very difficult to kill. They also seemed to be able to subsist without eating or drinking anything for long periods of time, making them even more freakish.
The Shop also sold advanced weaponry, including Energy Guns and various weapons like that. There were even Types that could gain special bonuses or powers from using guns.
In the end, however, most people that used guns depended on external power. In the later Layers, the actual power and strength one could wield on their own was far more important. Still, there were a few rare gunmen in the Last Army, using weapons that were bound to one's Ki Cultivation, allowing them to compete equally with physical fighters.
"Is there a team using this area as their hunting ground?" It wasn't completely impossible.
The central areas did have the highest concentration of Morenkai, which meant it was the fastest way to farm Points if you could survive and handle that many Morenkai. Despite that, even the strongest members in his Cluster typically avoided this zone. While handling a couple of Morenkai might be manageable, handling a horde, or worse, some of the special Morenkai… few people would purposefully look for that.
Only the lesser off groups or teams would work here. The larger organizations, like the Saru Group, were fiercely territorial. Almost no one wanted to give an inch of help to anyone else without some type of return. Charitable groups like the Godfather Organization were a rare sight. The apocalypse had, at least initially, brought out the worst in humanity.
He looked around carefully, not seeing anyone else present. He shrugged after a moment and kept walking, moving towards a bridge that connected to this skyscraper. Overhead, the bright mid-afternoon light of this Layer's sun beat down, with a few clouds drifting across the blue sky. This Layer was very similar to Earth in some aspects.
As he walked up to the bridge that connected to another skyscraper, Micheal froze.
This bridge was a stiff wooden one, three meters wide. It had handrails and seemed to be drilled into each skyscraper, holding it steady. It was far more reliable than the one he'd crossed over on.
On the other end of this bridge, Micheal could see a tall, gaunt figure shambling forward. It had leathery black skin and was extremely unsettling to look at. Its long arms were currently dragging something behind it, bumping along the wooden planks.
'A Morenkai.' His heart began to pound as he listened to its monotonous footsteps, each step rumbling as it moved across the bridge. He looked at the freakish creature, and specifically what it was dragging.
The corpse of a young woman, ripped and bloody, clearly dead.
He clenched his fists, his anger surging. He had seen billions die in his time, yet now that he had a chance to stop that, seeing even a single innocent death was infuriating.
Immediately after, however, he regained control, forcing his rage down. A feeling of coolness swept over him as he began to analyze the situation, not letting his emotions control him.
'It's not a special Morenkai, just one of the regular ones. It appears to have killed recently.' The dead woman was probably one of the new Chosen that went off on her own and paid the price. His right hand slowly slid to his waist, resting on the hilt of his blade.
'It doesn't sense me yet.' The Morenkai had weak visual senses. Their sense of sound and smell were much stronger, but only when they were actively hunting. When they were simply shambling around, aimlessly, all of their senses operated weakly.
However, there was a positive to every negative.
In terms of raw Strength and Endurance, Micheal was hopelessly outmatched. Even the weakest Morenkai had at least 8 times the Strength of a normal human from Earth, which meant at least 4 times Micheal's current Strength, without even considering their abnormal Endurance that could easily block even bullets. In a head to head collision, Micheal would be directly pulverized.
Without hesitating, Micheal began to walk forward onto the bridge towards it.
He was no ninja, and certainly not capable of hiding his footsteps and making no sound at all. Things like that required special shoes or a unique Ability. His movements, however small, were bound to make some noise. As he got closer to the Morenkai, even someone trying to be quiet would be noticed.
Instead of trying to walk quietly, Micheal timed his each and every footstep to land perfectly in tune with the Morenkai's own movements. Its own somewhat loud steps drowned out his own movements.
As he walked, he made no sudden or strange movements. While the Morenkai couldn't see easily, they could detect movement. He allowed his body to blend into the background, keeping the height of his head, chest, and arms continuous.
Micheal had crossed half the distance to the Morenkai. At this point, he began to concentrate on his body, controlling himself precisely.
The Ability 'Ki Cultivator' was extremely important for the Human Race. The initial purchase of the Ability modifies the human body, causing one's entire vein structure and organs to mutate slightly, though not to the degree that it was considered a 'Type' Ability by the Shop. Micheal had always felt the 'Type' designation by the Shop was rather arbitrary.
The Ability causes one's veins and organs to become tougher and more durable, but even more importantly, it allows one to be able to handle blood that is energized with 'Ki,' a type of cool energy that is absorbed from the environment and can be used to become supernaturally powerful.
This single purchase was extremely important because the 'Ki Cultivator' Ability was an Ability that could be grown without the need for Points. Of course, one needed to get the Ability first to gain the modified veins and organs that allow the Ability to function. That roadblock had caused Micheal a huge amount of trouble when he first started.
Micheal could feel his entire body flush with energy right now. It was this energy that had caused the visible increase in his Strength stat. Because of this, despite looking like a slightly athletic human, he was as strong as a top tier bodybuilder.
By now, he was only a dozen or so meters away from the Morenkai.
Up close, the creatures looked even more horrifying. It's lack of eyes or a nose, or most facial features, was incredibly unsettling. A long slit could be seen where its mouth existed, shut tightly at the moment. Morenkai only opened their mouths when they were eating or on the hunt.
'At least it doesn't smell bad.' The creatures didn't have much of a scent, oddly enough, though the stench from the corpse it was dragging was nauseating.
Abruptly, when the Morenkai was around 2 meters distant it paused, its head tilting to the side in confusion.
Immediately, without hesitating, he leapt forward, whipping his blade from his sheath.
His entire body was focused on this movement, making the leaping strike with an incredible amount of fluid movement. Despite the fact that his muscles were relatively untrained, the long years of muscle memory he built up non-existent, Micheal managed to perfectly launch the attack with amazing precision.
The instant his sword left his sheath, it was coated in a layer of edged energy thanks to his use of the Grandmaster Sword Mastery Ability. It cut through the air at an incredibly fast speed as he attacked.
Micheal then tumbled to the ground and rolled forward, his movements smooth as he flipped up and around, his sword at the ready. His eyes pierced forward as he looked at the foreboding figure of the Morenkai.
The creature stood frozen for a brief moment. A second later, the upper half of its body slowly slid off, cut cleanly in two. Black blood burst out from the Morenkai as it tumbled, dead.
Killed in a single strike, easily shearing through its incredibly dense outer skin.
.
—- Points Obtained —-
Points: 11
.
Micheal looked at the notification and smiled. He didn't even need to consider depending on his Life Orb Master Ability, or anything else, not for something of this level.
'Now THIS is something I can handle. Let's keep going.'
.




Chapter 10: Meeting Others

"Khari, hit it now! Hit it NOW!" A woman dressed in a pair of jeans and a tight yellow coat yelled out loud as she brought a large metal shield in front of her. She was currently standing on the roof of one of the tallest skyscrapers in the central Stardust Cluster, one that had four separate sheds opening down into the skyscraper.
An instant later, as she brought the shield to bear, the woman was knocked backwards as a large, hulking Morenkai punched it. The woman's body sailed through the air till it slammed into one of the four sheds atop the roof, coming to an abrupt halt. She let out a pained moan as she landed, sliding down the shed.
A half second later, an ear-splitting shot shook the air as a rifle bullet slammed into the Morenkai. The impact blew the Morenkai backwards, sending it crashing more than a dozen meters over to the other side of the roof.
"Got it, Lana!" A tall and fit black skinned man, dressed in a set of khaki pants and a vest, blew a plume of smoke off the end of his rifle. He was crouched atop one of the four sheds, his body pressed low against it.
Lana, the original speaker and woman wielding the shield, stood up with a groan, turning to look at the downed Morenkai.
"Riker, is the Sound Barrier still up?" Her voice was pained but determined as she glanced to the edge of the roof.
A short, pudgy and balding man could be seen, his clammy white skin covered in sweat as he held his hands forward. A thin, almost transparent barrier could be seen magically flowing from those hands, surrounding the entire roof.
The man didn't respond, just looking at her questioningly as if he couldn't understand.
"Right, you can't hear me. It's still up. Khari. Prepare another shot! It's just like I said, it'll get back up in a moment!" Lana's voice was cool as she began to walk towards the downed Morenkai.
"My Weatherby Mark V chambers a .460 Weatherby Magnum bullet! We used babies like these to take down diseased elephants that were harming the herd, ain't no way that Morning Rap or whatever is going to stan…" The black man's voice trailed off as he saw the Morenkai slowly shamble to its feet.
A small dent could be seen in its chest, the spot where the powerful bullet had landed. The impact had left an imprint on it, but was otherwise unable to penetrate its dense skin. It didn't seem particularly shaken up as it began to walk towards the former African elephant watcher.
"Khari, reload now! We need to hit it several times to rupture its organs! Keep firing at center mass!" Lana mentally swore as she saw the man hesitate. She ran forward with her shield, her body tensed up behind it as she stayed between them.
As a member of the previous Third Wave, Lana had gained quite a bit of experience over the past year. She was a lower member of one of the smaller organizations in the Stardust Cluster, the Mayoral Alliance. There were about 400 people in her group, making it one of the at least decent sized ones.
Today she was assigned to take out one of their brand new members, Khari, and show him the ropes. Riker was a Third Wave Chosen like her as well, with a unique Ability to block off sound in a certain area via a Sound Barrier.
The Mayoral Alliance wasn't big enough to compete with the other large organizations, and thus they were forced to use more dangerous areas like the central zone to hunt. Still, the terms they offered were generous and it was easier to get Points here than it would be in the Godfather Organization, the Saru Group, the Tobagin Party, or the Black Flag Pirates, the four major powers of the Stardust Cluster.
'But to have to take all the new Chosen out to practice immediately… I guess we don't have time to waste if we want to compete with the others.'
A second echoing shot rang out as Khari fired his rifle, this time glancing the Morenkai on the shoulder and spinning it around. His gun truly did pack a powerful punch to send it spinning so many times.
Lana sighed as she saw this. She promptly withdrew a handgun from inside her jacket, a Smith And Wesson .500, one of the strongest handguns in existence.
Three crisp shots echoed out as she fired directly into the Morenkai's chest as it was trying to stand up. This knocked the creature back several meters, sending it tumbling to the floor where it lay still.
"You need to aim for center mass, Khari, and hit it. The only way to kill them with bullets is to rupture their internal organs. It's too difficult to pierce their outer skin. Your rifle is far stronger than my handgun, it should only take a couple of well-placed shots." Lana's voice was calm as she turned and explained herself.
"Y-yeah. I got it. But- Woah!" As Khari was responding he cut himself off, something completely unexpected happened.
From the corner of her eye, Lana saw a dim flash of yellow light. She spun around, her heart dropping as she looked at the Morenkai she had dropped.
Its black body had begun to glow slightly as it raised itself up from the roof. An eerie aura rested upon its shoulders as it turned to look directly at Lana with its eyeless face.
"Shit. We found an Abnormal." Lana stared at the glowing Morenkai, her heart pounding with terror and adrenaline. She slowly raised her handgun, her hands shaking.
An Abnormal. One of the Morenkai that possessed unusual or strange abilities, ones that were much harder to kill than regular Morenkai. Ones they were more likely to encounter here in the central area.
"Khar-" Before she could say anything else, the glowing Morenkai began to move.
Instead of the ominous shamble that regular Morenkai move with, this glowing one sprinted forward in a powerful dash, covering the distance between them on the roof in a split second. As it moved, it unhinged its freakish mouth, though remaining eerily quiet as all Morenkai did. It revealed multiple long lines of grey teeth, hundreds of them packed together.
Lana fired three more shots. Each bullet hit the Morenkai center mass. However, instead of knocking it backwards, the bullets seemed to interact slightly with the glowing light that surrounded the Morenkai, their impact absorbed into it. It slowed the creature down somewhat, but not enough.
Lana felt her entire body explode with pain as the Morenkai collided with her shield, punching out with one of its long arms and slamming her into the ground, sending her handgun flying from her hand. Her Mortal Ki Cultivator Ability had strengthened her body and the shield she used was a special one from the Shop, an Iron Ice Shield that helped nullify impacts, but despite that, she was completely overpowered in an instant.
In her entire year of experience here, Lana had never encountered any of the special Morenkai. She had only heard of the leader of the Mayoral Alliance fighting one before, eventually managing to kill it by luring it off the roof into a dangerous free fall from the skyscraper.
"Arrgh!" She involuntarily yelled as she felt several of her bones crack. Her head felt dizzy as she looked up at the Morenkai, her heart exploding with emotion.
'Is this where I die? After all of the past year, all the pain I went through?' Tears welled up in her eyes as she looked at the Abnormal.
"No! Lana!" The African man off on the side struggled to reload his rifle, his hands shaking with adrenaline and horror as he saw someone about to die in front of his eyes. He had just arrived here from Earth, stuff like this was completely foreign to him and well outside of any training he had had.
Even Riker, his hands still raised as he maintained the Sound Barrier and blocked out the sound of their gunshots, looked on with horror, unable to help. If he lowered the Sound Barrier to try and help while they were shooting very loud guns, they would attract a horde of Morenkai this deep in the central area.
All he could do was watch on and pray for a miracle.
Just as everything seemed as if it was all over…
Yet another completely unexpected thing happened.
"Wo-woah!"
From out of seemingly nowhere, the body of a teenager that looked to be around 17 or 18 came flying crashing through the air at a very fast speed. This boy flew down into the Sound Barrier and slammed into the towering Abnormal Morenkai.
The impact sent the glowing, grotesque figure several meters away, tumbling down hard on the rooftop.
The teenager, meanwhile, agilely flipped to his feet from the impact, his body spinning around and smoothly canceling off the extra momentum. As he spun, his legs twitched slightly and the young man frowned, as if his body was not following his orders perfectly.
From behind the man, a pair of blue orbs floated up and began to slowly orbit the man's head.
"Whoops, my bad. Sorry for interfering with your kill." The teenager turned to the stunned onlookers with a cheerful smile. As he spoke, he tapped a ring on his finger. Immediately, a steel sword appeared in his hand.
The trio just stared on in shock.
"W-w-what?!" Lana stuttered out.
Meanwhile, the Morenkai that they had been hunting slowly shambled back to its feet, like a creature from a horror movie. Its black body was beaten and bruised, but still completely fine.
"W-watch out!" Khari yelled out as he saw this, finally managing to reload his Weatherby Mark V. He pulled the rifle forward to aim.
He fired.
He missed.
"Careful, it's coming back!"
The Morenkai began to lunge forward, its gruesome mouth opening wide again as it charged at the teenager.
"Khari! Quickly! Shoot again!" Lana desperately called out, clutching at her cracked ribs as she spoke. Unfortunately, the former elephant watcher was too slow. He was an expert at taking care of elephants, but far from an experienced shooter. The fear and excitement of everything had overwhelmed the man.
"No!" Lana could only watch in horror as the looming Morenkai ran right up to the strange teenager that had saved her life…
…And then tumbled down to the ground, its body split into two as black blood sprayed outward, collapsing.
"…"
"…"
"…"
"Huh?" All three of the trio stared, their jaw's collectively dropping.
"What?"
.




Chapter 11: Fly

.
—- Points Obtained —-
Points: 38
.
'Ooh, not bad. The Points aren't crazy, but it's still much more than the regular ones.' Micheal glanced at the notice that appeared after he killed the glowing Morenkai, smiling ever so slightly. This was the 8th Morenkai he'd killed in the past couple of hours, wracking up more than 120 Points now, in his first day.
Abnormals, or Abnormal Morenkai as they were officially called, were a type of Morenkai that had mutated powers of various types. They were usually stronger than the regular Morenkai thanks to that, though some were actually weaker.
The one he had faced here seemed to be a bit quicker than average and had some type of energy layer making it tougher. Still, that wasn't enough to challenge him.
He would only need to worry if he faced down a large number of Morenkai at once or some of the truly powerful Abnormals.
They were a feature of this world. The reasons the Morenkai existed, the weird setup of the Clusters, everything here was all related and all connected to the big secret of this Layer. A secret that wouldn't be discovered, in the normal timeline, until it was far too late.
A secret that made it possible to get tens of thousands of points very quickly, the hidden way to hit the official Point Wall of the First Layer.
'Still, I'm a long way from getting there.' Each Layer had a certain maximum amount of Points one could hold at a time. The wisest researchers of humanity had theorized that this was due to the Layers themselves, how the higher you went up the Layers, the more durable and stronger reality seemed to become, allowing your soul to hold more Points.
It was commonly accepted, now, that every human had a soul. The Shop and the Abilities it gave were imprinted upon one's soul, in unique and mysterious ways, granting people mystical powers.
The theories about the Point Wall were all very complex and confusing. No one truly knew for sure why or how it worked. All that was really known was that each Layer had a certain limit to the number of Points you could hold, something people called the Point Wall. The number wasn't set in stone and could vary by small amounts from person to person.
As for the Abnormal Morenkai… Micheal didn't know too much about them either, other than that the chance of one appearing was pretty low. He would've done a lot more research and preparation if he had known he was going to be sent to the past, but there was no point in complaining now.
Regardless, the trio before him had pretty bad luck to encounter an Abnormal.
'Slow and steady wins the race.' He repeated the saying in his head and then turned his attention over to the people he had just saved.
Micheal's goal in hunting around the central area on his own was two-fold. One was to gather Points at a fast rate, unobstructed and not weighed down by having to take care of others. While he might be able to save a few lives if he joined any random group for an extended period, millions of people would die in other Clusters.
He didn't have any time to waste. He kept the big picture always present in the back of his head.
The other reason he was here was because he was searching for someone. The Irregular that had arrived in his Cluster during the Fourth Wave, Sophia Morgan of Great Britain. Her presence was a vital part of his plan to reveal the big secret of the First Layer.
Without her, it would take much more time and be much more difficult. It was worth it to spend time looking for her.
'Hmm… Abnormals and Irregulars… whoever originally came up with the names for these two different groups wasn't very creative.' Micheal silently critiqued the amusing similarity.
As Micheal looked over at the trio, he realized something.
He had no idea who they were.
While in stories and books the protagonist always seemed to find exactly who or what he was looking for, in real life things were never that easy.
Micheal had saved them because he saw they were in trouble. While he wouldn't go out of his way to join small groups, he wouldn't just watch as innocent humans were about to die. He was here to save humanity, after all.
Just a few minutes prior, he had been in the middle of exploring the special Ability he had purchased.
The Life Orb Master Ability.
Two small, floating blue orbs could be seen swirling around his head. They were small, a little bit larger than a golf ball. They glowed with dim blue light, foggy and opaque.
Each one was a Life Orb.
.
—-Life Orb Master—-
A Life Orb master can manipulate, create, and use orbs called Life Orbs. Life Orbs automatically take the place of a user when that user otherwise would have died. Life Orb Masters cannot have any Type Modifications.
.
While Micheal was prowling about for Morenkai to kill, he was also reviewing his Ability.
In his mind, he had a certain amount of innate knowledge that came with the Ability. The Life Orb Master Ability appeared to be tied, like many Abilities, to the strength of his Soul Stat.
Every 24 hours, Micheal could create 1 new Life Orb. The orb would fizzle into existence out of thin air, magical energy flowing around Micheal in mysterious ways to form it. He had no idea how exactly the Ability worked, but he certainly wasn't complaining.
Right now, he felt that he could have a maximum of 3 Life Orbs. Each orb put a certain amount of strain on his soul. He could feel a type of innate connection he had with it, a feeling that if it broke, it would completely heal him, even if he was killed.
He had started with 1 Life Orb automatically and created a second one just a few minutes ago.
He could hide the Orbs, absorbing them back into his soul, or he could let them float around and use them to his advantage. He had the ability to manipulate the orbs as if they were a part of his body.
After some testing, Micheal had found that he could make the orbs fly anywhere within 10 meters of himself. They were tough and durable, easily bumping or bashing into things. He was tempted to try and split one in half with his Grandmaster Sword Mastery, just to see if he could, but he decided to hold off on that for now.
What made him most pleased, however, was an idea he came up with while messing with them.
If he could command the orbs to move wherever within 10 meters of him… and they could float in the air…
What would happen if he stood on them?
After clearing out a skyscraper and making sure nothing dangerous was nearby, Micheal had tested that question out immediately.
"Alright, Orbs." He had muttered, standing on the edge of the skyscraper. This one was one of the shorter ones, a few levels lower than the neighboring buildings. A corpse of a Morenkai could be seen, one he had killed just a few moments ago.
His Grandmaster Sword Mastery plus years of experience as a warrior made taking down individual Morenkai a piece of cake.
"Get over here."
The two blue orbs had floated down to his feet, hovering about half a meter off the ground. Micheal had crouched down and examined them closely.
He pushed on them, and felt as they pushed back, holding their position in space. There was a notable level of resistance, as if they were firmly planted in the ground.
After a moment, Micheal put one foot on one of them, and then jumped up and put his other foot on the other.
"Woah!" He slipped back and forth for a few moments, his arms waving in the air as he caught his balance. He abruptly began to zip back and forward as he tried to not fall, zooming several meters back across the skyscraper before he managed to catch himself.
"Ah! I got it!" After a few seconds, his innate sense of balance kicked in, one he'd gained from years of training. While his body had a lot of catching up to do, all his skills and experiences could still make up for a lot.
The result was pretty great.
He could fly.
The orbs rested snugly up against his feet, pressed up against him as if they were naturally supposed to be there. It only took a few seconds to get used to it. It almost felt like he had a pair of rockets attached his feet, flying him over anywhere he looked at. Using them, he could move and shift the orbs to carry him anywhere within 10 meters.
There were certain restrictions he found, through some very basic testing. The Life Orbs could float freely, but there seemed to be a need for him to be within 10 meters of a surface of some sort, one that was durable enough that it could bear his full weight. He found it impossible to fly freely above 10 meters from any surface, though he could glide for long distances.
In the inner city style Cluster, where he was constantly surrounded by towering skyscrapers, it was almost a given that he would constantly be within 10 meters of one surface or another.
He needed to test and explore the Ability more, he had tons of questions.
The feeling of flight from his own power was something he had never experienced. After all the fierce battles and hardened war he had been through, the sheer exhilaration of soaring through the sky and flying over skyscrapers… it was a very welcome break.
He kept practicing, and one thing led to another, he spotted a woman about to be killed, and now he was here, staring at the shocked trio.
"Th-thank you very much, sir!" The woman caught her breath first, hobbling to her feet as she clutched at her chest. It seemed she'd broken or cracked some of her ribs.
The other two of the trio, both men, looked at Micheal and the dead Abnormal Morenkai with a hint of fear in their eyes.
"It was nothing, I was just passing through." As Micheal responded, he paused for a moment and then queried,
"While I have you here… have you met or heard about an Irregular, or any new Fourth Wave Chosen, named Sophia?" He looked intently at the woman.
The woman paused for a moment, her eyes widening as she blinked. Micheal felt his hackles rise in anticipation. Did he get lucky and run into someone that had found her already?
"Nope, never heard of her."
.




Chapter 12: Deal

He resisted the urge to roll his eyes. Why react like that if you haven't heard the name?… He mentally sighed.
"What group are you from, if you don't mind me asking?" Micheal began to wipe the edge of his blade on the ground of the roof. Some of the blood from the Morenkai had landed on it after he cut through it and released his Grandmaster Sword Mastery Ability. He couldn't maintain the cutting layer of energy for too long at his current level of strength.
"Uh, not at all, sir! We are humbly part of the Mayoral Alliance! My name is Lana, a Third Wave Chosen! How should I address you, sir?" The woman hobbled over and picked up a handgun she had dropped as she spoke, nodding at Micheal respectfully.
Lana felt a subtle feeling of raw danger whenever she looked at him. The man had the eyes of a vicious predator, breaking down anything and everything in sight. She felt at her very core that if she tried to attack him, she wouldn't stand a chance. The man before her was an expert. As a result, she didn't dare act out of line.
She pulled out a small red pill from her pocket as she finished, swallowing it whole. Micheal recognized it as a Low-Tier Healing Pill, a magical medicine that could boost one's Recovery stat temporarily, allowing one to heal from injuries at a much faster rate.
"You can call me Micheal. Oh?" As Micheal heard the name of the group, memories flashed into his mind.
Back in his first year, when he was still on the First Layer, Micheal had constantly been out grinding up Points so he could purchase the Ki Cultivator Ability. He had made some friends after a few months of constant training and work, but none that he truly trusted. They were more allies of convenience, working on the same Hunting Team. He'd never felt that feeling of camaraderie or trust that he felt with Shin.
Most of them had died well before the final battle took place. He couldn't even remember most of their names, though if he saw them he'd recognize them.
His first year had been an incredibly lonely one. As one of the weaker humans in the First Layer, his original run had been brutally hard. He had experienced things… seen things… things he would never allow to happen again.
And as his mind flashed back, one memory, in particular, showed up. The memory was a bit vague, but Micheal could remember the conversation, if not the faces of everyone in it.
He had been talking to one of his 'friends,' an overweight Middle Eastern man named Karif. They were hiding down in a skyscraper, a group of them hanging out together and playing poker with some cards they'd found in a drawer.
Karif had shared some gossip he'd heard.
"And it turns out the Black Flag Pirates Pirate Commander Brandon took over two-thirds of the Godfather Organization's territory in a surprise attack." Karif spat into a trash can he'd pulled up to the side, chewing on some tobacco.
"They damn near cleaned ship with em', the bastards. Not that I care much either, mind, the runts the Godfather Organization saves are a waste of space. But someone's got to take em in. Not good to kill so many of em." He leaned over and spat again, shaking his head.
"Hmm?" Micheal had been surprised to hear that. The Godfather Organization had quite a bit of influence. They could be found all over in thousands of separate Clusters. Their strength, however, was spread extremely thin as a result.
All of the truly strong experts would remain in the Main Cluster, trying to tackle the stronger Morenkai that could be found there to gain Points or move up to the Second Layer.
Conversely, the Black Flag Pirates were a band of reprobates that declared the old way of life was over, embracing a new philosophy of freedom. It really just meant they robbed and killed to survive, led by a pair of muscular brothers that feared nothing. Well, they said they feared nothing. The fact that they had stayed behind in the Stardust Cluster for 3 years while their peers moved ahead told a different story.
The heads of the Black Flag Pirates were First Wavers, and had taken full advantage of their several years head start to build up quite a bit of strength.
"How did they catch them by surprise?" Even if the Godfather Organization was spread thin, it still had a number of capable fighters within it.
"Turns out one of them smaller teams infiltrated the group, pretending to join. I think they called themselves the Mayoral Alliance? Their leader is a Fire Caster named Abel. I heard it was an inside ambush." The talk from there had devolved to other unrelated gossip as everyone their bemoaned their lives and tried to put their minds off the hellish existence they were living.
Micheal hadn't thought much of it at the time. After all, what could he do? He certainly didn't have the strength to butt in.
Now… however…
He made a grim, mental promise. If he had a chance to encounter either of those two parties… The Black Flag Pirate Brothers or the Fire Caster Abel, Head of the Mayoral Alliance, he would kill them both directly.
He was here to save humanity, but that didn't mean he was soft. Some people were better off sleeping in the warm embrace of the earth than alive and spreading pain.
He would take them out if he was strong enough to handle them, that is to say. After all, his body right now was still very weak compared to where they would be at. He had only just arrived while they had been here for years.
He pushed these unpleasant memories to the side as he returned his focus to Lana. He glanced at the other parts of the trio, an idea forming in his mind.
"Say, Lana… I can see that you and your friends here aren't exactly skilled in hand to hand combat. I'm guessing all three of you have open Ability slots, right?" He gestured at them, his voice commanding. His every moment was full of powerful intent, giving him a strong force of presence.
The trio nodded passively, none of them responding out loud. They all kept looking at Micheal in respect and a bit of fear. In their eyes, he was a powerful expert that could easily wipe any of them out.
"I've got an offer for you. If you accept, I'll teach all three of you how to achieve Basic Sword Mastery without spending Points. With that at your disposal, you should be far stronger at defending yourself when it comes to close combat."
Basic Sword Mastery was an Ability one could buy in the shop. It cost 10,000 Points and gave one a decent edge in melee combat, an Ability that Micheal was well aware could be trained to higher levels.
It was possible to achieve this Ability without paying for it. However, very few people actually were capable of that or had the knowledge on the steps to do so.
"What would you ask of us, Swordmaster Micheal?" As Lana spoke, she clenched her fists, an eager light shining through. To her, this felt like a lucky chance to break past the deadly pattern of monotony she had settled into. A chance to rise above the daily dangers of surviving in the central area and no longer have to live in fear.
Micheal smiled,
"Nothing demanding. Just use every source you know to help me find a woman named Sophia Morgan, an Irregular that has the ability to create illusions."
.




Chapter 13: Ranking

After settling things with Lana and her allies, Micheal had left. They agreed to meet up on the upper floor of this skyscraper in 2 days to discuss what she had found.
Micheal didn't have super high hopes, but they weren't low, either. Sophia had been an Irregular that was obsessed with finding her little sister, a girl that had vanished as part of the First Wave. Partly as a result of that, she was on the hunt constantly for more Points, using her unique Fairy Eyes Ability to her advantage.
She hunted solo at first, and with her Ability in tow, as well as the fact that she was smart enough to pick up the Ki Cultivator Ability, she didn't need company, though that didn't last long. She eventually ended up joining the Tobagin Party.
The Mayoral Alliance was a group that hunted in dangerous areas like the central area. Sophia was known to have hunted here, relying upon her rare Ability. There was a real chance Lana would interact with her, or at least hear about someone who had.
Micheal tossed the thoughts to the side as he looked up at the sky, frowning slightly.
The daylight had long since fled to evening. The World of Endless Skyscrapers had a day and night cycle just like Earth. There were clouds and even, on rare occasion, rain and thunderstorms.
The world itself was barren except for the Clusters, from what he had been told. Someone with a unique Artifact that could map out places had set it to map out the entire world, learning a bit more about the tens of thousands of Clusters that existed.
'Damn it, I don't know enough about the First Layer, apart from its big secret.' He sighed, once more annoyed that he didn't pay more attention to this stuff.
'I should head back.' As he realized how late it was getting, he turned around, looking back the way he came. He put his Steelborn Sword away after ensuring there was none of the black blood of the Morenkai on it. The blood was mildly acidic and if you didn't clean it off, it could ruin your weapons.
He began to jog back home, keeping his eyes peeled for movement as he started crossing over one of the bridges back the way he came.
As he moved, however, he couldn't help but feel as if he was being watched. He kept glancing around as he jogged, his eyes narrowing. No matter what he did, he couldn't shake the feeling.
"It's probably just a scout. If it's something else, I'll deal with it when the time comes." He shrugged, not feeling particularly worried. Even if he was attacked by a surprise attack, the worst that would happen is he would be killed and then come back to life thanks to his 2 Life Orbs.
The reassurance that Ability gave him was incredibly confidence boosting.
.. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..
"So that's him, Anju?" A gruff, middle-aged man spoke out loud as he looked through a pair of binoculars. The man wore a set of army fatigues and military boots, with a cowboy hat on his head. A large knife could be seen strapped to his waist, as could an AK-47 on his back.
While guns only had a certain level of effectiveness against Morenkai, they often were quite effective against other humans, at least in the First Layer.
"Yessir Captain Bola! He's allegedly an Irregular that appeared with Daniel's group and ran off." A younger, lean man that appeared to be in his mid-20s responded. The man had short black hair and was well dressed in black pants, a black shirt, and wore a black scarf. He wore a set of black gloves and, in general, was covered in dark clothes or garments, helping him blend into the fading darkness, standing to contrast with his pale skin.
"A damned Irregular…" Captain Bola, one of the Three Captains of the Saru Group muttered, rubbing his eyes.
"Hadrian wants us to find out his intentions. If he plans on joining the Black Flag Pirates we'll need to kill him here and now… If he joins the Tobagin Party or the Godfather Organization, that is fine, if not optimal. It would be best if we could recruit him…" Bola spoke to himself as he considered his options out loud.
"He did kill a few normal Morenkai on his own and the attack that took out that Abnormal Morenkai was a decent slash, but he has yet to face one of the truly powerful Abnormals… or worse, one of the truly powerful humans…" The biggest threat in the First Layer wasn't necessarily the Morenkai.
The Captain turned to his subordinate, his eyes narrowing. Anju was his trusted lieutenant that had stayed with him ever since the duo arrived with the Second Wave. While they hadn't known each other before the apocalypse, they were fast allies now.
"Anju, follow him and find out where he lives, but stay at a distance. Report back to me when you have that information." As the Captain spoke, he picked up his binoculars again, staring at Micheal.
"How strong of an Irregular are you..? If this is all you have, you would hardly qualify as a C Rank human. Maybe just a high D Rank. That Abnormal could only be considered one of the weaker ones." He rubbed his chin slowly, taking a moment to consider the Ranking system the First Layer used.
In the First Layer, a general way of ranking how powerful someone was had come about. The ranking itself was actually based on a mix of fantasy stories from Earth and the familiarity people had with a letter grading system. Bola had always thought it a bit odd, but he wasn't the one that made the rules here.
F Rank was considered the lowest Rank, set aside for completely normal humans. E Rank was slightly better, for those with basic Abilities that were useful and could fight with teams against basic Morenkai.
'He's at least above those two in strength, that is for certain.' Bola  thought.
D Rank was the first Rank that was considered useful. At this Rank, you should be able to fight against a regular Morenkai and have a real chance at winning, though death was also a possibility.
'At a minimum, he has to be D Rank. Well above average for a newbie Chosen.' He shrugged.
C Rank was reserved for those that could kill a single normal Morenkai with ease and could fight against many types of Abnormal Morenkai evenly.
'He has shown the potential to be a C Ranker, but I'm still not sure...' Bola frowned.
'There's very little chance he's anything higher than that.' The higher Ranks were all very difficult to achieve. Even for an Irregular that was strong from the start, it would be very difficult to come in at B Rank or higher.
Even he himself was only B Rank, and he had been here for 2 years.
Anju, in the meanwhile, prepared to set off, tapping on a bracelet he wore. It was a Low-tier Spatial Bracelet, capable of holding a decent amount of gear. From this bracelet, the black-garbed man withdrew several blackened knives and strapped them to various spots on his clothes, gearing up.
"Anju." Bola called out, waving at his lieutenant.
"Yes, Captain?"
"After you confirm where he lives, wait for a moment and then test his strength." Bola kept his eyes on Micheal as he watched the Irregular cross a rickety rope bridge, his voice cool.
"Find out how strong of an Irregular he is." Bola's eyes flashed. Anju was a powerful C Rank fighter, one that was nearing the level of B Rank thanks to his unique Ability. He was more than capable of going up against some of the strongest experts in the Stardust Cluster, or at least escaping from them uninjured.
"Yessir, Captain!"
.




Chapter 14: Cultivation

Thankfully, as Micheal ran through the central zone, he noted that almost everyone was either in orientation with the newbies or taking the day off due to the arrival of all the new Chosen.
He didn't encounter a single person on his way back, though he did run into a normal shambling Morenkai which he made short work of. The deathly zombies which had proven terrifying to his younger self were nothing more than a footnote on his journey now.
His home base wasn't actually very far from where he had been. In what felt like no time at all, he found himself back atop the skyscraper where he'd decided to set up camp. Overhead, the sky had faded to darkness, evening almost completely slipping away.
The Morenkai were just as randomly active in the day as they were at night. Because the Morenkai had weak visual senses in the first place, the darkness of night didn't hamper them much. Compared to humans who relied greatly upon their eyes, they were typically much better off.
Very few of the skyscrapers would give off any light at night, and there were no stars in sight overhead, nor was there a moon. This made every night one of grim darkness, only occasionally lit up by some of the skyscrapers with lights shining through windows.
If one wanted to hunt in the night, they were typically forced to bring a light of some sort or some type of night vision goggles or Ability. Bringing a light out at night made you stick out like a sore thumb and was ill-advised. Conversely, using an Ability slot for something like that was usually an expensive and potentially wasteful choice. The night vision goggles were the best option, but were also quite expensive to purchase from the Shop.
Micheal had usually opted just to sleep at night, like most humans. When he gained the Ki Cultivator Ability, he'd used that time to meditate as well.
"Hmm." His eyes narrowed as he stopped in front of the door that led to the bowels skyscraper.
'That feeling is still here.' The feeling of being watched and followed had persisted this whole time. No matter how he moved or ran, it never left him. It was a type of sixth sense, a feeling that rose the hair on the back of your neck. The type of feeling you wouldn't recognize unless you had felt it many times before.
Several times he had taken casual sweeping looks around, trying to spot the tracker. All, unfortunately, to no avail.
'Whatever.' He mentally shrugged, putting it aside for now. Someone, or some group, had likely seen him taking out the regular Morenkai and wanted to keep tabs on him.
He pushed open the doorway, moving down into the skyscraper. As soon as he opened it, however, he froze.
He sniffed the air.
'Someone has been through here.' He frowned again.
'It seems I'm not the only inhabitant here.' It wasn't exactly surprising. There were tens of thousands of people in this Cluster, while the number of skyscrapers was only in the thousands.
'That or they lured a Morenkai down here to trap and kill it.' Micheal could remember back when he had been on a Hunting Team in the Saru Group how they would lure a Morenkai in and use the close corridors of the skyscraper hallways to their advantage.
The walls and doors here were all extremely sturdy. Even the powerful shambling Morenkai couldn't break them down.
He moved into the stairway and down the stairs. He paused as he moved down a single floor, listening carefully to the world around him.
Faintly, he could make out the hum of various air conditioning units working, a few fans running…
He couldn't make out anyone or anything else.
He shrugged again.
'Eh.' He couldn't be bothered worrying over something like a rookie.
He quickly made his way down to his floor, the 30th, entering the dimly lit narrow hallway. The plain grey walls were soothing and relaxing, a nice change from the monstrous Morenkai up top.
When he entered his room, he found that everything remained untouched. While he hadn't actually left anything in here, he had already decided this was where he was going to live.
With that in mind, he turned around and walked over to the office desk that was set in the corner of his room. The wooden edifice was aged and worn looking, though, like almost everything else that was originally here, almost virtually indestructible and impossible to move.
From the bottom of one of the drawers, he pulled out a short wooden doorstop. These were found in almost all rooms, one of the secrets you picked up over time if you lived in the First Layer.
He quietly placed the stop in front of his door. There were no natural locks on any of the doors here, you had to make your own. This doorstop would serve for now. It would stop anyone from entering for at least a few moments, giving Micheal time to awaken and react.
With that thought in mind, he sat down on his bed and began to meditate. He concentrated on relaxing his body, taking in several deep slow breaths.
Gradually, he became fully calm. He felt at peace with himself and the world around him, entering a state of peaceful relaxation.
This was the Cultivation State, as experts termed it. The mental state one needed to enter into if they wished to cultivate their ki, or inner strength, and increase the might of their Ki Cultivator Ability.
Entering this state was actually quite difficult. It had taken Micheal years to be able to get it down perfectly, and even longer to be able to enter into it at will for as long as he wanted. It was the type of thing you couldn't teach, but had to learn naturally on your own. He had heard that some geniuses were able to enter into it reliably within weeks of gaining the Ki Cultivator Ability.
'I can enter into it perfectly on literally day one… I'm probably setting a record in that regard.' He smiled ruefully. The longer and more perfect your Cultivation State was, the faster you could grow your Ki Cultivator Ability.
The air around Micheal vibrated slightly as his body began to slowly absorb ambient energy from the air itself. The feeling was like having a warm blanket tossed around your body, filling you with comfort.
'My Ki Cultivator Ability is still at the Mortal Tier, everything is normal.' All of his veins and organs had been reinforced, filled with a weak layer of warm protective energy.
To progress, he needed to increase the amount of energy stored within his body by absorbing it from external sources, like the air around him. The process was a slow and gradual one, but if he kept at it, he should be able to steadily improve his stats across the board.
'I can sleep after I cultivate for an hour.' He set himself a time limit, aware that he shouldn't rush his cultivation. Upgrading his Ki Cultivator Ability was something he needed to do step by step. With the knowledge he had, as long as he took his time it would be impossible for him to make any mistakes.
'Focus… relax…' His eyelids fluttered as he entered his Cultivation State, absorbing energy from the world around him. Gradually, he felt his Ki Cultivator Ability begin to grow in strength, bit by bit, enhancing his stats.
.. .. .. .. .. .. ..
Meanwhile, back on top of the skyscraper Micheal was meditating in…
Anju looked over at the entrance, his eyes pensive.
'This Irregular… why is he so freakishly alert?' He mentally swore at the weird swordsman, complaining in his heart.
The entire way here, Anju had been forced to stalk him from an extremely far distance, using his binoculars to barely maintain line of sight. Several times the warrior had gone on large sweeping glances, his eyes seemingly taking everything in.
More than once Anju had been forced to throw himself down and hide, at one point even bruising his knees from the impact.
If he hadn't been under strict orders to find out where the Irregular lived, he would've ambushed the man right then and there. It was ridiculously difficult to follow the man and remain undetected.
'But I managed, thankfully.' He grumbled silently.
'Hmph, there's a reason I'm called the Black Knife Ninja.' He struck a cool pose, kneeling slightly with a knife in his hand.
After waiting a moment and realizing there was no one there to compliment him, he sighed again. He was ready to get this mission over with and return back to base.
'Let's go find his room.'
.




Chapter 15: Shadowalker

Micheal felt cool energy flow into him, bit by bit. He was at peace with the world, his mind relaxed. Micheal had mastered his Cultivation State to such degree that he could actually focus on other things, letting himself cultivate in the background.
'Hmm… should I purchase a gun?' He considered the logistics. It might be worth it to have some long-range attacks. As of right now, his body and soul couldn't handle the stress of casting out long-range strikes via my Grandmaster Sword Mastery. 
Most people on the First Layer hunted with either guns, special weapons and Artifacts, or unique Abilities. The sheer physical defense of the Morenkai left few other options. Regular weapons would just glance off, magically sharpened weapons were needed to harm them. Basic Sword Mastery or similar Abilities could enhance most sturdy edged weapons enough to cause some damage. 
It was also possible to lure a Morenkai off a skyscraper and make them fall to their death. This counted towards gaining Points, though the danger in this hunting method was very high. He had often used this method, depending on luring the Morenkai onto rickety rope bridges and making them fall.
If you didn't come into the First Layer with a sufficiently powerful weapon or Ability, you had to take risks if you wanted to grow stronger. Originally, Micheal's first time here had been full of great danger.
'Hmm...' His sword was sharp enough that, when boosted by Basic Sword Mastery, it would be enough to injure a Morenkai.  Killing one in his current state, however, would take time and careful planning.
Micheal's Steelborn Sword was an Artifact he had purchased for several thousand Points, a durable sword that could withstand a lot of use. He had specifically purchased it because of its durability, knowing his Sword Mastery Ability would put a lot of stress on the Artifact.
While it was true he could use practically anything as a weapon if he coated it in a layer of energy from his Ability, preserving the regular tool after using it once would be extremely difficult.
The energy, called Sword Energy by some, was sharp and powerful. If it didn't have a solid medium to meld with, it would damage whatever was used. A regular blade would suffer internal damage after just a few swings and probably break within minutes. A branch would barely last a few seconds.
'I do have some experience with a gun.' He stretched his arms out as he continued to think, feeling his body over.
Today's exertions had taken a bit of a toll on him. His mind was incredibly sharp, as were his instincts, but his body was unable to keep up. His physical stats were so much lower than they had been before it wasn't even a fair comparison.
Micheal envisioned his current state by comparing it to a speeding car, racing through a city at more than 100 miles or kilometers per hour, and a regular person trying to run and keep up. The regular person would take far more time to navigate the city than the speeding car.
Even if the regular man knew the exact same route and path he would need to take, able to perfectly mimic the car, it wouldn't be the same.
Micheal knew exactly what his body needed to do, exactly when and where, but was struggling to force his body to keep up. He had slightly overloaded himself today with his movements.
'Adapting to this body will take some time. I'll need to account for that tomorrow when I go to practice.' He sighed. Starting over again was a far bigger pain than he had thought it would be.
Just as he was in the midst of deciding what to do, Micheal abruptly blinked, turning his head ever so slightly to the side.
At the very edge of his awareness, he felt someone's presence.
Throughout his journey through the 7 Layers, Micheal had picked up something akin to a sixth sense. Scientists theorized that this concept had to do with the soul and the presence of other souls. It was why someone's killing intent could sometimes be physically felt if it was powerful enough at high levels.
Certain feelings, emotions, these things were broadcast by your soul and could be subtly picked up upon if you didn't guard yourself.
It was this sixth sense that allowed him to notice he was being followed, though he couldn't determine who or where.
And it was that same sixth sense that tingled now, instinctually letting him know he was in danger. He didn't make it all the way to the Seventh Layer by ignoring his instincts.
He hadn't heard or seen anyone. But he could sense a very subtle awareness.
"Who are you? What do you want?" Micheal flicked his wrist slightly, tapping on the Low-Tier Spatial Ring that could be found there. Immediately, a long steel blade appeared, held out in front of him as he stood up.
Micheal's room was lit by a lamp that was set on the plain desk. This light flickered and dimmed as a gout of darkness abruptly floated underneath his door, forming a vaguely human shape.
'A Shadowalker!' Micheal instantly recognized the Ability.
The Shadowalker Type Ability cost 96,000 Points in the store. It transformed one's body, granting them higher Endurance and Recovery and a small increase in Strength, as well as giving them the special power to 'Shadowalk.'
A Shadowalker could morph their body into dark essence, invulnerable to regular blows. This essence was like a gaseous fluid, able to change shapes and moves through spots where regular humans could not.
Energy and light-based attacks could still injure Shadowalker's when they were in their essence form and the increase in Strength from the Ability wasn't as significant as many other Abilities. The utility of the Ability, though, especially on the First Layer where energy and light-based attacks were a rarity, couldn't be discounted.
'My Sword Mastery should let me injure him.' The damage would be greatly reduced when the man was in his shadowy form, but he couldn't ignore it outright. Micheal's mind raced ahead of him as he glared at the target. He didn't pause to question why he might be here, saving stray thoughts like that for later.
The Shadowalker's vague form coalesced into a complete human form, revealing a man wearing a full set of black clothes and a black mask, with several throwing knives strapped to them.
"I-" Micheal began but immediately cut himself off as the Shadowalker attacked. The shadowy figure's arms seemed to blur, being covered by darkness as he snagged a pair of knives.
"Huh!" Micheal threw himself down as he felt more than saw two black knives hurling towards his head. His already aching body tried to rebel as he forced himself into action, something he promptly ignored.
The knives narrowly missed him, slamming into the wall next to his bed.
"Hiyaa!" Micheal spun onto the floor and jumped up in a driving strike, leading with his blade. His eyes zeroed in the attacker, activating his Grandmaster Sword Mastery Ability. His every movement was guided with precision, shutting out the screams of his tired body. A sheen of sweat covered his forehead as a result, his eyes bloodshot.
The black clothed man collapsed into a collection of vague shadows as he saw the approaching attack, a look of surprise in his eyes. Micheal continued with his strike unabated, his sword slamming directly into the shadowy essence of the fighter.
"Arrrrgh!" The cutting energy on Micheal's sword elected a pained scream from the Shadowalker as he was forced back into existence, blood bursting from a long cut on his arm. Shock and horror could be seen in the man's eyes as he was slammed backwards, crashing down hard on the wall of Micheal's room.
"Give me a reason why I shouldn't kill you, right here and now."
Killing intent flooded off of Micheal's soul in riveting waves as he glared at the Shadowalker, his Steelborn Sword a mere centimeter from the man's neck. Micheal's every cell was full of heightened awareness, his heart pounding from the excitement of the fight.
The shadowy figure trembled, looking at Micheal in complete disbelief.
.




Chapter 16: Relocate

"I-I-I..." The Shadowalker's voice was scratchy as he stuttered, his entire body shaking. The man jerked his head over, towards where he had thrown the pair of knives at Micheal.
Micheal turned and glanced carefully, making sure he kept his attention on the Shadowalker as well.
'Hmm?' He blinked.
The two knives that had pierced through the air towards him, aimed at his head, were nowhere to be seen.
'No, hold on.' His eyes narrowed. He could faintly make out a couple of small clouds of shadowy essence, clinging to the wall and slowly dissipating.
Micheal turned back to the figure, a frown on his face.
"A fake attack?" The knives weren't real knives at all, but fake ones created out of the shadow essence a Shadowalker could manipulate. While they might look and fly through the air like a real knife, they contained none of the power or strength.
"Ye-yes. Yes. Was-was just a test." The Shadowalker's voice was harried as he stuttered out a response, not daring to move. The abruptness of Micheal's surprise response and the unexpectedness of the attack had put the man in a dangerous situation.
From the way Micheal moved, Anju felt like he should be both stronger and faster than the Irregular. This was his third year here, his stats were well above that of almost every single Fourth Waver. Even his Strength, which was not his strong suit, was almost 4 times as high as that of a regular human. However…
There was a sharp blade that had somehow managed to force him out of his Shadowalker state and injure him held right up next to his neck. The Irregular's eyes bored into him as if they could pierce through his soul, shaking him to his bones.
All of these things combined to freeze him completely despite his ostensibly more powerful physique.
Micheal's eyes hardened as his thoughts raced.
"A test? Why?" As he looked at the shadowy figure, a vague memory stirred in his mind. This figure actually seemed somewhat familiar.
"I meant no har-harm. I was merely ordered t-to evaluate you." The Shadowalker seemed to have calmed down somewhat as he replied.
"Organization. Now." Micheal slid the sword right up against the man's neck, his eyes brooking no argument.
"The Saru Group." The downed man's thoughts were far too scrambled to wonder why a newbie was asking what organization he was in.
'Ah! That's it! This must be Anju, the Lieutenant under Captain Bola!' The report that he was an Irregular must've caused a bigger flurry than he thought it would. At the mention of the Saru Group, Micheal finally realized how he knew this fighter.
He himself had served under the Black Knife Ninja, as the pretentious fighter called himself, back on his first go around through the 7 Layers. He had only ever been a subordinate on one of the Hunting Teams under the fighter and never risen to prominence in the Saru Group before he left, and thus hadn't had much interaction with the man.
'He was self-obsessed, but not a bad type.' He remembered that the man helped out in the large scale battle against the Black Flag Pirates, back after the Godfather Organization was almost wiped from this Cluster. The Black Flag Pirates were scum as far as Micheal was concerned, so Anju's actions there redeemed himself.
'He died then, if I recall correctly.' He could faintly remember hearing that Captain Bola was incensed. The two men were like brothers. Anju had been murdered while using his Ability to help scout out where the Black Flag Pirates had hidden their base.
Due to the labyrinthian setup of the Cluster, if an organization was trying to hide its base, it was certainly possible to avoid prying eyes.
As all of this flashed through Micheal's mind, he instantly made a decision.
"Arrrgh!"
Micheal's sword pommel slammed into the right arm of Anju, instantly cracking it. The Shadowalker fell to one knee as he yelled, clutching at his arm in pain.
"Tell your leader if he wants to test me, he can find me in person." Micheal's eyes were cold as he looked down at Anju. He held his blade next to the Shadowalker's neck, his killing intent causing the man to tremble uncontrollably.
"Your foolish overconfidence was your downfall. Don't think just because you can meld into the shadows that you can't be detected or injured." Micheal's voice boomed as he rebuked the fighter, arrogance dripping on his voice. There was no better way to teach a lesson like this than making someone feel as if their mistake might cost them their life.
Anju had originally died because he got caught in a manner like this. He was overly reliant on his Ability, and when that Ability was countered, he left himself vulnerable.
'You'll need to grow out of that habit if you want to survive.' Micheal's eyes narrowed as he withdrew his sword, barking out a command.
"Leave."
The Shadowalker made no comment as he scrambled to his feet, clutching at his arm. His body immediately collapsed into shadows as he fled, not even opening the door as he rushed away from Micheal, as if he was fleeing from a horrifying demon.
Micheal sighed as he left, looking around his room.
'Since I didn't kill and instead spared him, the Saru Group won't consider me a mortal enemy.' With the skill he showed, though, it was likely that Captain Bola would show up to meet him if he stayed here. He rubbed his eyes as he returned his sword to his Low-Tier Spatial Ring.
'Well. I can't have that.' The Captain was a true-blue expert. Micheal could faintly recall that the First Layer had a Ranking system in designating how powerful someone was. The Captain was at least B Rank.
With Micheal's current physique, he would probably qualify as C Rank given his skill with the sword. He wasn't sure how his Life Orbs would factor in, but he didn't think he'd be able to physically keep up with the Captain.
He sighed again. At least this incident would have gained him a great deal of respect within the Saru Group. That would make his job easier later if he picked them to reveal the big secret of the First Layer, though they weren't his first choice.
He had planned on staying here in this room for the next month, he noted, as he looked around. As fate would have it, he didn't even manage to stay here a full day.
'Whatever. Easy come, easy go.' Micheal quickly packed anything he had taken out, unstopping the door. He then walked out into the hallway, glancing up and down it.
No one could be seen.
'They might be watching the roof. I'll have to be a little risky.' Micheal jogged over the stairway. Instead of going up it, he went down, dropping below several floors till he reached the 25th.
Once he arrived, he made his way over to the opposite side of the building. He checked several different rooms, noting that all of them were unoccupied. Some of them were bedrooms while others were office rooms. Finally, he found one in particular he had been searching for.
A lounge.
He ran up to the far wall of the lounge, where a large glass door could be seen, opening up onto a very small outcropping.
Most of the buildings had multiple ways to exit. It was common to find a lounge with a door that opened to the outside on certain floors, one of the odd quirks of the First Layer.
Micheal looked out at the night sky as he came outside, taking in a deep breath. Despite looking like a city, the air here was clean and fresh.
His eyes narrowed as he spotted movement.
He could just barely make out dozens of Morenkai down below, moving on the sidewalks at night. Their shambling, ominous figures were incredibly disconcerting to look at.
Micheal snapped his fingers quietly.
Immediately, two blue orbs appeared, floating around his head. He commanded his Life Orbs to descend till they reached the floor of the small outside patio.
He grunted quietly as he stepped on the orbs, finding his balance.
'Time to relocate.' He looked carefully at the building he was now floating right next to. Then, without fanfare, he began to zoom up the side of it, building up momentum. After he'd flown up two different floors, and crossed the side of several rooms, Micheal swerved, turning harshly.
His body soared across the empty gap between two skyscrapers as he was flung into the air. The Life Orbs immediately began to glide downward as they found nothing within 10 meters to support Micheal's weight.
For a few scant moments, exhilaration filled Micheal as he soared through the night sky, flying above the dangerous hive of monsters below.
Moments later, he came within range of the neighboring skyscraper. His Orbs immediately regained their flight capabilities, using the sturdy wall as a sort of magical anchor.
'Let's get out of here.'
.




Chapter 17: End of Day 1

Micheal flew from building to building, making use of his momentum to quickly move through the skyscrapers. This method of flight was somewhat dangerous, considering that some of the Morenkai liked to scale buildings.
Most of the Morenkai that appeared on the rooftops were ones that either scaled the outside of a building or made their way through the inside all the way to the roof.
While the percent of Morenkai that would take either route was quite small, the sheer multitude of the beings that existed, swarming down below, meant a significant number climbed upwards.
As for how the Morenkai came to be, well, that was part of the big secret of the First Layer as well.
'Flying like this at night is doable. In the daytime, though…' Micheal's eyes flashed as he soared through the air, gliding across a large gap towards one particularly large skyscraper.
'It's possible I'd get shot down.'
While the Morenkai might not pay attention to him, that didn't mean other humans wouldn't. Some of the big or small organizations were fiercely territorial, barring anyone from entering their controlled skyscrapers.
In a reality where the rule of law had greatly devolved, it was often every man for himself. Trust was a rare commodity in the First Layer.
Micheal could vividly recall hearing about one of the raids the Black Flag Pirates had committed against a smaller organization, the Blue Devil Alliance.
The fighters from the Black Flag Pirates had used grappling hooks and ropes to latch on to the lower part of the Blue Devil Alliance-controlled skyscraper, where they had their main base. Warriors had snuck across into the depths of the skyscraper, infiltrating the building. They had then launched a surprise ambush, wreaking havoc and decimating the group.
'Though, it's not like the Blue Devil Alliance were angels either.' They might have been a smaller group, but they were almost as bad as the Black Flag Pirates when it came to murder and intimidation. If and when the same situation came about in this timeline, Micheal had no plans on trying to stop it.
Micheal soon made his way across and past a dozen different skyscrapers, using the faint glow from certain windows to see. The night was notoriously dark in the First Layer, but the fact that he was flying where the only sources of light could be found was a big boon.
Finally, he reached one skyscraper in particular he decided that he liked. He had no idea if it was occupied or not, but by this point, he didn't care. He just wanted to find a place to rest.
After observing it for a brief period, he noted that there was no one standing guard on or visible in it. He moved into the skyscraper from a lounge patio, sneaking in.
The quiet hum of various air conditioning units was a pleasant backdrop as he carefully crept down a couple of floors, on full alert.
He didn't hear or see anyone. Most people tended to inhabit the upper floors, instead of the lower ones. The chances of running into a Morenkai were much lower the higher up you went.
Of course, even if he did run into one, he could make short work of it, so that wasn't an issue for Micheal.
Soon, on the 17th floor, he picked out a room. It was functionally identical to his other room, complete with a hidden doorstop, one he found under the bed. He set up shop again, blocking off the door and returning to his bed.
Roughly an hour passed as Micheal returned to his meditative Cultivation State. This time, he went uninterrupted, able to focus on getting stronger in peace.
After the hour of focus, he called up his status screen.
— - Status — -
Name: Micheal Care
Points: 157
Race: Human
Age: 18
- Stats -
Strength - 23
Endurance - 17
Recovery - 13
Soul - 10
- Abilities - (3/7)
Life Orb Master
Ki Cultivator (Mortal Tier)
Grandmaster Sword Mastery (1/5)
.
'Nice.' He smiled as he looked at it, pleased. He had made progress in his Strength, Endurance, and Recovery stats, all of them increasing by 1. To have such an increase in literally his first day, it was already blazing fast progress. Most people took a very long time to see visible gains in their Ki Cultivator Ability.
With his experience, he should be able to make relatively fast progress in cultivating. Once he got a few thousand more Points, he could even speed his progress up further using some of the secrets he knew. His eyes glimmered with a hint of happiness at the thought.
Just as Micheal was celebrating, he felt his stomach rumble, reminding him he hadn't eaten yet today.
'Hmm… Shop… Food Selection… Let's see, give me a juicy filet mignon and a side of fries, with honey mustard sauce!' He went over some of the mental options in his head before making a decision.
'It costs 6 Points? Pricey, but I won't turn it down.'
A moment later, a plate of steaming steak and fries, with a few cups of sauce, appeared right on Micheal's bed. There was even a fork and knife. He grinned as he saw this, the magical Shop never ceasing to amaze him. He took a deep breath, savoring the scent. All of this would disappear in 30 minutes, the plate, utensils, and any leftovers.
"Mmmm!" Micheal bit into the filet mignon, feeling the juices of the steak combine with the sautéed butter and warm sauce. He grabbed a couple of fries, dipping them in one of the sauces to add to his bite as he chewed.
"Mmmpevenn!" 'Heaven!' The delicious food was tantalizing, something that never grew old when he was in the 7 Layers.
Micheal settled in to eat and then sleep, the end of a busy and productive first day.
.. .. .. .. .. ..
The next day, on the northern side of the Stardust Cluster…
In the depths of a nondescript skyscraper, a large number of men and women could be found.
Several of the men stood at certain places in the skyscraper, keeping watch. They had locked down every strategic point, watching the stairwells and any entrances that existed to the lower areas.
Most of the men were gruff looking. All of them wore regular clothes with some type of black cloth tied around an arm, a leg, plastered on a short, or worn as a scarf. Something that could be used to quickly identify them.
Most of the men also had guns strapped to their back, hip, or held in their hands. Semi-automatic rifles, light machine guns, handguns, the fortress was a veritable mountain of weaponry.
The women, conversely, were mostly unarmed. Several of them were dressed seductively as they laughed and giggled, talking to some of the men. One and all, they were beautiful, from smiling golden haired dancers to dazzling red headed socialites.
If one were to look closely, one might even see some of the men occasionally handing some of the women Artifacts they had purchased from the Shop, and then these men and women disappearing for a period of time…
In a room that was particularly well guarded, at the center of all the men standing guard, two men could be seen sitting around a table. The room looked to be a meeting room of sorts, with a long wooden table and several plush chairs.
On the table was an expertly drawn diagram of the Stardust Cluster, a map that was currently covered in markings outlining various forces.
"Brandon, the newbies have had a solid first day at the branch bases. I think our plan to keep them in training for self-defense will go well, but we'll need to cull the herd eventually. There's always going to be squeamish ones that refuse to do what they need to, to survive." The speaker was one of the two men, a handsome and lean asian man dressed in a sharp looking suit. He had short black hair and piercing green eyes, with a small nose and square chin.
"Yes, Byron, but I think we'll need a more direct approach. I say we take them on a raid against one of the central groups no one cares about. Perhaps the Lasso Killers or Blue Devil Alliance, they're close to us." The other man responded, gesturing with his hands at the map. This speaker was a polar opposite of the other, a great burly caucasian man wearing a set of overalls and a bright white shirt. He had a large square beard and a rough looking face.
Despite his apparent crude appearance, the keen intelligence in his eyes was unmistakable.
"Perhaps. We should also look into the Irregulars that appeared. There's that female one, Sophia, that appeared near us. I also heard there's another one that appeared in this Wave, a man named Micheal. He apparently clashed with the Saru Group already, so he should be a good target to recruit." Byron shrugged.
Just as Brandon was about to respond, a loud knocking at the door interrupted him.
"Lord Byron, Lord Brandon, we've received important news from the Main Cluster!"
The two Pirate Lords, as they termed themselves, of the Black Flag Pirates paused, turning to stare at the door.
"Bring it in!" Brandon yelled out loud a response, curiosity in his eyes. Byron watched everything like a hawk, his expression unreadable.
A young man that looked to be around 20 jogged in, his face covered in a sheen of sweat. It was obvious he had run the whole way here without pause.
"Drink something, first." Brandon threw the man a bottle of water he'd kept stored in his Spatial Bracelet, an Artifact similar to Micheal's Spatial Ring.
The young man nodded his thanks as he eagerly gulped down the water. After a few moments, he finished drinking the whole bottle, panting slowly.
"So, what is the word?" The Black Flag Pirates had men stationed in the Main Cluster, solely to keep abreast of any major events occurring there. It would be dangerous and ignorant to do anything else.
One of the men on rotation had the Ability to send messages over long distances by using magical birds he painted in the air. These birds could just barely travel far enough to reach their Cluster. After all, the Great Bridge that connected to the Main Cluster only appeared for brief periods before vanishing. It wouldn't be feasible to use only that if one wanted to be kept up to date.
As a result, they always had someone on watch in a specific, agreed upon spot, in case one of the birds ever arrived.
"It's about the Godfather Organization!" The young man said, patting on his chest.
"The Head of the Godfather Organization has been fatally poisoned! He's currently half-paralyzed and unable to take action, estimated to be dead within 3 months!"
The two Pirate Lords froze, their eyes widening in shock.
"What?! How?!" Byron's voice cut through the air as he stood up eagerly.
"A newbie Chosen, someone with the Poison Ruler Type Ability, clashed with him over one of the special Golden Morenkai that appeared! No one was aware that the new Chosen had that power, or that he was even strong at all!"
"Bahahaha! Cameron fell to a brand new Chosen?!"
"No way!"
The two Pirate Lords burst out laughing as they heard this, smiles all around. Eager light flashed in their eyes as they went over the information, pleased.
"Is there anything else?"
"No sirs."
"Then you are dismissed. Pick yourself up an Artifact from the Armory on the way out, anything below 5,000 Points." Byron sent the man off with a huge smile, the Pirate Lord internally celebrating.
As the room cleared and it returned to just the two of them, the duo looked back at the map.
"Without their Head, the Godfather Organization no longer has that freakish S Ranker to protect them." Brandon began, rubbing his beard with a grin.
"Indeed. They are spread so thin, in so many Clusters, the only reason they could get away with it was because of Cameron. To think he would fall to poison, from a newbie Chosen…" Byron responded, shaking his head.
"That does leave them vulnerable… with the fighters that they have here, wiping them out should net enough to hit the 100,000 Points Wall for each of us. If we can upgrade our strength again, we should be able to face up against all of the other powers in this Cluster combined…"
The two Pirate Lords began to quietly talk and plan, plotting out the future.
.




Chapter 18: Day 2

The Ki Cultivator Ability had several Tiers, from Mortal to God. Each Tier was further split into three internal stages, decided upon by enough experts that the opinion was generally accepted in the 7 Layers.
'There's the Early, Mid, and Late Stage of Mortal Ki Cultivation.' The Peak Stage also technically existed, but it really just meant one has strengthened their Ki to the highest level within a Tier. Micheal thought this over as he chomped on a pair of warm eggs and bacon, his breakfast for the day.
Daylight gleamed in through the window of his room, the bright morning sun slipping over the horizon.
'Right now, I should still be in the Early Stage.' He considered this fact, taking a moment to wolf down some bacon.
He would reach the Middle Stage when his base Strength reached around 3 times the strength of a normal human, or 30 points. The Late Stage would be reached at 4 times the strength of a normal human, or 40 points of Strength. He thought this, too, over in his head.
— - Status — -
Name: Micheal Care
Points: 150
Race: Human
Age: 18
- Stats -
Strength - 23
Endurance - 17
Recovery - 13
Soul - 10
- Abilities - (3/7)
Life Orb Master
Ki Cultivator (Mortal Tier)
Grandmaster Sword Mastery (1/5)
.
'Since I have nothing else modifying my stats, when I reach 30 Strength, I'll truly be at the Middle Stage.' The progress would  show up on his Status. His Endurance and Recovery would rise by similar, though smaller, amounts.
An Ability that could be grown without Points to a huge height… it was no wonder this was the most popular Ability in the 7 Layers.
A few moments passed as he finished eating his breakfast. The food settled comfortably in his stomach, tasty and warm.
After that, he washed up slightly. There was a bottle of toothpaste and a toothbrush in his sink that he used, and he washed his face. As he looked at himself in the mirror, he smiled slightly.
'Man, I look like a baby.' He pulled at his cheeks. He was so used to seeing his old grizzled, aged-far-beyond-his-years appearance.
He shook the stray thought for his mind as he finished preparing.
Then, before he left, he sat back down.
'Alright, focus. Life Orb Master Ability.'
As he sat still, he turned his mind to the new Ability he had gained.
Immediately, two floating blue orbs appeared out of nowhere. Micheal reached out and tapped on them lightly, rubbing their surface. They were smooth to touch, giving off a cool and refreshing feeling.
Micheal closed his eyes for a moment. In his head, he could feel a mystical connection to these orbs, one that seemed to meld with his heart and soul.
And, as he focused on this feeling, he could sense something else. A feeling like a tree that was about to sprout, as if he was just about to open something up. As if a flower was about to bloom.
Micheal felt that sensation and then mentally pushed slightly.
A third, glowing Life Orb appeared, shining dimly in his room.
Micheal smiled as he saw this. The feeling of something about to bloom, about to sprout, vanished. Micheal assumed this was the daily process of growing a Life Orb, some mystical part of his soul creating it through magical means he didn't understand.
'I've hit the maximum limit of Life Orbs I can currently carry.' As the third Life Orb was borne into existence, Micheal could also feel a very faint level of pressure settle upon his soul. While these three orbs provided him with a feeling of refreshment, they also required a certain level of power to maintain.
'With my average Soul stat, I max out at 3 Life Orbs, huh?' That meant he could die 3 times and still survive. He paused as he considered this. The fact that he could literally have 3 extra lives… it was incredible.
He would've killed for an Ability like this on the 6th or 7th Layer.
While the Ability didn't increase his Strength or give much offensive power, and even had the negative aspect of not allowing a Type, it was so incredibly useful an Ability that he couldn't pass it up. It was also one of the rare Limited Abilities that could be purchased from the Shop. That meant if he hadn't picked it up when he had, it was likely he never would've gotten the chance to snag it.
"Ouch!" As he was considering the Ability, he winced out loud. He quickly stretched his arm as a cramp appeared.
"I'm not in nearly as good a shape as I used to be." He ruefully muttered as he began to stretch. His entire body was aching, sore from all the exertion of yesterday. Even his increased Recovery wasn't able to fully fix him up.
His body simply wasn't used to all of his rapid movements and attacks. It would take some time for his physique to adapt to how it used to be, let alone gain anywhere near its previous strength.
"Still, I have that time to spare. I can't leave this Cluster till the Great Bridge appears in a month." He thought things over.
"Should I break one of the Orbs? If it will bring me back to life, does that mean it will heal all my injuries?" He rubbed his chin.
Soreness like his was caused, in part, by micro-tears in the muscles of one's body from using them in ways they weren't used to. Micheal had learned this, and as much information as he could about developing himself, years ago in the middle of the 7 Layers when he was desperately trying to catch up to the First Wavers. These tears would eventually heal and the muscles would become stronger than before, but that took time.
"Maybe I should test it…" He thought it over and then shook his head.
"No, I'm currently too weak. I need every advantage I can get, including the full 3 lives. I'll wait till tomorrow, I'll just have to suffer through the soreness for now." He made his mind up.
After reaching that conclusion, he stood up and began to leave.
When he opened his door, he opened it very carefully, removing the doorstop. He listened to the sounds of the world around him, putting his ears near the ground, where a tiny slit was open between the door and floor.
He heard nothing.
While it might seem overkill, especially with his level of skill, Micheal didn't make it through the 7 Layers all the way to the end by being careless.
He quickly moved through the hallway, not seeing or hearing anyone else. His footsteps were quiet and confident.
In no time at all, he made it to the stairwell. Just as he was about to open the door to go up, he froze.
Faintly, he could hear voices drifting down.
"…It's bullshit, Merkel should've gotten the Points for it. We clearly had it at the edge…"
"…Tommy I know, but the Points go to the person that hits it last, that's just how it is…"
"…it's not fair. We woke up early just to find…"
Micheal could hear a pair of male voices arguing. Two men that had just hunted a Morenkai and apparently had the kill stolen from them, or one of their allies, were complaining as they moved to their floor.
Eventually, the voices faded away as they entered a floor that was several ones above Micheal's.
'So there are other people in this skyscraper.' He frowned. It couldn't be helped, there were only so many skyscrapers in the Cluster, and many more people.
'Still, they sound like a small group.' They didn't sound like they are part of any major power. He highly doubted they would have this skyscraper locked down. While the big groups would often lock down entire sectors, the smaller groups or forces that lived in the dangerous central area were less territorial.
Part of it was a manpower issue. They simply couldn't afford to waste time blocking off areas, especially when Morenkai would appear frequently.
Micheal entered the stairwell.
Everything was quiet, for now, anyway. He quickly clambered up the stairs, taking quick steps to get the blood flowing in his sore legs. After a few moments, he breathed out lightly as he reached the top.
He frowned slightly as he saw a small spot of red.
'They must've been injured.' It was blood.
He shook his head. He could remember his own dangerous trials when he was here the first time around.
He put his ear to the door for a moment and then opened it up fully, his eyes cool.
It was the start of his second day here.
'I have 150 Points now after buying breakfast… By the end of today, I want to have 4,000.'
.




Chapter 19: Record

The early morning light gleamed, lighting up the world around Micheal. A few clouds drifted overhead, making for a rather picturesque view.
'Wow, those guys were up pretty early. It's probably barely past 8.' He silently observed. Some people chose to hunt in the early hours of dawn, when most of the major groups would still be resting or getting ready.
He glanced to the left and the right, scanning his surroundings. He could only really make out the four neighboring skyscrapers, but didn't see anyone on them.
'No wait…' His eyes narrowed.
He could make out the shambling figures of two Morenkai moving slowly together across a sturdy wooden bridge, off to his left on the other skyscraper. Apart from that, not a soul.
In the central region, most people stuck to the insides of skyscrapers when they weren't actively looking to hunt. It was more common to see random people in the outer regions as people came up for sunlight or to break the monotony of existence here.
If you weren't obsessed with getting stronger like Micheal was, life could be pretty dull at times.
'Then again, the constant danger of risking your life to hunt, or the horror of seeing people you know die, did spice things up a bit.' He shook the memories aside. He felt like an old man, complaining about how life had been harder back in his day.
Micheal turned to the left, stalking forward. He moved as quietly as possible, concentrating on moving his aching body in smooth motions. The most important part of any battle was often how you entered it. A single strike could decide everything.
In movies or books, Micheal had read about epic duels that lasted for hours.
In the first of the 7 Layers, most direct melee battles finished in an instant. Only fights between long-range experts lasted longer than a few exchanges, and that was mainly because snipers or the like could hide behind the nearly indestructible walls. Other battles, where one was trying to lure a Morenkai to fall, could last longer than an instant, but typically ended shortly after.
Micheal reached the edge of his skyscraper. He tapped on his Spatial Ring, instantly withdrawing his Steelborn Sword. The blade gleamed with the light of the sun, something he immediately shifted as he pointed it down.
'I forgot about how damn bright it is here.' He grumbled, hiding the blade in his shadow.
The two Morenkai, in the meanwhile, had managed to cross the sturdy wooden bridge and were ambling around on the neighboring skyscraper. This particular building was a faded green one, with two sheds that opened up into stairways.
After walking around the top of the building for a few moments, the Morenkai began to walk towards a bridge that led to a different skyscraper.
Micheal frowned slightly.
'Life Orbs!'
Immediately, three glowing orbs appeared, floating around his head. He mentally directed two of them to the ground and stepped on them, finding his balance.
He then began to fly alongside his own bridge, hovering just next to it. He moved quickly, as fast as the orbs could fly. Their top speed seemed to be around 30ish miles per hour (50ish kilometers per hour). They accelerated very quickly, making them quite useful.
The maximum speed seemed to increase, slowly, if he moved in a straight line for a long period, but he wasn't sure. He hadn't had the chance to test them extensively yet.
In just a few seconds, he flew over to the neighboring skyscraper. He didn't fly above the bridge, but instead flew just to the side of it. Flying up high would make him a target to other humans, something he didn't particularly want to deal with.
'Morenkai I can handle, but there are too many weird Abilities or strong Artifacts that exist, even with the Points Wall.' The Points Wall was around 100,000 Points in the First Layer. No matter what you did, you could never exceed that number.
You could spend Points on anything below it, and hit the wall again and again. But it was impossible to go over it.
Micheal had hit the Points Wall before. There was an actual feeling associated with it. A warm feeling would cover your soul, one that was extremely comfortable. When you tried to take in more Points, however, the feeling would tremble and the Points would be rejected. It was like trying to eat something when you were already full.
'Of course, I never managed to hit the Points Wall while here on the First Layer.' He thought, ruefully. He had barely managed to make it to the Second Layer in his first go around.
By this point, Micheal had reached the other skyscraper. He hovered about a quarter of a meter above the ground of it, just barely floating.
'If I walk, I'll inevitably make noise. But if I use the Life Orbs to fly there…' He smiled as he came to a conclusion.
He shot across the roof of the skyscraper like a wraith, not making any footsteps. In fact, the only noise was the sound of air flowing around him as he shot forward and the shambles of the Morenkai as they moved across the bridge.
In this case, the bridge the Morenkai were on was a wide, metal platform, about 4 meters across, with no handrail.
The clomping of the Morenkai was rather loud as they moved forward, their long arms waving back and forth. They were hunched slightly as they moved, their heads twitching to the right and left.
Micheal didn't hesitate or give them a chance to detect him. He flew directly onto the bridge, hovering a quarter of a meter over it till he was right behind the two moving Morenkai. The creatures didn't even have time to look behind them as Micheal jumped off his Life Orbs, his Steelborn sword flashing forward.
His blade cut through the air and directly split the two Morenkai in half, black blood bursting from them as the horrifying creatures were instantly killed.
With the energy from his Sword Mastery Ability coating them, Micheal barely felt any resistance.
'I can only utilize a small amount of Sword Energy currently.' In terms of cutting power, he was probably equal to an Intermediate Tier Swordmaster, unable to draw upon higher Tier Sword Energy. 
Still, with his Steelborn sword, it was more than enough. The thoughts raced through his mind as the two corpses of the Morenkai collapsed onto the bridge.
They would dissipate within a week unless someone picked them up to use them for something. Some people had weird Abilities that could animate corpses or used them for various other purposes. Micheal himself had always been much more of a straightforward fellow. If he saw something he could cut… he would cut it.
.
—- Points Obtained —-
Points: 13
.
—- Points Obtained —-
Points: 10
.
'Nice.' He smiled as he looked at the notifications. He checked over his blade as he tapped them off, making sure he hadn't gotten any blood on it.
'I need to get to around 100 more Points before I can start my plan…' He looked around and continued to prowl, focused on his future plans.
.. .. .. .. .. ..
Less than an hour later, Micheal had returned to his original skyscraper. The early morning light had faded to midmorning, but the day was still young.
Micheal was currently standing in the center of the roof of his skyscraper. On the ground in front of him was his Steelborn sword, leaning against his waist. His eyes were twinkling as he looked at the object he was currently holding on to.
It was a large, old-timey record player.
Something he had just purchased from the Shop for 250 Points.
The fact that random things like a record player could be purchased using one of the options found in the back of the Shop, 'Miscellaneous Earth Objects', was something most people ignored. One couldn't find anything super useful when it came to weaponry in that section, even if one could select a very wide range of things.
Micheal smiled as he placed the record player on the ground.
'Who would waste Points on anything like that when you could instead be spending them to grow more powerful? It does make sense.' Micheal shrugged as he set the record player up, making sure everything was put in place correctly. He couldn't fault people for ignoring this option.
He himself had only really come aware of it in the later Layers, where Points were a bit easier to obtain, though the danger was much greater.
On the black record he had set in the player, the carved letters JD - TMH could be seen. He had purchased this from the same section of the Shop, for about 20 Points. Micheal moved his hand over to a switch on the front of the record player, where the volume could be adjusted. He moved this up to the maximum value.
After he finished setting it up, he picked up his blade, holding it at the ready. He then knelt down one last time, his finger hovering over the switch to turn the record player on.
He needed to get a large number of Points in a very short time. The quicker he could get that done, the stronger he could get. The top experts in the Stardust Cluster were well above him in terms of strength, placing him at a severe disadvantage. He paused as he thought his plan over.
Morenkai were drawn to sound. It was how they hunted. Their senses weren't super sharp, but if he made enough noise for a continuous period of time, they should swarm here. 
'I can also use this as an opportunity to establish a horrifying reputation, one that should be enough to buy me some more time to get stronger.' He grinned, turning his focus back on the record player.
'This record player is enhanced by the Shop. It should be able to play pretty loudly, right…?' He nodded slowly as he cracked his knuckles.
And, without fanfare, pressed the switch. 
The record seemed to shudder for a brief moment.
An instant later, a very familiar song began to play, blasting out of the record.
"…♪ Almost Heaven, West Virginia ♪…"
.




Chapter 20: Result

Kyle Boxer sighed as he rubbed his forehead, frustration filling him. His eyes were drawn and tired despite the extra sleep he had gotten.
Today was supposed to be a great day for their team, a strong way to start the new year. They had woken up early to go hunting, preparing to lure and kill several Morenkai. Unfortunately, more than half their kills had been stolen by other groups, prompting a brief battle that almost got him shot.
That was the unfortunate reality of existence in the central region of the Stardust Cluster. Everyone that wasn't already part of the larger teams would work hard to snag whatever Points they could, knowing that it could mean the difference between life and death.
"Tommy, do you hear that?" Abruptly, Kyle's eyes narrowed as he heard something echo faintly. His tanned skin creased as he looked around, rustling the army fatigues he wore.
He was sitting in a lounge, one of the rooms that had an outside exit and a small patio. A large table occupied most of the space in this lounge, one that had a couple pieces of paper on it and some vague drawings the man had been sketching. This lounge was hidden away in the skyscraper that was Micheal's new home.
"Tommy!" The man yelled out, standing up in irritation.
"What, Kyle?!" A voice echoed out, coming from the room across from the lounge.
"Do you hear that? It sounds like…" Kyle paused, rubbing at his short brown hair, his green eyes alighting.
"It sounds like…" He paused with disbelief.
"Yes?!"
"It sounds like a country song from back home is being played…" He finished, his voice dying off. This was the start of his second year in this hellish world, he hadn't heard music in what felt like forever.
"Dammit, Kyle! I was in the midst of writing out our Flame Dynamo Group's application to join the Tobagin Party. You know how hard it is to join any of the big groups if you don't start with them." A second man came bursting into the lounge, a black haired man with an annoyed expression on his lined face.
"Tommy, listen." The first speaker, Kyle, held his hand up, causing the black haired man to come to a pause, his eyes perking up alertly.
The two froze, not a sound escaping as they listened intently.
"…"
"…"
Faintly, in the background, they could make out lyrics to a once familiar song…
"…♪ Country Roads, Take Me Home ♪…"
"…♪ To The Place, I belong ♪…"
"…"
Tommy's jaw dropped.
"W-what?!" He blinked and then looked upwards at the ceiling. A moment later, he rushed towards the door that led to the outside of the lounge, cracking it ever so slightly.
"…"
"…♪ West Virginia, Mountain Mama ♪…"
"…♪ Take Me Home, Country Roads ♪…"
"…"
"S-someone is blaring music from the roof. The roof of OUR skyscraper!" The black haired speaker shut the door, turning to look back at Kyle.
"Quickly! Hide away from any exits! The Morenkai are going to swarm here!"
In the skyscraper Micheal was standing on, and all the neighboring ones, people looked outside in shock and horror as the loud music from Micheal's record player burst out. Most felt a mix of shock, horror, and rage as they realized that in just moments, the Morenkai would flock here like moths drawn to light.
While they might not be at the epicenter of the attraction, if enough Morenkai stuck around, or decided to wander into the depths of their skyscraper… the danger to each was very real.
Back atop the roof, Micheal hummed as he heard the song play out, enjoying the melody. He tapped his foot to it, soaking it in. It was one of his and Shin's favorite songs.
Well, technically it was one of his favorite songs. Shin actually hated most country music, Micheal recalled with a smile.
'Damned city dweller.' He couldn't help but grin as memories of his best friend rose to the surface. He hoped he was doing okay, following the instructions he gave him before they were Chosen.
A moment later, the smile on Micheal's face hardened as he turned to his left.
Slowly, he could see a long, black arm reach up over the side of the skyscraper and begin to pull itself up.
A second arm could be seen reaching up about 6 meters to the right of that one from a separate Morenkai.
His eyes flashed,
"Looks like it's time to dance."
.. .. .. .. .. .. ..
Around half an hour later…
"Is it over?!" Tommy's eyes were bloodshot as he looked at his comrade, trembling slightly. Kyle shrugged, his own face tense as he tentatively stood up.
The duo was hiding away in one of the random smaller rooms, a doorstop keeping it somewhat securely locked. Both of them had their backs planted firmly against the door, to help prevent it from opening. They had fled here immediately, not taking the time to run up several floors to inform the other 4 members of their team.
Their allies were smart. Once they heard what was going on, they would know what to do if they wanted to not get killed. They had all survived here for a year now, none of them got that far in the central region by being foolish.
The sounds of that infernal song had played on repeat, over and over, for the past nearly 30 minutes. As the duo heard it play, it sent shudders through their hearts.
For, also in the background, snarling howls from enraged Morenkai could be heard, echoing in terrifying ways with the backdrop of a country song. Tommy almost wanted to cry, his hands trembling as he gripped his silenced Glock pistol.
He was smart enough to keep the safety on, recognizing he was in no state to wield it at all. Just holding it was the only thing helping him keep his sanity.
The country song had faded away, as had the snarls of enraged Morenkai. The Morenkai were usually quiet, for them to be howling, it must've been a massacre up top.
To whatever foolish soul had dared blast music so loudly, Tommy could only imagine the bloody leftovers the Morenkai would have left behind.
"Yeah. Seems like." Kyle muttered, his demeanor much more put together. He had taken this all much better, something he attributed to his military training back on earth in the Canadian Army.
The duo was silent for a few moments. Everything was still.
Finally, Kyle stood up as well, sighing. His hand was at his waist, where a silenced Glock pistol of his own could be seen.
"I'm going to go up and check it out." He declared, his eyes cool.
"What?! What if there are Morenkai up there! That is suici-"
Kyle shook his head, cutting Tommy off.
"Those screams from the Morenkai… They almost sounded as if they were being cut off. As if they were being killed…" Kyle's voice stuttered, his body shaking for just an instant.
"I… I need to check it. I need to know." A strange, overbearing curiosity had filled him. He wanted to know who was so foolish as to blast country music at the top of a skyscraper. Who would dare to do such a thing? Why did the yells of those enraged Morenkai sound almost like they were abruptly cut off?
He had many questions and no answers.
"Don't worry, there is no risk if we go carefully. We'll take it one step at a time." Kyle opened the door, checking the hallway before he began to walk down it. His every step was filled with determination.
"Kyle! K-kyle!" Tommy chased after him, his voice an urgent whisper.
"This is stupid! Let's just wait another hour at least, to be sure!"
Kyle ignored him, walking up to the stairwell. He opened the door slowly, listening for movement or sounds. He heard nothing, save the panted wheezing of the fear-struck Tommy behind him.
Slowly, he began to scale the stairs. He moved carefully, taking several breaks to check for movements or sounds. Tommy eventually followed behind him, after dilly-dallying for several moments.
Soon, the duo reached the top of the stairwell. Kyle paused again, listening for sound or movement. He found nothing.
With a hand that only trembled slightly, he rested his hand upon the door and slowly began to open it. Tommy began to hyperventilate in the background, staying with Kyle despite his fear.
The door was pulled open…
Revealing a scene that was burnt into the duo's mind.
A scene of horror.
A scene of violence.
A scene of sheer impossibility.
A scene of slaughter.
Dozens of Morenkai lay dead, flung haphazardly, a veritable mountain of corpses. Black blood soaked the rooftop, pieces and bits of Morenkai bodies lying everywhere. The stench of death rose from the normally scentless creatures, causing Tommy to gag.
Standing at the center of this mountain of death, a lone figure could be seen.
A man covered in blood, wearing what was left of a ragged outfit from earth. This man was covered in gruesome injuries, from huge cuts to jagged bite marks where white bone was visible. In this man's hand was a long, immaculate steel blade.
The duo looked at the figure, their eyes widened in shock.
And that figure slowly turned its head, looking back at them.
The man smiled, a bloody rictus full of deadly promise.
"M-M-my God, Kyle…" Tommy stuttered out, his entire body shaking,
"I-i-it's a monster! Re-retreat!"
.




Chapter 21: Shin

Many hundreds of miles away from Micheal, past dozens of other Clusters, there existed one specific Cluster called the Alexandrite Cluster. The Cluster was shaped like a large triangle, with edged points, unlike Micheal's Stardust Cluster which was shaped like a rather blob-like circle.
In the middle of one particular skyscraper, a blond haired teenager could be seen, casually flossing his teeth in front of a mirror.
"Hygiene is important, even if it's the apocalypse!" Shin merrily hummed as he prepared for the day. After brushing and flossing his teeth, he smoothed back his spiky blond hair and gave a winning smile, looking at himself in the mirror.
"You look damned good, stud. Ready to drive the ladies wild." He flashed a pair of finger guns at himself.
Shin was currently standing in the room he'd found after ditching the people he teleported in with. It was small, but cozy, with a desk, a bed, and a connecting bathroom and sink. The door was currently shut tight, locked with the doorstop Micheal had told him about.
He went over to his bed and sat on it, taking several deep breaths. After a moment, he exhaled, feeling all over his body.
"Wow, there really is some type of weird energy in me. This is crazy!" Shin shook his head, enjoying the experience.
The apocalypse was scary and all, but it was also kinda cool.
"According to Micheal, the fact that I started with 124,000 Points puts me well above the average. But there are a lot of rough dudes and gals here, people that I can't afford to mess with." Shin sighed as he talked aloud.
Shin was quite a bit luckier than Micheal had been in that regard. With that score alone, such an abnormal starting value, Shin should've been an 'Irregular,' as he learned strong people were called from the start. At least, that is how it should've been, according to the hurried words Micheal had told him. His best friend had managed to cram a huge amount of info in a very short time period.
According to Micheal, if he hadn't wasted his Points on things like an Ancient Vikarin Shield for 15,200 Points, a Land Sword for 21,800 Points, and the rather pricey Expansive Strength Ability for 45,600 Points, among a few other things, he would've started out great.
All of these purchases were actually strong and quite useful, especially the Expansive Strength Ability, which temporarily allowed you to greatly increase your Strength, but weakened your Soul.
But, because he hadn't known to pick up the Ki Cultivator Ability, he didn't choose it. This, plus the rather haphazardly picked Artifacts and Ability, had caused him a great deal of suffering in the original future. He had ended up losing all of his rare Artifacts, robbed by those that had been here gaining strength for years.
'They all sound so cool though…' He could see why the other version of him had wanted them.
Still, while he didn't have any visions of the future, he had Micheal's words passed onto him.
Micheal and Shin had grown up in the same neighborhood and held a friendship that spanned far more than a decade. If there was anyone in the world he would say he trusted unconditionally, it would be his best friend Micheal.
Even if his best friend told him he had had a vision of the future.
In a world where millions of people had vanished in waves of light, Shin was willing to believe that pretty much anything was possible. When he had been transported to the 'Holy Shop' he was fully convinced.
Everything Micheal said was from the future... It was all coming true.
'Alright. It's been a full day, and I did that breathing exercise that Micheal said to do.' Shin took a deep breath, flexing his arms. He then tapped on a ring at his side.
Immediately, a large black sword appeared, one that was more of a longsword than a regular sword.
'Micheal said the Shin of the future enjoyed being super strong and always practiced powerful swinging attacks, seeking overwhelming strength as opposed to finesse.' He smiled. Future-Shin had excellent taste, clearly. A hero always needed to have a grand entrance, and what was grander than a smashing attack from above?
He'd also purchased a powerful handgun that he kept in his Spatial Ring, just in case. Micheal had said he would have a far easier time using a sword to fight once he got some practice with the Ability he'd snagged.
As he smiled, however, a darker light flashed in his eyes.
Also according to Micheal, in his vision of the future, Shin, and the rest of humanity, all died. They were too weak, and as a result, everyone they knew would perish.
The jovial smile on his face faded slightly as he considered this.
'I can't just mess around. I have to get strong enough to protect them all.' His eyes hardened as he thought about his adopted parents and adopted sister, the family that had taken him in years ago. His dad was a mechanic back on Earth while his mother was a 4th Grade teacher. His little sister, Anna, had just graduated from 5th Grade and was about to enter middle school.
They weren't part of the Fourth Wave, that Micheal's vision of the future had seen. But if Shin didn't try his hardest, they would all die. The thought of losing his family was one that nearly drove him sick.
He pushed the thought to the side for now, however, recognizing that he couldn't resolve it yet.
"Don't you worry, Micheal. I'm here for you, buddy. We are in this together." He muttered to himself. He could tell that his best friend's vision of the future had hit him hard. The pressure he must feel was probably enormous.
"We're the Three Musketeers-Minus-One, remember?" He grinned as memories of their childhood swarmed up, where the two had been inseparable.
They had drifted apart somewhat when they grew older, dating girls and preparing for college taking up more of their focus. But the impending apocalypse had served as a great excuse to catch back up on their friendship. That, and the fact that they both got broken up with just weeks before the First Wave. If nothing else, Shin prided himself on being a great wingman.
"Alright, time to go do what he said." Shin tapped on his blade, storing it in the Low-Tier Spatial Ring he had picked up. All he had to do was think about the ring and storing his sword and it would vanish, a truly wonderful creation.
"Let's test my Ability out more." Shin closed his eyes.
"Phase!"
Shin's body blurred and then vanished.
A microsecond later, he reappeared, standing outside his room. The door was still locked, the doorstop sealing it shut.
He was now in a large, dimly lit hallway with flickering white lights overhead. Not a sound could be heard, no other inhabitants of the area making noises. This was a rather dangerous area, according to Micheal. The central area of each Cluster was not a very safe place to live for most.
He grinned.
"It really works, just like when I first arrived." He laughed off the tension he had built, his undying optimism rolling in,
"I can teleport!"
Shin's body blurred and vanished again as he teleported several meters down the hallway, concentrating.
"Wow, this really is frickin' awesome!"
Micheal had told Shin that his future self always wished he had picked this specific Ability. It was one that would've greatly boosted his preferred combat style, vastly enhancing his slow movement speed.
The Limited 'Phasing Warper Ability.'
.
—- Phasing Warper Type —-
The Phasing Warper Ability is a Type Ability. Users may only have one Type. The Phasing Warper Ability grants the user the power to 'Phase' through reality, warping from one place to another at near instantaneous speeds. This Ability grants a moderate increase in the Soul stat and no other bonuses.
.
The description was very succinct, like the description of most Abilities Shin had looked at. The Ability itself was one that also had a limited supply. Only 12 could be purchased, of which, 7 had already been bought. Shin was the 8th human to have ever snagged it.
It was an Ability that cost 110,000 Points. A huge, gargantuan amount that couldn't even be normally achieved on the First Layer due to the Points Wall capping Points at roughly 100,000 Points.
Only people that bought it before the First Layer or picked it up in the Second Layer had this power.
Instinctively, Shin was aware that the distance  he could teleport and how quickly he could teleport again depended on his Soul stat. Right now, it was at 12 because he picked this Ability up, one that gave a roughly 20% passive, but permanent, increase. He thought it over.
After a moment, however, he shook the thought from his head.
'I need to find that thing.' His eyes tightened as he remembered the horrifying introduction he had had to this world.
He had been greeted by a pair of Third Wavers, alongside around 30 other people, and given an introduction to the freakish creatures that haunted this world, the Morenkai. Shin had slipped off on his own while the two warriors, members of the small-time Abnu Alliance, talked. He hadn't joined any groups, following Micheal's advice. Still, the gnarly appearance of those creatures was unsettling.
It was even scarier when he had faced one of them on his own earlier, as he was traveling through the rather empty central zone on his first day.
The monstrous humanoid had attacked him, its shambling figure lunging to try and shred him. It had come charging at him when he was on a long bridge, about halfway across. Shin had tried to use the longsword he'd purchased, a high-quality one that cost several quite a pretty penny, but had frozen up in his first encounter.
Any regular person, when faced with a zombie-like creature of horror, would have had the same reaction. At least, that was what he told himself when he rebuked himself after.
Thankfully, he'd managed to use his Phasing Warper Ability to lure the thing off the skyscraper, killing it while staying safe.
'According to Micheal, I talked about the thing I'm supposed to look for in the future.' What he was looking for got discovered on the third day that he arrived, by other groups at the same time. It's discovery caused a big, and memorable, hubbub. 
'Its location should still be the same, even though it's the second day now…' Shin's gaze grew focused,
'The special Golden Morenkai. A creature that drops anywhere between 10,000-20,000 Points.' 
According to Micheal, it was really weak in terms of physical strength. 
'This time, I'll manage to kill one of these zombies directly.' His body blurred as he began to vanish, leaving behind a few quiet words,
"I can't be a hero if I forever stay a coward…"
.




Chapter 22: First Orb

"Huff-huff-huff…" Micheal's chest heaved as he breathed heavily, looking at the scene of death around him.
"Well… that… went… well…" His voice was ragged as he mumbled, feeling at his chest.
The injuries he had sustained were incredibly gruesome. He'd broken several ribs, at least one of his lungs had collapsed, his right leg was completely broken as was his right arm, and he was covered in minor fractures and bloody bites.
As it stood now, he was crippled. So many gruesome injuries like this, in the First Layer, would be a death sentence. Even now, Micheal could feel himself growing lightheaded from blood loss.
Despite all of that, he maintained a smooth, confident visage. He looked around the valley of death, staring at all the corpses with a satisfied smile. He then turned and brought his broken body forward, ignoring the agony that flashed through him.
Every step he took was one that worsened his injuries further, especially his broken right leg. Micheal forced the pain down as he walked over to the shed that led inside the building, where he had just seen two people take one look at him and flee.
'They are watching…' His sixth sense was tingling, letting him know that many eyes were on him.
People from small powers, from large powers, groups big and small, the loud music he played would draw eyes from everywhere.
Exactly as planned.
In just a few seconds, Micheal proudly reached the shed that led to the depths of the skyscraper. He walked into it without hesitating and instantly walked down several steps. He refused to let himself tremble even the slightest, making sure his movements were steady.
After walking down several flights, Micheal paused. He entered into a random hallway and found one of the empty rooms that were unoccupied. He walked into it and shut the door behind him.
Immediately after, he collapsed onto the ground, storing his sword in his Spatial Ring as he took several deep, wracking breaths.
'God, that hurts.' His vision blurred slightly as the full impact and seriousness of his injuries hit them. The pain was constantly trying to overwhelm him, prying at his mind.
'Some people say you get used to pain after experiencing it several times, that injuries can feel like nothing.' Micheal shut his eyes,
'Those people are all liars.' He mentally grumbled.
'Life Orbs! Get over here!' He gave a mental command.
Immediately, 3 glowing Orbs appeared floating around his head.
'Time to test you.'
When Micheal had first started fighting the Morenkai, he had been careful. He used his considerable skill to take out the vile zombie-like creatures as they came up, cleaving through them with ease.
By the 10 minutes mark, when the song was repeating for the third time, the situation took a turn.
"…♪ Life Is Old There, Older Than The Trees ♪…"
"…♪ Younger Than The Mountains, Blowing Like A Breeze ♪…"
An Abnormal had shown up. And, unlike the Abnormal he had encountered before, this one was actually a challenge.
A large, hulking Morenkai that had arms that glowed with dark red light. This light seemed to enhance the speed of the Morenkai, making its attacks far quicker and stronger.
To make it even worse, the Abnormal didn't show up alone. Three other Morenkai had appeared at the same time.
Micheal had charged at one of the regular Morenkai first, splitting its head in two with an almost relaxed slash. Black blood had spattered out of it, staining the nearby rooftop.
However, as he was charging toward the second regular Morenkai, the Abnormal had reached him, its freakish running speed at least twice that of Micheal's.
"…♪ Country Roads, Take Me Home ♪…"
"…♪ To The Place, I Belong ♪…"
The red armed Morenkai had led out with a blurringly fast punch. The attack was so quick, Micheal wasn't able to make it out clearly due to his still limited physique. It was merely a blur to him.
Yet, despite that, he managed to dodge it, slipping just a centimeter under it and off to the side. He was able to judge the trajectory of the attack by the movements of the Morenkai, his years of combat experience kicking in and allowing him to predict it in time to move out of the way.
In the same moment, however, one of the other normal Morenkai had also attacked, slamming down with a jarring punch. Micheal's previous movements had overextended his body, putting him in an awkward position.
He managed to dodge that attack as well, flipping up into the air and kicking off the leg of the Abnormal.
It was the third attack from the last normal Morenkai, a brutal punch, that managed to hit him.
It didn't collide directly with his body. When Micheal saw the attack coming out of the corner of his eye, he used his Steelborn blade to shield himself.
The blow smashed into the sword and then hit Micheal, sending him flying across the roof. He landed down hard on the ground, rolling for several meters till he spun up and around, on guard.
As he stood up, however, he winced. At least one of his ribs were broken.
In the background, the song 'Country Roads, Take Me Home' continued to blare out.
"…♪ West Virginia, Mountain Mama ♪…"
"…♪ Take Me Home, Country Roads ♪…"
The Morenkai were freakishly strong. Taking a blow from one, even a regular one while shielding yourself, was a bad idea.
'My damned body is still too weak. It can't keep up with my commands!' He swore as looked at the shambling Morenkai that were loping towards him in a group. Micheal concentrated, feeling the energy flow through his body from his Ki Cultivator Ability. He took a deep breath, forcing himself to relax.
'Focus. You have trained for this.' His eyes were calm as he crossed gazes, figuratively since it didn't have eyes, with the red armed Abnormal. It was the first to reach him, its arms crackling with energy.
'If you see something you can cut…' He took a step forward, into the attack range of the Morenkai.
'Cut it.' He flicked his blade. 
The body of the Abnormal Morenkai split in half as Micheal's blade cut it cleanly in two, feeling only a small amount of resistance. Micheal's Grandmaster Sword Mastery made it a cinch to slash the creature.
In the instant that he killed it, however, the Abnormal had lashed out with an attack of its own. Micheal had seen it coming, able to predict it. If he had wanted, he probably would've been able to dodge it as well.
'Dodging it fully isn't an option.' He recognized this fact just a moment before, noting that if he dodged the Morenkai completely and didn't let himself get injured, he would move out of range and be unable to attack back.
'With my physique as weak as it is… I'll need to make tradeoffs if I want to kill something of this level.'
He ducked under the dead Abnormal's fist as much as he could, dodging the brunt of the impact.
Unfortunately, the way he dodged was right into the body of the Abnormal. While he may have killed it, the force of the charging creature and its heavy body was not insignificant.
This combined with the blurringly fast punch that just barely glanced off Micheal's back.
Micheal spun around atop the roof, his eyes watering as he felt his shoulder blade fracture slightly. His right leg also suffered a fracture, as did one of his fingers, and he could feel his right lung twinge, as if it had been injured.
He didn't let the pain overwhelm him as his bloodshot eyes narrowed and he forcibly maintained his balance, grunting to himself.
Not a second later, his sword flashed out twice more.
Two regular Morenkai fell to the ground, one with its head removed from its body while the other with half its chest cut through. Black blood littered the rooftop as the two creatures fell, killed instantly.
The creatures had charged right after the Abnormal Morenkai and had been only seconds behind it, forcing a quick reaction from Micheal's tired body.
"Huff…huff…" Micheal's breath was ragged as he ignored the Points notifications that popped up, staring at the dead corpses. He concentrated the strength of his body, conserving it.
For, only a minute later, several more Morenkai appeared.
"…♪ The Radio Reminds Me Of My Home Far Away ♪…"
His eyes flashed as he went to work.
"…"
And now, Micheal was back in the skyscraper, staring at the Life Orbs that were floating around his head. The fight on the rooftop had lasted for at least 30 minutes, a time in which he killed a huge number of Morenkai. After that, he'd turned the record player off and stored it in his Spatial Ring, knowing that if he went any further, he might die out in the open.
Before he checked the total number of Points he gained, Micheal jumped on the most urgent thing he needed to do.
Heal himself.
He stared intently at one of the Life Orbs, feeling the subtle connection he had with it. In his mind's eye, he could see a small white line that connected that orb to him.
He watched it for a single moment, feeling blood drip out of his wounds, the extremely serious injuries he had sustained slowly worsening.
'Break.'
The orb shattered.
Immediately, blue light covered Micheal for a single split second. The light wasn't blindingly bright, but had more of a cool, comforting tone.
The light vanished just as quickly as it had appeared.
Revealing a teenager dressed in scraps of once normal clothes, covered in dried blood and grime…
But otherwise completely uninjured.
Micheal looked at his body, casting his senses through it…
And smiled.
.




Chapter 23: Healed

"Yes! My body is healed!" As he spoke aloud, he clenched his fists. There was a reason Kim Jiwoon, one of the known users of the Life Orb Master Ability, was called 'The Invincible.' The Limited Ability was extremely powerful.
As he closed his hands, he winced slightly,
"Ooh. Huh. That's odd." He moved his arms back and forward. They felt… tender almost. More sensitive than usual.
"They aren't sore or injured anymore… but I'm still tired." Breaking a Life Orb would heal his body of injuries, no matter how gruesome, but it appeared that it couldn't cure exhaustion. Micheal moved around the mostly empty room, stepping backwards and forwards several times.
Subtly, he could feel that the intense practice atop the rooftop had slightly increased the strength of his body, making him more flexible. His body was still relatively untrained, practice like this was bound to have some effect.
"The Life Orbs don't wipe that all away!" The positive effects from training seemed to remain, even after his body was healed. 
"Maybe the Orbs magically enhance my Recovery to absurd levels and that is how I heal? I don't really know." The Life Orbs were truly a magical creation, worthy of being their own Ability, even if that one came with a steep negative.
"And I still have two left, and can make a new third one tomorrow." He smiled as he saw the two other orbs, floating around his head.
'That is way overpowered.' He grinned nefariously, feeling almost as if he really was a teenage boy again, and not a tired veteran of 10 years in the 7 Layers.
'Not that I'm complaining.' He sighed as he considered the huge dangers he would have to face in the future. Even him with 10,000 lives might not be enough to save the entire human race from destruction, let alone 3.
Their true enemies, in the end, were literal Gods after all. It was said that the strongest of the Gods could warp reality itself. They hadn't even seen a fraction of the true power of the 12 Tribes of Deities.
"Still. I won't back down." Every race had their own special power granted to them or inborn. The magical 'Shop' that humanity gained would be the whetstone to the blade he would forge to fight them. His eyes gleamed with a dark promise at the thought.
'For now, though…' He smiled,
'Let's check out what I gained.'
"Status!"
— - Status — -
Name: Micheal Care
Points: 1037
Race: Human
Age: 18
- Stats -
Strength - 23
Endurance - 17
Recovery - 13
Soul - 10
- Abilities - (3/7)
Life Orb Master
Ki Cultivator (Mortal Tier)
Grandmaster Sword Mastery (1/5)
.
'My stats are all the same. My body improved slightly, but not enough to be officially noted on my Status Screen.' He nodded. It made sense. The improvement he made existed, but was still rather minor. If he practiced like that again a few more times, he would likely be able to boost his base Strength by a Point or two.
Increases like this couldn't be ignored. Many Abilities would enhance your power based on your base stats. The power of your body mattered enormously if you were a melee warrior. The stronger your body before applying any Abilities, the more effective certain Abilities could be.
The best way to increase one's physical power was well known. The Ki Cultivator Ability.
Many other ways existed, but all of them had their own requirements and usually took up one of the precious 7 Ability slots.
'I scored over 1,000 Points! Perfect!' His eyes lit up as he saw this. He had killed dozens and dozens of normal Morenkai, and several Abnormal ones, scoring a rather large store of Points.
Thankfully, he didn't face any of the extremely powerful Abnormals. Those were typically only found in the Main Cluster. If he had, he would've been forced to use his Life Orbs to either help himself escape or to use a powerful suicide attack to kill it.
He'd rather not expose his Life Orb power, yet, deciding to pass the Orbs off as Artifacts he could use to fly.
'With 1,000 Points, that's enough to make a single set of Dragon Building Liquid! I might even be able to hit 4,000 Points total and make a full four sets!' He thought the plan over, liking it more and more.
Immediately, he opened up the Shop, moving to the Artifacts section. Soon, he moved to one of the back pages, finding a specific choice:
.
Boiling Dragon Ginseng Booster - 610 Points
.
He tapped on it.
.
—-Boiling Dragon Ginseng Booster—-
This powerful accelerant will temporarily boost the body of anyone that swallows it.
.
'Okay, one down, two to go.' He smiled, selecting and buying it. Immediately, a small, grey pill appeared floating in the air in front of Micheal. He snagged it from the air, placing it down on a wooden table that was at the center of the room.
He opened the Shop back up, quickly finding the two other things he needed.
.
Calming Aura Pill - 180 Points
.
Essence of Wood - 200 Points
.
Two more objects appeared in front of him, floating briefly. One was a small piece of glowing wood while the other was a cool white pill.
'And now, the last couple of things.' Micheal maneuvered over to the custom Earth Objects selection in the Shop, picking out several things.
Soon he had a pestle and mortar, a couple of vials of water, a syringe, and a small burner.
"Whew." He turned the burner on, letting the small flame it gave off bloom upward. He then looked over at the pestle and mortar, putting the Essence of Wood in it.
After more than a decade in the 7 Layers, many scientists and researchers put huge amounts of effort into finding ways to use the Shop to grow stronger. Many of these findings were made public as humanity reached the 6th Layer. 
'That was when we really started to band together.' He reminisced, remembering the terrifying journey he had been on.
'It was far too late, in the end. Billions had already died, so many geniuses and experts lost. The potential of humanity had already been permanently damaged.' He sighed.
Some of those public methods were for low level Chosen. Micheal had memorized a few of them out of curiosity, the ones that weren't complicated or complex, never thinking they would come in handy. He only thought there was an off chance he could find his little sisters and use it to help them.
He never did end up finding his little sisters. He did find out that his parents had died somewhere in the lower Layers, but found no word of his siblings.
They had probably died, killed by a freakish Morenkai, or falling to the evils of man. He clenched his fists at the thought, rage flooding through him for a brief moment before he controlled himself.
'I have time. I can make the First Layer much safer.' He caught himself, pushing his feelings down.
'Later. I'll think about it later. Right now, I need to focus.' He looked down at the pestle and mortar.
The special drug he was about to try and make had been created by a famed Chemist named Edgar Rustle, from Australia. It was one of the simpler methods, one specifically designed so that anyone could make it, even without advanced machinery or special knowledge.
The downside to it, however, was that it was extremely difficult for the average person to successfully absorb the medicine. Every positive had a negative. The ease of creation made it harder to safely use.
Micheal silently blessed the man as he prepared to set to work. Thanks to the hard-worn effort of humanity's best and brightest, he would be able to get a head start. His chances of stopping the apocalypse from ending humanity…
He was officially starting the ride upward.
'And I will let nothing come in my way.'
.




Chapter 24: Process

Meanwhile, while Micheal was in the midst of experimentation, various conversations were spreading across the Stardust Cluster.
"H-he what?! He slaughtered dozens of Morenkai like they were rabbits?!"
"Yes sir, and even several Abnormals!"
The Saru Group, the Black Flag Pirates, the Tobagin Party, the Godfather Organization, all four of these groups in particular were beyond stunned as they each heard a variety of reports from scouts, informants, and those that were trying to use the information to leverage themselves into the relative safety of one of the groups.
Everyone there recognized the danger the Morenkai presented. The terrifying strength even the normal ones had, the deadly threats that the Abnormals carried.
Fighting a large group of Morenkai could be considerably dangerous even for a B Ranked human, especially if you threw in several Abnormals. At a minimum, they would take at least some injuries clearing them out.
If Micheal had to face up against a real B Ranked human, he would have a very tough time winning, simply due to the sheer difference in physique and the powerful Abilities the opponent might have. He was largely outclassed in that regard, mostly because he had only been here 2 days, while most B Rankers had been here for 2-3 years.
However, when facing the Morenkai, his Life Orbs and sword skill gave him a unique advantage. Thus, while he might not win against a real B Ranker, he could make it look like he could.
"You said he was horribly injured? But he didn't die?"
"No sir- well, it was a bit weird. By all appearances, he looked as if he should be on death's doorstep. However, he walked off from the rooftop, away from the dead Morenkai, as if the injuries he had taken didn't bother him and were nothing."
"..."
When the leaders of each respective group heard that, they were shocked.
'How powerful is this Irregular?! How many Points did he start with?! Was he a legendary 250,000 Point Irregular? Maybe a 300,000 Pointer?' None of them could understand how any human could already be so powerful.
A variety of reactions, from eager excitement to brooding caution, overtook each respective leader. One sentiment, however, was shared between all.
"Don't go anywhere near him till tomorrow. Wait to see what he does or if he's still alive first!"
.. .. .. .. .. .. ..
Methodically, Micheal began to crush the Essence of Wood. This Artifact was a special type of resource that could be used to enhance many Fire-based Ability attacks. It was a single use item, normally.
Instead of using it to attack, however, Micheal crushed it into a fine dust, smashing it over and over. He didn't bother to try to hide before he began, knowing that time was of the essence.
With the gruesome mess he left behind and the confident demeanor he carried himself with, there wasn't any real chance that they would try to contact him till tomorrow. Right now, most people were probably reporting back to their respective organizations about his actions and waiting to see if he would walk out of here alive.
Micheal was confident that the battle on the rooftop would have a sizable impact on the Cluster, spreading his reputation far and wide. A good test run for the Main Cluster and the future. 
'That might make it easier to convince Sophia to work with me.'  He could recall that this particular Irregular was kind of like him. She was also looking for lost family members, in this case her younger sister.
Micheal finished his thoughts as he finished grinding the Essence of Wood into a fine dust. He then grabbed one of the vials of water, pouring it into the mortar. The cool water swirled with the magical Essence of Wood dust, transforming into a smooth, brown liquid.
After waiting for a moment, Micheal moved the mortar over to a metal grate that was attached to the top of the burner, holding the mortar above the flame. He then grabbed the Calming Aura Pill, tossing the entire thing into the mortar.
The liquid in the mortar began to bubble, churning as the heat from the burner and the magical medicinal power from the Calming Aura Pill began to mix.
The Calming Aura Pill was a magical medicine that could be used to partially heal from dangerous burns or energy burnouts that had damaged one's body and soul. It was especially useful for people that tried to break through to a higher Ki Cultivator tier and failed, receiving a damaging backlash.
The Pill itself had a rather limited effect for higher level Ki Cultivators, but for Mortal or Earth tier, it had a moderate amount of use. Any medicine that only cost around 200 Points would be of middling use at best once past the First Layer.
'Allow those two to boil for approximately 32 seconds…' Micheal mentally counted down as he picked up the Boiling Dragon Ginseng Booster. The small grey pill felt almost electric, full of an undercurrent of energy.
'I need to add around 75% of this.' His eyes narrowed as he whipped out his Steelborn sword. He laid the pill on the table and moved his blade over it, concentrating.
Ever so slightly, he made a small cut with surgical precision, on the right side of the pill. He then carefully cut all the way down, coating his sword in a layer of Sword Energy.
Soon, exactly 3/4ths of the pill lay on one side of his blade. He promptly stored the sword, still counting the seconds.
He hurriedly scooped up the larger pill portion. Unlike some pills from Earth, this pill was completely solid. He carried the part of the pill carefully, staring intently at the boiling mortar.
'10…9…8…'
'3…2…1…'
As soon as he finished counted off 32 seconds, he shut the burner off and removed the mortar from it. He then immediately tossed in the 3/4ths cut of the grey pill, watching as it instantly dissolved.
Sparks of energy flew into the air as the magical chemicals reacted, several quick snapping noises echoing out. Steam rose up from the mixture, dissipating a good half of the water from the vial into the air. Micheal watched all of this passively, his eyes calm.
Soon, the reaction settled, leaving behind a quite small puddle of grey liquid.
"It worked." He smiled as he saw the results.
This was one of those methods he had learned. A simple recipe to create what was known as Dragon Building Liquid.
'It won't be perfect, and there are probably impurities in it. But I should be able to handle the backlash from that, especially with my Life Orbs.' Micheal picked up the syringe, poking it into the liquid. He pulled on it, watching as the liquid was sucked up and filled the shot and needle almost fully.
By injecting it, the liquid would magically react with his physique, forcibly enhancing his base Strength, Recovery, and Endurance. The increase would be tied to his Ki Cultivator Ability, meaning his progress would be even quicker. 
He sighed as he looked at the slightly ominous needle,
'Only… I know it's going to hurt. It always hurts.' He shook his head ruefully.
This method took an incredible amount of foresight and delicate control. He would need to consciously use his body to guide the rampaging energy that the Dragon Building Liquid would give off, preventing it from killing him. Something like this would normally require years of experience using Ki to even attempt.
He sighed again.
'I only have one shot at guiding this.' If he had to use his Life Orbs to bring him back when the transformation was only partially completed, he wouldn't  be able to start over. Only by doing it perfectly would he be able to use this method up to three other times.
"Let's get this over with." He slowly slid the needle up next to a vein on his right arm. He quickly poked it in slightly, just enough to be in his vein.
'I still hate needles.' His eyes narrowed as he slowly injected the substance. The feeling was unsettling to say the least as the liquid began to flood into his veins.
When he finished, he removed the needle, swiping the injection point with some antiseptic and covering it with a bandaid, two other objects he had snagged from the Shop. After all, germs still existed here, and even with his Life Orbs that likely could heal him from any poison or disease, there was no reason to be careless.
An instant later, Micheal felt a burning sensation spread throughout his body as rampant energy began to blast through him. His arms, his legs, his organs, everything began to burn.
He shut his eyes and sat down in a meditative pose as he sensed this, sweat appearing on his forehead as he began to intently focus.
"Come on now, energy…" He muttered, his voice authoritative,
"Bend to my will!"
.




Chapter 25: Success

The burning energy gave off a feeling of might as it ravaged Micheal's body. It felt like a thousand knives were stabbing into his insides, piercing through every single cell in his body. The abrupt increase in pain as it spread was almost unbearable, shocking his mind for a split moment.
He merely grunted at the pain after that, his eyes focused as he ignored it.
Slowly, he managed to pick out a feeling of rhythm. A calm beating, like that of his heart.
This was the cycle of Ki in his body. The Ki Cultivator Ability modified one's veins and organs, allowing the energy that was Ki to flow through it. This energy, at the Mortal Tier, passively enhanced the Strength, Endurance, and Recovery of his body.
Micheal could sense that the Dragon Building Liquid was interacting with his Ki, melding with it. The burning sensation he could feel was the liquid slowly being absorbed by every part of his body.
"Careful…careful…" As his body began to absorb the Dragon Building Liquid, Micheal breathed in slowly and calmly. He focused on keeping his Ki evenly distributed and peaceful, making no errant movements.
The key to successfully absorbing the Dragon Burning Liquid was to maintain a state of absolute calmness.
The ingredients that melded with the Dragon Burning Liquid were volatile and usually quite poisonous when combined. If there was even the slightest hint of rejection or discomfort, the body of the user would register the liquid as a poison and try to attack and destroy it while it was in the bloodstream.
This would typically cause a user to suffer from toxic shock, one that would spread to every part of the body. Such a massive reaction could cause even the most sturdy warrior to die unless they had a very strong Recovery stat.
Seeing as this medicine was designed for low level Chosen, such an occurrence was unlikely.
While this was one of the simplest methods cooked up by the multitude of researchers working to save humanity, it wasn't Micheal's top method. The danger it presented as well as the pain and possibility of failure were all notable downsides.
Far better methods existed… but all those methods required many more Points and often chemical expertise that Micheal didn't have. He may have gone back in time, but that didn't make him a scientific genius.
'The simpler the method, the more risks there are… At least this is a method I can guide others through if need be.' The only reason he had bothered to learn this method was because it was possible for him to guide others through it, making it much less risky.
After all, the main reason he'd memorized any methods at all was on the off chance he ran into his little sisters and they needed his help.
Maybe it was a bit of a blessing in its own right, a type of cosmic karma. His care for his sisters was rewarding him, giving him the chance to get a head start in gaining power. He smiled at the somewhat silly thought.
He pushed the stray thoughts off his mind as he focused on remaining peaceful, not reacting to the pain. He sat there calmly, even smiling as his body felt like it was burning from the inside out.
A few seconds passed.
He growled out quietly as a feeling of nausea swept through him. The chemical process of making the Dragon Building Liquid was rather imprecise. Micheal wasn't an expert when it came to chemistry, after all, and certainly didn't have the knowledge on how to operate all the tools he would need to.
As a result, while he had indeed created the Dragon Building Liquid, it contained certain impurities.
These impurities were currently spreading throughout his body, like an actual poison. If he did nothing to stop them, the backlash he suffered would be far more severe.
This was one of the risks he knew he took when trying to use man-made drugs to speed up his progress.
'Focus.' Slowly, while keeping his calm, he began to focus on the fluctuating Ki in his body. His many years as an expert, with the practice and skill he had gained over time, had given him a very delicate sense of control when it came to his cultivation.
Even now, as a Mortal Tier Ki Cultivator, Micheal was able to finely sense and control the energy within his bloodstream.
As he seized control of that power, he began to direct it. Any spot he felt even a hint of nausea or sickness, he directly had his Ki annihilate and purify. Such a method was crude and destroyed blood cells that weren't corrupted, but it was the most efficient method Micheal was capable of.
Without being a genius surgeon experienced in bloodwork, he needed to depend on his own expertise to move forward.
Bit by bit, Micheal cleansed his entire body. From his toes to his head, his chest to his legs, he scanned every single part of the body for impurities from the Dragon Building Liquid. The process felt agonizingly slow, despite only taking around 30 seconds. It required his full mental focus, drawing upon his mind fully.
Eventually, he managed to clear everything out. The feeling of nausea faded away as if it had never been, the medicine now working as normal.
'I am at peace…I am calm…' The burning sensation was much easier to handle than the nausea.
Gradually, the burning pain began to subside as well. Soon, a much more relaxing feeling of warmth began to replace it.
This warmth, combined with the absence of the agonizing pain and nausea, filled Micheal with a sense of bliss. His entire body began to feel incredibly comfortable, as if he was about to melt into the floor he was sitting on.
"Ahhh…" He grunted quietly, his eyes opening as he exhaled, coughing up foul tasting air,
"Status."
— - Status — -
Name: Micheal Care
Points: 16
Race: Human
Age: 18
- Stats -
Strength - 23 -> 28
Endurance - 17 -> 22
Recovery - 13 -> 20
Soul - 10
- Abilities - (3/7)
Life Orb Master
Ki Cultivator (Mortal Tier)
Grandmaster Sword Mastery (1/5)
.
He smiled.
"Nailed it."
.




Chapter 26: Necrozark

The foul air he had coughed up was the remnants of the impurities in both his body and the medicine he had taken, expelled from him thanks to the magical power of the Ki flowing in his veins. The filthy remnants dissipated in the air, vanishing as if they had never existed.
"My Strength went from 23 to 28, a substantial increase. I'm almost as strong as 3 normal humans now." Micheal reached out with his right hand, flexing it slightly. He could feel a magical change had swept through his body, physically making him stronger. It was a more than 20% increase in his strength, a huge jump for something that only took a few minutes.
While the Status Screen might seem almost robotic or game-like, its report on how strong he was was never wrong. It simply was a part of reality now, no matter how unbelievable it appeared.
"My Endurance jumped from 17 to 22 and my Recovery shot all the way up to 20 from 13." He also noted, smiling.
"With my Endurance at 22, I should at least have a bit of an easier time taking hits from the Morenkai. The Recovery boost to 20… probably won't have too major an effect." He spoke aloud.
A base Recovery stat of 10 meant one would heal from injuries at the same rate as a normal human. A Recovery stat of 20 was twice that… but humans still had rather normal healing capabilities. Even multiplying it by 2 still wouldn't do too much.
As for Endurance, even if it was just a minor boost, it would still help out.
"Well, Recovery does help boost my stamina a bit too, the increase isn't entirely useless." He grumbled quietly to himself.
For people that couldn't heal their injuries with a snap of their finger, it was one of the most important stats to increase.
Micheal, with his Life Orbs, was a bit of an exception to that.
"Hahaha!" He laughed out loud as he stood up, flexing his body. He could feel the powerful changes keenly, aware of even the most minor difference. He also felt a little woozy, from the collateral damage of wiping out the impurities. Thankfully, it didn't seem like it left any lasting change or messed up the effects of the Dragon Building Liquid.
He pulled out his Steelborn sword from its sheath, moving it around. He swung it to the left and right, experimenting with his freshly enhanced body.
"The stronger I get, the more I will be able to keep up with those stronger than me. I've finally stepped above the limits of regular humans from Earth, becoming superhuman." While he might be behind, the farther he got away from being a regular human, the less the gap would matter.
Even if he was only two thirds as strong and fast as someone else, here on the First Layer, Micheal was confident he could hold his own. With his considerable experience and Grandmaster Sword Mastery, there was almost no one at his own level that would stand a chance.
A single dose of Dragon Building Liquid essentially just sped up his progress in cultivating his Ki Cultivator Ability. The boost it provided was permanent, but it would meld with his Ki. Only the first dose would be this effective.
If he took the maximum 4 doses, however... it should provide an edge that boosted his base physique itself, and not just his Ki Cultivation.
His eyes flashed as he considered this. He began to pick up everything he had used, storing it in his Low-Tier Spatial Ring.
"I'll need to keep hunting if I want to get that."
Micheal left the room he'd set up in after securing the various tools he'd purchased and his sword. He also put on a new set of clothes that he purchased from the Shop, a plain, normal set of grey pants and white shirt. He'd bought them together in a set from the Miscellaneous Earth Objects section for 10 Points before he started making the Dragon Building Liquid.
He then made his way through the hallway to the stairwell. After checking that no one was there, he began to walk up it.
'Most A and B Rankers will have achieved the Earth Tier in Ki Cultivation.' The Mortal Tier that he was at strengthened one's physique to roughly 4 times that of a regular human at the highest point. He was almost at the Middle Stage of that, nearing 3 times a regular human's strength, something he mused over silently. 
As he thought to himself, he crossed up several floors, not seeing or hearing anyone.
The Earth Tier gave a far stronger boost, and that wasn't even considering what other Abilities or Artifacts people might have. He rubbed his chin thoughtfully.
"I'll still need to be a bit careful." He wasn't invincible yet.
He finished his thoughts as he made it to the rooftop, where the door was still left wide open. His eyes narrowed as he came into view of the rooftop, where the dozens of Morenkai corpses could be found littering it.
'Hmm?' For, the rooftop wasn't as abandoned as it had been when he went downstairs.
He could see two humans standing in the middle of the dead Morenkai, poking and pulling at a few of the corpses.
One was a man, dressed in a long, purple robe covered with yellow silk lines, while the other was a girl, wearing a long purple dress. Both had tanned skin and green eyes. The man had a middle-aged face with a small greying beard and a short head of black hair, while the woman was younger, with long bright blonde hair and a small nose.
What caught Micheal's eye more than that, however, was the three figures standing patiently next to the two humans.
Three, shambling Morenkai stood at attention, as if obeying the commands of the humans. Two of these Morenkai were regular black ones, while the third had a grey tone of skin. An Abnormal.
Instead of ferociously trying to attack the two humans, they waited patiently, doing nothing.
'Ah.' Micheal recognized what he was seeing, coughing slightly as he stepped forward, announcing his presence.
Immediately, the three Morenkai turned to face Micheal, crouching down slightly as if preparing to charge. The two humans also turned, the man's movements jagged as he scanned Micheal, alert.
They were Necrozarks.
One of the more well-known Ability users in the First Layer. The Necrozark Type Ability, at a cost of 74,000 Points in the Shop, enhanced one's Soul and Endurance stats and gave them a special power...
The power to control dead bodies, creating golems that would follow their commands. These two had probably heard from others that there was a treasure trove of fresh corpses here just lying around. After all, the hubbub Micheal had caused was bound to draw a ton of attention, this wasn't exactly unexpected, especially when he left them unattended.
Morenkai corpses would dissipate into dust after some amount of time if left out in the wild. Corpses that were controlled by Necrozarks, on the other hand, would only fall apart when they were virtually destroyed and unable to move.
In a world where you had to kill Morenkai to survive, where the bodies of Morenkai were extremely strong… such an Ability was extremely powerful.
But… more importantly to Micheal…
Necrozarks were usually loaded.
"Excuse me, friends." Micheal's voice boomed as he sauntered forward, confidence rolling off of him.
"I believe you are looking at my corpses, no?"
.




Chapter 27: Fired

"I believe you are looking at my corpses, no?"
Micheal's words echoed in the air as he stared at the two Necrozarks, sauntering forward. At least, he assumed they were both Necrozarks. It was possible just one of them was.
Despite his rather cavalier attitude, his eyes were full of steel as he crossed gazes with them, his voice fearless.
Around him, the mid-morning light gleamed brightly. Micheal didn't feel anyone watching, though that didn't mean much given all the freakish Abilities and Artifacts that existed.
"Ah, yes. My name is Gobel, a Necrozark user, and this is my lovely wife, Hannah." The middle-aged man, Gobel, responded, giving Micheal a smile that didn't touch his eyes. As the man spoke, the three Morenkai that were crouched moved back to looming behind him, their freakish faces traced on Micheal. The woman remained silent, looking on passively.
"These are your corpses? We found them unattended, which would imply they weren't wanted at all." Gobel continued, motioning at them. The air around the man was intense as he stared at Micheal, the tension palpable.
'Ah. Gobel, the Necrozark. I recognize you now.' Micheal's eyes twitched as old memories resurfaced.
He had heard of this Necrozark user before. Gobel was a well known 2nd Wave Ability user that didn't join any individual group, instead choosing to live on his own with his wife, a regular girl he met in the 2nd Wave. He was considered a bit of a lone ranger, with few allies.
He was strong enough to survive on his own, mostly because of the undead Morenkai he controlled. With them at his back, he was at least B Rank. Micheal didn't recall ever hearing that he was physically powerful, merely that his servants were all unnaturally strong.
Necrozarks, beyond just controlling dead bodies, were able to temporarily boost the physical capabilities of any of the undead they controlled. They could even tap into the Abilities or powers an undead had, using that to their advantage.
Doing so would badly damage the body of the undead, meaning a replacement would need to be found soon after. This damage could be mitigated by a powerful Soul stat, to some degree, but could not be avoided entirely.
Still, finding more Morenkai was never a problem.
'He's here for the Abnormals.' Micheal instantly realized, smiling internally.
The damage he did to the three Abnormal Morenkai that showed up was pretty severe, but in the eyes of a Necrozark, insignificant. He had made large, clean cuts that could be easily restored in the ritual a Necrozark would perform to bring the dead Morenkai into a state of undeath.
"So, if you are abandoning them, then surely you won't mind if I borrow a few, no?" Gobel interrupted Micheal's reminiscence as he continued, his voice cool.
"Actually, I was planning on using them. I do mind." Micheal cut in, smiling brightly.
"I received an offer from a man known as Tonto to purchase any Abnormal Morenkai I secured. The three I have here are all ones he would be quite pleased to buy."
He blatantly and shamelessly lied.
"What?!" Gobel's calm demeanor shattered as his face grew flush. His wife looked up at him with concern, but still remaining silent.
"Tonto? What is that bastard doing here, encroaching on my gains!" Gobel gnashed his teeth, frustration pouring from his voice.
In the Stardust Cluster, there were only a few Necrozarks. After all, the Ability was rather expensive for this Layer, and few people could manage to reach that large a sum of Points.
None of the Necrozarks got along. All of them coveted the corpses of powerful Abnormal Morenkai. Because of how quickly Morenkai corpses disappeared, Micheal hadn't considered saving any of his previous kills to sell to them.
But, now that one of his Cluster's Necrozarks had delivered himself to him… well… he wouldn't turn the opportunity down.
Thus, he named the only other Necrozark he could remember, a particularly cruel man that lived near the central area and was allied with the Black Flag Pirates.
"What did he offer you? I'll pay well more than he will!" At the mention of one of his rivals, Gobel's mindset shifted slightly. He no longer seemed to see Micheal as predominantly prey, but instead as a way to put one over his fellow Necrozark.
"I'm looking for explosives from the Shop." Micheal's eyes narrowed as he heard Gobel's response, instantly going over what he desired and what he figured the Necrozark might have. The most likely answer was either ranged weaponry or explosives.
One of the most effective strategies for a Necrozark was to send in one of their Morenkai with a bomb strapped to their chest. It was a gruesome, but undeniably effective, suicide tactic that was very hard to defend against.
"Considering the value of these three Abnormal Anomalies, Tonto's agreement would cover a payment of 3 Repulsor Grenades and 2 Close Impact Bombs." Micheal's voice echoed softly as he named his price, crossing his arms. At the same time, he laid his hand on his Low-Tier Spatial Ring, preparing himself to withdraw his Steelborn Sword in a split second.
Gobel froze as he heard Micheal's reply, his eyes widening with incredulity.
"3 Repulsor Grenades, I could see as a fair price. But 2 Close Impact Bombs as well!?" Gobel's voice was cutting as he shook his head. His eyes seemed to shift slightly, glancing back at his Morenkai servants behind him and then at the dead corpses all around him. He seemed to make a decision.
"I will give you 3 Repulser Grenades. That is a very fair price, more than Tonto would be willing to pay." As Gobel finished, he snapped one of his fingers.
The three Morenkai all moved forward as one, standing a bit off to the side and in front of the Necrozark. Their huge, hulking frames were intimidating, especially the way they creepily faced Micheal, their bodies frozen.
It likely would've seriously intimidated someone that wasn't Micheal.
"I'm sure you'll accept, yes? You know who I am." Gobel seemed to take it for granted that Micheal would say yes. After all, no matter how powerful a melee fighter was, when facing a Necrozark like him, they would be hard countered. His minions, plus the ability to send them on a suicide attack, put him in a very advantageous spot.
His mindset of Micheal apparently hadn't shifted enough. In the end, an unknown warrior like Micheal would never be able to match up to him, even if Micheal could take out dozens of Morenkai. And, indeed, going by the normal logic of the First Layer, this was true. Micheal's existence was a rather unfair abnormality.
"I refuse." Micheal took several steps forward, his voice calm and steady as he looked Gobel dead in the eye, ignoring the Morenkai. The way Micheal carried himself, the tone of his voice, everything gave off an image of absolute and complete confidence.
Gobel froze, his face twisting. He blinked as he looked at Micheal, his entire body tensing up. His silent wife by his side donned a look of worry on her face, glancing at Micheal.
In just a split second, a heavy duty IMI Desert Eagle handgun appeared in Gobel's hands, pointed directly at Micheal's head. Micheal didn't flinch as he saw this, continuing to look him in the eye.
"Do you think I can't deal with you just because you killed a few dozen Morenkai and a couple of Abnormals? Do you think that gives you free sway here in the central area?" The middle-aged man's voice was cold as he spoke, his eyes boring into Micheal.
"I don't even need my servants to kill you. If I wanted, I could blow your brains out, here and now." The man's voice was rough as he finished, as if daring Micheal to do something.
Necrozarks typically weren't very strong physically, but the great equalizer from Earth, a gun, could resolve a lot of those issues, at least here on the First Layer where even the strongest superhumans weren't too absurdly powerful.
"I tried to be fair to you, but any man that works with scum like Tonto deserves what they have coming." Gobel continued,
"Give me a single reason why I shouldn't lose a bullet in your skull this instant."
Micheal merely smiled,
"Try it."
Without even a second of hesitation, not taking time to pontificate or brag, Gobel immediately fired the Desert Eagle, aimed directly at Micheal's skull.
"…"
.




Chapter 28: Resolution

Micheal watched everything, calm and collected. The posturing of Gobel, how he moved his Morenkai minions to threaten him, the pulling of a gun...
In that time, his eyes moved only slightly as he positioned himself, waiting.
Finally, the moment he'd prepared for happened.
Gobel fired a bullet at him.
Ever since coming to the First Layer, Micheal had become well aware of the biggest threat to his safety.
It wasn't the Morenkai. It wasn't the dangerous heights or danger from any other normal threats.
No, it was one thing.
Humans with guns.
How do you react to something that moves far, far faster than you do?
It was a question Micheal had considered, many times before during his journey through the 7 Layers.
With his current physique, even as a superhuman that had almost 3 times the strength of a normal human, able to lift 150 pounds like it was 50 lbs (68 kg like it was 23 kg), there was no chance that Micheal could dodge a bullet by relying on physical strength.
He simply could not move that fast. It was impossible. He was well aware of how powerful his physique was and held no illusions to his strength.
If someone fired a gun on him when he was unaware, that bullet would pierce his skull and kill him.
Now, with his Life Orbs, he would be able to come back to life. Because of that, he could play things a bit riskier.
But he only had a limited number of those every day. He couldn't afford to squander them.
Micheal also was highly skilled at using his sixth sense. This ability was something every human had, tied to their soul. Some, like Micheal, were better at recognizing and sensing it than others. Micheal was an expert in that regard, due to his long years of hellish training and existence in the 7 Layers.
While his soul could only be considered normal right now, he still had the ability to sense when people were eyeing him. He could detect if someone was thinking about killing him and avoid fatal attacks, their killing intent projected.
To an extent, the same applied for guns. However, if, say, a sniper was targeting him from afar, Micheal's sixth sense was likely to provide little aid. An attack from such a great distance wouldn't trigger much of anything at all. He would have to rely upon his own reactions and skill.
This led Micheal to reach the conclusion he held in his heart.
'The only way I can handle guns, right now, is to predict them.' Surprise attacks were currently a weakness he couldn't address.
It wasn't entirely unexpected that he had a hole in his defenses. This was, after all, only his second day here. It simply wasn't possible to become invincible on day 1 or 2, not yet.
And thus, Micheal had set everything up in this situation in a specific way.
The way he talked and taunted Gobel, the way he stepped forward and positioned himself, his actions, everything had been precisely planned.
If Gobel decided to go all out and attack him, wasting some of his servants to suicide bomb him, Micheal would almost certainly die at least once, or possibly twice if he couldn't get away in time. Gobel was, after all, a strong B Ranker. A situation like that was a top priority of his to avoid.
So, he had set everything up so that Gobel would choose, of his own volition, to shoot Micheal.
The bullet flew through the air, searing directly towards Micheal's skull. Its movements were far too fast for Micheal to visibly trace.
However, right before Gobel had pulled the trigger, Micheal had shifted his arm slightly.
His hand was currently tapping the Low-Tier Spatial Ring he had on. The moment he saw Gobel line up to take a shot, Micheal reacted preemptively.
In that single split second window, he withdrew his Steelborn sword from his Low-Tier Spatial Ring, positioned in a place by judging the reaction of Gobel's eyes and hand. He had activated his Grandmaster Sword Mastery at the same moment.
The bullet flew through the air in a split second and, with a resounding echo slammed into his blade... and then split into two, sparks flying.
tink
The two halves of the bullet tumbled along the roof, tinking on it and then fell off the side with a metallic echo. Both pieces were ruptured from the impact, the Sword Energy Micheal had covered his blade in ripping it apart with ease.
"Huh?" Gobel stuttered, staring at Micheal in unadulterated shock. His mute wife next to him flinched, her eyes staring at Micheal full of fear.
The Necrozark didn't waste time trying to talk again, immediately firing three more times. The man reacted quickly to control his disbelief.
Each time, Micheal moved his blade preemptively, positioning it exactly where the man would be aiming before he finished pulling the trigger.
Three bullets slammed into his precisely positioned blade, and three bullets were split in twain, scattering on the rooftop and flung over the side. While Micheal couldn't react to the bullet itself, he could easily react to the aiming and movements the man made.
'Ouch.' The strain of abruptly moving his arm and holding it up to block each bullet was extremely taxing for Micheal, making his arm sore. He didn't show even a hint of pain or discomfort, however, as he smiled, taking a step forward,
"Gobel, Gobel. I am not an unreasonable man." He smiled calmly, as if he hadn't just been shot at multiple times.
"But if you keep shooting at me, I'm going to start thinking you don't like me."
Gobel's arm shook slightly as he saw such an impossible scene, his breath turning ragged. His hand still pointed the gun at Micheal, trembling. The Necrozark's eyes flickered towards his servants, and then towards the scene where dozens of Morenkai were scattered about dead.
"You've just fired a very loud gun several times, Gobel. Morenkai will start to swarm here soon if we keep making noise. You still want these corpses, don't you?" As Micheal finished speaking, he stopped in front of one of the Abnormals that had shown up and attacked him.
This one had had glowing green legs that greatly enhanced its speed. This Abnormal Morenkai had used its legs to attack, blurringly fast strikes that were incredibly annoying. It was this one that caused a ton of his bones to fully break and his right lung to fail.
The man seemed transfixed. He crossed gazes with Micheal for a moment, staring at him. Finally, after what felt like forever but was only a few seconds, he lowered his gun, glancing at his mute wife for a split second.
That was just the way of this world right now. The strong had the right to do what they wanted. Micheal wouldn't kill him for shooting at him, not when he set everything up to get that specific reaction. If the man had continued to attack him, however, Micheal would've done everything in his power to kill him.
"What did you say you wanted for those corpses?" The Necrozark's voice was stilted with defeat as he snapped his fingers, calling his servants back towards him.
Micheal smiled.
"3 Repulser Grenades and 2 Close Impact Bombs." He began,
"But that was before you tried to murder me. If you want those corpses now, it'll cost you 5 Repulser Grenades and 3 Close Impact Bombs." His voice boomed out loud, absolute confidence rocking the air. His eyes threatened and brooked no argument as he crossed his arms, holding the Steelborn sword in front of him.
The Necrozark Gobel clenched his fists and glared at Micheal. A hint of fear could be seen, however, as they crossed gazes.
"…"
"…"
"…"
A few minutes later, Micheal found himself 5 Repulser Grenades and 3 Close Impact Bombs richer, collectively worth more than 1600 Points.
He had ditched the skyscraper where the bodies were at, his temporary base if he didn't choose to relocate again. Already he had spotted two Morenkai scaling the outside of the building, drawn to the loud gunfire.
'Now… it's time I go hunting, while it's not yet noon. I wonder how many Points I can get before I need to rest?' His eyes flashed. He was strong and capable, but didn't have an infinite amount of energy. He could only hunt so many Morenkai in a day.
'1000 Points more? 2000? Maybe the full 3000?' He smiled grimly.
He was going to find out.
.. .. .. .. .. .. ..
Meanwhile, in a Cluster very far from Micheal, a blond haired teenager was experiencing a very different scene.
"Holy crap! Oh my frickin' gosh! Why are there so many of them?!!"
"!!"
"Why on earth did I have to teleport all the way down to the streets!?"
"MIIIICHEEEEAAAAALLLLL!"
.




Chapter 29: Explore

"MIIIICHEEEEAAAAALLLLL!"
Shin's aggrieved shout did him no favors as he fled from the more than two dozen Morenkai that were chasing him.
He was currently running in one of the most dangerous locations that could be found in the World of Endless Skyscrapers.
The ground level. The streets. The one place you were never supposed to go.
...Several moments before Shin found himself in such a precarious situation...
The ground level looked like a mostly regular street from earth. Doors led into skyscrapers that dominated each block, there were paved roads with street lights that were well lit, sidewalks, all things one would expect to see.
One of the big things that set it apart, however, were the occupants of the sidewalks.
The Morenkai.
These creatures could be seen shambling along the sidewalks, moving passively. They wouldn't enter the road itself of their own volition, instead waiting for crosswalks to cross over. The odd, deridingly human behavior had stupefied Shin when he first saw it.
'What really are these things?'
That thought was washed from his mind, however, as he moved downstairs through the skyscraper he had inhabited, all the way to the ground floor. In this specific skyscraper, he hadn't found any Morenkai on the ground floor.
The ground floor of his skyscraper, unlike all the other floors, was one large, giant room, with several doors leading to various stairwells. There weren't any offices, any chairs, any tables, nothing. It was large and empty, decidedly not how a normal skyscraper would look.
If anything, Shin found that vaguely unsettling. All other parts of the skyscraper seemed to be functionally identical to many high rise buildings from earth. Only this part was so different.
'I set up my base in this skyscraper on purpose. According to Micheal, the Golden Morenkai that I saw was located around here.' Shin's eyes narrowed as he looked around.
The skyscraper he was standing in was a distinctive looking one, a large blue edifice with a dark black border painted at the top. Almost all of the skyscrapers looked a little bit different, none of them painted or built exactly like another. The most unique part of this one was the large white stripe that split directly down the side of it.
It was this distinctive feature that had helped Shin narrow down and find it. He'd memorized the outer appearance and location, so he'd be able to easily find his way back.
'It's not here…' The first thing Shin noticed when he made it to the ground floor was that the special Golden Morenkai wasn't down here.
He sighed.
'Micheal did say that future me only told him it was found around here, in one of the skyscraper ground floors. I guess I'll need to check the others.' Shin's breathing was slightly excited as he looked towards the windows on the sides of the skyscraper.
He could make out several shambling forms, moving back and forth across various sidewalks. Morenkai.
They didn't pay any attention to the interior of this skyscraper, merely moving along about their day, doing whatever it was that Morenkai did. Shin wasn't really sure.
'Well, I need to search the other skyscraper's ground floors. Maybe I can teleport from this one to another?' Shin slowly crept up to one of the windows, trying to avoid attention.
As he reached the edge, he could more distinctly make out the passing Morenkai. Their huge, shambling arms, mostly featureless faces, shambling gait… everything about them was horrifying and absolutely something Shin wanted nothing to do with.
'I need to take the Golden Morenkai out.' He took several deep breaths, gaining control of his emotions. His fists were clenched as he refused to let his fear rule him. If he allowed that, it would be the same thing as giving up on the family that took him in, something he would never do.
'But geez, why do they have to look so freaky?' He mentally rebuked the Morenkai in his head. They didn't even have the common decency to wear clothes. The thought of having to fight off freaky naked monsters made Shin feel rather depressed.
'Alright. Concentrate.' Shin looked at the skyscraper that stood across the street, his eyes taking on a very faint glow.
He was activating his special Ability. His Warping Phaser Type Ability.
The Ability itself was an incredibly surreal one. When he'd first gained it, he had been completely shocked at what he saw and felt.
The world as he knew it had changed.
He still saw the regular world around him. Or, the decidedly irregular world around him. The World of Endless Skyscrapers was anything but regular.
But, at the same time, Shin saw another world as well, one that was overlaid upon the normal world. A world of translucent lines of energy, like tiny ropes connecting one place to another. These small ropes seemingly held space itself together, keeping reality steady. There were a countless number of these lines, seemingly infinite and everywhere.
When he looked at this overlaid world, his mind somehow adapted to what he was seeing, letting him avoid becoming mentally overloaded.
When Shin teleported, he created his own tiny little translucent line. On one end of the line was him and on the other end of the line was the place where he was teleporting to.
He chose where the line ended up. It was as if he was stretching his senses through his Ability, picking a spot to teleport to. Right now, he was somewhat limited in how far he could place the endpoint. The farther he stretched it, the larger a strain it had on his soul.
The endpoint didn't need to be physically visible for him to teleport to it. When he looked at the overlaid world, the countless translucent lines of energy moved through all surfaces. They couldn't stop in a solid surface, but could bring him through any solid surface with ease. He had also found through testing that he could only teleport to areas where he could fit in the exact position he left in. His body seemed to push aside the air located in the spot he teleported to, freeing up room for him.
Shin 'Phased' along these energy lines, warping through reality from his current location to whatever endpoint he decided upon. If it was an endpoint he couldn't see, he would have no idea what area he was teleporting to beyond the general location, unless he had been there before.
It was an incredible gift and power, an Ability that was magical in nature.
Shin had practiced teleporting as he moved downstairs through his skyscraper. The surreal stretching feeling was one he tried to get used to. It felt especially weird when he moved anywhere that he couldn't see, the disorientation throwing him off for a few seconds after he teleported.
'Here we go.' He shook the stray thoughts from his head as he looked out the window.
'Time to find that Golden Morenkai.'
.




Chapter 30: Find

As Shin studied the street and the neighboring skyscraper, he stretched his senses forward. In a literal instant, he had formed his own line of energy, pushed all the way across the street. He could feel the countless other lines of energy, the bindings of reality itself, as his own line swam between them.
He frowned, however, as he looked.
'I can't reach all the way to the skyscraper.' After some practice, Shin had grown adept at measuring how far he could teleport. And, right now, he could tell with finality that he couldn't teleport that far.
If he increased his Soul stat, the distance he could teleport would increase. But as it stood right now, he was still rather limited. He found that he could teleport, if he went all out, more than 20 meters.
'But I'm just short of the skyscraper…' He rubbed his chin, his eyes scanning the street.
'Should I just teleport to right outside the door and run in? Or should I go all the way upstairs and cross over the bridge up top?' His mind went over a few scenarios.
If he had to do that for every single skyscraper, his progress would be greatly slowed and his chances of encountering a team of humans up top would be increased. It would be safer, but it would slow him down.
'I think, I think I should just go for it.' He took a few deep breaths as he looked at the skyscraper.
Shin was not immune to fear. The Morenkai were terrifying to look at and even scarier to face in person. The one Morenkai he had encountered earlier while traveling had almost caused him to freeze up in fear.
The creatures were huge. They loomed over you and their sheer presence was enough to make any man feel terror. According to Micheal, the Morenkai could easily rip him apart if it got its hands on him.
'I can't let that fear control me.' He told himself again, nodding sharply as he gathered his courage. This was an opportunity that he needed to seize.
Without hesitating further, Shin made up his mind.
He teleported across the street.
The feeling of teleportation was unique. It was like Shin was stretching forward across the line of energy, but at the same time, reality was stretching back to receive him. The experience was hard to describe in words and took place in an instant, but it was definitely something unique, Shin observed.
He arrived outside the skyscraper.
The air outside was warm, not too hot but also not cold. Down here, the sounds of the shambling Morenkai was the only thing he could really make out, shuffling feet pounding on the ground, drowning out the hums of the air conditioning units and lights.
As he landed, he instantly looked towards the skyscraper in front of him, gathering his bearings.
The nearby, shambling Morenkai all turned their heads ominously in his direction, a good dozen of them pausing.
Shin tried to teleport again.
Nothing happened.
'Oh crap. I'm an idiot.' His heart dropped.
The farther he teleported, the longer it took before he could teleport again. He couldn't currently teleport instantaneously after moving so far. 
Shin's thoughts were thrown into disarray as he realized his mistake. Instantly he backpedaled into the street, retreating, his heart racing.
He didn't even wait to see the Morenkai move, instead starting to sprint directly down it, fleeing with all of his might.
Half a second later…
The two dozen or so Morenkai that had stopped abruptly began to give chase. Their footsteps pounding on the asphalt and pavement rang out loudly and chaotically. Even worse, the further down the street Shin ran, the more shambling Morenkai noticed him and froze to stare before giving chase.
Fear thronged in his mind as he concentrated, his breathing growing ragged as he felt the eerily silent Morenkai charging at him. He knew that if he messed up here, he was only seconds from dying. He regretting not being more careful and taking the slow route.
He could already picture Micheal steadily rebuking him for being careless. Micheal had warned him that he needed to be extremely careful and not take action unless he was certain he'd be successful.
By this point, he had already sprinted down the block and into an intersection. He barreled through this intersection, running between two new skyscrapers. His lungs were burning as he ran, fueled by the fear of the Morenkai that were mere seconds behind.
His moment of panic was short-lived, however, as after a few seconds he felt the ability to teleport restore itself, his soul recharged. He instantly teleported again, warping into the 2nd floor of the building to his left.
Shin fell to the ground as he teleported, gasping for air as his entire body shook. His heart was racing at a million miles an hour, a testament to the terrifying fear the Morenkai instilled.
"Huff-huff…" Shin laid on the ground for several seconds, catching his breath. He wiped sweat from his forehead as he recovered, gradually feeling well enough to look around.
He was in a private bedroom on the 2nd floor of the building. He had landed on the ground in the middle of this floor, sprawled as he calmed down. There was a small bed, a desk, a closet, and a few other common features, as well as a connecting bathroom with a sink.
As he stood up, he peeked out the window.
He instantly pulled back again as he saw a large throng of Morenkai milling about in the middle of the road aimlessly. There must've been at least 40 of them. He could even make out one that looked unique, with a featureless face that was colored purple. An Abnormal, as Micheal called them. If he hadn't teleported when he had… He shuddered slightly.
As he pulled back, he looked around again, noticing something odd.
"The lights… the air conditioning… none of them are on?" He frowned.
In every skyscraper he had been in or seen, there was one indisputable point. The air conditioning and lights were always on and always working. It wasn't physically possible to damage even the lightbulbs, the magic or whatever it was that held this world together preventing it.
However… right now… none of these things were functioning.
"What?" Shin turned the faucet on, drinking some water in a hurry. The faucets still worked, likely because they weren't based on electricity he guessed. Everything that seemed to rely on electricity wasn't working. This reminded him of one of the many things Micheal had told him before they were Chosen, a thought he couldn't quite recall as he calmed down.
After slaking his thirst, Shin tentatively opened the door, looking out at the hallway. His heart rate had slowed down some, but was still pounding at a fast rate, the abnormality of the situation putting him on guard.
It was dark, with streams of daylight sifting in from rooms with windows and open doors. All the lights were down, leaving it shrouded in shadow. He couldn't hear the sounds of air conditioning like he was supposed to, nor the quiet hum of various lights.
At the corner of his vision, Shin noticed something.
He could see light emanating from the stairwell at the end of the hallway.
A warm… golden… glow.
.




Chapter 31: Combat

Micheal's Steelborn Sword warbled slightly as he tapped it against the ground, checking it over. When it banged off the roof, the noise it made shivered slightly, as if echoing internally.
'The Sword Energy is starting to damage it.' He frowned slightly as he saw this, glancing around.
Several Morenkai corpses were spread out on the roof, black blood leaking from them. The late afternoon light was slowly fading to evening, a few scattered clouds drifting across an empty sky.
'Every swordsman needs a good sword.' His Steelborn Sword was durable and should last a bit longer, but he would need to replace it eventually. He sighed out loud. 
Points, Points, Points. Everything he needed cost Points, and he simply didn't have enough.
Several hours had passed since he sold the Abnormal Morenkai corpses. In that time, Micheal had gone on his own, hunting across the central area. He had encountered large numbers of Morenkai, taking them down one by one, group by group.
In total, he must've killed more than 100 Morenkai. As luck would have it, he also didn't encounter any Abnormals.
— - Status — -
Name: Micheal Care
Points: 1,482
Race: Human
Age: 18
- Stats -
Strength - 28
Endurance - 22
Recovery - 20
Soul - 10
- Abilities - (3/7)
Life Orb Master
Ki Cultivator (Mortal Tier)
Grandmaster Sword Mastery (1/5)
.
'Almost 1,500 Points, huh?' He thought, sighing. His body was aching, exhaustion flooding his veins.
"Gulp!" He pulled a water bottle out of his Low-Tier Spatial Ring, gulping some of the cool liquid down. As he drank, he walked over to the shed that led to the bowels of this skyscraper, hiding inside.
There was no reason to leave himself exposed to snipers or people armed with guns while he planned his next moves.
He had fallen a bit short of where he had hoped to be, but was still in a stellar spot. With that many Points, he could create another set of Dragon Building Liquid. While it wouldn't enhance him as much as the first set, it would still benefit him and work to make him stronger. It would also work towards the modified physique he'd get when he took the maximum of 4 sets of the tempering drug.
'Alright.' He was too tired to last much longer out here in the wild. Exhaustion would leave him dangerously vulnerable. He made a decision as he glanced at the corpses.
When he'd gone hunting, several times he'd seen various teams working to take down Morenkai. Micheal had avoided them, one and all, turning to go to different skyscrapers. So far, he'd managed to successfully avoid interacting with any other humans, focused solely on improving himself.
'That won't last long, though.' Eventually, he would end up tangling with the stronger forces from one of the major powers. It won't be the Godfather Organization and he couldn't see the Tobagin Party acting first when it came to him. Either the Saru Group or the Black Flag Pirates would make the first move, enticing him to join. He sighed.
He needed to draw attention to himself and establish a reputation. The quicker he did that, the faster his progress would be. Only… The danger that came with doing this was an unwelcome, but unavoidable, side effect.
'Alright, let's cool it with the direct physical combat. Instead…' Micheal's eyes flashed as he snapped his fingers.
Immediately, two dimly glowing blue orbs appeared, floating in the air.
'I want to test you two out a little more.' The only reason he managed to break one of his Life Orbs was because he controlled the Life Orb and ordered it to shatter. 
His mind raced as he began to walk down the stairs that led to the inner part of the skyscraper.
'Each Life Orb, despite its small size, is extremely tough and durable.' Right now, he felt certain he couldn't penetrate one of them with his blade, even if he coated it in a layer of Basic Tier Sword Energy. He descended several floors, his movements sure as he thought things over.
'I can almost instantly accelerate them to move at a speed of around 15 meters per second and I can control them with my mind…' He paused as a thought struck him.
'What will happen if I try to use them as a weapon?' If someone shot a bullet at him, could he maneuver them to successfully block it without breaking the orb? He began to descend further into the skyscraper as he pondered this…
Headed for the deepest depths. The danger zone.
The ground floor.
'Let's test them a little.'
In no time at all, Micheal managed to reach the bottom of the skyscraper. He stayed on full alert as he moved, cautiously checking for movement or sounds. He even checked for stray traps that one group or another may have left behind. While he didn't think it likely he'd find something like that this deep into the central zone, there was no need to be careless.
And now, he found himself looking out of a stairway through a slightly cracked open metal door into the large room that almost all skyscrapers in the First Layer had. The plain grey floor, plain walls with a few windows and doors opening to the street level, everything in it was as expected.
"Oh, there's already two Morenkai in here." He whispered quietly to himself as he saw two shambling figures walking around the edges of the room. One of the figures paused by a window and looked outside it aimlessly while the other continued to move about.
"Well. Let's not dilly dather." He slammed the door open.
"Hello there." His voice boomed out, just loud enough to catch the attention of the two Morenkai in the large room, but not loud enough to carry to the streets, as he spoke nonsense, quoting a semi-famous Star Wars movie line he vaguely remembered.
He was enjoying himself. Back in the action of the moment, in the wonder of testing out a new Ability… it was one of the few things he loved about the 7 Layers. For a few brief moments, he allowed himself to relax from his dire mission, immersing himself in the moment.
Immediately, the two ominous figures turned, their eyeless faces pointed at Micheal.
He smiled.
"Come and get me."
Without hesitation he backed up, leaving the door open as he jogged halfway up the stairs. He waited on the midway point between the first and second floor, patient.
The two Morenkai made short work of the distance, loping across the floor in loud, clomping steps. In mere seconds, they reached the doorway, bursting through it. Their unnaturally tall bodies made them have to duck to get by.
As they entered the enclosed area, Micheal concentrated on his Life Orbs. The innate connection he sensed was unmistakable in his mind, giving him full control.
Mentally, as they reached the stairs, he willed the two orbs to fling themselves forward
Instantly, the dim blue orbs flew through the air and collided directly into the chest of each Morenkai. Resounding thuds echoed out as the Life Orbs smashed the two Morenkai into the wall.
The Life Orbs then stood still, forcibly holding the two Morenkai back. Immediately the creatures began to struggle, their arms and legs smashing against the wall. They punched ineffectively at the Life Orbs, trying to break them.
"Oh." Micheal muttered out loud, a feeling of strain sweeping over him as he commanded his Life Orbs to hold the Morenkai down. He felt a huge amount of pressure settle on his soul as he continued to keep them pressed up against the wall.
Instantly, he released the two Morenkai, pulling the Life Orbs back around them. Two small indents could be seen on the chest of each Morenkai, though no other obvious physical injuries.
'Their skin can easily block a bullet, it's no wonder the floating orbs didn't manage to pierce through them. I can only shoot them
forward at a rather limited speed. Bullets move forward at hundreds of meters per second and fair no better.' He instantly observed.
'The indents must be because of the force I exerted in holding them back.' That force appeared to be related to his soul. The strain he felt must have been caused by him resisting their efforts to free themselves.
'I managed to hold them back briefly, but if I waited any longer, I could sense that I would suffer an injury to the soul.' Injuries to the soul took far longer than other types of injuries to heal and could even be fatal.
As all of these thoughts raced through his head, the two Morenkai rushed at him again, their relentless charge unaffected by fear or many of the emotions that normal creatures might feel after being manhandled so easily by Micheal's Life Orbs.
Once more, Micheal sent out his Life Orbs, blasting them backwards. The Orbs sailed through the air and smashed into the Morenkai with precision, following his mental route to the tee.
However, Micheal began to feel more strain on his soul, even from this much lesser exertion.
'I can't use this in an unlimited fashion. I need to get my Soul stat higher.' He blinked, his eyes cool as he reached that conclusion. He called his Life Orbs back, ordering them to float around his head.
For the third time, the two Morenkai began to rush forward again, mostly uninjured. Micheal couldn't tell if he had caused any internal injuries, but he guessed not.
As they charged, Micheal tapped on his Spatial Ring and stepped forward towards them.
In one smooth motion, Micheal dodged between the two attacking Morenkai and withdrew his Steelborn Sword from his Low-Tier Spatial Ring. He then lashed out with his blade, imbuing it with Sword Energy as he made a full, spinning cut.
The two Morenkai were literally cut in half, their bodies slamming against the wall and then tumbling backwards. Micheal was forced to quickly step backwards, dodging their acidic black blood as they fell down.
"Ouch." He muttered, feeling his sore body ache from the movement, including his soul. He needed to rest, giving both time to heal.
'Do Life Orbs heal injuries to the soul?' He tossed the thought to the side for now as he looked at the dead Morenkai bodies.
"Foolish Morenkai. You had no chance. After all…" He smiled slightly,
"I have the high ground." He couldn't help but laugh out loud as he copped a line from one of his favorite movies.
Today truly had been a good day for progress.
.




Chapter 32: Change

A few hours before Micheal's new experiment, Shin found himself looking upon the ground floor of a skyscraper in a very different Cluster.
'I found it!' Shin thought excitedly as he peeked out from the stairwell through a slightly opened door.
'I found the Golden Morenkai!'
The ground floor of this skyscraper was like the others. Empty and devoid of most furniture, just a large, sweeping room full of nothing. However, unlike the other skyscrapers, this one was only lit with the light that managed to peek in from the windows. All the lightbulbs, everything electrical, was down.
Standing in the center of this room, an odd looking Morenkai could be seen.
This Morenkai was entirely covered by a warm, golden glow. Visible sparks of golden energy could be seen, flying off its body and then settling somewhere lower, crackling quietly in the air. This Morenkai had the same featureless appearance as the others, but held itself with a different air. Its head also appeared to be enlarged, about 30% bigger than the others.
'Its just sitting there. What is it doing?' Shin eyed it closely.
There were three other Morenkai in the room, regular ones. Two of these Morenkai were looking out the window, standing still, while the third had its back to Shin and was staring at the Golden Morenkai.
None of the Morenkai moved. They all seemed content to stand absolutely still. Shin found their alien stillness unnerving.
'Everything about them is unnerving.' He mentally sighed, feeling emotionally drained.
'I have to kill that thing…' Micheal had told him it was weak for a Morenkai and that the back of its head was especially vulnerable. If he could hit it there with his sword, it should easily die. However, there were three other Morenkai in the room...
He backed away from the doorway and walked back up the stairs a floor, taking several deep breaths.
'Calm down, Shin. You can do this.' From his Spatial Ring, he withdrew the large longsword he had purchased from the shop. The blade listed as a 'Black Veiled Blade,' for quite a decent chunk of Points.
'The me of the future liked to use swords for direct attacks, according to Micheal.' He held the blade in his hand, feeling the comfortable and reassuring weight. As he thought about attacking with it, he could imagine himself striking a heroic pose. It sounded exactly like something he would do.
'The me of the future died.' He stared at the weapon, unblinking.
'I am not an unparalleled genius with the blade or anything like that… The reason I likely went with a sword in the future was because of my initial choice. Because I wanted to look the part of the hero.' Shin was extremely intelligent. He could recognize his own faults and flaws, even if he couldn't always change them.
'If I don't seriously work at becoming strong, my entire family will die. I can't afford to just pursue things because they look cool, no matter how much I want to.' He took one more look at the blade…
And then put it away.
'Micheal said he is already an expert with the sword, with the memories he has from his vision of the future helping him.' Micheal didn't say Shin had any talent with the blade in the future, which is something he wouldn't have left out if it had been true. 
They already had a close combat specialist on their side… And he needed to be able to help Micheal.
'I can't just be a burden.' Instinctively, he felt that this was the right decision to make.
According to Micheal, there were special gun users at the very end, using Abilities that boosted the power of certain special guns they bought in the Shop.
'With Micheal holding the front, I could provide support from the back, as a gun or long-range weapon user.' He tapped on his Spatial Ring.
In his hands, a gun appeared.
It was a Glock 19, chambering a 9mm bullet. While it wasn't the strongest handgun in the world, it packed a punch and was more than enough to prove a reasonable threat.
Shin had picked this gun up on his own, using his excess Points when the Shop had first appeared. It had cost him roughly 800 Points, pricey but not crippling. The gun itself was slightly enhanced by the Shop, to work and function better than a normal one from Earth.
It had a magazine with a standard capacity of 15 rounds. He checked to make sure it was loaded and ready, the trigger safety engaged.
He held his gun up and walked back downstairs, till he was staring back into the open room. The Golden Morenkai remained unmoving, as did the others.
'I can't let myself fall to my fear. This is scary, yeah. But I have to do this to survive.' Shin pushed back the fear that was trying to claw at his heart. Being thrust into a situation like this, any normal person would find it extremely hard to adapt. Even Shin struggled. The thought of his family dying, of losing his brother, cut through that fear like a knife, helping him focus.
'I will forge my own path, different from the one that led to my death in the future.'
He held his gun up and pointed it in a specific direction.
Shin's body blurred and vanished.
He teleported, instantly reappearing right behind the Morenkai, his gun pointed directly at the back of its head.
Before any of the Morenkai could react, or even notice his presence, he fired.
The shock of firing a gun was jarring for Shin. It was loud, explosive, and recoiled more than he had expected. He pushed through it, however, knowing his life was on the line.
Black blood splattered out as the skull of the Golden Morenkai exploded, killed instantly. While bullets might not be able to penetrate or do too much harm to normal Morenkai, the head of a Golden Morenkai was enlarged. The back portion of it was especially weak, just weak enough that a well-placed bullet could easily penetrate.
.
—- Points Obtained —-
Points: 14,082
.
Shin's eyes widened as he saw the notification appear, a huge number of Points pouring into his soul. With such a large addition, Shin could actually physically feel something. A warm feeling of energy settling upon him, something he hadn't noticed when he obtained a much smaller number of Points earlier by luring a Morenkai to its death.
As the body of the Golden Morenkai fell forward, the entire skyscraper seemed to shake an extremely tiny bit. Right after, all the lights that had been off suddenly flickered on. The air conditioning units began to hum, everything electrical began to function as normal.
Shin noticed this, his mind flashing back to something Micheal had told him about Golden Morenkai, before pushing the thought aside, as he began to sprint backwards, waiting for his soul to recharge enough to teleport again.
For, his attack did not go unnoticed.
The two Morenkai that were standing by the window, looking outside, had spun around, their featureless faces zeroing in on Shin as they began to shamble forward.
The Morenkai that had been staring at the special Golden Morenkai, meanwhile, reacted far more violently.
It actually let out a rumbling growl, an unusual occurrence for the normally silent Morenkai. The creature hurled its body at Shin, its long arms swinging forward.
Fortunately for Shin, as soon as he fired the bullet that killed the Golden Morenkai, he had beat a fast retreat, sprinting backwards. He felt air violently brush up against him as the long arms of the Morenkai just barely missed.
He spun to the side, his heart pounding with adrenaline as he aimed his Glock 19.
He missed.
He wasn't professionally trained in shooting, and even with a creature that was moving in a straight line at him, it wasn't that easy to hit it. Especially with the adrenaline causing his arm to shake slightly.
His subsequent two shots right after, however, blasted into the chest of the Morenkai, sending it tumbling backwards a couple of meters. The bullets left imprints on the black skin of the creature, but were unable to penetrate.
'Holy crap. They really can just take a bullet like its nothing.' Shin observed, his eyes widening in shock at the freakish creature.
Like a zombie, the creature unnaturally rose back to its feet, its eyeless face zeroing in on Shin in a horrifying manner.
Meanwhile, the two other shambling Morenkai had broken out into loping sprints, hurling themselves towards Shin. In the time it took for this all to go down, they had crossed almost two-thirds of the way across the room.
At that exact moment, Shin smiled.
"Well chums, it's been great, but I gotta split. Sayonara!"
His body blurred and, with little fanfare, vanished.
Mere seconds later, the charging Morenkai collided as they slammed into where Shin had been, crashing down hard on the ground. The third Morenkai shambled forward as well but then paused, looking around in confusion.
Shin had successfully teleported away, killing the Golden Morenkai and getting away with it.
.




Chapter 33: Day 3

Micheal awoke to the familiar sound of the air conditioning, humming quietly in the background. He smiled and stretched as he got up, enjoying the moment.
'Already on Day 3…' He thought as he tossed his blankets off and stood up. He went over to the bathroom sink, washing his face. He looked at himself, his bright blue eyes and short brown hair. The strong chin that was just now starting to become covered in stubble.
'I'll need to shave soon.' He shrugged as he bought himself some pancakes for breakfast through the Shop, munching on them and the syrup that came with them.
After figuring out a bit more about how his Life Orbs worked, Micheal had retreated back till he found his Skyscraper. He'd stayed in the same one that he'd picked before, knowing his rather threatening reputation should hold people off for a couple days.
Once he got home, he'd immediately tossed himself in bed, exhausted. He'd slept soundly, with no interference.
'Let's see, on the third day of my time here, did anything interesting happen?' His mind flashed back briefly for a moment as he went over his memories.
He frowned after a moment,
'Ah, right. This was my first active day on a Hunting Team with the Saru Group.' The only memories he found were decidedly unpleasant. His early time here had been anything but easy.
The major battle with the Godfather Organization and the Black Flag Pirates and their allies happened in around 2 weeks, if he recalled correctly. He didn't participate and was mostly on the sidelines for that. The Saru Group didn't really help out at first, and thus he only really came in later. Even then, he had no real impact on the battle, not with his weak strength at the time. He shook his head ruefully.
He took a few more chomps of his pancakes, savoring them. This meal didn't come with silverware and he was too cheap to buy it from the Shop, even knowing it'd cost only a couple Points. Instead, he scooped them up and folded them over, biting them like they were tacos.
'The Godfather Organization is one of the very few altruistic groups in the First Layer. I can't just let them get wiped out.' In fact, if he used them to reveal the secret of the First Layer, it might actually work quite well for him due to the wide network they controlled. He waved around one of the taco-pancakes as he thought this over.
'If I get strong enough, I could just directly kill the leaders of the Black Flag Pirates and their allies…' He mimed a stabbing motion with the folded pancake.
'I'm not sure if I can catch up that much in 2 weeks. Lacking that, however, I'll need to think up a plan to help the Godfather Organization survive.' He sighed with frustration. He didn't actually know much about the members of the Godfather Organization in his Cluster. They had all died before he really had a chance to meet any of them.
'Alright. First things first.' He tossed the thoughts from his mind as he finished eating.
'Let's make another set of Dragon Building Liquid and another Life Orb.'
.. .. .. .. .. .. ..
About 45 minutes later, a man could be seen, sprinting through the central zone of the Stardust Cluster. This man had a sleek, steel blade in his hand and ran with a certain level of grace, his movements powerful and sure.
.
— - Status — -
Name: Micheal Care
Points: 492
Race: Human
Age: 18
- Stats -
Strength - 28 -> 30
Endurance - 22 -> 24
Recovery - 20 -> 22
Soul - 10
- Abilities - (3/7)
Life Orb Master
Ki Cultivator (Mortal Tier)
Grandmaster Sword Mastery (1/5)
.
'The increase wasn't crazy significant, not for the second dose. But this feeling…' He couldn't help but smile,
'Man, making real progress is simply the best.' There was nothing he loved more. In the later Layers, making progress could be incredibly difficult. Therefore, here in the early Layers, he quite enjoyed his steady growth.
Micheal jumped atop a long metal bridge, his feet tapping on it as he ran across. He had crossed more than a dozen skyscrapers now, up and active early in the morning. He hadn't encountered any Morenkai on the way yet.
As he ran, he made a couple of large jumps. When he leapt, his body sailed more than 2.5 meters high into the air, a huge amount for any human to make. When he landed, he bent his knees slightly to absorb the impact.
'Bit by bit, my body is getting stronger. It's certain I'll surpass the strongest the old me got on the First Layer.' He kept practicing various movements, getting himself used to the increase in strength.
In no time at all, he arrived at the place he told Lana and her teammates, members of the Mayoral Alliance, to meet up with him.
By now, his reputation would have spread a bit. He got there pretty early and didn't specify a time, but figured they'd likely come along soon. He made a few observations as he glanced around atop the grey skyscraper. Overhead, the midmorning sunlight beat down on him.
He decided to sit down and wait, moving inside the shed that led into the skyscraper to avoid being ambushed. He went over his memories of his past, trying to clear out any vague parts. The more he could remember, the more advantageous his position would be.
Time went by as he relaxed, immersing himself in his memories. In what felt like a blink of an eye, Micheal opened his eyes.
He could hear people talking.
"…and it's not like we have a choice. Abel is the Head of our Alliance, Khari. If he orders us to move, we have to. We don't pick our teams…" A feminine voice was rebuking another.
"I'm just saying it rubs me the wrong way, from what you told me. But I'm a new member here, what do I know." The male voice replied, wavering.
Micheal got up, smiling. He went over to the thin metal door that separated the skyscraper from the world outside, pulling it open.
"Hello." His voice sauntered out as he walked out onto the rooftop.
He was greeted with startled looks from two familiar figures, the shield-bearing warrior Lana and the African, and rather unskilled, sniper Khari. Lana looked as she had before, dressed in a pair of jeans and this time a tight white shirt, a large metal shield on her back. Khari, on the other hand, wore a set of grey pants and a grey shirt, as if he was trying to blend into the background. He had a long rifle slung across his shoulder, looking like he was on a hunting trip.
The third man that had been with them last time was nowhere to be seen, for whatever reason. Perhaps he didn't trust Micheal to hold to his end of the deal.
"Uh, Sir Michael!" Lana bowed slightly as she saw him, bringing a piece of paper out.
"This has all the information I could gather about the new Irregular named Sophia." Her eyes showed just the faintest hint of nervousness as she spoke, glancing back and forth at him. She walked forward, handing him the paper.
Micheal looked at it.
On the front it read.
-Information Report - for Michael—
He frowned slightly as he saw it.
"I spread word throughout the Mayoral Alliance about your query, saying it was my own. Everything I could find out is on that piece of paper." Lana hurriedly added.
"It's not that." Micheal sighed.
"It's the name on it." He shook his head, feeling silly for pointing it out.
"…Is not your name Michael?" Lana stuttered, confused.
"Yes but… it's spelled wrong." It was also pronounced differently, but Micheal had given up on that fight long ago. A memory popped up in Micheal's mind.
In his memories from one of the earlier Layers, Shin and Micheal had been sitting around a fire, poking fun at each other. It was one of his fonder memories, though he couldn't recall all the minor details after so long.
.. .. .. .. .. ..
"Bro. Your parents misspelled your name." Shin's voice had been full of jolly cheer as he lambasted Micheal's parents.
"Shin, I already told you, it's a variant spelling to Michael. Plenty of people hav-"
"Nah man, they definitely misspelled your name. No one goes by Micheal with an 'ea'. Does it show up that way on your Status?"
"…"
"Hahaha it does! You're a living typo! Ahahaha!"
.. .. .. .. .. ..
"Never mind, never mind." He smiled slightly,
"Let me see what's on it."
He opened the paper up.
In it were several bullet points and a crudely drawn map.
- The Irregular Sophia had an Ability from the Shop that gave her the power to create illusions. - - Rated at the standard of B Class.
- She is approximately 5'2", or 1.6 meters tall. She has shoulder-length brown hair and matching brown eyes, with a slightly strong jawline.
- In terms of raw physical strength, she is estimated to have middling power at best. Rated at the standard of D Class.
- In terms of defense, she seems to have some type of Artifact that creates a barrier around her, protecting her. Rated at the standard of B Class.
- She has a determined personality and has rebuffed any advances to join a team, trusting no one.
Apart from the listed points, there was a map that led from the central zone to a place just to the northwest. A skyscraper was circled, labeled as the home base of Sophia. It was described as a dark green colored one, with a light blue stripe around the roof.
Micheal looked up, impressed. To have gathered so much intel in so short a time, this girl wasn't half bad. The Mayoral Alliance was situated somewhat close to where Sophia lived, and likely was keeping tabs on her as a result, but for Lana to get him this info so quickly…
Everything on it was accurate, as far as he could tell. What mattered most to him was where Sophia was currently living, something he hadn't known.
"It says she's rebuffed any advances to join a team. Do you know anything specific about this?" He queried.
Lana nodded,
"Both the Black Flag Pirates and the Tobagin Party have asked her to join them. She accepted neither invitation, for unknown reasons."
'Hmm…'
If things went the way the normal timeline was set, Sophia would eventually join the Tobagin Party despite her initial refusal, sometime within the week. Her unique Ability was a coveted one and proved very useful against the Morenkai, as was the Artifact she had with her.
She would gain considerable fame during the Cluster-wide battle after the Godfather Organization got wiped and the other major powers attacked the Black Flag Pirates before they could take over.
However, she would also become horribly maimed and crippled, leading to her becoming deranged. She would later be known as the S Ranked Demon Fairy of the Main Cluster before she left for the Second Layer after many months. Micheal was unsure what happened to her after that.
Of those B Ranked and above, a full 1/3rd of them had died or received near-incurable, crippling injuries from this incident alone. It was a major event.
The surprise attack by the leaders of the Black Flag Pirates on the Godfather Organization had destabilized the power balance in the Cluster, setting everything in motion.
Micheal's first month here had been quite the hectic one, though, by dint of his relative weakness, he'd managed to avoid most of the danger. After all, who would've cared about a weak D or E Rank like him?
'Her Fairy Eyes are extremely useful here in the First Layer, and will still be useful in the Second Layer.' Individual strength was important, but he could only have so many Abilities. If he wanted to take on the Gods, he wouldn't be able to do it alone.
He'd need to form a team.
Shin was already a given. No one that reached the 7th Layer had an ordinary personality. He would definitely be able to handle it, especially with Micheal's aid.
Sophia… she had potential, but he'd need to meet her before he could be certain.
She definitely had the potential to go at least some distance in the 7 Layers, and probably would've gone quite far originally if she hadn't gone insane and fallen to the unknown.
"This is satisfactory." He nodded, pleased. He smiled slightly as he saw Lana seem to relax. Was he really that scary?
"I owe you two a sword lesson, right? Let's get that handled right now."
.




Chapter 34: Live

"Just like that, swing at it! Don't let it hit you!" Micheal's voice echoed authoritatively as he watched Lana and Khari before him.
The duo was currently fighting a regular Morenkai, wielding only a pair of normal quality steel blades.
Around 25 minutes had passed since Micheal had received the intel on Sophia.
In that time, he had begun to train the duo from the Mayoral Alliance, fulfilling his promise. He went over the core basics, how they should position their bodies, how to hold the blade properly, and how to lead forward with a basic strike.
In the 7 Layers, it was possible for humans to gain certain Abilities naturally, without spending Points. Most of these Abilities had to do with certain skills or techniques. Others could be gained through accomplishing certain actions.
Scientists had theorized this had to do with some type of overriding system of rules or laws that existed, one that had been adapted for humans to access through the Shop. It was a well-known fact that several other Races had unique Abilities of their own, some even having full-scale systems of Magic that only those of their Race could use.
The Shop that humans had access to seemed to be something similar to that, but unique in its own right.
The theory was all complex and abstruse. Micheal was no expert and only knew enough to have a general idea.
What he did know, however, was exactly how to achieve the Sword Mastery Ability naturally.
"I got it!" Lana yelled out in delight as her sword slammed into the side of the Morenkai. A long, jagged line could be seen as she made a small cut, bleeding black blood.
At the same time that she made the slash, the blade she was using cracked, shattering. The Morenkai twisted its body, ignoring an ineffectual strike from Khari as it swung to attack Lana.
As Micheal saw this, he flicked his finger slightly.
A small, dimly glowing Life Orb appeared out of nowhere and shot forward, slamming into the chest of the Morenkai. The creature was sent flying backwards several meters, hurling through the air. When the Life Orb reached the maximum range of 10 meters from Micheal, it automatically flew back, absorbing itself back into him.
The Life Orb seemed to meld with his skin when it was returning. It physically made contact with his body and, in a flash, was absorbed, seemingly flying into him and vanishing.
The Morenkai fell onto the ground with a thud, slowing getting back to its feet.
There were many different Abilities that allowed one to manipulate objects. Micheal had decided he was going to disguise his Life Orb Master Ability as something like that, pretending the Orb was a type of telekinetic weapon of some sort.
The number of people that were even aware of the Life Orb Master Ability was a pittance, and he highly doubted anyone would recognize it outright. The Ability offered no description of what the Orbs looked like.
With how useful he was finding the Orbs to be, there was no way he would avoid using them.
"Excellent work, the two of you. You've both managed to achieve Basic Sword Mastery. Both of you should have seen the Ability appear in your Abilities tab now, yes?" Micheal's voice was calm as he walked forward, smiling at the two of them.
"Yes, Sir Micheal!"
"Yessir!"
The two responded eagerly. One was an expert that had been here for a year while the other was a newbie that had only been here for a few days, yet the eagerness in their eyes was identical. He smiled ruefully when he saw this.
"Excellent!" The key to achieving Basic Sword Mastery was relatively simple. Micheal thought over the process briefly.
You needed to hold the blade firmly, strike with conviction, and focus on your enemy. Coordinating your body so that you had good form made it even more likely you would achieve it. The most difficult part, however, was the visualization process.
The Sword Mastery Ability, in all Tiers, required one to draw upon the energy of the surroundings to power one's blade. At the Basic Tier, one simply needed to feel as if the sword they used was an extension of their body. This would form a natural link between the sword and the fighter, drawing on the energy of the surroundings and automatically granting the Ability to the trainee.
With Micheal's careful guidance, and a couple dozen minutes of practice, both Khari and Lana had managed to achieve Basic Sword Mastery. If it hadn't been for his patient teaching, it was unlikely the duo would have ever achieved the Ability on their own.
"Then, on that note, I will be heading out. Thank you for the info." He tapped on his Spatial Ring, removing the paper map he had. He then looked around, checking the direction of the sun as he figured which way to go.
"S-sir Micheal!" Lana's voice echoed slightly as she stepped forward, eyeing him.
"I w-was wondering if we could meet up like this more! You seem really skilled with the sword, perhaps you could teach us a little more? I could bring you whatever information we can obtain!" Lana's voice shook slightly, betraying her nervousness.
As she finished speaking, her eyes widened at something behind Micheal.
The Morenkai that he had blown backwards had gotten back up and was charging at his back. A small indent could be seen on its chest, where his Life Orb had smacked into it. The creature's footsteps rang out as it stomped across the roof, barreling towards Micheal.
"Sir! Wat-"
Without even looking, Micheal flicked his fingers slightly, commanding one of his Life Orbs to fly out. The Orb immediately sailed backwards, smashing into the Morenkai and hitting it from the side as it entered within 10 meters of him.
He didn't knock it backwards, instead borrowing the force of its momentum to send it flying off to his left, tumbling over the side of the roof. He felt only the faintest tremors in his soul. As long as he didn't try to forcibly hold a Morenkai down and only batted or knocked against them, the strain would be easily bearable.
'I need to get my Soul stat up pronto.' He silently observed.
.
—- Points Obtained —-
Points: 12
.
"Eep!" Lana's voice squeaked out as she saw all of this, staring at Micheal with wide eyes.
Micheal's eyes hardened as he faced reality, his thoughts turned cynical.
He was not a rookie. He could not afford to form any attachments with regular people, let alone be bogged down training them. Not more than this. His path would be a hellish one, one in which the weak would only fall in harm's way.
'My focus needs to be on the bigger picture. I will make this Layer a much safer place for you and everyone, you will have to depend on yourself for the rest.' He thought, sighing.
After a moment, he offered her a few words of advice,
"If I were you, Lana, I would leave the group you are currently in. I hear your leader, the Fire Caster Abel, has agreed to work with some of the scum of this Cluster. Living like that… is a dangerous life choice." He left her with those words as he turned around, headed off to one of the bridges that crossed to the North. From the map he'd checked, this was the direction he needed to go in.
He didn't actually know if Abel had even agreed to work with the Black Flag Pirates yet, but the timeline for the big fight was fast approaching. The man would make his decision soon if he hadn't already.
Anyone that would work with those trash to wipe out the Godfather Organization was utter garbage in his eyes.
"…I should leave the Mayoral Alliance?" Lana's voice sounded lonely and lost as she watched Micheal's figure disappear into the distance as he began to run to the north, leaving them behind.
"Uh, hi, I'm still here Lana." Khari's voice echoed as he stared between the distant Micheal and the female warrior.
"What was he talking about? Does it have to do with why Riker was forced to go with that other team on a scouting mission?"
"What do we do now?"
Lana sighed,
"I don't know. I feel like something big is going to happen." Her voice was very small,
"But I really don't know what to do. I just want to live…"
.




Chapter 35: Sophia

Micheal made fast progress across several bridges, moving from skyscraper to skyscraper. He avoided walking across towers where he could see people, while also trying to head in the direction he wanted to move towards.
Along the way, he killed three separate Morenkai, the shambling figures trying to murder him as he journeyed. The Points he got from them weren't anything crazy, but still worth picking up. He didn't run into any humans, though he did spot a group fighting a Morenkai and luring it into a skyscraper on the way.
Soon, he found an area on the crudely drawn map that he recognized, a building marked with a unique color scheme. Using that, he was able to track his way towards the last couple of skyscrapers.
However, there was a team on each of the two skyscrapers that lead directly on his plotted way.
He could run back the way he came and try to loop around, but the map has marked that these sets of skyscrapers and the ones in front belong to the Red Kilo Gang, a territorial team on the northern border of the central zone. Micheal frowned as he found himself stuck in a rut.
The skyscraper he was on was one of the smaller grey ones, tall, but not as tall as the surrounding ones. It had a unique blue and white striped roof pattern, with faded tiles that gleamed dimly in the last morning light.
A long, rickety rope bridge led to the skyscraper he wanted to get to. However, atop this skyscraper he could see a number of figures moving about, several armed with guns. They were dressed in dark colored clothing, wearing red colored bandanas.
'They have a watch placed on the bridge.' There was a man dressed in sweat pants and a t-shirt standing guard on the bridge, wielding a semi-automatic machine gun.
He sighed.
'I can't block bullets from multiple guns easily yet. At least, I don't have the practice for it, even with my Life Orbs.' His eyes slid away from the bridge he was staring at, towards the lower portions of the skyscraper.
'It's not common to use ropes and cross to other skyscrapers, the Black Flag Pirates haven't set that precedent yet…' He walked over to the edge of the skyscraper he was on, ducking low. He was still on a skyscraper that was two away from the one with the guards. He had merely spotted them first, from a distance.
'Let's just fly around.'
He threw himself off the skyscraper.
A millisecond later, two Life Orbs flew out and landed under his feet, supporting him. Micheal's body began to sink as he descended a good dozen levels, till he was about a third of the way down from the roof.
He then began to fly along the skyscraper, moving quickly.
'I'd rather not get sniped and have to deal with the mess down below.' He thought, keeping his eyes peeled up above on the off chance a sniper decided to look down at the Morenkai-filled streets.
Wind blew past him as he flew through one intersection and then another, making a hard right. Every time he reached the end of one skyscraper, he shot upward in a great leaping arc, gliding till he got close enough to a skyscraper for his Life Orbs to anchor.
Just like that, he managed to completely avoid interacting with the Red Kilo Gang.
'The versatility of flight… I really didn't consider how useful these Life Orbs are.' Back in his first life, he would've been forced to take the long way around or pay some kind of toll if he wanted to move through the team blocking off his path. Such annoyances had been a norm for him back then, especially considering his mediocre strength.
He didn't even hit B Rank until he was about to leave, after all, let alone A or S Rank, the two highest possible Ranks for humans in the First Layer.
After jumping to three different skyscrapers, avoiding all detection, Micheal opened up the map he had obtained, checking over its details.
'A dark green colored skyscraper with a light blue stripe around the roof.' He glanced at the skyscraper he was currently hovering right next to, floating several dozen meters off the ground.
It was a faded, but clearly dark green, with a long blue stripe edging across the part of the building that connected the walls of the skyscraper to the roof.
'This is it!'
He began to zoom up the side of the wall, climbing. As he accelerated upward, wind rushed against him, cool and refreshing. In just a few seconds, he had soared almost all the way to the top of the roof.
Before he went over, however, he paused, coming to a halt.
Faintly, he could hear two voices interacting atop the roof.
"…think that should be clear." A man's deep voice, full of energy and strength, rumbled out loud, continuing,
"We can help you find safety, grow in strength, and have power in numbers. Every pleasure a man or woman could want can be found here. We look after our own and we don't give up on our own. There is no better home to have, here among your brothers and sisters, living life." The man's voice boomed as he continued, carrying a sense of grandeur,
"We are men and women that shall sail through whatever troubles the First Layer throws at us, staying calm and steady in the storm. Lord Byron is eager to hear bac-"
"I already told you." A female voice interrupted the speaker, her tone calm and controlled.
"I am not interested in joining any group at all right now." Her voice brooked no argument.
There was a bit of an awkward pause as Micheal stood floating there, waiting patiently. He paid attention to everything he was hearing, his full focus on the roof above.
"Very well. I will return again after I have informed Lord Byron. Do not mistake his geniality for weakness, Mrs… I don't believe I know your last name." The male speaker paused, as if waiting for a reply.
"Sophia is my name. That is all you need to know. Please leave." The woman's voice gave nothing away.
The man sighed,
"Very well. I shall return here soon…" His voice trailed off as the speaker left, his footsteps echoing fearlessly. They weren't technically in the central area anymore, so the risk of running into a Morenkai wasn't necessarily as high.
'It's her! The Irregular Sophia Morgan!' He blinked as he realized this. He'd found his target, exactly where she was said to be!
It made sense that they'd meet in the morning. His timing to arrive was fortuitous, though he wished he could've gotten there a bit earlier.
'I wonder what caused her to change her mind and join Tobagin Party in the original future?' He shook the question from his mind as he began to float upwards, his body slowly ascending alongside his Life Orbs.
In just a few scant seconds, he arrived right at the edge of the building. He put his hands on the side of it, holding on tight. He dismissed his Life Orbs, watching as they melded through everything he was wearing to make contact with his skin and vanish, their magical form as mysterious as ever.
He waited here for several seconds, his senses tuned to the maximum. He could hear the footsteps of the male speaker fade away, long gone. He hadn't heard the woman move yet, it sounded as if she was standing still. His senses currently weren't strong enough to hear her breathe from such a distance, but he figured she was still there.
In one smooth, leaping motion, he pulled himself over the edge, his body landing firmly atop the roof.
The rooftop of this skyscraper was similar to many others. He could see a single large shed, at least 4 meters wide and long, with a door leading to the lower portions of the skyscraper. Three separate bridges led to differing skyscrapers from this one, two of them rickety unstable ones and one of them built from solid wood.
Standing near the center of the roof was a petite, brown short-haired woman, currently staring at Micheal in shock. She had a small button nose and warm brown eyes, with a somewhat square jawline. She was dressed in a pair of tight blue jeans and a black midriff sweatshirt that exposed her toned stomach.
"W-huh?!" The woman stuttered out a response, looking at Micheal incredulously. He couldn't really blame her, his entrance had been rather… unusual to say the least.
"Hi, I'm Micheal, nice to meet ya." He gave her a casual, friendly wave.
She slowly waved back, still speechless. Her eyes were alert, however, distrust clearly present. She looked as if she was 20 or 21, a bit older than Micheal physically was. Her eyes, however, made her seem much older, far more mature than her age.
"They won't like your response to them, you know that, right?" He continued, watching her closely. His words seemed to set the woman off as she responded angrily, her arms crossed,
"Who the hell are you?! Look, I've already said my piece! I will no-"
Micheal cut her off, waving his hand,
"Hey, hey, settle down. I'm not here to convince you to join anything." He shamelessly lied.
Sophia stared at him suspiciously,
"Then what are you here for?" Her hand drifted towards a large, golden bracelet she wore on her hand, one that was set with a glowing green gem. A Mandorian Deflector Bracelet, a magical tool that she depended upon to protect herself from long distance gunfire.
The expensive Artifact was one of the big purchases she had made in the Shop that helped establish her reputation.
"Well, I'm not here just for you, that's for certain." Micheal said, shrugging,
"I'm also here for your sister."
Sophia's face twisted, her eyes going livid. A faint, pink hue began to color the back of her eyes, strange, alluring energy sweeping through the air.
Immediately, Micheal shut his eyes tight, refusing to open them. He kept his face impassive, knowing that she was still staring at him.
"What… Do… You… KNOW… about my sister?!" Sophia's voice was ragged as she spoke, her breath drawn out.
"I know many things, Miss Morgan. I know that you lost your little sister in the First Wave. I know that you have the Limited Fairy Eyes Ability, allowing you to create illusions so real the mind cannot perceive them as fake." He took several steps forward, moving away from the edge of the roof.
"And most importantly…" Micheal continued,
"I know the best way to help you look for your sister."
Micheal felt the world around him shiver, cold air drifting across his face.
The Fairy Eye Ability that Sophia had picked out cost well more than 100,000 Points. Encountering anyone with it on the First Layer was extremely rare, with the power it possessed matching its rarity.
Just opening his eyes risked trapping himself in a world of illusions, ones that would invade his mind and lodge themselves there, becoming incredibly difficult to shrug off. With his very average Soul stat, he didn't want to risk anything of the sort.
Thus, he went with the tried and tested counter to this Ability. Simply shutting his eyes.
"…"
"Who are you? How do you know all of this?" Despite her shock, Sophia's voice was collected as she questioned Micheal.
Micheal smiled, ever so slightly. Her calm response and adaptability, able to recover from her shock after just a few moments, truly lived up to the name of the legendary S Ranked Demon Fairy.
"My name is Micheal, but I know what I know because I have a rather unique power." He began, his voice confident,
"I am a Seer."
.




Chapter 36: Seer

"I am a Seer."
What was a convenient way to sometimes act as if he had future foresight, but not give away his secret entirely?
To Micheal, the choice was clear….
Just pretend he had seen a vague vision of the future, like he told Shin. It was close enough to the truth that it didn't matter, and it would help avoid being constantly questioned about what might happen.
While he'd only told Shin the white lie to save time due to their imminent separation, he had no plans of revealing the full truth of his situation to anyone else. There was far too much risk to something like that.
Thus, he decided to establish a persona for himself, to make his sometimes otherworldly future knowledge more believable when he used it to his advantage.
"What do you know about my sister?! How do you know me?!" Sophia's voice echoed out loud, throbbing with tightly controlled anger.
"I already told you. I am a Seer. I had a vision of the future, and that vision ended up leading me here to you." His voice came off genuine. After all, he did technically, in a way, have a vision of the future, his memories of the original timeline. It wasn't really a lie.
"That said, would you care to bring Fairy Eyes back in? I'm not here to fight." He casually waved his hand, as if he wasn't the slightest bit bothered.
Gradually the world around him returned to normal, the cool air vanishing. He opened his eyes, blinking slightly.
Sophia was currently staring at him, her hand clenched onto a handgun of some sort. Her body language was tense, her eyes wide.
Micheal's eyes flicked to the left for a brief moment, glancing at a skyscraper that was three bridges over, with a slight frown. The building was on the opposite side of where he had arrived. He then looked back at Sophia with a warm smile.
"Would you mind if we went inside? We're terribly exposed out here." He waved around at the other skyscrapers. A well placed bullet could take out either of them. Well, it could take out Micheal, at least temporarily. Sophia had her forcefield Artifact to protect her.
Sophia seemed to consider his request for a moment before nodding, walking over to the door that descended into the skyscraper. She kept her eyes warily on him the whole time, never letting him out of her sight.
"Fine. But you WILL tell me everything you know about my little sister." Her eyes hardened.
"That's why I'm here, Miss Morgan."
.. .. .. .. .. ..
"She's agreed to meet with someone after all? Where did that man even come from?" Around 100 meters away, a man could be seen, lying prone atop a skyscraper. His body was practically invisible, magically blending in with the grey rooftop of the skyscraper. If one looked closely, one would see a blanket of some sort wrapped around him, one that camouflaged the man perfectly.
A pair of enhanced binoculars were just barely peeking over the edge, staring at the skyscraper that Micheal had just arrived upon. As the man watched Sophia disappear with Micheal, he sighed.
"I don't even know what team he is a part of… How did he convince her to talk?" Brano Wiles, a B Ranked human and mid-to-high-ranking member of the Tobagin Party sighed for a second time.
"The Tobagin Party would've taken you in, Sophia. Even if the Black Flag Pirates tried to attack you after your repeated refusals, I was here to jump to the rescue." He shook his head sadly, his long brown hair waving out from the almost magical Camouflage Blanket he was under.
"I'll keep watch a little longer… but if you go off with him, that is it for you." Newbies were heavily recruited in the initial days that they arrived, but after that, joining a large group was extremely difficult.
Betrayal was a fact of life in the First Layer, and groups like the Black Flag Pirates were more than willing to take in anyone that would betray the other forces. Once someone was with another group, unless that entire group could prove themselves worthy to ally with a major force… it was a rare occurrence for any individual to be able to join.
Trust was a scarce commodity in this world.
.. .. .. .. .. ..
"With my future sight, I discovered something about the First Layer. A secret, something no one else seems to be aware of. However..." He spoke clearly, cutting right to the chase.
"You were also a part of that future. If I want to access the secret I've discovered, I will need your help."
He and Sophia were currently standing in a meeting room, two floors down from the roof. Micheal hadn't sensed anyone on this floor as Sophia led him to the room. He didn't see any traps or anything of the sort, but kept his guard up. The room had a long wooden table with several plush chairs located around it.
Sophia was standing on one side of the table while Micheal sat comfortably on the other.
She watched everything passively, making no comment either way. Her strength of will was admirable for someone that was only on Day 3 of her survival here.
"Okay. But what does that have to do with my little sister?" Sophia's voice was cool, but her eyes blazed with passion. Finding her vanished little sister was her entire goal and drive for being here, Micheal was well aware.
"It's simple. What do you need if you want to find anyone here?" He motioned with his left hand to the side, towards the window.
"Power." He clenched his fist hard.
"Who will bother listening to you if you can, at best, be someone's lieutenant, serving the whims of this or that organization?" His words held a certain logic within them, convincing in their own way.
"The secret I discovered can help you find the power you need to search for your little sister. After all, the person you can trust most is, ultimately, yourself." He finished talking, looking her straight in the eyes. His every fiber of being was screaming that he was being honest, and, indeed, he was. He really believed what he was saying.
Sophia's face gave away nothing as she replied,
"And what is the cost? Why would you want to help me? There is no free lunch in this world." Her voice was cutting.
Micheal simply smiled, as if he had expected that question. He tapped on his forehead,
"I'm a Seer, remember? I have my reasons for helping you. Besides, I'm not doing this for nothing. The method I have to get the power you desire will also enhance my own strength quite a bit." He shrugged.
Sophia seemed to think it over. Micheal's bearing and words had impressed her, as had his uncanny knowledge of things she had told no one yet. Sophia held no trust for the people around her. When she had arrived, she had firsthand witnessed a member of one of the smaller teams brutally murder a newbie.
Even if she was desperate to find her sister, she couldn't bring herself to tell others about it, fearing the worst. She knew her fear was somewhat irrational, but that didn't get rid of it.
"How do I know I can trust you? How do I know that you aren't just using me? Or that this isn't a trap?"
"How do you know you can trust me?" His eyes were deadly serious as he repeated her question,
"How about I prove it." He smiled.
"Prove what?" Sophia stared at him.
"My method for helping you gain great power." He replied.
"Right now?" She blinked, looking startled.
"Right now. We can get you more than 10,000 Points in less than an hour if we work together using the secret I found." His eyes flashed,
"If, after I prove my method, you feel that you can trust me, I'd like to propose a partnership between you and I. A way for us both to grow stronger. You get the strength you need to find your sister, while I get to grow strong enough to pursue my own goals." He finished his speech with one last line,
"We both win."
Sophia bit her lip, her eyes wavering briefly as she wrestled with her thoughts. After a moment, she spoke again,
"…How?"
Micheal smiled, knowing he'd hooked her in.
"It's simple. All we need is your Fairy Eyes and for you to do what I say." He stood up,
"Follow me."
.




Chapter 37: Preparations

Captain Bola sat with his trusted Lieutenant Anju, waiting patiently in a large meeting room. A long black plastic table lay at the center of the room, surrounded by a plethora of plush, swivel chairs. A few windows let in the noon light, while the comforting hum of the air conditioning lumbered onward in the background.
This room was located in a skyscraper within the southern range of the Stardust Cluster, deep within the territory of the Saru Group. Atop the roof of this Skyscraper, twenty men armed with rifles and other weapons could be seen, standing guard at the point where each bridge connected to the skyscraper. These men wore a mixture of clothes, from military fatigues to loose white shirts and khaki pants.
No Morenkai or man could approach this skyscraper easily and remain undetected.
Occasionally, a Morenkai would shamble across one of the four connecting bridges, all solid metal or wooden ones, its ominous movements intimidating.
When this occurred, some of the men guarding the skyscraper would walk onto the bridge and whip out a gun with a silencer attached, a pricey addition from the Shop. They would then use the weapon to knock the Morenkai off, preventing it from crossing and killing it, while drawing little to no attention. No deviations from this method seemed allowed.
The steady defense team looked experienced and almost bored as they stood watching, killing the dangerous Morenkai as if it was routine. If an Abnormal showed up, things might become a bit more frantic… but this was far from the central area of the Cluster. Abnormal sightings here were quite rare.
Back in the depths of the skyscraper, two warriors looked cheerful as they sat there, talking merrily with one another. Lieutenant Anju had his arm wrapped up in a bandage, but otherwise looked fine. Captain Bola was all smiles.
They didn't have to wait long. They'd only been resting there for a few minutes when a new figure entered the room.
"Captain, Lieutenant." A red haired man wearing a professional looking suit walked in and greeted the duo, his green eyes gleaming. His face was thin, but the strength and bearing he carried himself with was impossible to miss.
Behind the red haired man, a trio of muscular looking subordinates could be seen, all dressed in military fatigues.
"General Raymen!" Both Anju and Bola stood respectfully, giving a salute.
General Raymen was the leader of the Saru Group, and one of the only 5 A Rank Chosen in this Cluster. Their respect for him was heartfelt.
"At ease." Despite his civilian clothes, the General had the bearing of a military man. His voice was authoritative, his movements confident and precise.
"Let's cut to the chase. I've read and heard everything we know about this new Irregular, the one that broke your arm, Lieutenant." Raymen looked at Anju,
"I want to know your opinions, the both of you. You two have directly seen or made contact with the Irregular. What is his personality, what is he like?" Raymen sat down at the table, motioning for Anju and Bola to both sit. He folded his hands together, his eyes calm.
His three subordinates all walked and stood steadily behind him, unmoving. They weren't exactly guards, given that Raymen was one of the three most powerful people in the Cluster, but they served to handle minor matters that might crop up before him.
"I personally have only seen him from afar." Captain Bola shook his head, his voice booming out fearlessly.
"Anju has had the most direct contact." He patted his friend carefully on the back.
"He… he has a unique personality. He didn't seem that powerful at first when I met him, but if he had wanted, he easily could've killed me. Yet he chose not to, and instead spared words of caution." Anju's voice was earnest as he explained,
"It almost felt like he didn't see me as an enemy at all, but merely a child messing about."
"…I see." Raymen spoke quietly.
They talked for a few more minutes as the General asked for more details. Anju and Bola explained all they had seen, leaving nothing out.
"How interesting. How very intriguing…" General Raymen smiled as he stood up, thanking the duo. As he stood, his entire body began to morph. A pair of gorgeous, golden wings sprouted from his back, quickly pulled in. His skin took on a golden luster, his eyes flashing with light.
The Winged Warrior Type Ability, 95,000 Points in the Shop.
"I think I'll need to go meet this fellow myself."
.. .. .. .. .. ..
On the opposite side of the Stardust Cluster, the A Rank Pirate Lord Brandon of the Black Flag Pirates frowned. He tugged at the overalls he wore, adjusting them so they didn't pull in the white undershirt beneath. He rubbed his large square beard, his blue eyes cold.
He was currently standing on the roof of a skyscraper, one empty of anyone except for him and one other. The Black Flag Pirates hid most of their bases, a different strategy than most of the other major forces that established heavily fortified positions. Lord Brandon was especially renowned for going off on his own, as opposed to Lord Byron who only moved in groups.
"She rejected us again, Howard?" His voice rumbled out.
"Yes, Lord Brandon. However, this time something unusual happened." If Micheal had been here, he would've recognized the speaker as the same one that had been trying to recruit Sophia earlier.
The speaker, Howard, was wearing a set of loose brown pants and a white shirt, his brown hair waving in the air as he talked in an animated fashion.
"I stayed behind to observe her with the man you set to follow her movements, briefly, when another man climbed up over the side of the skyscraper onto the roof." Howard continued,
"This man greeted the Irregular Sophia and they talked briefly before retiring inside. I later saw them exit the skyscraper and make their way towards the central area of the cluster together, apparently as allies." The man's report was expansive.
Brandon's frown deepened.
"That bitch." His eyes were cruel as he made a short, crude remark.
"If you aren't with us, you are inevitably against us. To think she would flaunt her refusal and join with another right after my generous offer." He shook his head, clearly annoyed.
'We can't leave a wildcard like her lying around, joining up with other forces. Not when we are preparing to act against the Godfather Organization… The fact that there is a second Irregular this Wave is already bad enough…' Lord Brandon sighed, rubbing his forehead.
"Should I inform the headquarters you wish to send out a hit squad, Lord Brandon? She may be an Irregular, but she is still weak." Howard asked, his eyes showing a hint of bloodlust.
"No, I've dealt with these types before. Sending out squads that gradually increase in power over time will only serve to help train your enemy."
Brandon tapped on a Spatial Ring he had on his finger. Immediately, a large, gleaming black metal axe appeared in his hand, one he leaned on his shoulder.
"You must crush this type of threat at the root, instead of allowing it to sprout." Brandon's skin began to take on a black luster. Gradually, plates of black armor formed, covering up his skin. This armor glowed with a type of dark light, an ominous aura rising off it.
The Black Knight Type Ability, 99,000 Points in the Shop.
"I will handle her myself."
.. .. .. .. .. .. ..
"Are you sure this is a good idea?" Sophia's voice was full of doubt as she stared at Micheal.
They were currently standing in the stairwell of a random skyscraper at the center of the Stardust Cluster. Micheal had taken great pains to help get them there without running into any other teams, avoiding unnecessary encounters. Staying in Sophia's skyscraper would've just been asking for trouble.
"Absolutely!" Micheal smiled back, opened the metal door in front of him without hesitation.
A large, empty room was revealed, devoid of chairs or tables, or really anything at all. Several sets of windows lined the walls, letting in light.
The ground floor of a skyscraper.
Micheal scanned to the left and right, seeing nothing. No Morenkai happened to be in this area at the time. He waved Sophia in behind him.
She followed nervously, eyeing Micheal. Her hand rested on a handgun she had tucked into her jeans, not letting her guard down even the slightest.
Micheal's eyes narrowed as he saw the shambling figures of several Morenkai move by outside, through some of the clear windows.
"Alright, Sophia. It's time I fully tell you what the big secret of the First Layer is. It has to do with Golden Morenkai, a special type of Morenkai that drop an abnormally large number of Points." He looked at her as he spoke.
Sophia simply stared back, her eyes steady as Micheal elaborated,
"It's a way to track and kill Golden Morenkai and gain vast amounts of Points in a short amount of time!" His eyes gleamed,
"A way that not only can be repeated, but can work multiple times a week!"
.




Chapter 38: Track

"A way to track and kill these… Golden Morenkai?…" Sophia looked rather unconvinced as she stared at Micheal.
"How would you even know wha- ah." She cut herself off as she saw Micheal tap his head.
"Right. You're a Seer. Well, that's very convenient, if it's all true." She finished, crossing her arms.
"It is, and we can prove it right now!" Micheal walked towards one of the windows, looking out at the crowd of shambling Morenkai. He kept his movements slow, not wanting to catch any attention. The Morenkai had terrible vision, but that didn't mean he should be careless.
"Alright, here is what you need to do." Micheal began to explain,
"Your Fairy Eyes Ability allows you to trap someone in a world of your own design as long as they look into your eyes. As I'm sure you're aware, this Ability works on normal Morenkai despite their lack of visible eyes." While the Morenkai didn't have visible eyes, they still could see through some type of sensory power that was equivalent to a weak set of eyes.
Micheal continued, motioning at the window,
"The Morenkai are a unique type of being. Unlike humans, all Morenkai seem to have a very dim connection to all other Morenkai. It's why they don't mindlessly attack each other. They are not very intelligent and move instinctually, they won't attack one of their own." He continued,
"However, not all connections are equal. Certain special Morenkai give off different wavelengths when compared to normal ones. Some, but not all, of the Abnormal Morenkai are like this…" He paused for a moment,
"And the Golden Morenkai are like this as well."
"All you need to do is activate your Fairy Eyes and send the Morenkai off in search of Morenkai that give off different wavelengths. With the confusing illusions your Ability can create, and normal Morenkai's low intelligence, such a thing should be quite simple." He finished, his voice confident.
"Once they find a special Morenkai, we can travel to its location and kill it! This is how you and I can gain a huge amount of Points in a short period!"
There was another, better method to find Golden Morenkai, one that was far less dangerous. However, that method required a large amount of teamwork and cooperation from many people, as well as time to set up, things he didn't have.
Sophia took in everything he said, her eyes widening. If what Micheal said was true…
"Assuming this is all true." She began, waving at the thronging Morenkai outside,
"Why do you think I won't betray you? After all, it sounds like you need me far more than I need you." Her voice gave nothing away.
Micheal smiled,
"The Morenkai you track will lead us to certain special Morenkai, but not all of those will be Golden Morenkai. Some of them are bound to be powerful Abnormals. And while you might not have realized this yet, there exist Abnormals that can resist your Fairy Eyes." He turned and looked at her, eye to eye.
"I know you have some type of protective Artifact that protects you from guns, but can it stop a relentless physical assault?" He queried calmly.
Sophia looked back, her mouth twisting ever so slightly.
From Micheal's original timeline, Sophia was known to be immune to normal bullets because of a rare, secret Artifact she used. There were many possibilities in the Shop, such that even Micheal wasn't sure what she had.
However, the fact that she became horribly maimed and crippled in the battles with the Black Flag Pirates led him to believe the Artifact could only stop long range attacks.
And, indeed, her reactions here gave it away. She did indeed have a weakness to a rushed physical attack.
"I, on the other hand, am a warrior." Micheal tapped on his Spatial Ring, withdrawing his Steelborn sword.
"I know you likely haven't heard, but I am an Irregular just like you. I came in this Wave, again, just like you. My particular powers give me an advantage when it comes to melee combat." He moved his blade around lazily. He snapped a finger,
A Life Orb flew out of his body and floated in the air. He mentally commanded it to move around in a jerking pattern, as if smashing into enemies.
"Especially my telekinetic orbs." A second Life Orb flew out. He didn't specify that they could bring him back to life, keeping that a secret for now. He'd reveal that only if and when he came to fully trust her.
"With my brawn, and your capabilities to find the Golden Morenkai, we can split the Points we gain evenly by trading kills." It wasn't possible to transfer or trade Points in any way.
"So? Are you in?" He smiled, storing his blade and Life Orbs away.
Sophia blinked, and then nodded her head, her eyes full of determination… to find her sister, to find the power she needed to survive, to not waste away or hide in fear.
"I'm in. I'll try it."
"Good! Get ready right now, then!" He returned, his gaze carrying a hint of excitement,
"Let's jump to it!" Without hesitating, Micheal threw open the door to the outside. Almost immediately, several Morenkai that had been shambling by paused, their heads swiveling ominously.
"Welcome to the party, friends!"
.. .. .. .. .. ..
A short amount of time later, Micheal and Sophia found themselves standing atop the skyscraper they had just been at the base of.
They had run into a minor mishap, but nothing serious. Right after Micheal threw the door open, a solid half dozen Morenkai had rushed in. Micheal had backpedaled, ready to throw out any of his three Life Orbs at the drop of a hat. The Orb he'd lost when he'd regenerated, after the battle with the large group of Morenkai, had been reformed while he slept last night.
Sophia had come through, activating her Fairy Eyes. Micheal wanted to see a good look at her using her Ability, so as he fell back, avoiding interacting directly with the Morenkai.
A pinkish hue seemed to color the air around his new somewhat square-chinned ally. Sophia's eyes flashed with cool light and the air around her dropped to several degrees colder.
At the same time, almost all of the charging Morenkai had frozen up.
One of them hadn't, however, and continued to lumber forward.
"I can only affect 5 beings right now with my illusions! You'll need to handle the last one!" Her voice was strained as she spoke, as if concentrating.
"Oh, my bad." In his mind, Micheal still pictured her as the S Rank Demon Fairy. Right now, she was still in the midst of her growth, nowhere near as powerful.
As he thought that, a twinge of worry filled him.
'Did I treat Shin the same way? Did I give him too much to handle?' His brother in arms was a fighter that had stuck by him through thick and thin, it hadn't fully occurred to him that he would need to regain all that experience.
He put the thought aside for now and leapt forward with his blade and made short work of the Morenkai, smoothly cutting its legs out from under it and then stabbing its head, killing it. His movements were more graceful than before, his body able to handle more stress thanks to the increase in strength.
Sophia witnessed all of this as she glanced off to the side, while still keeping her Fairy Eyes Ability targeted on the 5 other Morenkai. When she saw the precision that Micheal dispatched the Morenkai with, as well as how easily he sliced it apart, her eyes widened with shock.
"Alright! Handled it! Now, let's send 'em off!" Micheal turned around after wiping his blade, giving her a nod.
Sophia nodded back and focused on her Ability. Gradually, she manipulated the illusion worlds these Morenkai were seeing. Since she didn't know exactly how the Morenkai interpreted the feeling of other Morenkai, she used her Fairy Eyes to change what they saw vaguely.
The instinctive minds of the Morenkai did the rest as they fell into the trap.
In only a few short moments, all five of the Morenkai left. In their minds, they now believed the special wavelengths they were tracking would lead them to prey, to humans, and not to special Morenkai.
And now, back atop the skyscraper, Micheal looked out over the edge.
"Which way are they moving? Do you still have a solid reading on them?" He queried.
"Yes." Sophia returned,
"I can hold them like this for at least 30-40 minutes. I can sense that three of the five are trying to move to a location that is too far. The other two, however, are moving to different spots that are somewhat nearby." Her eyes glowed faintly as she spoke, still active.
"Excellent! Cut the 3 that are too far loose, and focus on the nearby pair. Pick one and lead us towards it!" Micheal felt a tinge of excitement filled him.
Sophia paused for a moment, looking around. She raised her hand and closed her eyes in concentration.
"That way." She pointed off to the right, towards a rickety rope bridge that connected to another skyscraper.
"It's moving in that direction."
Micheal smiled, starting to jog towards the bridge.
"After it!"
.




Chapter 39: Discovery

They followed the trail of the Morenkai as they meandered on through the central part of the Cluster. Each of the two Morenkai were headed in similar directions, though Sophia said they were slowly drawing apart.
One was headed farther to the north, to the territory of the Black Flag Pirates, while the other was headed to the south, towards the inner part of the central zone.
They opted to follow the one headed south. While the territory of the Black Flag Pirates was not constantly patrolled due to its wide size, Micheal did not want to encounter any of them yet. His actions here, especially in recruiting Sophia, were liable to anger them already.
While he didn't know the details on why Sophia caved and chose to join the Tobagin Party, he could guess that it had something to do with the Black Flag Pirates after hearing their attempt at recruiting her.
"Careful, there's a battle going on over there." Micheal's eyes narrowed as he glanced at the skyscraper past the one they had just arrived at.
A long, wooden bridge connected their skyscraper to a large, red one with 3 different entrance sheds atop it. On that skyscraper, a pair of warriors were currently fighting against a group of 5 Morenkai.
The two warriors were men. As Micheal looked at them, he could see brown fur sprouted all over their skin, with muscles bulging underneath.
"Werewolves." He muttered.
Of all the Type Abilities one could gain, the most popular Type Ability were the two cheapest ones. The Lesser Vampire and the Lesser Werewolf Types. These Abilities were somewhat unique in that you could directly upgrade them through the shop, to the normal Werewolf or Vampire Type, and to the High Werewolf or High Vampire Type.
Most Type Abilities possessed the ability to grow in strength naturally the more you practiced with it, and the stronger your Soul stat became. However, very few could be directly upgraded via the Shop and usually had a somewhat pricey upfront cost.
Due to the rather cheap cost of the Lesser Werewolf and Lesser Vampire Types, as well as their potential to grow, many would pick this Ability after they gathered the Points.
Micheal watched as one of the Werewolf fighters used a large grey sword to smash one of the Morenkai to the side. The powerful attack knocked the creature backward, but not before another Morenkai lashed out with a punch that slammed into the fighter's free arm.
Even from all the way over here, the audible sound of the bone breaking could be heard. The fighter seemed to ignore this as he spun around, bringing his huge grey sword to smash directly into the head of the Morenkai. The blow stunned and seemed to injure the creature, though not enough to fully kill it. The Morenkai were brutally tough to kill.
The duo continued to battle, gradually gaining the upper hand while taking several smaller injuries.
'The Lesser Werewolf Type Ability primarily focuses on Recovery and Strength.' The fighter should be able to recover from that smoothly enough, given a little time.
Abruptly, his eyes flicked slightly to the left of the two Werewolves. He could just barely make out a figure crouched down against one of the sheds, watching over the two fighters as they went all out against the Morenkai. This figure had a long rifle in their hands and was watching the fight intensely.
What had drawn Micheal's attention, however, was something that just faintly set his sixth sense tingling.
The sniper had, for a split second, stared closely at him and Sophia. The movement was a quick, casual sweeping motion, as if he was checking the surroundings to look for other dangers. It was a move that felt oddly familiar to Micheal.
'A long-range scout, watching over two fighters as they trained to the north of the central zone…' Memories blossomed in his mind,
'I did the exact same thing once, as a fighter.' His eyes widened as he remembered some of his own experiences, the memories flooding into his mind.
The Saru Group liked to keep tabs on the Black Flag Pirates. They would station scouts that were ostensibly 'training' and 'hunting' in the areas near the northern half of the central zone. If the Black Flag Pirates wished to make any big moves, the most likely path they would take would be through the central area of the Stardust Cluster, and they were liable to be spotted by these scouts.
While cellphones didn't work, nor did anything that required the internet, the Saru Group had established a series of short-wave radio communication phones, enhanced by the Shop. The radio phones didn't work like they would on Earth, powered by some type of strange, indecipherable energy.
It was possible to communicate over a range of around 500 meters, which was more than enough to relay information back to the home base of the Saru Group.
'They're scouts for the Saru Group!' He reached this conclusion, his face giving away nothing.
'That said, they have nothing to do with us.'
"Let's go this way, around them Sophia. No need to potentially get slowed down." He waved over at a bridge to their right.
"Alright. We'll need to move a little quicker, then. It's still going that way." She motioned towards the center of the central area. The pair began to jog around the bridge, putting a wide berth between them and the fighters.
The Illusion-trapped Morenkai, down below, moved forward at its usual shambling pace. Sophia was only able to keep her power active as long as she was within a certain range of the Morenkai. Thus, she couldn't just send them all out and wait for the results.
Micheal was careful as he ran, staying alert for foes. They encountered a few stray Morenkai as they moved, ones he made short work of, suitably impressing Sophia.
While they had free time, Micheal decided to ask Sophia a few questions.
"So you are looking for your little sister, right?" He began, giving her a slight nod as they boarded a long steel bridge. A cool breeze swept over them as they moved, the noon light slowly shifting into the afternoon.
Sophia stared back at him, her eyes cool. She clearly didn't trust him yet.
"I'm a Seer, remember." He tapped his forehead,
"Perhaps I might be able to help you find her if you tell me about her."
She paused for a few seconds as she heard his words. She bit her lip slightly and then nodded,
"Alright." Her shoulder length hair fluttered slightly,
"Her name is Anna. She left with the First Wave, when all of this happened." Sophia's voice was carefully controlled, not giving away a hint of emotion,
"She looks a lot like me, but younger. She's only 13 years old and it's already been several months." Sophia sighed,
"She's the only family I have left in the world and I would do anything to get her back." Her voice cracked slightly. Immediately she seemed to recede, her eyes full of distrust as she glared at Micheal, daring him to say something.
Micheal's mouth twisted slightly as he heard all of what she said, trying to avoid grimacing.
'She doesn't know about the time acceleration yet.' It had only been 3 days since she arrived, after all. There was no way she could know everything, especially with how she rejected most people trying to recruit her. He only found out about a week into his first time here.
While only a single month passed between each Wave on Earth, in the 7 Layers, an entire year would pass. If her sister was 13 years old when she was taken by the First Wave, she would be 16 years old now. 3 entire years would've passed…
'I don't know of any powerful Anna from the First Wave…' He mentally sighed. It would've been nice if her little sister had been a truly powerful expert or something along those lines.
Alas. 1,000,000 people had vanished with the First Wave. Only a small number of those would've become truly powerful, though there was a higher proportion of powerful experts among the First Wave than was average.
'A girl that looks like her named Anna, came with the First Wave, 13 years old.' He mentally tallied down what she said.
'I'll have to put in word with the Godfather Organization.' If anyone might be aware of her little sister's status, it would be them. The fact that the Demon Fairy of the Main Cluster had stayed insane in the original timeline made him believe they probably, and unfortunately, would have nothing.
'But what do I say now? I can't just tell her about the time gap right now… But when should I? Not telling her at all would be irresponsible.' He struggled to find a response.
"Hmm. I can't think of anything right now. But if I do, I'll let you know as soon as possible." He gave her a confident nod. Sophia said nothing in return, her eyes returning to their hard, untrusting state.
They passed over bridge after bridge in mostly silence, traveling for several minutes. Along the way, Micheal occasionally felt as if eyes were watching them. The feeling only popped up every once in a while, making it impossible to tell whether they were being tracked or if it was just random people spotting them as they traveled.
Soon they entered the true depths of the central area. Once more, they encountered several Morenkai, a few even moving in groups.
Micheal's skill came in handy here as he dispatched any and all comers with ease. Even though he was physically weaker, he was now strong enough that he could easily handle regular Morenkai without risk to himself.
'Those Dragon Building Liquid sets really did their job.' He thought, his arms no longer aching after killing just a few of the creatures.
In what felt like no time at all, they arrived at one of the smaller skyscrapers, this one painted brown with a white stripe on it.
"It's here. It stopped in here!" Sophia's voice was tinged with excitement, but also a certain level of strain. Maintaining her Fairy Eyes for so long was bound to be stressful, especially when her Soul stat was likely only average.
"Alright, let me check one thing." Micheal leaned over the side of the skyscraper they were currently on, scanning the street level. Down below, he could see dozens of Morenkai shambling about, their movements ominous and uneasy to behold.
After only a moment, he saw what he was looking for.
The streetlights that could be seen on the ground level and in the intersections of every skyscraper block…
The ones that surrounded this skyscraper were currently dark.
He smiled,
"We've found the Golden Morenkai on our first try!"
.. .. .. .. .. ..
Meanwhile, not far from Micheal, on a large grey skyscraper…
A towering, muscular figure, clad in black armor that radiated a feeling of strength squeezed down hard on the arm of a black skinned Morenkai. The duo was standing atop the skyscraper, facing off against each other.
Another man could be seen, wearing a set of relaxed sweatpants and a black shirt, with a bandana across his face.
The arm of the skeletal Morenkai held up for a few moments as the Morenkai lobbed a punch at the armor-clad figure, glancing off the black armor. The blow was powerful, however, and caused the man to slide backwards a step.
A moment later, however…
The arm snapped, a sickening crunch echoing out as black blood spurted. The Morenkai didn't shriek or give any sign of pain as it continued to attack, ignoring its injury.
"You damned beasts really don't feel pain, huh?"
The skull of the Morenkai split in two, spattering black blood everywhere as a large axe cut into it, killing it.
Lord Brandon grunted as he looked at the corpse, throwing it to the side casually.
"If only I could say the same…" He muttered quietly, too quiet for anyone else to hear, and sighed, almost sadly.
"No sir, Lord Brandon, they do not." The man wearing the black bandana spoke up, his voice rough.
"I heard that they don't feel nuthin' at all. Not pain, not fear, nuthin'." The speaker had long black hair that was tied up, with wrinkles visible above the bandana that obscured his face.
Brandon stared at him for a moment, his black facemask obscuring his face.
"Where are they, Havil?" His voice was bleak and authoritative, almost mechanical in its emotionless state.
"Over there, sir. I turned the beacon off after you got here already. They went into that skyscraper." The man's voice was eager as he tapped on a grey ring he had on his hand and then motioned at a skyscraper not far away.
The Black Flag Pirates had a communication network of their own, one that involved the use of magical, crudely made 'Beacons' that could transmit a basic radio signal. The signal would grow stronger the closer you got to an active Beacon.
Brandon had no real idea how it worked, only knowing that it was a very obscure method that worked effectively.
"They haven't left since! They just entered a few minutes ago!"
Pirate Lord Brandon turned his focus to the skyscraper the man was pointing at, a brown skyscraper with a large, vertical white stripe on it.
Lord Brandon wiped the blood from his axe as he began to walk forward, his eyes cold.
It was time to hunt.
.




Chapter 40: Charge

Micheal and Sophia filed into the building cautiously, with Micheal leading the way. Despite her reservations, Sophia found herself strangely drawn to Micheal. He had a way of talking, a way of carrying himself, that inspired confidence in him.
"Hold." As they moved into the stairwell, Micheal held his hand out, causing Sophia to freeze. The metal door that opened out onto the roof behind them slowly shut.
Micheal's eyes narrowed. Faintly, in the background, the sounds of men and women talking and cheering rang out. It sounded as if a team was celebrating something.
"…another kill tha…"
"…almost enough Points to…"
"…wooohoooo! To a new year the…"
Micheal shook his head.
"People are here, but just a minor team." No big organization would have people stationed so high, being so careless.
"Do we… do we need to do something about them?" Sophia's voice shook slightly, betraying her inexperience. She may have a frosty exterior, but at heart she really was just an innocent 21-year-old girl.
"No, our target is much lower… on the ground floor." He began to descend the stairs, leaning over the edge slightly as he went.
Almost all the way down, he could see various floors, lit up by the fluorescent light bulbs set into the walls.
However, at around what looked like the 5th or 6th floor… the bright light from the stairs was replaced by shadows.
Sophia and Micheal made fast progress. This skyscraper was 38 floors tall, one of the smaller ones in the Cluster. In no time at all, they reached the 6th floor.
As he had noted, all the lights were off. The stairwell wasn't covered in absolute darkness, Micheal observed, with some light gleaming in through the door. The various windows in the hallway let in just enough light to change that.
The atmosphere, however, took a drastic, eerie turn. The familiar hum of the air conditioning units was nowhere to be heard, leaving the area strangely quiet. It was as if a void of noise existed below them, while a sanctuary of light and sound lived above. The air was warm, like that of outside, at odds with the unnerving, unmoving darkness.
"Quiet now…" He whispered, motioning for her to follow him. Sophia's eyes were wide as she took everything in, her breathing slightly fast. Micheal took that into account as he moved forward carefully, taking slow and steady steps to try and calm her down.
They passed through the 6th, 5th, and 4th floors with no issue. The deeper down they went, the darker it got due to the lesser amount of light the lower floors saw. As they reached the 3rd floor, the shadowy state of the stairwell had become almost impossible to see through.
'Hmm, it must be because of the time. The sun is directly overhead, not much light is being reflected in this low.' He quickly made a guess as to why.
Quietly, one of his dimly glowing blue Life Orbs appeared, automatically floating around his head. The soft blue light it provided was just enough to make the steps visible without making it obvious where they were.
They reached the 2nd floor. At this point, even Micheal's heart started to beat fast. He stepped down a little quicker, anticipation building.
They reached the ground floor.
The ground floor of the skyscraper was much like the shed up top. It had a metal door for its entrance and little else apart from the stairs.
Micheal quietly crept up to the metal door. He withdrew his Life Orb back into him and cracked the door open just an inch (2.5 centimeters).
Through it, he saw a large, empty room with several large open windows letting in light, much better lit than the stairway. As he scanned the room, he could make out three figures.
One was a regular Morenkai, standing absolutely still near the center of the room.
Another was a Morenkai with an abnormally large head, its skull extending backwards a good several inches (multiple centimeters), giving off a faint, golden luster.
The last figure was a large brute of a Morenkai, one that had large, bulky muscles and thick shoulders and legs, standing almost half a meter taller than normal Morenkai. Its hands had small spikes attached to its fingers and knuckles, colored milky white. It looked rather horrifying, as if it had been bred for battle.
'An Abnormal, and one of the stronger ones.' He silently cursed as he slowly shut the door, motioning at Sophia. In the darkness, the duo could just barely make out each other's faces.
"What do we do? Is it there?" Sophia's voice was a faint whisper.
"Yes, it's there. But we have a problem." He explained what he saw.
Sophia's face visibly paled, even in the darkness. A gleam of determination stayed lit in her eyes, however, as she bravely held herself together.
"The Abnormal we have is one of the big, brawny Abnormals. Its bound to be extremely powerful, far stronger than normal ones, and much harder to injure." Despite his words, Micheal doubted he'd have an issue cutting it. While his blade was only average at best compared to other Artifacts, his Grandmaster Sword Mastery was more than enough to make up for it.
The only problem was its movements and strength.
'A single blow from it would directly kill me…' If it could outspeed him, even with his greater skill, it was very possible that he would die at least once.
Abnormals had a huge range of types. Some were weak, while others were strong. Still others were freakishly strong.
And still others were so strong that they were labelled Monsters.
'This one isn't a Monster. Those only appear in the Main Cluster… But it's definitely a tough one.' His frown deepened.
He tapped on his Spatial Ring, looking at the various Close Impact Bombs and Repulser Grenades he had stored. Explosive attacks were known to be able to kill Morenkai, causing internal injuries that penetrated their protective skin.
'I still have options if things go poorly.' He would never attempt something without at least a semblance of a backup plan. He had seen how well that went at the Last Battle.
"Apart from that, the Golden Morenkai, if it feels threatened, will flee." Unlike other Morenkai, Golden Morenkai seemed capable of feeling things.
Shin would've picked up the Warping Phaser Ability and shouldn't have had any problems getting behind it and stabbing it in the head. Micheal didn't have that luxury and couldn't afford to give the creature a chance to make a break for it. He rubbed his chin as he considered the situation.
"Here is the plan. We both run in. You use your Fairy Eyes Ability on the Abnormal. It won't have any effect on the Golden Morenkai." The Golden Morenkai had a great deal of resistance to things that affected the mind or soul.
Researchers believed and theorized that the Golden Morenkai drew upon the energy that powered the world, making their souls incredibly powerful. It was for this reason that they dropped such an enormous sum of Points, and why the lights and power in the first few floors of any skyscraper they were in ceased to function.
They were leeches. And, just like leeches, they were extremely ineffective at combat.
No one knew what the actual purpose of the Golden Morenkai was, if it had one at all. By the time any actual research was done, almost everyone had moved past the First Layer. As time went on, the Layers got progressively dangerous, forcing people to move up or die. It was nearly impossible to go back between Layers, and thus nothing more was learned.
"While you do that, I will kill the regular Morenkai and then cripple the Golden one." He had promised he would deliver unto her a vast amount of Points. As long as he went through with that promise, he knew he would gain her trust, to at least some degree.
People valued results. That was just how life worked.
"Alright, I'll try." Sophia's voice shook, ever so slightly.
"It's not hard. All I need you to do is come in after me and beguile the big one. I'll handle the rest." He gave her a reassuring smile before he remembered how dark it was. His shiny white teeth probably looking more horrifying than reassuring in the dark shadows of the stairwell.
The duo crept to the edge of the room, where the door was. Micheal took a single deep breath and then let it out.
A moment later, he flung the door open and sprinted into the room.
.




Chapter 41: Entry

His abrupt entry caused a rather immediate reaction.
The regular Morenkai stayed where it was, trapped by Sophia's Fairy Eyes still. The towering Abnormal swung its head to look at Micheal, its muscles bulging as it began to step towards him.
The Golden Morenkai swiveled its head, zeroing in on Micheal. Golden light began to shine around it as it stared, unmoving, faint sparks of energy twinkling in the air.
Micheal didn't waste any time as he sprinted forward, his superhuman muscles blasting him through the air. His footwork was impeccable as he moved as fast as possible, his body a blur.
The large Abnormal lumbered right towards him, its large legs stomping down hard on the stone floor. Sophia's Fairy Eyes would need a second or two to take effect, even if she ran in right behind him. In that split second, the Abnormal and Micheal reached each other, crossing the distance in an instant.
In one graceful movement, Micheal ducked down and slid, his entire body falling almost directly down as he focused.
A huge fist bigger than his head pushed aside the air, forming a small breeze as it flew barely past his head. The spikes on the knuckles and fingers of this fist nearly cut into his face as they passed over him, gleaming faintly as sunlight reflected off of them.
'It's a fast one, damn.' The muscular Morenkai's blow was extremely fast, almost clipping him in the chest and head. He only barely managed to avoid it by predicting the strike based on the positioning of its body and the movements it made, reacting preemptively.
Micheal temporarily decided to put his faith in Sophia as he ignored the giant Morenkai, rushing at the Golden Morenkai. If he didn't and gave it a chance to escape, it would be far too dangerous to chase it out onto the streets, even if he could potentially use his Life Orbs to fly up out of danger.
Thanks to that, and his hurried sprint and abrupt entrance, Micheal managed to land next to the Golden Morenkai before it had a chance to do much of anything.
The results were predictable.
His blade, coated in a layer of Sword Energy, easily sliced through the legs of the Golden Morenkai, immobilizing it, and cut off its arms as well. In the same cutting motion, he leapt through the air slammed his blade down onto the chest of the regular Morenkai that was standing just beside it, still immobilized by Sophia's Fairy Eyes.
Black blood spattered out as he spun around, ignoring the corpse of the regular Morenkai as it fell to the floor and the Points notification that went off. Several Life Orbs floated around his body at the ready as he kept his guard up, ready to attack the Abnormal.
As he turned around, however, he smiled.
The huge, muscular Abnormal Morenkai was standing absolutely still, unmoving. Its body was frozen in a stepping motion, as if it was about to take a step and then found itself unable to finish.
Walking over towards Micheal, with only a hint of nervousness, was Sophia, her eyes glowing pink.
"Great job, Sophia!" There was a reason he considered recruiting her, beyond just her personality.
The Ability 'Fairy Eyes' was a Limited one. Many of the unique Abilities were like that, only given out in Limited quantities and usually quite cheap. The Shop must have had a certain logic for these designations, at least, researchers had argued, but Micheal wasn't aware of the specifics.
Regardless, her Fairy Eyes were extremely powerful here, especially against most Morenkai, and even many Abnormals. She would be a huge asset to his team, should he continue to form one.
"I-I got it! But it's taking up almost all of my focus. I don't think I can trap anyone else right now!" Her voice shook slightly, but underneath was an undercurrent of steel.
"Just keep it steady there. This is what you need to kill over here." Micheal pointed at the Golden Morenkai that he had taken down.
The creature, despite losing its arms and legs, was still alive, its entire body vibrating with golden energy. The skeletal creature was grotesque, its appetite for human blood showing through as it tried to lunge at them.
Micheal walked up and flipped the body of the creature over, brutally stabbing it in the spine without hesitation. Almost immediately its struggles ceased, though it remained alive.
"This is it. If you kill this, you should gain a huge amount of Points, more than 10,000. I'll go handle the Abnormal." He glanced at her, his eyes steady as he studied her.
Sophia looked at the Golden Morenkai, her pink eyes narrowing. Her entire body shook slightly as she took several deep breaths, gaining full control of her emotions.
'She really isn't like a normal human at all… no wonder she got called the Demon Fairy…' It was only day 3 yet she could already handle something like this. She had a far stronger will when it came to stuff like this than he had had when it was his first time, it reminded him a bit of Shin. His best friend had always been able to handle change better than he had.
"Here." Micheal handed her a regular sword from his Low-Tier Spatial Ring. When he had trained Lana and Khari, he had purchased a plain, normal sword himself in the Shop for cheap. It was a bad sword that normally wouldn't even scratch a normal Morenkai, suitable only for practice.
"The back of their skull is very weak, even a sword like this can pierce it." He motioned for her to go on.
Sophia looked down at the Golden Morenkai. Her eyes flashed as she stared at it and then, without waiting, stabbed down with the blade.
Black blood spurted from the wound, several drops melting the normal iron sword as she hastily withdrew it. She looked at Micheal, her face apologetic.
"Sorr- oh my goodness!" Sophia cut herself off, her eyes widening in shock as Micheal took his now damaged iron blade from her.
"Th-the Points! I gained a bit more than 13,000!"
Micheal smiled as he heard her excited tone.
"See? I told you this was a viable and fast way to earn Points!"
Sophia turned to look at him, tears appearing in the corner of her eyes as genuine gratefulness bled through.
At that exact moment… something completely unexpected happened.
Micheal jerked his head to the left as he saw and heard movement.
"Ooh, that was a big un', a big un' indeed."
From out of nowhere, a huge axe had slammed into the chest of the muscular Morenkai. This axe blew apart a huge hole in its chest, black blood leaking out of the now gargantuan wound. Slowly, the corpse of the Abnormal fell, killed in a single blow.
"Pretty rare to see one as big as that." From the shadows of the stairwell he and Sophia had emerged from, a large, armor clad figure appeared, walking forward in slow, steady steps. This figure wore a set of immaculate black armor that fit so perfectly it looked like a gleaming outer set of skin. Beautiful grey designs could be seen on this armor, giving it an archaic, medieval appearance.
'Shit.' Micheal's eyes widened as he realized who he was facing.
The A Ranked Pirate Lord Brandon.
One of the two leaders of the Black Flag Pirates.
One of the physically strongest fighters in the entire Cluster.
'Damn it.'
'It's too soon for me to handle someone of his level! This never happened in the past...' As his heart tried to panic, he instantly forced the feelings down, remaining calm and collected.
The Pirate Lord came to a stop as he fully entered the room, his facemask turning as he ostensibly scanned it. Micheal's entire body tensed up as his mind raced ahead of him.
'Focus. Think.' For the first time since he returned, a vicious light appeared in Micheal's eyes. The friendly cheer he'd shared with Sophia vanished, replaced by a predatory cold gleam.
The eyes of a man that had been through hell and came back ready for more.
His entire demeanor changed as his heart grew cold. Every fiber of his being was stretched to the extreme, his entire concentration centered on one being, a single thought flush in his mind.
'I cannot give up here.' Sophia would almost certainly die if he fled.
"Hello, you two. I'm afraid I'm going to have to kill the both of you."
.




Chapter 42: Fight

"Hello, you two. I'm afraid I'm going to have to kill the both of you." The Pirate Lord's voice echoed as he spoke, supremely confident.
The pounding of Micheal's heart echoed in his ears as he stared at the black armor-clad man, his eyes zeroing in. He took in everything in the room in a single, sweeping gaze. The windows, the walls, the dead Abnormal, Sophia, the Pirate Lord, the other Morenkai corpses.
Everything.
Micheal blinked.
The gleaming axe that the Pirate Lord had thrown abruptly jerked out of the corpse of the dead Abnormal, spattering black blood around. The axe flew up into the air and then soared all the way over into the waiting hand of Pirate Lord Brandon.
'It's all the same. He has his Returning Axe, the Black Knight Type Ability, and most likely Earth Tier Ki Cultivation.' As Micheal sized him up, staring at the fighter unblinking, he knew one thing.
'There is no feasible way I can kill him.' This wasn't a fantasy story or some epic movie, it was real life. The power of faith or hope mattered little in reality, it wasn't like he could slay a dragon with friendship.
'Not if I fight fair…' As he reached this conclusion, he instantly lurched forward, standing between Sophia and the Pirate Lord.
"Sophia, use your Fairy Eyes on him, now! Bullets won't work on him!" He bellowed out, his tone brooking no argument.
Sophia complied, sensing the tension and danger in the air. The temperature in the room dropped as a pink aura was emitted from her eyes, focused on the Pirate Lord.
"Oho? I see." Lord Brandon's voice held a tone of interest.
"It's just as they said. I see why we wanted to recruit you, Sophia. Shame." The Pirate Lord took several cautious steps forward, his head tilted slightly down. His tone made it clear that there was no redemption for either of them.
"W-what?! He's not affected!" Sophia stuttered out, her voice catching. Despite her obvious fear, the woman took a few steps forward, not backing down. Micheal would've admired her bravery if it wasn't an A Ranker they were up against.
As she moved forward, a long, glowing red knife appeared in her hand, one of the magical weapons from the Shop. Micheal recognized it as a Burning Steel Knife, a sharp weapon that cost 4,200 Points.
'There's no chance she'd be able to break through his armor with that, but she would be able to kill a Morenkai with it.' He noted, eyeing her. She hadn't mentioned she had such a weapon, not that he held it against her. They'd only known each other for an hour or two, they each had their own secrets.
"No, he is. He's just able to resist it as long as he doesn't look directly at you." Micheal's words were quick as he held out his blade in front of him, forcibly calming his breathing.
As Sophia stared, she realized what Micheal said was true. Their attacker was looking at the floor, his eyes avoiding making any direct contact with her.
Despite that, she still felt he was affected to some degree. Merely, because of the armor protecting him and the fact that he had a Soul stat stronger than hers, the effect was minimal.
"Y'all are smart. What group are you with?" Pirate Lord Brandon's voice echoed as he continued to slowly walk forward, his confidence unwavering.
"The Angels Arcadia." Micheal walked forward moving right towards the corpse of the dead Abnormal and the Pirate Lord who was standing a dozen meters beyond it, replying almost instantly.
"Huh?" Brandon paused, his voice shocked as he stared at Micheal. He stopped moving, standing still.
"You're with Arcadia?" His voice was incredulous.
In the time that he spent standing still, Micheal had managed to reach the corpse of the dead Abnormal Morenkai. The gruesome mess the man's axe had left was everywhere, acidic black blood staining the ground. If he stood here for too long, the shoes he'd brought with him from earth would begin to melt.
Micheal's eyes flicked up towards the Pirate Lord.
"No, you aren't from Arcadia. You haven't even achieved the Earth Tier of Ki." Brandon shook his head slowly, starting to walk forward again.
"Interesting that you know of them. Not many people in the Stardust Cluster know about the major powers of the Main Cluster."
The Pirate Lord's actions and movements were slow and methodical, leaving no openings. He talked his actions and movements out as he walked forward, giving them nowhere to escape to.
"Now you've got me curious as to who you are. I guess I won't kill you directly."
"Sophia! Keep your Fairy Eyes active!" Micheal yelled out loud, casting his hands down to the side. At the same time, he subtly tapped on his Low-Tier Spatial Ring and shifted his body, disguising the movement.
"Hmph." The Pirate Lord merely snorted as he finished sizing the area up. There were several ways to leave the ground floor, but only two stairwells that went up. One of those was behind him, while the other was to his right. From his position now, near the center of the room, he was confident he could stop his targets from fleeing to either one, even if they had some way to enhance their speed.
He no longer had a reason to hold back.
Brandon stamped down hard, his metal clad foot echoing as the air around it shivered. As Micheal saw this, a multitude of thoughts flashed through his head.
The Pirate Lord Brandon had a multitude of Abilities. While Micheal's memories of the First Layer weren't perfect, he could still recall things like the reported Abilities of strong people from his own Cluster.
Of his Abilities, some were ones Micheal was familiar with, like Enhanced Recovery, Enhanced Strength, and the Earth Tier of Ki Cultivation. Others, like the Black Knight Type Ability, were ones he was only aware of the effects.
All of his power and Abilities greatly boosted his Strength.
In terms of raw, physical power, the Pirate Lord Brandon was as strong as 14-15 normal humans combined. Overwhelmingly stronger than normal Morenkai, and far, far stronger than Micheal.
In fact, he was stronger than Micheal had ever been on the First Layer, even when he was about to leave in his first life.
The heavily armored figure leapt forward, his body transforming into a black blur as he charged directly at Micheal. The man covered the distance to Micheal and the body of the dead Abnormal in a split second, smashing forward like a crashing avalanche.
The sheer force of presence the Pirate Lord wielded slammed against Micheal, the man's massive armor-clad body like that of a charging bull. The man moved incredibly quickly, reaching a speed faster than Earth's quickest runner in merely a split second.
Brandon led his charge with a wild axe strike, cutting through the air and aimed directly at Micheal's chest. It seemed he was serious about not killing Micheal directly, not going for a fatal strike.
By the time he reached Micheal, Micheal had already prepared, holding up his Steelborn sword in his left hand, coated in a layer of Sword Energy.
Micheal positioned himself precisely, his eyes unblinking as he forced his body to move exactly as he wanted.
The Pirate Lord's axe collided with Micheal's sword as he reached the ground right next to Micheal, the armor-clad figure stamping down hard as he lazily struck.
The force of the attack sent Micheal flying. That single, seemingly lazy axe slice almost cut through his blade, the Sword Energy coating it only barely holding up. Micheal fully absorbed the impact as he clung on to his blade, refusing to let go.
As a result, he was thrown more than fifteen meters before he came to an abrupt stop, slamming into one of the walls of windows of the skyscraper and sliding down it to the floor. Several Morenkai on the other side of the window froze, turning to stare at him.
Micheal felt his left arm break, the blow cracking three separate bones in his forearm and shoulder. His eyes grew unfocused for a split second as his mind fluttered, the sheer impact and pain temporarily stunning him.
In only a split second, however, he recovered, leaping to his feet.
Almost as soon as he got up, a deafening explosion shook the air in the enclosed room, almost blowing out his eardrums. Micheal winced as he heard it, the powerful pressure waves and heat sweltering over him.
"Arrrgh!" Sophia didn't fare as well as him, dropping down as she covered her ears, yelping in pain. Her Fairy Eyes Ability broke down as she fell, losing its effectiveness, the pink aura fading.
Micheal turned his bleary eyes towards the source of the explosion, his face expressionless.
It had occurred right where the body of the Abnormal had been. A cloud of black dust and blood could be seen, temporarily blocking his vision. As he saw this, he rolled his eyes slightly.
He didn't need to be able to see to know the result. There was no suspense here.
"Oh? Explosives, huh?" A calm voice echoed out as the black armor-clad Pirate Lord emerged from the cloud of dust, almost virtually unscathed. A few white marks and dents in his armor could be seen around his legs, the ground zero location of the bomb.
"You must've hidden it there in a split second... That was quite the clever tactical move. I'm actually impressed." Brandon pounded on his chest as he coughed, his voice tinged with an undercurrent of anger as he ominously stepped forward, ignoring the downed Sophia.
"Now I really must know who you are." The Pirate Lord seemed to consider throwing his Returner Axe, a special Artifact that could magically return to his hands after he threw it.
From the moment the Pirate Lord had appeared, Micheal had begun to prepare. He was well aware that he would lose in a direct confrontation with the Pirate Lord. Thus, he did everything in his power to prevent that.
Fighting fair was for heroes and fools, and the difference between those was like the difference between a glass half empty and a glass half full.
When Micheal reached the corpse of the Abnormal, he had shifted his body and tapped on his Spatial Ring, pulling out one of the Close Impact Bombs he had gotten from trading with the Necrozark Gobel.
At the same time, he'd called out to Sophia, calling on her to keep her Fairy Eyes active, distracting the Pirate Lord's vision as the man looked completely down by instinct for a split second.
Just before this, he'd claimed to be from one of the major powers of the Main Cluster, the Angels Arcadia, to further temporarily distract the Pirate Lord and gain enough time to move to where the Abnormal was.
Because of this, he was able to hide the Close Impact Bomb, securing it. He lured the Pirate Lord in and then used the man's own attack to launch himself out of the danger zone. The bomb then went off.
"If my Ability was any weaker, you might've managed to injure me." Brandon's voice was dour as he decided to charge directly at Micheal once again. This time, however, the warrior moved with full caution, his mighty charge tempered with control and awareness. He was not a mindless brute, letting his guard down after being challenged.
Instead, his eyes stayed completely focused on Micheal, watching his every movement. With the threat of Sophia's Fairy Eyes temporarily removed, there was no way anything Micheal did would escape his observations.
Internally, Micheal saw all of this, ignoring the sweeping pain that was wracking him because of his broken left arm and shoulder, and smiled.
He pulled out a second Close Impact Bomb, painfully clutching it in his left hand, his blade in his right, and began to charge back at the Pirate Lord.
'I've got you now.'
.




Chapter 43: Heart

Micheal slowed his breathing as he ran, his eyes staring directly at the head of the Pirate Lord. He watched every minute movement the man made, reacting instantaneously to them with small changes in how he positioned himself.
In just a split second, they collided.
Micheal carefully parried the attack, his sword batted backwards as Lord Brandon's axe slammed into it. The resulting impact was mostly absorbed by his arm and chest, causing him to spin around, the force of the blow turning him to his back.
The attack, despite not directly hitting him, shattered several of his ribs and caused his right lung to collapse, blood spurting out of his lips. It also twisted up his right leg, causing his knee to be pulled out of its socket, and spread a huge amount of pain through his body. The Strength gap between Micheal and the Pirate Lord could not be closed with raw skill alone.
At the same time, as he spun around, Micheal painfully jammed his left hand forward. The bones in his arm were cracked but that didn't make it inoperable.
The Close Impact Bomb was a small, white cube with a magical sensor on it. As long as Micheal twice tapped the button that would turn it on, it would automatically be armed and ready to explode at the slightest amount of movement discovered.
His left hand carried the bomb all the way to where he had been looking, the black metal facemask of the Pirate Lord.
Before it could reach, however, the left arm of the Pirate Lord preemptively crushed down, tucking Micheal's arm into his black chestplate.
Micheal's left arm broke yet again, this time splintering in multiple places along the forearm. Blood spattered out as Micheal's vision grew woozy again from all the injuries he had taken. He ignored the sweeping waves of pain that were screaming at him, his focus and power of will carrying him forward.
"Did you think I wouldn't notice your strategy?" Brandon's voice carried with it a tinge of disappointment.
"The head is the most vulnerable part of a human. Obviously you would go for it, especially using your explosives." The Pirate Lord sighed,
"And here I thought you were interesting."
'Do I prattle on like that when I am about to kill people?' Micheal internally wondered as he forced himself to remain conscious and focused. His body had already lost a ton of blood, making that task a challenging one.
In the scant second Micheal had when the Pirate Lord had trapped his hand, Micheal had repositioned his right arm, holding his sword out in front of him. The sword, instead of being pointed away from him, was turned around and aimed at his chest. He made use of the unexpected extra few seconds to precisely position the sword a little more accurately.
All of this was obscured from the Pirate Lord's vision due to where Micheal's body was, blocking it off, and his focus on stopping the Close Impact Bomb from reaching his head. While the explosive would be greatly weakened by the armor he wore, it still had a chance at hurting him if it blew up right next to his head.
With the explosive trapped under Brandon's arm and chest, clamped between the metal armor, there was no chance at all that Micheal would be able to move it upward.
At this point in time, as everything seemed to be lost and going exactly as the Pirate Lord had predicted…
Micheal smiled.
He then stabbed down with his sword, piercing his own heart.
His gleaming Steelborn sword cut through his flesh and bone like it was paper, stabbing directly through his heart, virtually pulverizing it. The blade cut all the way through him and continued forward, unabated, blood spurting out of his injuries…
Right until it stabbed directly into the joint that connected Lord Brandon's left arm to his shoulder. The Sword Energy that covered his blade carried just enough cutting power to pierce through this location, splitting the metal apart and cutting slightly into the arm of the Pirate Lord.
The direct plate armor of the Black Armor Ability was extremely tough, defensively. That was the main point of the Black Knight Ability, its strong suit. At his current level of Strength and Soul, Micheal wasn't confident that he would be able to pierce through it directly. While he may have the Grandmaster Sword Mastery Skill, he could only utilize a small portion of it with his current Soul stat.
However… when it came to the weaker joint sections… well, that was another story.
A split second later, as the Pirate Lord was registering the attack, the Close Impact Bomb Micheal held in his broken left hand went off. The bomb was pressed up against the chest plate and left arm of the Pirate Lord, located just below the large gouge Micheal's blade had made in the shoulder joint.
"…"
Micheal died.
His body was flung away, the top half of his face and chest blasted to nothingness, crashing down against the window of the skyscraper. His Steelborn and Spatial Ring stayed attached to his right arm, falling down with him.
Pirate Lord Brandon fared much better, his protective armor mostly shielding him from the impact.
However, due to the large gouge in his armor where his left arm connected to his shoulder, the explosive impact managed to penetrate past the protective gear. The blast sent the Pirate Lord flying backwards, flipping twice through the air till he crashed down hard, smoke rising off his body.
Sophia, on the other hand, had managed to recover from the first blast. The second one shocked her eardrums again as she fell backwards, her hands shaking. Her eyes grew bloodshot as she stared at Micheal's deceased form, her mind shaken.
For a moment, there was silence.
"…"
"Arrrgh! Fuck!"
Pirate Lord Brandon swore as he got to his feet, his chest heaving. He didn't dare to look at his left arm, able to feel the gruesome, bloody injury. The injury was crippling and likely would cost him a large number of Points to repair. His vision was filled with red and blurred as he looked around the room.
His breath grew ragged as he saw several Morenkai file into the skyscraper, from three separate ground entrances. The explosions had drawn their notice and they began to lumber forward, their great, black skeletal figures ominously shambling.
He glanced at the downed Sophia.
Sophia glanced back, somehow recovering in that short period of time. Her mental fortitude was incredible for someone that was only 21. As she looked at the Pirate Lord, a pink glow began to appear around her eyes.
The Pirate Lord threw his Returner Axe at her, only to see it bounce off some type of magical forcefield that blocked projectiles. A bracelet glowed on Sophia's arm, the Artifact that powered the shield.
Instantly, the Pirate Lord made a decision as more Morenkai began to fill the room, calling back his Returner Axe.
He turned around and fled, not wasting any more time.
Everything that had happened here was far beyond his expectations. He had played everything cautiously, not acting in a careless manner, especially after he saw his target use explosives. Yet, somehow, despite that, he still was badly injured, though he did manage to kill his opponent.
'What kind of man stabs through his own heart to attack someone else?!' The thought flashed through his mind, full of incredulity, as he blasted away, sprinting to a doorway and rapidly clambering up the stairs.
Back on the ground floor, Sophia got to her feet, picking up her red dagger as she looked at the approaching Morenkai. Her breathing became quick and nervous as she watched their figures approach. She prepared to make a break for it as well, towards one of the other stairwells.
Before she could do anything else, however…
A blurred figure dashed into sight, cutting down two of the regular Morenkai with ease. Black blood spattered in the air as Micheal looked at Sophia, giving her a wink.
"Quick, let's get out of here! They'll keep swarming if we don't!"
"H-Huh?! Yo-you're alive?!"
.. .. .. .. .. ..
Pirate Lord Brandon took several heavy breaths as he looked out at the overhanging sun, wincing as he felt the agony his left arm was experiencing. He had just made it out onto the rooftop, away from that hellish scene down below.
'The tendon is shot and the muscle almost fully cut. The bone appears intact, if cracked. My shoulder blade is cracked as well, and several of the ligaments are burnt.' With proper care from the medical team back at base, he should recover fine, but it would likely require expensive medicine from the Shop.
'If I hadn't already killed that unknown bastard, I'd swear an oath to do so right now. I left that bitch alive too…' He swore in his head, trying to regain control of his thoughts. The pain and anger he felt was clouding his judgment,
'But really… who stabs their own heart to attack someone, and then sets off a bomb while still holding onto it?!' He was filled with anger as he repeated an earlier thought, still not over it. He had never faced such an illogical opponent. If not for his powerful Type Ability, he likely would've died. The entire series of events ridiculous.
"Oh? Is that you, Brandon?"
Abruptly, Brandon's heart dropped as he spun around, hearing a familiar voice,
A man covered in a lustrous, golden aura with a pair of beautiful wings flowing from his back stared at Brandon.
"Raymen." Brandon muttered back, stupefied. He had just run into the General of the Saru Group. One of his avowed personal enemies. How could his luck today be so bad?
"Far from home, aren't ya? Oh? You appear to be quite injured." General Raymen's eyes gleamed as he took this all in, his hand slowly going to his waist, where a long silver sword could be seen.
"How unfortunate for you."
.




Chapter 44: Escape

"How are you still alive?!" Sophia's voice was full of shock as she stared at Micheal. His body was completely free of injuries, though his clothes were not. His shirt had fallen to scraps, revealing a muscular and lean, tanned physique. His pants were just barely on, held together by a few untorn scraps of cloth.
Micheal swung his sword around in an arc, killing three separate Morenkai in a smooth motion. Black blood spattered out as the gruesome creatures fell. The air became tainted with the scent of this acrid Morenkai blood, a sharp stench that clung to his nose.
.
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The other Morenkai began to press forward, undaunted by the deaths of their brothers. More and more Morenkai could be seen swarming the building from the outside, dozens of the powerful figures crowding. Micheal could even make out an Abnormal in the crowd outside, its head colored a dark shade of green.
"I'll tell you later! For now, follow me!" He yelled, motioning behind him as he began to cut through the Morenkai. They had a few moments before the crowd of Morenkai fully forced themselves in, just enough time to flee to one of the stairwells.
Sophia raced behind him, overcoming her shock quickly due to the attacking beasts. While her Artifact could stop long range attacks, it wasn't very useful against melee combat.
Micheal cut down two more Morenkai before they reached the stairwell, a different one compared to the one that the Pirate Lord had taken. The stairway had returned to its well-lit state now that the Golden Morenkai was dead, making navigation easy.
"Quickly! This way!"
Micheal led Sophia up several flights of stairs. Dozens of Morenkai rushed up after them, a veritable swarming mob.
Soon they reached the 5th floor. At this point, Micheal pulled Sophia with him into the hallway.
"Wha- they're right behind us! We can't stop here!" Sophia sputtered but still followed him. Her eyes were panicked as she heard the monsters chasing after them, only a single floor down.
"We can't go up top either, the Pirate Lord might be up there!" Pirate Lord Brandon was known to be somewhat reckless in Micheal's past life. His defensive Ability was a notably powerful one and gave him a huge amount of confidence, especially when combined with his powerful physique and Earth Tier Ki Cultivation.
Because of that, Micheal hadn't and still didn't think there might be other members of the Black Flag Pirates nearby. But that didn't mean he could be careless.
He reached a room halfway down the hallway and flung the door open, pulling Sophia in.
In it was a large table with several relaxed looking chairs, some glowing fluorescent lights, and a door that led to the outside. A lounge.
He raced over to the outside door and flung it open as well, calling for his Life Orbs to appear.
He currently had two left after expending one to come back from the dead. The dimly glowing blue orbs immediately sank down to the floor as he mentally commanded them to move.
Micheal grabbed ahold of Sophia, scooping her up haphazardly.
"What are yo- Are you going to jump?! WHAT?" Micheal ignored her protests as he leapt forward into the air, jumping off the 5-story high outcropping.
To her credit, Sophia didn't scream or panic. She merely held on to Micheal, her eyes wide. The past few minutes had been incredibly action packed and shocking to her, but from those events… She didn't believe Micheal would just kill the both of them.
…
Then again… he did try to suicide bomb that black armored warrior and seemingly die and came back to life…
She felt as if her stomach was fluttering with butterflies as Micheal sailed into the air, falling down towards the ground.
A moment later, however, the two Life Orbs he'd summoned flew over and clung to his badly damaged shoes as if they were a part of him.
Like magic, Micheal began to soar through the air, flying along the side of the skyscraper. He didn't waste any time at all as he flew, immediately jumping from skyscraper to skyscraper. The breeze blasted at him and Sophia as he flew, cool and refreshing.
Sophia's eyes widened in wonder as she saw this. She hugged on even tighter to him, her grip like stone as they soared. Down below, Morenkai forms occasionally looked up but quickly lost interest as they flew away.
They travelled for several minutes, jumping more than a dozen skyscrapers.
Finally, after fleeing almost 20 skyscrapers away, Micheal found an open lounge on the 10th floor of a random skyscraper and set them down.
The duo collapsed onto the patio, both of them breathing heavily. Micheal's heart was pounding with adrenaline, a huge smile on his face. Sophia, conversely, looked as if she was about to be sick.
"Aha, so there we are! Perfectly safe!" He gave her a cheeky grin, in a great mood,
"We got away!"
.. .. .. .. .. ..
A few minutes passed as Micheal and Sophia retreated inside the skyscraper, relaxing. Sophia gradually calmed down, the shock and danger of the battle sinking into her mind and settling. She looked at Micheal with a sense of newfound respect, her eyes gleaming.
They were sitting on a few cushioned chairs in the lounge, resting. Sophia had bought them a couple of bottles of water, sharing with Micheal. Micheal had accepted, though he'd come prepared with water in his Spatial Ring. He'd also gotten himself a new set of clothes, a white shirt and a set of grey pants, as well as a pair of new shoes, discarding the scraps of his previous garments.
"Thank you for saving me." The first thing she did when she came to her senses was thank Micheal,
"And thank you for getting me those Points. Everything you said was true." Her voice was still cool, but there was a hint of warmth behind it.
Actions were louder than words, and Micheal's actions had shown his sincerity. His skill, his truthfulness, and everything he displayed had gradually won her over.
She didn't trust him completely. It was, after all, their first day meeting. But she no longer regarded him as an enemy or someone to be ignored.
"It was nothing. I didn't expect for the Pirate Lord Brandon to show up, though. Did you do something to offend the Black Flag Pirates?" He returned, glancing at her calmly. This hadn't happened in the original future. Likely something he did, perhaps even his existence, had helped cause this change.
"Aren't you supposed to be a Seer?" She eyed him.
Micheal nodded,
"Yes, but I can't see everything. My vision is an inborn gift, unrelated to the Shop." He explained. It was all true, in a way.
"Well. All I did was turn down their invitations. You said that man was the Pirate Lord Brandon?!" As what Micheal said fully hit her, her eyes widened in surprise. She shifted slightly in her seat.
"Yes, quite a brutal man." Micheal didn't know too much about him, other than that he never showed mercy to his foes.
"Is-isn't he the leader of the Black Flag Pirates?! Like, he's super strong?!" While she had only been here a few days, she had managed to get some understanding of the people that were trying to invite her to their team. She still had little information to go by, but it was better than nothing.
"One of them, yes, and it's why it was so hard to face him down. In terms of raw physical strength, he's one of the absolute best in the Cluster. Combine that with the raw defensive power of his Type Ability and he's an extremely tough foe." Micheal continued,
"I went through all that effort to injure him badly and send him fleeing… but he didn't even lose his arm." He sighed. After he had been killed, he'd reformed his body a moment later using a Life Orb. He had found that he could delay his revival for up to a couple of seconds, giving him a bit of leeway in that regard.
Type Abilities were simply too powerful. While they might not be able to compare to, in his opinion, the ability to come back to life after dying, they still gave their users unique and powerful benefits that couldn't be ignored.
Every action Micheal had taken had been carefully planned. From using an explosive early to make the Pirate Lord believe that was his main goal, to making it subtly obvious he was aiming for the man's face, to allowing the Pirate Lord to break his arm and trap it against his chestplate.
His careful positioning of his blade, the surprise attack by stabbing through his own heart.
Micheal's long years of experience as an intrepid warrior, intent on nothing but growing stronger and getting better at fighting, came in handy. The Pirate Lord was in his grasp the entire time.
And yet, despite all of that, the Pirate Lord had escaped with wounds that could be healed.
'I didn't think I would be able to kill him… it's only Day 3 after all. But I had hoped for better.' He sighed again,
'Rank A is indeed Rank A… but think of all the Points I could've earned.'
"Wow! Well, you did great! I can't believe someone can get that powerful in only 3 months!" Sophia's voice was full of a hint of eagerness,
"If I can get that strong, it should be much easier to find my little sister." She stood up from the chair she was sitting on, giving Micheal a serious look.
"If we can keep hunting down these Golden Morenkai together, equally splitting the Points, then I'm in." The strong will of the Demon Fairy showed through as she took the initiative,
"I am willing to work with you long term." 
Micheal stood up as well, holding out his hand,
"You got a deal, girly." He gave her a solemn nod,
"But before that… there's something I need to tell you. It has to do with how time works here in the 7 Layers and your little sister…"
.




Chapter 45: Plans

"Hmm, let's see…" Micheal muttered as he looked at the transparent screen in front of him, tapping through the options.
He was currently sitting down in a small bedroom, separate from the one he'd previously had. After allying with Sophia, they had decided to lay low. The Black Flag Pirates would doubtlessly be searching for her, though they likely assumed he was dead.
—-Abilities—-
Thunder Legs Type - 860,400 (1/5)
Armageddon Matrix Type - 25,250,000 (0/3)
Golden Shield Warrior Type - 500,000 (4/10)
Eldritch Snarer Type - 235,000 (5/5)
Red Orc Type - 88,000 (9,000/9,000)
Fire Weaver Type - 23,000 (1,200/1,200)
Void Ripper Type - 40,000 (10/10)
Shock Geniton Type - 1,800,500 (1/2)
Black Mace Type - 12,000 (330/330)
Quickstep Type - 280,000 (18/18)
Frozen Warrior Type - 70,000 (221/250)
Armor Force - 92,000 (27/30)
Healing Aura - 65,000 (456/800)
Immemorial Vision - 212,000 (0/25)
White Mane Clone - 74,000 (12/50)
Impact Release - 45,000 (2/20)
Guiding Light - 22,800,000 (0/1)
Expand  - 65,000 (8/10)
Electric Touch - 80,000 (200/250)
Ocean Clone - 260,000 (32/35)
… (37/41 page)
"Hmm, Void Ripper Type is gone, that was a good one. So is Quickstep Type already too? Wow, I didn't realize they all went so fast." He scanned the list. He had known that many of the affordable Limited Abilities would be snapped up by the time the Fourth Wave ended, but for so many to be gone so soon, it was a bit surprising.
He was in the back portion of the Shop, where many Limited Abilities could be found. When it came to Abilities, the way the shop sorted seemed somewhat haphazard. Just because an Ability cost a large number of Points didn't mean it would be ultra-powerful. Conversely, just because an Ability was cheap didn't mean it would be weak.
In general, higher Point Abilities were better, stronger, and more useful. However, the decent number of exceptions to this rule meant it wasn't always true.
He considered these thoughts for a moment,
'My Life Orb Master Ability was pretty cheap, though it did have the downside of disallowing a Type... Yet the Limited Void Ripper Type Ability is even cheaper and also incredibly powerful!'
The Void Ripper Ability fully transformed one's body into an incredibly dense and tough humanoid form, granting huge bonuses to Strength and Endurance. One's skin became slightly grayer as a result. More importantly, however, it gave the user the power to use their bare hands to rip apart stone, steel, or even reality itself, if one's Soul stat was high enough.
It was one of the strongest and most useful Type Abilities you could buy from the Shop, yet only cost 40,000 Points. It was one of the exceptions to the direct 'Points = Strength' theories put forth by some researchers.
'Well, Void Ripper was probably gone before the First Wave even ended.' He shrugged.
"There they are…" He muttered, his eyes narrowing as he glanced over two Abilities in particular.
The Limited 'Impact Release' Ability and the Limited 'Expand' Ability.
'They still have some slots left! Great!'
Limited Abilities were usually quite unique, with their prices often disordered and sometimes even seemingly random. He certainly would've priced his Life Orb Mastery Ability higher, even with its no-Type negative.
'These two can both be easily removed.' He smiled, pleased.
He could only have 7 Abilities. This was an unbreakable law that Humanity had never moved past. However, it was possible to remove some Abilities, through various methods, and switch to different Abilities. Both the ones he'd picked out were ones that could be easily removed.
Most Type Abilities were permanent, as were most Abilities that had a high Points cost.
He tapped on the Impact Release Ability, pulling up its description.
.
—-Impact Release—-
The Impact Release Ability allows the user to record the energy from any attack used against them, drawing upon the latent energy of reality to store an equivalent amount in their soul. When the user chooses, they can unleash all stored energy at will from any part of their body or using any object they are holding. The maximum amount of energy one can store and release is dependent on the user's Soul stat.
.
He smiled slightly as he looked at the somewhat misleading description.
It was accurate that the Ability allowed one to record any impact in totality and store an equivalent amount of energy. What the Ability didn't mention, however, was that it didn't block or protect you from any of that impact…
If you got hit by a cannon with this Ability, you could completely copy the impact from that attack and store an equal amount of energy from it. You could then release it any time you wanted. However… you had to survive getting hit by a cannon first to make use of it.
This rather large downside was a large part of why it was so cheap.
For Micheal, however, it sounded like the Ability was custom made.
'With my Life Orbs, I can just come back to life after storing any impact. I can then use it whenever I want.' With his Abilities, the Impact Release Ability gave him a unique and powerful synergy, one that was quite cheap to obtain.
'I definitely will pick that one up.' 
He moved his finger to hover over the other Ability he was looking at. The Limited 'Expand' Ability.
.
—-Expand—-
The Expand Ability allows the user to temporarily increase the size of any non-living object within their Control. The amount of time the object stays enhanced, types of objects that can be enhanced, and the larger it can grow is dependent on the user's Soul stat.
.
The Ability description for this Ability was barebones as well. Thankfully, Micheal could cheat using the mental encyclopedia of knowledge he'd brought back with him.
The 'Control' that the Ability talked about simply meant anything that was within a couple of meters of the person using the Ability for at least a small amount of time.
'I can buy the Impact Release Ability after we hunt down 4 more Golden Morenkai for myself. As for the Expand Ability…' He rubbed his chin,
'Shin loved overwhelmingly powerful frontal attacks. While he wasn't very skilled at close combat, this Ability will let him grow his blade to be several times larger after he attacks, enhancing his attack power.'
It was a good choice for his best friend. 
When an object was enhanced and grew in size, it would transform to carry all the properties of its larger size. However, at the same time, if it was moving, it would maintain the same speed as it had in its previous state. This meant that a sword that was slamming down would hold a much larger amount of force after it was enhanced.
Such a thing was possible due to the magical power of the Ability, drawing upon the latent energy of reality. It defied conventional logic, but, then again, most Abilities did. He didn't let the details bother him.
A 10 pound sword moving at 10 meters per second and a 100 pound sword moving at 10 meters per second… one would clearly be much stronger than the other.
He sighed slightly as he thought about Shin. His strongest ally was hundreds, if not thousands, of kilometers away. It was frustrating that he could do nothing to help him directly.
Abruptly, his thoughts were interrupted as he heard a sound outside his room.
He instantly got to his feet, his Steelborn sword appearing in his hand like magic. He focused his ears, holding himself absolutely still as he looked around.
The room was identical to his previous bedroom. A connected bathroom, a bed, a dresser, a sink, nothing out of the ordinary. He had locked the door down with the doorstop out of habit.
After a moment of listening, he relaxed his guard, putting his sword away. He then went up to the door and moved the doorstop, opening it.
Out in the hallway, Sophia could be seen, pacing back and forth nervously.
When she saw Micheal open the door, she glanced at him apologetically.
"Sorry, I just can't help it. I feel like I should be doing something." She explained.
About fifteen minutes ago, Micheal had been sitting down with Sophia explaining a few things about the 7 Layers. One of those things was about the time difference.
They had both been sitting in the lounge, relieved at successfully managing to escape from one of the Black Flag Pirates Pirate Lords. Micheal had felt obligated to explain the truth to her, never one to hide from confrontation or facing reality.
"You-you're telling me that my little sister has already been here for 3 years?!"
Even the future famed Demon Fairy of the Main Cluster was, ultimately, still human. When she heard that her sister hadn't been gone for 3 months, but instead 3 years, she had taken it hard, completely forgetting about her other questions, like how Micheal was living when he clearly should be dead.
While she recovered quickly and hid her emotions, Micheal could see right through her.
They weren't close enough for him to be able to really comfort her, but he did offer her what he could.
"Since she came as part of the First Wave, she'll likely be okay. Almost all of the First Wavers started with above average Points." He knew this for a fact. The First Wave got the best deal, when it came to Point allotments, for reasons unknown. It was part of why so many of the First Wavers became super strong, apart from the years head start.
"She was only 13 and sent here all alone…" Sophia took several deep breaths, rubbing her forehead.
Micheal's mouth twisted slightly as he sighed,
"Don't focus on what you can't change. We can't even leave the Stardust Cluster for several more weeks. Right now, you need to focus on getting as strong as you can so that if your sister needs you, you can be tough enough to help her." He carefully moderated his tone, talking diplomatically.
After that, they had temporarily split up, taking a short break. Micheal had gone off to meditate, testing his body to see if there were any changes after he revived this time. His head had literally been blown off, after all.
'Facing death like that… even knowing I have my Life Orbs, it's quite a horrifying experience.' He may be a grizzled expert of many years, but there are some things that life simply does not provide training for. Dying multiple times was one of them.
'Still, my strategy was quite effective. I probably won't be able to repeat it against him, not in the same way.' If the Pirate Lord simply blitzed him without giving him any time to prepare or plan, he would almost certainly lose.
Micheal shook these thoughts from his head as he looked at the worried figure of Sophia nervously pace. An idea struck him, a way to get her mind off things and to also get back to making progress.
"You seem to have a lot of energy right now, right?" He nodded at her,
"Well, if we're gonna be a team, you can't depend on me to kill everything. What happens if we get separated for some reason?" He continued, motioning at her.
She nodded back, stopping her pacing to pay attention.
"I happen to be a talented swordmaster who knows how to teach the Basic Sword Mastery Ability, and you happen to use a long knife that is basically a sword. If we add that Ability to your list, your strength should definitely increase, and finding your sister will be easier than ever!" He smiled,
"Let's go train!"
.




Chapter 46: Train

"Position your blade like this." Micheal's voice was calm as they started practice.
They were inside, within one of the lounges on the lower half of this skyscraper. He had moved the table and all the chairs to the side, giving them several meters of open space. Warm sunlight leaked in from the windows, giving the room a cozy appearance.
"Like this?" She held her Burning Steel Knife out in front of her. While the Shop labelled it a knife, it was long enough that, with Sophia's petite frame, it was practically a sword.
"No, here." He stepped forward, putting down the practice sword he was wielding. He leaned it against the stacked up chairs on the side, walking over to her.
"Put your thumb here and your fingers like this. Then your other hand goes here, lower on the hilt." He tapped on her fingers and hands, repositioning them. His movements were quick and precise, years of practice making it easy to instruct her.
"This is a standard grip if you are going to wield the sword with two hands." He explained as he let go and stepped back.
Sophia looked down at her hands, memorizing how she was supposed to hold it. She then tightened her grip, pulling the sword up. She cut the air a few times, practicing. Micheal watched her movements carefully, ready to correct her and instruct her properly.
"If you want to switch to a one-handed grip, you'll need to position them differently again." Once again, he stepped forward, switching her grip up.
She tried out a few more swings, nodding as she felt the changes. After a moment, she paused, glancing at him curiously.
"You're talented with the sword, I can see that loud and clear." She began as she motioned at him with her sword. He backed up a step hastily, motioning for her to be careful. He hardly wanted to get stabbed, even if he did have his Life Orbs.
'If things go well for a few more days, I'll explain what they are.' He had mentally decided. After hearing about her sister's situation, Sophia had completely forgotten that Micheal was supposed to be dead. When Micheal was certain he could trust her, he would share what his Orbs were. For now, he was in no rush.
"But… your hands don't really show that at all." She pointed her blade at Micheal's palms.
"Oh?" Micheal smiled as he looked down at his palms as well. They were white and smooth, with only a few calluses from weightlifting. Any damage to them from fighting had already been healed thanks to his Life Orbs, but no new calluses had formed.
'Quite observant.' He glanced at her, his face showing nothing.
"Don't you tell me it's because you're a Seer. You can't become a master fighter without years of practice, seeing glimpses of the future won't change that." She finished speaking, crossing her arms slightly and staring at him expectantly.
Micheal simply smiled,
"I moisturize."
"Huh?" She blinked, staring at him in befuddlement.
"I said I moisturize." He held up his hands, rubbing them.
"Silky smooth, you feel that?" He pushed her blade aside and tapped on her nose.
She stared back gobsmacked, unable to come up with a response.
"I've been a martial artist for years, training with the blade for more than a decade. While I may not be the most powerful expert in existence, I can certainly hold my own." He continued, his voice becoming slightly serious,
"As for my hands, well…" He shrugged,
"Just because you practice a lot doesn't mean you can't take care of yourself." Everything he said was the truth.
'Well, apart from the moisturizing.' He mentally noted with a smile.
He had long since made the decision to not reveal his full memories of the future to anyone. There was simply far too much risk and hassle involved with something like that. If a group that was much stronger than him at the time learned, he could be held captive or killed before he could power up.
He could put his friends or family in harm's way by interested parties, and it could certainly add strife to his relationships.
It was safer to keep it a secret that no one else was aware of, using his knowledge to build himself up, his team up, and humanity as a whole up, one step at a time.
"Oh." Sophia blushed slightly as she looked at him, still speechless.
Micheal shook his head internally, mildly amused.
'She really did change a lot, in the original future. Besides her strong will and competence, she's not much like the rumors of the Demon Fairy claimed.'
"Back to practice!" He clapped his hands together, reaching down and picking up his sword.
"Let's get to the footwork now!"
.. .. .. .. .. ..
About 15 minutes passed.
In that time, Micheal successfully helped Sophia gain the Basic Sword Mastery Ability.
Their training went more smoothly than he had thought it would. Sophia listened attentively to Micheal's instructions, having first hand seen his skill with the blade. It only took her roughly 10 minutes to gain the Ability. She spent the last 5 minutes familiarizing herself with the feeling of Sword Energy, exclaiming in wonder at its usefulness.
Now that they'd finished practice, Micheal took a look outside a window in the lounge, checking the time.
'We still have tons of daylight.' It was nowhere close to evening yet.
"Alright, Sophia. Let's put some of that technique to practice in the real world!" He turned away from the window, smiling cheerfully.
Sophia was drinking from a bottle of water, sitting comfortably in one of the chairs. She gave him a thumbs up as he looked back.
"But before we go… it's probably best that we hide our appearances." He opened up the Shop, moving over to the Miscellaneous Earth Objects section. He quickly picked out a pair of cheap, white theater masks, one with a happy face and the other with a sad face.
"You might want to change clothes, too, just to be safe." He motioned at her,
"Pick a mask!"
She stared between them for a moment before snagging the sad looking one. She then stepped off into an unoccupied room as she changed.
When she came back out, she was dressed in a pretty yellow sundress that went down to her knees, clinging to her body. She also wore a pair of short brown boots, tucked in tight. The sad mask covered her face, obscuring it.
"Looking good!" He gave her a thumb up as he put on the happy mask. The mask given by the shop fit snugly without cluttering his vision or restricting his breathing. It seemed to mold to his face as he put it on, a string on the back of it keeping it secure.
With that preparation done, the duo left the lounge on the lower floors, preparing to head down to the ground floor.
As they stepped into the stairwell, however, they ran into something rather unexpected.
"Watch out!" Sophia's voice echoed out as she yelped, whipping out her Burning Steel Knife.
A Morenkai was climbing up the stairs, just passing their floor. The moment Micheal opened the doorway, the Morenkai turned around, its featureless face splitting open to reveal a mouth full of jagged white teeth. In the brightly lit stairwell, the juxtaposition of such a freakish creature was incredibly jarring.
Micheal reacted to its presence smoothly, not hesitating at all as he withdrew his Steelborn sword. As the Morenkai lunged at him, he directly stabbed it in the face, killing it instantly. His movements were precise and exacting, almost perfect. He then pulled his blade out in one motion, whipping it down to avoid getting any Morenkai blood on it.
.
—- Points Obtained —-
Points: 12
.
He stepped back to let the body fall down, out of the way.
"They do roam the lower floors sometimes, or take the stairwells to the roof. Don't let them catch you off-guard." He turned to look at Sophia.
The girl was clutching the knife in her hand, her eyes ferocious as she glared at the Morenkai. Micheal could sense the Sword Energy that was imbued into the blade, ready to stab at the horrifying zombie-like humanoid.
He smiled slightly.
'She definitely has potential.'
.




Chapter 47: Hunting

After killing the Morenkai, Micheal and Sophia returned back downstairs, to the ground floor of their skyscraper. They then began to hunt, searching for more Golden Morenkai.
The method they used was the same as before. They would lure a few Morenkai in or find some down on the ground floor, sweep them up using Sophia's Fairy Eyes, and set them out hunting.
They would then travel back up to the roof of the building and trace the route of the stray Morenkai, following their trails. They picked the ones that had closer destinations, trying to save as much time as possible. Sophia could sense a general idea of how far away the destination each Morenkai had picked was.
Micheal also had Sophia hide her Fairy Eyes Ability as much as possible when they traveled atop the skyscrapers. With the white mask she wore and her head face down, she was practically unrecognizable.
Over the next several hours, they went on several hunting expeditions that took them all across the central zone. They avoided other teams or interacting with other people as if they were social recluses, going out of their way to prevent contact.
It wasn't that he was afraid. Far from it, with his current physique and powers, Micheal was confident very few people could cause trouble for them.
However, when offered a choice of either putting themselves at risk and potentially alerting the Cluster to their location, or spending a few extra minutes traveling, Micheal went with the safe choice every time.
'You don't become powerful by being a fool.' Brash bravery and arrogance was left for the grand heroes on their grand quests as far as Micheal was concerned. He considered himself a realist and tried to plan his goals around that.
He had considered using his Life Orbs to fly them around as they searched for Golden Morenkai, but ended up canning the idea. There were simply too many variables and too much danger to do that in broad daylight for an extended period of time.
Instead, they continued to lure the Morenkai and send them off hunting for targets.
While Golden Morenkai were not super common, there were usually multiple ones that could be found throughout the Cluster. With their coordinated teamwork, it should be possible to find several to kill throughout the week, possibly even another one today.
Several more hours passed as they searched. Day faded into afternoon, and afternoon faded into evening.
By this point, Micheal had killed a veritable army of Morenkai, his skill unremitting as they cleared out section after section. With his enhanced stats, he had a much easier time avoiding getting tired, allowing them to make fast progress.
The more practice he got in, the better and better he felt about his new body. He was getting used to his much lower stats, his exacting precision as a Grandmaster warrior coming through.
Unfortunately, after all these hours of hunting, they didn't find any more Golden Morenkai.
They found several Abnormals, all of which they killed, all of which ones that dropped a decent number of Points, and a veritable plethora of regular Morenkai. But not a hint of a Golden Morenkai.
'Still, it's better than I thought we would do.' He'd thought, shrugging. Finding a Golden Morenkai on literally their first kill had been a great boon in gaining Sophia's trust, and a very unexpected turn of fortune.
Unlike Shin, Micheal hadn't known of any Golden Morenkai locations, not early on. His memories of the First Layer, after so many years, weren't perfectly clear, but he was certain he had never personally stumbled upon a Golden Morenkai before.
As the evening light faded to night, Micheal and Sophia found themselves in one last battle.
"Got it!" Micheal's sword flashed out as he smoothly beheaded a freakishly large, lumbering Morenkai with alabaster white skin, an Abnormal. It was very strong, much stronger than a normal Morenkai, but also much slower.
.
—- Points Obtained —-
Points: 88
.
The large Morenkai weren't too big a problem. The only issue when it came to killing Abnormals that were large was if they were also fast. Those type of Morenkai were often classified with the ones called 'Monsters' or 'Monster Class,' depending on who you asked.
He could deal with fast ones and he could deal with strong ones. If he met one of the freakishly strong and fast ones, however, it would be a much harder fight. Thankfully, Morenkai like that were usually only found in the Main Cluster.
Black blood spattered out as the large humanoid figure fell to the ground, staining the ground floor of the skyscraper they were in. Micheal dodged all of that smoothly as he turned around, glancing over. The dying evening light combined with the indoor light bulbs to give the ground floor an eerie appearance.
"Hiya!" Sophia was currently fighting against two regular Morenkai at once. Her red hot blade was boosted by the Basic Sword Mastery Ability, making it strong enough to severely damage the regular Morenkai.
As he watched her performance, he noted her weaknesses.
'She leans too much to the side when she strikes and her footwork is only average at best. She has a bad habit of stepping back when she dodges, even if she doesn't need to. She has excellent coordination, however, and reacts very quickly.' He mentally memorized all of her faults. If he was going to train her to be one of his allies, he would go all out, holding nothing back.
She mimicked Micheal slightly as she pushed out a long, twisting slash, her blade severing the head of one Morenkai and sinking into the shoulder of the other. She ducked her head under a blow from that Morenkai, jumping forward and stabbing the blade into its skull directly.
Black blood sizzled out, burnt by the heat as she stepped back, letting the corpse fall to the ground.
'Wow. She is really talented.' 
Even with all of her faults, she showed an incredible level of skill and adaptability. Her Abilities were not the only reason she became an S Ranker. She was also, verifiably, a genius in the making when it came to direct combat.
'She just needs to be taught, and to gain a much stronger physique.' As he thought this, he checked over his status.
.
— - Status — -
Name: Micheal Care
Points: 2071
Race: Human
Age: 18
- Stats -
Strength - 30 -> 31
Endurance - 24
Recovery - 22
Soul - 10
- Abilities - (3/7)
Life Orb Master
Ki Cultivator (Mortal Tier)
Grandmaster Sword Mastery (1/5)
.
'Hmm? I gained a point in Strength?' His eyes narrowed as he saw this. He focused for a brief moment checking over the condition of his body.
'Ah, right, I'm still in the early training period of my growth.' Making small gains like that wasn't unexpected, especially considering how his Life Orbs would restore any torn muscles or ligaments.

Enhancing one's base stats became notoriously hard in later Layers. Increasing one's Ki Cultivation or upgrading certain Abilities were some of the best-known ways, though with all the knowledge Micheal had at hand, he had a few more options.
'More than 2,000 Points… That's enough to make the last two sets of Dragon Building Liquid!' He smiled. None of the ingredients he had previously bought could be reused, including the Boiling Dragon Ginseng Booster that he had leftover. Once he cut 3/4ths of it away, the last quarter would quickly, and inexorably, turn bad within the hour. It wasn't designed to exist while damaged.
He then knelt to the ground, looking at the body of the Abnormal for a moment.
'Too big.' He shook his head, tapping on his Low-Tier Spatial Ring.
In it, he had a variety of supplies and objects stored away. He also happened to have a large, green colored body, completely wrapped up in cloth.
The body of an Abnormal Morenkai.
Normally, Morenkai bodies would dissipate after a short period of time if they weren't used for some other purpose. Micheal was able to circumvent this by storing the body in his Spatial Ring.
This particular stored Abnormal was one that had proven rather annoying, able to emit bolts of energy from its hands. They had been forced to use Sophia's Fairy Eyes to beguile it in the end, the constant blasts of electricity forcing Micheal's hand. He had no reliable way to resist such energy attacks at the moment.
The only other easy alternative he had was to use the explosives he had left, but he'd rather save those for when he needed them.
'Not counting today, there are only 3 days left until the weekly Stardust Open Market takes place….' He rubbed his chin, scratching at the stubble that was growing there.
'I doubt the Black Flag Pirates would try to disrupt it or even be there, not when they're planning to attack the Godfather Organization soon.' Assuming their clash with Pirate Lord Brandon hadn't changed that, it should be safe to travel and trade at it. He didn't think the Black Flag Pirates would give up on their plans just because of his intervention when it came to Sophia. If anything, it might make them more eager to attack.
'An Abnormal body like this would fetch a very pretty price.'
Just like on Earth, trade was something that flourished in the Stardust Cluster and, indeed, throughout the 7 Layers. People would gain Artifacts that they didn't want or seek to hire the services of others for various tasks. Necrozarks and a few other Ability users would be very interested in Abnormal bodies, which was what Micheal cared about.
Every week in the Stardust Cluster, on the 7th day, there was a large trading session that happened in a rather large skyscraper to the east of the central area. This skyscraper was located in territory that no one claimed.
Labelled the Stardust Open Market, hundreds of interested parties would come here. It was an agreed upon neutral zone from all the major forces. While battles occasionally broke out between smaller teams or unaligned fighters, it was still one of the most popular places for people with something to trade to go to.
"I took down all of my Morenkai. Are we all done here?" Sophia's voice sounded slightly winded as she walked up, giving Micheal a small smile. Her sundress swirled as she came over, clinging to her lithe body.
Dresses, in general, weren't exactly combat gear, but it wasn't like a coat or shirt would stop a Morenkai punch. Sophia seemed to prefer the freedom of movement they gave her, so who was Micheal to judge? He did faintly recall that the Demon Fairy, in his original timeline, was known to wear dresses into combat. It seems that part of Sophia remained unchanged.
She was covered in a sheen of sweat, but smiling cheerfully. Her chest heaved slightly from exertion as she carried her Burning Steel Knife, wiping it off with a stray piece of cloth.
'Hunting did indeed get her mind off her little sister.' Micheal thought as he began to reply,
"Yes, we're all done! I think we should probably find somewhere to lay low and rest for the night. Before that, though, I'd like to tell you about something called Dragon Building Liquid…"
.




Chapter 48: Physique

"…♪ It's the eye of the tiger ♪…"
"…♪ It's the thrill of the fight ♪…"
Micheal hummed along to the music, playing off the magical Record Player he'd purchased from the Shop as he held himself up in a handstand.
The music was set to play at a low volume, purchased from the Shop for cheap. While he was concerned with getting a large number of Points, it only cost a couple of regular Morenkai kills to get the record, a luxury he would allow.
After he raised his body up, he then slowly lowered his body till his face was just an inch off the ground, tightening his core muscles and arms as he maintained the handstand, his legs pointed to the ceiling.
"47…" He raised his arms back up, pushing his body back into the air. A bead of sweat dripped from his forehead, falling to the floor.
"48." He continued to push his body to the limit as he exercised.
"…"
He was currently in the middle of a small room he had claimed for himself, working out. Early morning daylight filtered in through a window, the bright gleaming of dawn peeking through the various skyscrapers to land on his window.
"98… 99… 100!" As he finished his 100th handstand push up, he slowly lowered his legs to the ground, feeling the burn in his core. He wiped the sweat from his forehead as he got up, shaking his arms. His breathing was a bit ragged, winded from the sheer effort.
"Alright, all done!" His eyes flashed as he smiled, taking several deep breaths. Handstand pushups were the last set of movements he did for his morning exercise routine. This particular movement worked out almost his entire body as he kept himself balanced and tense up in the air.
Now that his physical condition had improved by such a large amount, he felt it fitting to get back into exercising. It was a good way to keep his body limber and ready to face the day.
A few minutes passed as he took a shower and got prepared, eating a quick breakfast and getting hydrated after he put away the record player.
It was now day 7 of his time here on the First Layer.
Time had started to fly by after he met Sophia. His life had become far more secretive as he and she moved about carefully, not directly revealing their presence. Right now, Micheal had the element of surprise on his side, and that wasn't something he wanted to lose.
Their hunting had gone very well. In total, they had found 5 Golden Morenkai, a huge sum to discover in only 3-4 days when they were working on their own. The lack of people hunting down Golden Morenkai like them meant there was a decently large number of them still alive.
Researchers from his first life had determined that each Cluster magically produced a large number of regular Morenkai every day, though exactly how they were produced was still unknown. The exact number varied, and usually was magically balanced to make each Cluster have a very large number of Morenkai, but not so large that they were swarming everywhere.
It was almost as if the First Layer was self-aware, helping to moderate each Cluster. The 7 Layers were truly quite mysterious.
Of those Morenkai that were produced, there was a very small chance for an Abnormal to appear, and an even smaller chance for a Golden Morenkai to appear. This rate usually averaged to around 3-4 Golden Morenkai a week per Cluster.
Morenkai were not immortal. Eventually, even if they were never attacked, they would die. Their lifespans were quite short. If no one killed a Golden Morenkai that spawned, it would eventually die within a month, its Points going to waste.
Apart from hunting Morenkai, they also hadn't encountered any other major forces or teams, avoiding almost all human contact as if they were social recluses.
'Status.' He called to mind his status after he finished eating and getting dressed, sitting on his bed in meditation. He exercised in the morning and cultivated in the evening, the routine he had decided to set.
.
— - Status — -
Name: Micheal Care
Points: 39,071
Race: Human *
Age: 18
- Stats -
Strength - 31 -> 40
Endurance - 24 -> 28
Recovery - 22 -> 26
Soul - 10
Abilities - (3/7)
Life Orb Master
Ki Cultivator (Mortal Tier - Middle)
Grandmaster Sword Mastery (1/5)
.
'Not bad.' He smiled as he looked over it.
After imbibing the last 2 sets of Dragon Building Liquid, not only had his stats increased slightly, he had finally received the important upgrade from it.
He tapped on the star that could be seen next to his Race. Immediately, the star changed to read:
.
Race: Human - 1 Star Physique
.
He had upgraded his Physique to 1 Star.
The Physique of a being had a large impact on how powerful that being was. One's Physique helped influence how powerful you could grow to be, how high your stats could become, and how quickly you could grow them and cultivate.
It could be seen as the 'Talent' or 'Potential' of a Race to grow stronger naturally.
Other Races had a variety of Physiques, the biggest reason why they were stronger than humanity. The God Races all had 5 Star Physiques, often with unique effects, and the elites among the Gods even had legendary 6 Star or 7 Star Physiques. Almost all Races had a form of 'Ki Cultivation,' one of the few universal Abilities shared between Races, and having a high-level Physique was a huge boon to cultivation.
The Human Race did not even qualify to have a 1 Star Physique originally. The only reason they could compete at all was because of the unique power inborn to all humans in the 7 Layers, the Shop. A higher Physique would allow one to save a huge amount of Points, spending them on unique Abilities or Artifacts instead of focused on upgrading one's Ki Cultivation, as well as enhance the upper limits of power one could reach.
In his first run, Micheal's Physique had also remained at 0 or no Stars. This was largely because of the Type Ability he had picked. The Ironblood Body Type.
This Ability was very powerful, boosting his strength by more than half and granting him a ton of stamina and endurance, as well as a few other perks, perfect for someone obsessed with training like him.
However, it also transformed his body and blood permanently, one of the Type Abilities that didn't allow for further modifications. Despite the change and increases from the Type Ability, his Physique had remained the same, and so did his talent.
This time around, however… Micheal had no plans on repeating that.
'While a 1 Star Physique isn't much, I can already feel the effects of it. It's too bad the Dragon Building Liquid is too low level. The Physique isn't even a unique named one.' Over the past few days, his cultivation every night had become even smoother and faster. He had already broken through to the Middle Stage of the Mortal Tier of Ki Cultivation and was making progress on reaching the Late Stage.
He held his fist out in front of him, clenching it.
'The strength of four men...' He could feel the power rippling inside him. If he were to fight against Pirate Lord Brandon again…
'No, it would probably end up the same, haha.' He smiled ruefully. He wasn't strong enough to compete with A Rankers directly yet.
'But I might not've ended up so miserable.' With his increased stats, he would've been able to dodge faster and move more precisely. While it wouldn't have bridged the gap between them, it would've made it easier to trick the Pirate Lord.
With those thoughts in mind, he finished preparing, grabbing one last thing.
A large, grey backpack that he strapped to his back.
After that, he left his room, walking out into a dimly lit hallway.
He glanced each way, checking for stray people or Morenkai. He always listened at the door before he left to be safe, but it never hurt to double check. There were Abilities that deadened sound.
He moved down the hallway, his eyes alert. Eventually, he found himself in front of one of the other doorways. He knocked on it in a specific pattern.
After a moment, the door opened up, revealing the figure of Sophia. She was wearing a pair of jean shorts and brown boots, and a tight white t-shirt. Her short brown hair swirled as she gave him a winning smile.
"Good morning!" After three days, she had become much more friendly with him. Their teamwork together, coupled with his honesty, had seen results.
"Heyo, Sophia!" He smiled back,
"How well did you absorb the third set?" He queried.
After they escaped the Pirate Lord Brandon and rested, Micheal had directly told Sophia about the Dragon Building Liquid, and how it could improve her physical condition, enacting her talent when it came to cultivation and growing stronger.
If she was to be one of his allies, there was no reason to not help her grow as quickly as possible. She would need to keep up.
"It's been fully absorbed! I can feel the changes already, it's crazy how much its upped my Strength!" Sophia replied, her voice excited. Her cheeks were flushed as she spoke.
With three sets of the Dragon Building Liquid absorbed, she only needed one more set to get the full transformation and enhance her Physique.
'When I reveal the secret about hunting the Golden Morenkai, I'll reveal the details on Dragon Building Liquid with instructions on how regular people can make use of it.' He mentally decided. Even small changes like this would have a huge effect when taken at a grand scale.
"Alright, let's get the fourth set done right now, before we leave. After that, we're going to take a detour from hunting today." He added,
"We're going to check out the Stardust Open Market." He tapped on the backpack he had strapped to his back.
It was a special tool he had purchased from the Shop, a Spatial Backpack. Unlike Spatial Rings, Spatial Backpacks were heavy and clunky. A Spatial Ring would magically store anything, depending on size, and make it weightless. A Spatial Backpack could magically store large amounts of anything, but it would only reduce the weight by around 90-95%.
In the backpack he had on his back, he had stored 7 Abnormal Morenkai corpses, all interesting ones that they'd run into while hunting.
The backpack weighed roughly 250 pounds (113 kg), annoyingly heavy even with his enhanced strength. Still, it was a far better solution than trying to cram them all into a Low-Tier Spatial Ring.
'If only Spatial Rings didn't interfere with each other.' He grumbled mentally.
Spatial Rings were tied to one's soul, allowing one to innately sense what was in one's ring. While it was possible to have multiple Spatial Rings, there was a small chance that doing so would cause one of the other rings to become corrupt and cease functioning.
He had learned this lesson the hard way back in his first run. Spatial Backpacks didn't seem to have the same issue, probably due to the differences in how each worked. Micheal was unsure on the specifics.
"Sounds good to me. I almost have half the Points to purchase the Ability I was looking at, the Wind Sweeper Ability. Maybe I can find something there that will make our Points gain quicker." Sophia clenched her fists, her eyes full of emotion.
'Ah, she did have that Ability when she was the Demon Fairy. That's the same.' It was a power that cost 86,000 Points and vastly enhanced the mobility of its user, allowing them to manipulate the wind to a small degree. They could jump or glide on the wind, using it to speed themselves up or outmaneuver their enemies.
'Hmm, I don't believe it's a permanent Ability, and it matches well with her combat style. I don't need to micromanage her choices here.'

"I'm about 6,000 Points off from the Ability I'm eyeing. If we can find some useful Artifacts, it indeed might be able to speed our progress up." He replied, eyeing her. After a moment, he added another line,
"After we check it out, I thought we might drop by the Godfather Organization. We can ask about your little sister and see if they have any records of her." He also intended to warn them of the actions of the Black Flag Pirates, now that they had some strength to back themselves up a bit. He would kill two birds with one stone.
When Sophia heard this, she looked at Micheal, her eyes watering.
"Thank you." She reached out and grabbed his hand, squeezing it.
Micheal simply smiled and patted her on the head,
"Don't get your hopes up too high yet, Sofa, it's just a preliminary check. We will keep looking in the future, if they have nothing. Let's go check the Open Market first!"
Sophia nodded at his reply. After a moment, she paused, blinking in confusion.
"Sofa?"
"What? It's a nickname." Micheal grinned shamelessly.
After gaining an ally to work with the past few days, he had started to fall back into his old groove, working on improving and enjoying life. He valued the moments of levity he could squeeze in, knowing his mission was one that would last years.
"You gave me the nickname of… Sofa? Like… a couch?" She held her hands out to the side in exasperation.
"Quick! Get ready to absorb the last set of Dragon Building Liquid, no time to delay!" He ran away.
.




Chapter 49: Rude Encounter

"Control your breathing as you feel the pulse in your veins, just like last time." Micheal's voice was calm as he spoke out loud, his hands resting on Sophia's bare back. Her skin was tanned, dotted with small freckles.
As he spoke, he focused on his own hands, feeling the pulse of Ki within him. Faintly, he could also sense the pulse of Ki within Sophia. It was like feeling a vibration within her body, one that was warm and comforting.
They were currently sitting down in Sophia's room on her bed, working on one last thing before they left. Sophia had lifted up the back of her shirt, revealing a supple back that was currently hunched forward as she sat down in meditation.
Micheal focused on the feeling of Ki, his eyes narrowed.
The miraculous energy flowed in their veins like blood, powering the body and allowing it to reach a superhuman status. The energy reinforced their body, regenerated cells, and had a plethora of capabilities, one of the marvels of the 7 Layers.
It had been intensely studied by scientists and researchers, but little had been found out about it. The energy seemed to exist beyond the normal dimensions that humans could observe, having inexplicable properties. Micheal wasn't too sure on all the specifics, only knowing that the energy of Ki could be absorbed from the surroundings, building up in strength and purity.
As he sensed the pull of Ki within Sophia, he could faintly feel it began to move at a slightly erratic pace. He frowned slightly when he felt this.
Using Dragon Building Liquid required a very fine-tuned handling of one's Ki. Without years of practice and experience, or without being a freakish genius, this would normally be impossible for most people to have.
There was another way to use Dragon Building Liquid. Instead of injecting the liquid directly as a shot, one could swallow it as if it was a drink. The Dragon Building Liquid would need to be prepared in a slightly special manner and the cost would increase from 4,000 Points total to roughly 10,000 Points total to fully upgrade.
However, by doing so, one could safely upgrade their Physique.
The downside was that it would take several months for this to come into effect. Not exactly a feasible option for Micheal or Sophia.
'It is an option that regular people can take on, though.' Obtaining a 1 Star, or higher, Physique would have large benefits in the long run.
'Focus.' He stared intently at her back as he looked beyond it, his senses centering on the erratic pace of Sophia's Ki. He began to inject some of his own Ki, causing it to interact with Sophia's.
The air around them stirred ever so slightly as he emitted energy from his hands, carefully guiding it into her body.
"Stay calm, perfectly calm." He could feel her start to sweat, taking deep breaths. Her heart rate had picked up, indicating a state of nervousness or excitement.
Gradually, the erratic pace of Ki in her body began to simmer down, slowly returning to a normal state. Micheal kept his focus up the entire time, not letting himself slack off even an inch.
Soon, her body returned to a normal state. At this point, Micheal sat backwards and let out a breath, his Ki returning to normal as well.
"All done."
He leaned back on the bed, pulling out a water bottle from his Spatial Ring. He took several gulps, feeling slightly tired. Using his energy like that took a great deal of mental focus. It would be very difficult to do it more than once or twice a day.
"Thanks, Micheal!" Sophia quickly pulled her shirt back down as she turned around, her eyes eager. She stood up, looking down at her hands. She then waved them in the air.
"It'll be a few hours for it to fully settle and assimilate with your body." Micheal explained to her as he stood up as well, stretching. Unless you took it on your own with no help, the Dragon Building Liquid would take time to fully meld with one's body.
"Once it finishes, you will gain a 1 Star Physique, just like me." He grinned, giving her a thumbs up. She nodded and smiled back.
"Alright. Now, for the main course." He stepped over to the window, looking outside. As he moved, he picked up his backpack from the floor, grunting at the heavy weight inside. He slung it on and added,
"The morning light has fully come in. Let's get moving! We have an Open Market to get to!"
.. .. .. .. .. ..
Sophia and Micheal were situated in the western portion of the central area of the Stardust Cluster, relatively close to where the Tobagin Party was headquartered. They controlled several dozens of skyscrapers in the western portion of the Cluster, only allowing their members to live there.
They had ended up here through their hunting expeditions, switching skyscrapers each night. While most people in the Cluster would avoid living in the lower levels, Sophia and Micheal were each more than capable of handling stray Morenkai. Thus, finding rooms to stay wasn't difficult at all.
The Open Market started today, but wouldn't get that crowded till around midmorning. They set off early to make it there around then.
In the first hour of their travel, they crossed more than 40 skyscrapers. They moved cautiously and several times doubled back to avoid running into active battles between Morenkai.
'It'd be better to avoid having people think we're trying to steal their kills.' He'd thought at one such occurrence as they avoided a large group taking out several Morenkai.
Due to the strange mechanics of this world, one only got the Points from killing a Morenkai if they were the last one to affect that Morenkai, in some way, before its death. Sophia killing the first Golden Morenkai after Micheal disabled it was a straightforward example.
The way this got measured was theorized to have something to do with the soul, though the exact workings of how it functioned were still unknown.
If one lured a Morenkai to fall to its death without touching it, one would still get Points for killing it. The damage they caused it to sustain seemed to be connected almost through fate, as if one's actions that affected others were tracked and connected to them on a tangible level.
As a side effect of this, it was possible for someone to do a tremendous amount of work taking down an Abnormal and, right as they were about to make the kill, someone else kills it.
In this scenario, the person that did all the work to get the kill would score nothing, while the person that jumped in and killed the vulnerable Morenkai would get everything.
Thus, most groups would be rather territorial when it came to defending their kills, willing to get in fights with anyone approaching them. Humans were far easier to kill than Morenkai, after all.
On the bright side, their outfits had the bonus of making people avoid trying to mug them. After all, if one saw two people running around with mildly creepy masks on their face in a world where people had superpowers… very few people would want to have anything to do with them.
They had made it two-thirds of the way across the central zone when they finally ran into something that gave them both pause.
"…and where your Artifacts are stored. Don't be stupid!" They caught the back half of a statement as a man's voice carried onto the wooden bridge they were crossing, in between two skyscrapers.
The bridge was bowed, meaning they couldn't see what was going on ahead of them.
Micheal and Sophia exchanged glances. Without hesitation, Micheal stepped forward, a frown appearing on his face, beneath his mask. He motioned for Sophia to follow him, telling her to walk carefully.
"I-I-I-we don't have a-anything else! P-please!" A high pitched voice responded, a man stuttering in fear. Micheal could practically feel the sheer terror coming from the speaker.
In just a few seconds, they crossed over a majority of the bridge and got a clear glance at the roof of the skyscraper.
There were two standard sheds leading downstairs into the skyscraper. The roof was a plain white one, with checkered lines covering it. There was a trio of men standing on the roof, and a man and a woman cowering on the ground.
The standing men all wore jeans and t-shirts, two of them in plain green shirts while the speaker wore a grungy blue one. They all were white and looked to be in their 30s.
All three held handguns in their hands.
In addition… all three of them stood with a type of familiar grace despite their brutish demeanor, a faintly bloody aura surrounding them.
'Vampires.' His eyes narrowed. They were all likely Lesser Vampire Types. The Ability boosted one's reaction speed, Strength, Endurance, and Recovery by a decent margin, instantly making one superhuman.
The speaker was wearing a green shirt, a man with dark brown hair and a slightly chubby build. He towered over the two cowering figures, his eyes merciless.
The man on the ground had dark skin and wore a set of jeans and a white shirt, while the woman was much paler and wore an almost identical outfit. Neither one of them had a gun, but they both looked miserable.
"No one in the central zone has nothing at all. You want us to go away, it's simple. All you hav-" The speaker cut himself off abruptly as he noticed the arrival of Sophia and Micheal.
"The fuck are y'all freaks looking at?" The man's voice echoed as he turned and pointed the gun at them.
"Turn the fuck around. This has nothing to do with you."
.




Chapter 50: Reality

The speaker's voice echoed as he finished speaking, glaring at the two of them.
'Y'all? Is he from Texas?' Micheal washed the stray thought from his mind as he focused.
He didn't recognize the attacker. They were likely part of some small team, attacking people to gather Artifacts and Points. They probably were hoping that the man and woman were carrying Artifacts of some sort since today was the day of the Open Market.
As Micheal glanced down, he saw that the duo did indeed look rather vulnerable. Neither one had the experienced air of a human that had lived in the 7 Layers, they were both likely 4th Wavers.
Micheal's entire body tensed up as his hand rested on his Spatial Ring, mentally lining everything up in case the man took a shot. His heart began to pound with adrenaline, his eyes tightening.
'They're Vampires.' He was certain of his observation now.
Even if they couldn't aim well, their shots would be far better placed than a normal human would be capable of due to their enhanced reaction speed.
Just as he was about to act, he paused, interrupted.
A blast of cool air swept across the skyscraper as a pink aura appeared around Sophia's masked face. In a literal split second, all three of the armed men stumbled to their knees, guns dropping from their hands.
Whatever Abilities the three men had, as Vampires or not, were instantly nullified due to their average Soul stat and carelessness as they looked over at Micheal and Sophia. Her Fairy Eyes were incredibly potent to low-level humans, even Adapted Humans.
Unless you had a very powerful strength of will, it was almost impossible for someone with a low Soul stat to resist her Ability without the use of an Artifact. Even then, you would still suffer from at least minor effects of it.
"It's okay, you two. They can't harm you." Sophia's voice echoed out as she rushed forward, righteous anger filling her tone.
Micheal watched her go, his eyes placid as his heart returned back to its normal pace, adrenaline fading.
'Well then. I guess her Ability is so expensive for a reason. She did reign as an S Ranker partly because of it here in the First.' He shrugged. The Limited Fairy Eyes Ability cost well more than 100,000 Points, it wasn't weird for it to be so useful. His thoughts continued,
'She's still emotional, revealing her Fairy Eyes and rushing forward like that.' He sighed and then shrugged,
'It is what it is. I suppose she wanted to avoid any chance of those two getting shot.' He looked over at the previously fearstruck pair of humans as Sophia helped them up. He began to walk towards them, remaining silent.
"Oh my gosh, thank you so much!"
"Yes, thank you!! Without you, Sarah and I would've died!" The duo was quite grateful, tears streaming down their face.
Micheal narrowed his eyes as he saw this, staring at the faces of the duo. He went over his memories, trying to see if he recognized them.
'Oh!' He blinked, coming to a realization.
'I have no idea who they are.' They seemed to just be random people that had been attacked. He shrugged as he thought that. It wasn't as if everyone he met would be someone important in the future, there were far too many people here for that to be reasonable.
Sophia took it all in, calming them down as she told them it was fine.
"Do you two not have any weapons at all?" Sophia asked, staring between them. They shook their heads.
"We only just arrived here a few days ago. Even surviving this long has been horrifying." The man, apparently named Patrick as he introduced himself, quietly sobbed while the woman remained stalwart, though she teared up slightly.
"Here." Sophia paused for a moment as she tapped on the air. A pair of basic handguns appeared, bought from the Shop, as did a pair of matching magazines.
"Lure the Morenkai onto the bridges and then shoot them from the sides, making them fall off. If you do this, you should be able to earn enough Points to survive and improve yourselves."
The two stared at Sophia, overwhelmed by her kindness. They thanked her profusely again for a solid minute before they ran off, promising to do as she said.
Micheal watched all of this, not revealing any emotion beneath his mask as he walked up next to her.
She looked at him, biting her lip slightly under her mask.
"So now what?" She asked.
"Hmm?" He blinked, staring back.
"What do we do about them?" She motioned at the three men that had tried to rob the duo they'd rescued,
"I could set my Fairy Eyes to transport them to a living Hell. After they've spent an hour in something like that, they will definitely think again befo-" She cut herself off, abruptly, as she let out a faint scream.
While she was talking, Micheal had walked up to the main perpetrator, the chubby speaker. He then tapped on his Spatial Ring, bringing out one of his practice swords. He coated it in a layer of Sword Energy and then, without hesitating…
Plunged the sword directly into the man's heart.
.
—- Points Obtained —-
Points: 144
.
Bright red blood spurted out as the man collapsed to the floor, killed almost instantly. Micheal stepped out of range of the body as it fell over, flicking his sword to the side.
"You- you killed him?!" Sophia's eyes widened in horror as she saw this, turning to look at Micheal as if he was a monster.
He sighed,
"Sophia. Using your Fairy Eyes on them for an hour would force us to remain here for that hour. After you did that, there is no guarantee that they wouldn't go rob and murder more people." He looked at her, his eyes calm,
"In fact, if we were on Earth, this trio would almost certainly be considered mass murderers. You saw how they acted, they've clearly killed and robbed many people before. They likely would've killed those two for the Points they could gain after finding out if they had hid any Artifacts." He motioned with the practice blade at the now dead gunman.
"Anytime you kill another human, you get a small portion of the Points that human had, from either Abilities they'd purchased or excess Points they had leftover." Micheal began to explain,
"Humans lose around 95% to 99.99% of the Points they have had, not counting those spent on Artifacts, dropping only the remaining 5% if you're very lucky, but usually closer to or less than 1%." He sighed again.
The inefficiency really was quite great, but it didn't stop groups like the Black Flag Pirates from murdering others to gain Points.
"He would've shot the both of us if we didn't obey him." He nodded at the corpse,
"Would you want to let people like that go free?"
"But… you just, you killed him!?" Sophia took several deep breaths as she tried to force herself to get over her shock.
'She's still pretty innocent. She doesn't fully understand the horrors of this world yet.' He frowned.
"Sophia… your little sister is still lost. Imagine if we let men like this back into the world, what do you think they would do if they found her?" His words went off like thunder in Sophia's ears.
Her eyes shook as she stared at the body, not speaking.
"We aren't on Earth anymore, Sophia. Playing nice with people like that will get innocent people killed." He tried to make his voice less harsh, hoping to convey his sincerity.
Reality was not nice. Reality was not fair. The strong preyed on the weak. Micheal hated this fact, but that was how life was currently.
'I hope to change that, and change that soon.' His eyes gleamed, full of determination.
'But that will take time.'
He finished his thoughts as he stepped forward, walking up to one of the two other robbers.
His practice blade blurred as he flicked his arm, stabbing the mugger in the heart and killing him instantly.
.
—- Points Obtained —-
Points: 121
.
As he walked up to the third man, wiping the blood from his sword once more, he paused.
Sophia had walked forward, overcoming her shock as she stared at the man. Her eyes were cool, visible through her mask, as she stood before the man.
In her hands was her Burning Steel Knife.
"I-I will do it." She held the magical blade in front of her, her breathing steady.
'What a versatile mental state.' Micheal was impressed. Despite knowing her fierce reputation in the future, he still found himself surprised by how quickly she could overcome mental hurdles and adapt with so little experience. If it had been him on his first time here, he highly doubted he would've been able to move so quickly.
Micheal nodded slowly, saying nothing.
She raised the sword in her hands, her hands not shaking a whit as she looked at the stupefied robber. She took one last deep breath and then stabbed forward.
"…"
"Good job, Sophia." Micheal walked up and patted her on the back.
She stood in front of the dead body as it fell over, her red knife sizzling as the blood on it melted into the air, dissipating. No blood had spattered onto her, but the morning sunlight had stained her hands inescapably red. She looked down at them, her face expressionless.
"I know it's not easy. This entire reality is not easy. But it's the one we're stuck with." His voice held a hint of sadness.
She turned around and glanced back, her mood somber. He could see a fire in her eyes, however, one that refused to dampen.
They were quiet for a few moments before Micheal broke the silence.
"Now, let's look on the bright side! We took out some scumbags and saved some innocents, right?" He smiled, washing away the somber mood,
"Let's see if these thieves have anything we can use to sell!"
.




Chapter 51: Arriving at the Open Market

Micheal took a deep breath of fresh air, looking out at the skyscraper in front of him. Memories flashed back as he looked at the towering edifice. Some good, some bad, but all rather nostalgic.
The skyscraper towered above its neighbors, a large black building with a unique roof that had a spire on it. Most of the skyscrapers had relatively similar roofs, ones that looked like this were rare.
Apart from the large, 10 meters high towering metal spire, the skyscraper was rather wide, its roof stretching more than 5 dozen meters in length and width. Despite that, not many people lived in the building long term. The constant trading sessions when the Stardust Open Market happened meant a large number of powerful visitors came here.
And that meant a correspondingly large amount of crime would take place in the general area.
Still, that didn't deter the many eager hopefuls that came by.
Micheal squinted at the roof, his eyes narrowed.
He could make out several large tables and booths already set up, with people spreading out various objects around it. He also saw several of what looked like guards looking over each of the connecting bridges.
While no major power ruled over the Open Market, there were many interested parties that wanted the market area to be secure. These groups had allied together to form the Market Guard, a team that helped regulate and keep the market safe, while also getting the best pick of spots to set up shop and arriving early.
"They're already setting up shop. Should we go in now?" Sophia's voice was hushed as she stood next to him, observing from afar.
They were standing about 3 skyscrapers over, looking on from a distance. Micheal glanced at her and then to the right and left.
He could see small strings of figures making their way towards the large skyscraper, getting ready for a long, full day of barter and trade.
"We might as well. We have a lot of stuff to look for." Micheal smiled,
"Let's check it out."
After taking out the muggers from before, Micheal hadn't managed to find too much of value, only a few low-level Artifacts and some random odds and ends. It seemed whatever stash they might have had wasn't something they carried on their persons. Thus, he and Sophia had continued their journey, moving forward.
They were now in the vicinity of the Stardust Open Market.
They kept their white masks on as they moved forward, taking a bridge to a neighboring skyscraper. They began to trek towards the large skyscraper, blending in as another stray group coming in to trade.
As they walked, Micheal kept his eyes peeled, looking at all the people around him.
He could make out a small group of women all dressed in skirts and shirts, with clearly visible guns at their waists moving together in front of them. Behind them, he saw a trio of Asian men dressed in some type of traditional clothing, laughing cheerfully as they walked with swords strapped to their waists.
A plethora of interesting and unique figures dotted the area, all here to trade.
Soon, they managed to cross all the way over to the final bridge. Here, a small line had formed as the Market Guard checked everyone in. While the authority they had was rather limited, one of the few rules of the Open Market was that anyone considered an enemy in the eyes of the Open Market wouldn't be allowed entry.
Very few people gained that designation, and those that did typically caused trouble or tried to rob people and got caught. If you robbed or killed someone in secret, the Market Guard wouldn't care because they wouldn't know.
If it was in public and seen by witnesses, however…
Their rules created a certain feeling of security, a rare occurrence here in the Stardust Cluster, or anywhere in the First Layer really.
"Name and general goal of coming to the Open Market." A rough voice called out when it was their turn on the bridge, the tone of the voice routine as the speaker demanded an answer.
The speaker, one of the Market Guards, wielding a semi-automatic hunting rifle openly on his chest, looked at Micheal calmly. He had a short black beard and bright green eyes, eyes that were filled with an odd light as he saw the masks Micheal and Sophia wore. He didn't comment on the gear, however, simply staring at them expectantly.
This Open Market did allow disguised people in, but if those people were found to be enemies of the Market, they would be killed on the spot.
Micheal tossed the stray thought from his mind as he spoke aloud,
"Heron and Crane. We are here to seek that which we desire. That desire is not trouble." His voice was cool, not releasing a hint of emotion as he made up a pair of names on the spot. His words contained absolute confidence within them, giving them an authoritative edge.
The guard blinked in appreciation,
"Very well, go on in." He waved them past.
They moved onto the main skyscraper area.
"It was that easy?" Sophia caught up to him, tugging slightly at his arm as she whispered incredulously. Around them, a few other men and women moved past, walking around the roof in the morning light.
"Yep. I saw a bit of how experienced people entered the Open Market in a glimpse of the future I had. As long as you sound like you belong, they won't try to stop you." Micheal replied, shrugging slightly.
As they spoke, Micheal looked all around.
Dozens of booths had been constructed as the Open Market began to kick off. Most of the booths were crudely constructed from wood or using plastic tables purchased from the Shop. Some had signs posted near them while others just had a variety of Artifacts laid out.
As he looked around, he could see about 40 people already here, roughly half of them working on setting up their stalls. It was still quite early and few of the traders had arrived yet.
Once the Open Market fully started, it would devolve into a somewhat loud, busy, and chaotic scene. Morenkai would occasionally be drawn in by the sound, but handled promptly by the guards.
"Follow me." He motioned at Sophia as he looked across the skyscraper roof, looking for, and finding, a specific person.
At the center of the roof, near the large spire, an elderly man could be seen sitting at a large table. Several of the Market Guards could be seen near this table, eyeing the surroundings sternly. A large collection of folded tables and chairs was visible leaning up against the large metal spire, just behind the elderly man.
The elderly man was completely bald, with a long white beard. He had a heavily lined face that was drawn up in a tight frown as he surveyed the roof around him.
'Commissioner Daryl.' His eyes narrowed as he saw the familiar figure.
One of the agreed-upon leaders of the Market Guard. Commissioner Daryl had a large amount of sway in how people set up their booths or trading lots. His word was like unbreakable steel here in the Stardust Open Market, unbending and impossible to go against.
He also happened to be a fairly well respected B Ranker from the First Wave. He had personally killed several people that tried to disrupt the Open Market, showing no mercy whatsoever.
Micheal had spoken to the man a few times in his first life, back when he was desperately grinding for Points in any way he could, looking for useful Artifacts to trade for. The Commissioner had helped him out a few times, giving him general advice and tips. While he was very stern, he wasn't a bad type.
He walked directly up to the table the Commissioner was at, Micheal's bearing smooth and confident. He carried himself like an expert that demanded respect, his unique appearance giving more weight to this. Sophia followed behind quietly, her movements quiet and calm. While she didn't have the air of a great expert, she didn't seem like a complete newbie either.
As the guards saw him, they tensed up slightly. One of them spoke aloud, bringing Commissioner Daryl's eyes on them.
When Micheal felt those eyes land on him, he felt a tingling sensation. A feeling of danger, a sensation he'd felt when he had seen the Pirate Lord Brandon.
'He's not quite on the same level, but among B Rankers, he's very close to A Rank.' Micheal finished crossing the distance, stopping right in front of the table. The Commissioner simply stared at him, not saying anything.
"Commissioner Daryl. We'll take a table on a Guarded Commission basis." Micheal voiced his words like a command, crossing his arms as he spoke.
"A Guarded Commission basis?" Commissioner Daryl's eyes narrowed. He tapped his fingers on the table in front of him several times, frowning,
"I don't know who told you about that, but we currently don't allo-" The Commissioner cut himself off as Micheal held a hand up. His face didn't change, but his eyes seemed to twitch, a hint of anger appearing.
"I'm not here to waste your time, Commissioner. Here's a look at what I'm trading." He tapped on his backpack, activating the Spatial Backpack with a mental command. As he moved, he noted that all the nearby guards tensed up, ready to jump to the Commissioner's defense at even the slightest sign of a threat.
A heavy corpse fell onto the ground with a thud. It was the body of a dead Morenkai. Specifically, a dead Abnormal Morenkai, the one that had lobbed bolts of energy at Micheal, stunning him repeatedly and forcing him to use Sophia.
Micheal picked the corpse up with a grunt, placing it down on the Commissioner's table.
The Commissioner's eyes opened wide as he saw this.
"An Abnormal corpse? Ah, an Energy type Abnormal, and a strong looking one too." The elderly man ran his hands over the body, his experienced eyes immediately helping him pick out what he was looking at. His hands tapped on a few specific parts of its body where gashes or cuts could be seen, injuries from when Micheal had killed it.
After a moment, he looked up at Micheal, the cinder of anger no longer present. Instead, a newfound sense of respect could be seen.
The Abnormals were split up into different categories by the powers they had. Certain features were common to certain types, making distinguishing them easy as long as one had enough experience.
Of course, there were always exceptions that didn't follow the curve, but in general, the markings on a Morenkai could serve as an indicator of what made them Abnormal.
"Did you kill this yourself? I can only see a few small injuries, carefully positioned to be just enough to kill it while preserving the corpse. I don't think I've ever seen such skillful swordplay." The Commissioner's voice was full of honest appreciation as he talked over Micheal's handiwork.
"Yes." Micheal responded simply and then continued,
"I'm here to sell multiple corpses of powerful Abnormals, each in near pristine condition." He kept his explanation short, his every word measured. The air around him seemed to shiver lightly as he spoke, an almost overpowering aura of confidence bursting around him.
"A Guarded Commission basis, huh? You know the rules, right? You'll have to help intercede should anyone disturb the Open Market. In return, all fees are waived and you can have an optimal trading position." The elderly Commissioner looked at the corpse and then over at Micheal.
"I'm aware. Do we have a deal?" Micheal's voice carried a friendly tone as he stared back.
Commissioner Daryl smiled and nodded.
"We have a deal. Before we go through with it, I can't help but notice you know my name. Would you care to share yours?" The elderly man queried, keeping his tone respectful.
Micheal nodded, as if he had been expecting the question,
"My name is Heron and this is Crane." He waved at Sophia,
"We are independent hunters." He held out his hand.
Commissioner Daryl took it and shook it, the smile and respectful look on his eyes still present,
"A pleasure doing business with you. Let's look forward to a safe and non-eventful day."
.




Chapter 52: Flesh Wizards Tower

"Ancient Stone Shards, open for barter! Looking for Healing Artifacts!"
"Selling three Incandescent Shields, looking for Attacking Artifacts, nothing close range!"
"Buying good condition rifles, looking for Defensive or Healing Artifacts."
Various yells and shouts echoed in the air around Micheal, a chaotic cacophony of voices as the noon sun beat down.
He was currently sitting down in a small wooden booth with a medium sized wooden sign. He sat back on a comfortable wooden chair, leaning back as he watched his surroundings. A small breeze washed over his neck, carrying the scent of dust, gunpowder, and a variety of other, more unpleasant scents.
The Open Market had truly begun.
More than 600 people could be seen atop the roof of this skyscraper, with dozens filing in and dozens filing out. Some traders went into the depths of the skyscraper, where several more shops and trading spots were located.
Many of the well known and firmly established groups had a spot inside the skyscraper set up just for them, while those that were not well known, like Micheal, set up shop up top.
While it might be easier and look better to have an entire lounge or room set up to sell things, if no one knew who you were, no one would bother to visit your shop.
He glanced behind him, at the empty chair where Sophia had been. She had run off to explore and look at the various shops and stalls, interested in seeing if she could find anything she liked or wanted.
Micheal didn't try to stop her. She was her own person, capable of taking care of herself. If she couldn't survive on her own, she would only drag him down in the future. It was a harsh mentality, but the alternative was that she died while following him due to being unable to keep up.
'Well, it's not like the Open Market is unsafe.' The crime that did happen generally only occurred several skyscrapers away. Very few people would dare to cause trouble in the market itself, not with the armed-to-the-teeth Market Guard on watch.
He sighed.
'An hour and a half have already passed and no one has even stopped to consider my stall.' He had forgotten how inefficient the market was.
'There isn't a singular currency on the First Layer, everyone barters. I forgot how annoying that could be.' He smiled slightly.
Out in front of his stall, a large sign was placed, with some writing upon it. The Shop made all human languages understandable and readable, magically translating them, one of the perks of the apocalypse.
Another 30 minutes passed. Micheal's position was a good one, only a few stalls down from one of the entrances to the rooftop. Despite that, no one had stopped by yet.
As the Open Market went on, he saw many familiar faces pass by him.
He saw several people he knew from the Saru Group, arriving in their own straggling groups. There was a lot of competition, even within the major powers of the Cluster. As a result, most of the people he saw here brought back memories of infighting or violence.
Very few brought back anything he considered a pleasant memory.
At one point he saw someone he had once considered a rival of his from the Tobagin Party. A low-level and new Chosen named Anthony, a Lesser Werewolf Type user. He was here with a group of his seniors, going on a special trip for newbies to the Open Market.
Many, if not all, of the promising new recruits, would be allowed to attend the first Open Market. Here they would gain valuable experience, seeing the many different groups and powers and getting a feeling for other people in the Cluster.
Micheal hadn't been a part of any of those early tours in his first run, though he was aware they happened.
At one point, an altercation broke out between an irate Steel Body Type human yelling at a trader, over something to do with a Lucky Fox Foot Necklace, an Artifact worth 1,800 Points.
Before either of them had even touched the other, only sharing some yells, the Market Guard swarmed the area, looking as if they were ready to start a war if need be. The fight was instantly defused before it even started, not requiring even a hint of action from Micheal.
Eventually, he saw a pair of faces that left him relieved.
Gobel the Necrozark and his mute wife entered the Market rather late. The duo walked into the Open Market confidently, closely followed by a grey-skinned Abnormal Morenkai. People parted out of the way of Gobel like fish parting for a shark, no one daring to stand in his path.
The Necrozark didn't even bother looking at the shops up top, immediately moving over towards one of the stairwells that led to the inner workings of the large skyscraper.
'Good, there's at least one Necrozark here, I have a backup. However… I'm not targeting him. Instead, if I wait long enough…' He kept his thoughts to himself as he waited patiently.
He took the time to meditate, focusing on his Ki. He could feel the pulse of the energy throb in his body, moving around him in a continuous cycle.
He was well into the Middle Stage of Mortal Tier. It hasn't been long, but the effects of having a 1 Star Physique were already showing. While his stats hadn't changed much, he could feel his body adapting to the Ki and using it more easily.
'If I can get my Physique up to 2 or 3 Stars, the Second Layer should be much easier to handle.' The only problem he faced was actually achieving that. The only methods he knew he couldn't use due to the Points Wall.
Several more minutes passed. At one point, Micheal saw Sophia walk by, still browsing. There were so many different shops, some being set up and taken down in the span of half an hour, all full of various Artifacts. One could spend hours here and not learn about everything.
Finally, as Micheal was considering whether or not to partially lift his mask to eat lunch, the moment he had been waiting for happened.
"Gerald, look for any Skull Matrixes. We still need a few for that Blue Wave Blast technique, the ones we have are too shoddy." An authoritative voice barked out a command, cutting above the din. The speaker was rather loud, apparently unworried about what others heard.
"Yes sir, Mister Kellar." Micheal could just make out the other voice, a subordinate answering.
When he heard the first man speak, his eyes lit up. He immediately scanned the crowd, zeroing in on the voice.
A group of men had just entered the Open Market from the entrance he was near. There were five of them, with a man in his late 20s leading. The group itself could not have looked less intimidating, wearing slacks and loose dress shirts, looking like a gaggle of accountants.
The speaker was the man leading them. He had short brown hair and dull brown eyes, standing around Micheal's above average height, though skinnier.
Despite their appearances, no one dared to stand in their way. Just like with Gobel, everyone gave them a wide berth as they walked forward, people glancing at them and quickly moving to the side.
Micheal saw a couple of the men break off from the group, heading to search through a few specific stalls. One of them went towards one of the stairwells that led to the depths of the skyscraper.
'The Flesh Wizards Tower.' He smiled behind his mask. They had shown up.
Apart from Necrozarks, there were several other Abilities that were interested in or made use of Morenkai corpses. One of those Abilities was the 'Life Caster Ability,' known by the less complimentary name of 'Flesh Wizards.'
The actual name of this group was the Skullbashers. They occupied a single tower in the northern sector, controlling it entirely on their own, despite the threat of the Black Flag Pirates.
'The 2nd Ranked Flesh Wizard, Wizard Hunter, did come here quite often in search of ingredients.' This was exactly what he had hoped for.
Plan B was to sell his Abnormal corpses to any Necrozarks or Death Alchemists that might show up. He had much lesser expectations for those groups, knowing their wealth and capabilities to get all he wanted would be limited.
Very few people would be willing to spend Points in the Open Market, even if they had enough to buy what someone else was looking for. Most would save up and spend those on permanent Abilities.
His Plan A, however, was to sell the Abnormal corpses he had to the Flesh Wizards Tower. Not only were they wealthy, they also had a variety of unique odds and ends. He had quite the shopping list of Artifacts to acquire and figured his odds were high.
'He's not going to notice my shop.' Despite his optimal location, he was, indeed, brand new. The Flesh Wizards were already moving past without even sparing his booth a glance.
He frowned.
'Looks like it's time to bring on a little trouble.'
.




Chapter 53: Trade

He blinked.
For a brief moment, he stared at the 2nd Ranked Wizard of the Flesh Wizards Tower. As he stared at the strong B Ranker, he exploded forth his killing intent. His entire soul focused on willing destruction and death upon the Flesh Wizard, an ominous, rage-filled wave of emotion.
This wave of intent cut through the din of the loud and cheerful market, zeroing in on the man in an instant. Micheal had been told it felt like having your brain dunked in ice cold water and felt that was an accurate description. He had felt the sensation directed at him more times than he could count in the upper Layers.
Instantly, the Flesh Wizard froze, his eyes widening as he spun around. The man's entire body had tensed up, preparing to be attacked at a moment's notice.
By the time he looked, however, Micheal had already returned back to normal, leaning back in his chair as he looked out at the crowd casually. The heavy backpack lay on the table, positioned precisely between Micheal and the man.
"Hold." Hunter held out his hand, calling the rest of the Flesh Wizards to stop. His voice was full of caution, but also a hint of confusion.
Smoothly, he began to walk towards Micheal, his eyes blinking slowly. The Flesh Wizard's hand drifted over to a Spatial Ring on his finger, as if he was preparing to defend himself at a moment's notice.
The din of the market, and the general pandemonium of the Open Market, continued onward unabated. A small bubble of silence seemed to form as people moved out of the way of the Flesh Wizards Tower group, purposefully avoiding them.
Soon, that bubble of silence arrived to greet Micheal. Hunter stopped in front of Micheal's stall, his arms crossed.
"Selling Morenkai corpses." The Flesh Wizard read the sign that Micheal had set up, the man's voice carrying the same authoritative tone. It was decidedly at odds with his rather skinny and somewhat weak looking appearance, though Micheal was well aware of how appearances were deceiving in the 7 Layers.
"You are selling Morenkai corpses?" The Flesh Wizard rapped on the table, looking at Micheal inquisitively. The other members of the Flesh Wizard Tower all filed in behind Wizard Hunter, standing in a semi-circle.
Micheal continued to smile slightly, hidden behind his mask.
'This is just the First Layer. He will have no idea what that killing intent truly was. He likely thinks his Ability reacted to something.' Micheal's eyes flicked over to the backpack on the table.
He had placed it there precisely at a certain angle. When he unleashed his killing intent, causing a minor reaction as Hunter's soul felt that, he had been sitting directly across from the backpack. It had also been exactly situated between him and the Flesh Wizard Hunter.
Now that Hunter was here, combined with everything the Flesh Wizard knew, the man would have to assume that whatever gave him that feeling had come from the backpack. Especially so when considering his Ability centered around using Morenkai corpses to form powerful energy blasts, traps, and more, and the fact that Micheal was selling Morenkai corpses.
Sometimes, the appearance of things or a situation mattered just as much as what you had to offer. A better impression now meant a higher price he could score later.
Micheal turned his head to face the Flesh Wizard.
"Yes." He grunted, keeping his voice cool and unworried.
The Flesh Wizard's eyes narrowed as he looked at Micheal's masked face, feeling slightly off-put. Most people would do everything they could to please him or avoid annoying him. It wasn't that Hunter was arrogant or rude. Merely, people feared power, and he was powerful.
"Well then. Let's see them." Hunter motioned at Micheal expectantly.
"Iron-Tail Feathers." Micheal replied and then paused.
Hunter blinked, staring,
"Come again?"
Micheal continued to speak, listing off several things,
"Golden Bell Leaves. Hard Diamond Throwing Knives. A Mirror Shield. Flash Powder. Burn Flurry Crystals. A Mana Lantern." Rather than list a general category like most did, he spelled off a specific list of exactly what he was looking for.
"I beg your pardon?" Hunter responded, confused.
The other Flesh Wizards behind him all stirred as well, some of them sending glowering glares at Micheal. They were part of their own 'clique' and were fiercely defensive.
"Do you have any of those?" Micheal kept his words cool and short. His every movement and statement painted him an expert, uncaring about the worries of the world around him.
"Oi. Be a bit more respectful. This isn't a fuc-" One of the Flesh Wizards had had enough, interjecting. The impression Micheal gave was an arrogant one. To those that hadn't felt the wave of directed killing intent and the general mystery of the situation, it would indeed seem a bit much.
Before the other Flesh Wizard could finish speaking, however, Hunter cut him off.
"I have two sets of Flash Powder and three sets of Burn Flurry Crystals. As for the rest… I have a Remembrance Shield, but I don't have a Mirror one. We may have some of the other Artifacts pooled among my men." The Flesh Wizard checked over a Spatial Pouch he wore tucked around his waist in a few seconds, staring at Micheal calmly.
"Now what do you have for me?"
Micheal raised his hand and moved it over to the backpack he had left on the table. He tapped on the top of it, focusing for a split second.
The body of a large, white skinned Morenkai slammed down hard onto the table, rattling it. This Morenkai gave off a faint feeling of darkness, as if it was sucking the color of the world around it within itself.
It was one of the easier Morenkai for Micheal to kill. It was an Abnormal that could drain a human simply by touching him, even lightly. It let out a type of contact poison that was linked to it magically, sapping Ki from a human and using it to recharge themselves.
It was also an Energy type Abnormal, though a far more physically focused one.
The moment it appeared, Hunter's hands started to tremble. He slowly traced the corpse, his eyes scanning every inch of it. He picked its arms up, checking them for injuries and finding none. He then traced over the chest and legs, excitement appearing in his movements.
"Incredible! Simply incredible! It's in mint condition and a perfect catch!" Micheal could hear the genuine pleasure and excitement in the man's voice.
Life Casters used the latent 'life force' from a being to form powerful and unique 'Spells,' most of which were energy based attacks or blasts. When a creature died, it left behind a large amount of this latent life force, from which the Life Caster Ability came in handy.
Abnormal corpses possessed a huge amount of this latent life force. Abnormals like the one he'd shown, in particular, had extremely energy rich corpses, practically treasure troves for Flesh Wizards.
"How on Earth did you manage to kill it?" Hunter looked up from the corpse, a sliver of confusion in his eyes. The perfect condition of the corpse meant it would work near perfectly for his Spells, able to use every part of it.
"Turn its head over." Micheal's tone was short.
Hunter paused and then did as he asked, turning the head of the dead Morenkai to the side.
A small, precise stab wound could be seen at the base of the neck in the Morenkai's back, cut in a precise spot.
"Did you... You did this?" Hunter's eyes widened as he saw this.
Killing a regular Morenkai was a challenge for most people. Killing an Abnormal was a sheer impossibility to most. Even trying to lure it off a bridge, the most common method for those that were weaker, was extremely dangerous.
Fighting an Abnormal in melee combat… especially an Abnormal that could drain your life force and was adept at close combat… and managing to not only kill that Abnormal but kill it in a way that didn't ruin its body…
Hunter's opinion of Micheal instantly exploded upward. His entire demeanor shifted as he looked at him. Behind his back, Hunter instantly made a hand motion, one that indicated to the other Flesh Wizards that they needed to be extremely careful.
"Yes. I killed it." Micheal was technically not lying.
He did indeed kill it. Only… he killed it after Sophia had used her Fairy Eyes to trap it.
'My physique is nowhere near strong enough to handle an Abnormal that can drain energy without gruesomely killing it.' He thought with a wry smile. His Strength would need to be at least 40 points higher than what it currently was to have a chance at accomplishing that feat.
'But there's no need to tell him that.'
"That's not all." Micheal reached his hand out to the backpack that rested on the table.
A second Abnormal Morenkai body fell out. At the same time, he simultaneously stored the first away, making room for the second body.
This Abnormal Morenkai was the same Abnormal he had shown the Commissioner that oversaw the Market Guard. The energy-based one that could shoot bolts of energy. This one had a few precise cuts on it, but only in spots Micheal was aware wouldn't damage its value.
When Hunter saw this, his entire body trembled. He looked at Micheal, his eyes full of raw excitement.
"How many more Abnormal Morenkai corpses do you have?!"
"7 in total."
"I'll buy them all!"
.




Chapter 54: Serial

'That went well.' Micheal smiled as he looked over the contents of his Spatial Ring, beyond pleased. The booth around him was half taken down, the sign he'd had out front removed.
In it were a variety of strange objects. There was a dimly glowing, reflective shield shaped like a circle, a collection of bundled up, grey feathers, several jars full of some type of strange white powder, around 10 fist-sized crystals that were colored a dark red, and a large, blue colored lantern.
'I've got a Remembrance Shield, four sets of Flash Powder, 10 Burn Flurry Crystals, an almost new Mana Lantern, and a good sized bundle of Iron-Tail Feathers.' His grin widened behind his mask. All of these strange Artifacts or materials were things purchased from the Shop by others, for a variety of reasons, and had now ended up in his hands.
But more important than where they come from… they were all things he would need in the near future.
'Those Flesh Wizards were loaded.' He rubbed his hands together like a merchant, unable to help himself.
After the Flesh Wizards overcame their shock at the quality of Morenkai corpses he was selling, Micheal and the powerful B Ranker had settled into bargaining.
Micheal's mask and odd appearance came into play here, as did the effort he put into setting this situation up.
From Hunter's perspective, Micheal was a mysterious expert of great skill. At a bare minimum, he had to be a B Ranker, and probably a strong B Ranker. Everything seemed to point as to that being the case.
Thus, when he made offers, he kept them within reasonable bounds. He was open and honest, going the extra mile to have all of his subordinates check their Spatial Rings, tallying up what they did and did not have.
At the same time, the high level B Ranker also wanted to form a friendship with Micheal.
There were only 5 A Rankers, among tens of thousands of people, in the Stardust Cluster. As a result, almost all interactions between different groups were led by B Rankers. It was quite rare to meet a strong B Ranker that Hunter had never heard of. Thus, it was an opportunity he wouldn't miss.
'The Flesh Wizards Tower was strong, but they don't have any A Rankers.' They'd only survived this long because of how annoying they were to kill, and because of the many allies they had. He nodded as he thought about it. It all made sense.
Anyone that had a use for Morenkai bodies was bound to be seen as a valued customer by all the warriors in the Cluster. Many people would bring rare corpses to the Flesh Tower for sale. The same applied, to some degree, to the few Necrozarks in the Cluster. The Flesh Wizards would naturally be interested in allying with someone that could procure powerful Abnormal corpses.
Eventually, they came to an agreement after talking for about 10 minutes. The B Ranker had left after getting Micheal's masked identity, Heron, with a promise that Micheal would come to him if he found more rare Abnormal corpses.
'If I had traded with the Necrozarks, I likely wouldn't have gotten even half of what I wanted.' His eyes gleamed. He had made huge progress.
'But I'm out of rare Abnormal corpses now, and I still need some Golden Bell Leaves and a few Hard Diamond Throwing Knives.' He rubbed his chin beneath his mask, frowning slightly. He didn't have that much time, events in the Stardust Cluster were about to heat up quick.
'Whatever. I can use the Shop if I must, putting off buying the Impact Release Ability.'
"Mich-, err, Heron! I'm back!" A voice interrupted his brooding thoughts, causing him to blink and look up.
Sophia gave him a cheerful wave, her face hidden behind the mask she wore. She had apparently recovered from her somewhat somber mood, her eyes sparkling at the wonders she had seen all around.
"Did you know there's a skateboard here that can hover?! It's like a hoverboard from the future, like the ones in the movie 'Back to the Future!'" She began excitedly.
Micheal stared back in bemusement,
"Yes, I'm aware."
"I looked all around, but couldn't find much. A lot of what you're looking for is too specific." Sophia looked around at the dismal state of his stall.
"Are we done? I thought you couldn't find any buyers yet?" She stared at him, curious. She had dropped by a few times while Micheal was meditating and waiting, learning that he had sold nothing.
"Yes, we're done. Everything sold, though I didn't manage to snag all the stuff I wanted." He replied, his thoughts still focused on the future. Sophia had insisted that all the profits from the first batch of corpses go to him, as thanks for helping her out so much.
"I found some important info out, while I was looking at stuff, however." Sophia's voice dropped to a whisper as she glanced subtly to the left and right, making sure no one was listening.
The Open Market was just as loud and busy as before, but no one happened to be close to them at that moment. With his stall essentially closed, there was no incentive to even walk over.
"It's about Pirate Lord Brandon." She spoke solemnly.
Micheal sat fully up, his attention fully focused on her,
"What about him?" His eyes hardened slightly. Now that he was back in the First Layer, all the pain the Black Flag Pirates had inflicted, to him and to others, resurfaced in his mind, his memories refreshed.
"While I was looking at a pair of magically enhanced guns, I overheard a conversation between a trio of men." She began,
"According to them, Pirate Lord Brandon recently got into an altercation with the leader of the Saru Group. As a result of the battle…" Her whispered voice grew excited,
"He lost an arm and was forced to flee, confirmed by multiple eyewitnesses." Any large-scale duel in the Cluster was bound to draw attention. There were so many skyscrapers, it would be effectively impossible to hide it from everyone.
Micheal's eyes widened as he heard this.
'He lost an arm?' He thought back to the battle with the Pirate Lord, how he had badly wounded the man by blowing a hole in his armor. He hadn't managed to cut off the Pirate Lord's arm, but it seemed like someone else had finished the job for him.
'And that someone was the famous Saru Group General Raymen? What was he doing near us…?' He rubbed his chin,
'I feel like it definitely has to do with me. Well, regardless…' He shrugged,
'With an injury like that… will they still go through with the attack on the Godfather Organization?' His mind raced ahead of him as he considered the implications.
'What if the entire battle for this Cluster changes now? This is a huge occurrence.' The Pirate Lord was renowned for his defensive prowess, something that allowed him to travel through the Cluster entirely on his own.
For the first time since he had returned, he felt a minor seed of uncertainty sprout in his heart.
After a moment, he quashed the feeling, his eyes narrowing.
'It doesn't matter. Even if they don't attack now, they will eventually attack in the future.' At their core, the Black Flag Pirates were still the same group of reprobates as they were before. Even if one of the Pirate Lords lost an arm, they would still be the same vile group.
Still, they might have gained a bit more time to prepare now, and the Pirate Lord had definitely been weakened. Losing an entire arm would hugely affect his battle prowess, a significant blow to the Black Flag Pirates reputation and influence.
"Wow. Well." Micheal responded out loud, smiling at Sophia,
"Nice find! Something like that is indeed huge news." He frowned slightly, trying to collect his thoughts.
As he focused, he glanced around the stalls, scanning the nearby area out of habit. He did this constantly, looking at everyone that came into sight in the Open Market.
It was right then and there, at that exact moment, that Micheal froze completely, memories rushing into his mind.
For, as he looked around, he saw a face he recognized.
A blond haired and blue eyed man, dressed in a set of black leather pants and a sharp looking green shirt. He had a pair of long white blades strapped to his back and was cheerfully talking to a group of girls. Several men and women were gathered around him as he spoke, allies or team members of some sort.
'…'
'Xavier Shallot.' His thoughts were cool as certain memories of the First Layer appeared in his mind. Memories of horror, of a life and death battle in his early days that he had long since forgotten, reappearing.
Memories of Xavier Shallot.
A psychotic serial killer.
A murderer that preyed upon every group, even his own, Xavier Shallot had risen to fame after the huge war caused chaos in the Cluster. With all of the major powers disorganized and weakened, security was lax for even the big groups.
He was a charismatic, likable, and smart killer. A member of the Second Wave that had stuck around, the man possessed a variety of unique Abilities and Artifacts that, while not overwhelmingly strong, worked well together.
'Why is he here?!' He paused for a split second before he realized a few things.
They were in the Open Market, where powerful men and women came all the time, looking for things to buy or sell. It wasn't publicly known, yet, that Xavier was a mass murderer. In fact, the man had likely has only killed a few people so far. 
'It makes sense that I've spotted him, I've been sitting here for hours and he is a socialite. There's no way he'd miss this.' He calmed down,
'But still… I can't believe it's him after so long. I forgot he existed.'
The most horrifying thing about Xavier to Micheal, back when he was in the original timeline, wasn't that he was a killer.
It was that Xavier was actually insane.
He killed others for pleasure, not for Points, taking joy in each death.
Micheal could remember, now, many years ago, how Xavier had personally attacked him and his Hunting Team in the Saru Group. They had been out on a night expedition, trying to earn Points as fast as possible or something along those lines.
The details were a bit fuzzy after so long. But he could clearly recall the feeling of horror as he witnessed the ferocious powers that the man possessed. He had barely escaped with his life due to luck.
By then, Xavier had risen to the level of a high B Ranker, well stronger than Micheal had been at the time. Eventually, he moved on to the Main Cluster where he became an A Ranker and was responsible for the deaths of thousands, becoming a somewhat infamous legend.
'The Angels Arcadia killed him in the end, I believe.' He blinked slowly. The Angels Arcadia were one of the large powers present in the Main Cluster. The sheer size of the Main Cluster, a collection of skyscrapers that stretched for dozens and dozens of miles, meant that there were a large number of opposing forces.
The Angels Arcadia were considered among the strongest three, collectively known as the Big 3. The Angels Arcadia, the Godfather Organization, and the Nightrunners.
As Micheal looked at the smiling figure, he felt his heart slow. He made sure he fiercely controlled his killing intent and body, not revealing a hint of distress.
'How unfortunate for you, Xavier, to have run into me before you rose to power.' Micheal smiled a small, cold smile as he looked away. While he didn't stare directly at the man, he kept a complete sense of where he was, making sure that the figure didn't leave the Open Market without his knowledge.
'It seems it really was worth it coming here… We can take him out when we leave for the Godfather Organization's headquarters.' His eyes flashed as he looked to his right, where Sophia was standing.
He had decided that today, after they visited the Open Market, they were going to head over to the Godfather Organization's base to see if they could find out anything about Sophia's little sister. He would take that time to warn them, if possible, about the future attack the Black Flag Pirates would be planning.
He studied Sophia for a moment before making a decision.
"Crane, if you had the power to stop a mass murderer from killing hundreds, would you stop them?" His words were calm and collected as he stood up, immediately catching her attention with the assumed nickname.
"If I… what's up, Heron?" Sophia replied with an odd tone in her voice, as if she was confused, remembering to use his secret name.
"You remember my… gift, yes?" He nodded at her.
She nodded back.
"Well, I just had another vision." He folded his hands together,
"And in that vision, I found myself face to face with a mass murderer, a man that will kill thousands of innocents, including women and children."
Sophia's eyes narrowed, darting to the left and right, her body tensing up,
"Is he here?"
To her credit, she didn't spin her head around looking for someone, but was instead quite subtle.
"Yes. And he's already got blood on his hands." Micheal continued,
"Knowing that… if I asked you to help me kill him now, before he gets a chance to kill more… how would you respond?" He looked at Sophia, eye to eye.
The woman's body seemed to shiver as she looked right back at him,
"Point me in his direction and I'll show you."
.




Chapter 55: Xavier

"Oh Xavier, you don't need to!" A cheerful, female voice echoed in the afternoon light as a group of men and women moved off one of the connecting bridges from the Open Market skyscraper. Behind them, the market was still in full force. It would last this way till far into evening as people came to trade from all over.
"Tess, Tess, you know the rules. Safety first when we leave the Open Market." Xavier Shallot glanced warmly at the speaker, a petite brunette wearing a set of jean shorts and a black shirt.
"Just give me a moment." Xavier walked over to each person in the group, tapping them lightly on the head.
There were seven people here apart from Xavier. Four men and three women. When Xavier tapped each one on the head, a small, dimly glowing yellow mark would appear, in the shape of a small flame.
At the same time, a small ring on his hand would glow, an Artifact of some nature.
"There we are. Just a reminder, the Life Fires will give you an innate sense for each other. If you get lost in an ambush or an attack, focus on the Life Fire and follow it to find your way back." He glanced at his allies. Fully two-thirds of them were brand new recruits that had only been in the First Layer for a week or so.
"The Knights Gavel do not leave anyone behind." His voice was reassuring as he patted a few of the new Chosen on the back. The force they were a part of, the Knights Gavel, had a couple hundred members and were sizable, though not quite able to face up to the four great powers of the Cluster.
"Hear, hear!"
"Damn right!"
A couple of cheers broke out as the close-knit team began to head off. They kept a steady and alert watch as they moved, several of them fingering handguns or swords as they moved.
In no time at all, they crossed over several bridges, leaving the vicinity of the Open Market. The group didn't let their guard down, staying on alert. At one point, they ran into a shambling Morenkai, but quickly dispatched it, using teamwork to kill it without much ado.
Time passed.
"We're about halfway back to base. Are we going to go hunting again? Or keep going all the way back?" One of the men on the team came up to Xavier as the group jogged onto one particular skyscraper.
"Hmm." Xavier thought it over,
"I think we'll head back and recoup for now. The newbies still ne-"
As the group fully crossed onto a large, grey skyscraper with a plain, tiled roof, a loud metallic echo caused all of them to freeze. Immediately the group bunched up, swords and guns drawn as they formed a close perimeter. Several of them raised a type of large, circular Holdon Shields, defensive Artifacts from the Shop that were durable enough to block bullets.
"Careful!" Xavier's voice was cool as he looked around, quickly scanning the rooftop. In just a split second, his eyes landed on the source of the metallic echo.
A fist-sized smoke grenade that had landed just a few meters away.
Just as he caught sight of the object, the grenade exploded, a massive cloud of smoke spewing out. This grenade wasn't like regular ones from Earth, but enhanced, instantly creating a large plume that swept across the rooftop.
"Enemy attack! Cluster up, guard each other's backs! Careful!" Xavier's voice boomed with authority as he took charge. His hands reached up to his back, bringing forth the two long swords he kept on him.
"Where are they?!"
"I can't see through the smoke!"
The voices of the newer members of the group grew panicked as they all pulled together, coughing as the smoke obscured their vision.
"Remain calm! We are united, a team. As long as you stay calm, we will survive!" Xavier's voice had a heroic air to it as he looked around, frowning fiercely.
'Who is attacking? Where are they?' His eyes were grim as he scanned the grey smoke. He could barely see his allies next to him, let alone the enemy.
"Arrrgh!"
An abrupt, feminine scream shook the air, causing him to spin to his left. Faintly, a flash of pink light glowed in the smoke before vanishing.
"Abigail?" He called out the name of the girl that had screamed, one of the more experienced members.
"She's gone!"
"What the hell?!"
"Wa-wait, Jason is gone too!"
Two of their members had vanished, one silently while the other with a loud scream. The dense smoke continued to hamper visibility, blocking out light.
'They were both C Rankers. We must be facing multiple close combat enemies, perhaps they can see through the smoke naturally.' Xavier's mind raced ahead of him as he yelled out loud,
"Everyone, tighten up! Don't let yourself get separated, link up with your partners! The smoke isn't poisonous!" Everyone on their team had a partner, save for himself. He was one of the Lieutenants of the Knights Gavel, commanding a platoon of his own.
As Xavier stepped back, intending to follow his own advice, he abruptly realized that there was no one next to him.
In fact… not a single one of his teammates was responding. His head darted back and forth, his entire body tingling.
'What the hell is this… it's like a damn horror movie.' Xavier mentally swore.
"Who are you? What do you want?" His voice was cold and cutting. At the same time, Xavier's body seemed to shiver, rippling as he activated an Ability. A necklace around his neck also began to lightly glow, causing a blue aura to appear around his face.
A single moment passed in silence. Gradually, some of the smoke began to lessen, making the rooftop easier to see.
From out of the smoky landscape, a lone figure emerged just a few meters in front of Xavier. A man with deep blue eyes, holding a steel blade in his hand. The man's face was covered by a large, white theater mask, leaving only his eyes visible.
As Xavier saw him, he shivered faintly.
'This man… he is dangerous.'
"Long time no see, Xavier." Micheal stared at the serial killer, his eyes placid.
"Who the hell are you? What do you want?! How dare you attack us!" Xavier's entire body boiled with rage,
"We did nothing to harm you! What have you done with my alli-"
"You can drop the act, Xavier. You aren't fooling anyone." Micheal stared at the fighter through the mask, his voice derisive.
Without even giving the man time to think, Micheal leapt forward, his Steelborn Sword cutting through the air. Sword Energy wrapped around it, giving the blade a powerful edge as he swung forward.
Xavier was knocked backwards several steps, holding his two swords out in front of him. Smoke flowed around his body as he slid backwards, cascading around him like a river.
Micheal narrowed his eyes,
'He's faking. He could've withstood that blow if he wanted.' He instantly reached that conclusion as he felt and saw the impact, his years and years of combat experience kicking in. The way Xavier was flung backward, the way he reacted, it all clued him in, nothing escaping his vision.
'He's already B Rank, probably a high level B Ranker with his Type Ability.' Xavier was much stronger than Micheal had expected.
As Xavier got his bearings, he stamped down hard with his right foot.
"HIYAAAA!" An explosive burst of energy flew off from Xavier, a blast of wind shaking the air. This energy seemed to be from an Ability of his, though which Micheal was unsure. The gust blew apart the last remaining bits of smoky cover, fully revealing the scene upon the rooftop.
All the members of Xavier's team were lying about two dozen meters away on the floor of the rooftop, still and unmoving. There were no wounds on their bodies, however, and their chests were still rising and falling, indicating that they were still alive.
The masked figure of Sophia was standing guard over them, her arms crossed.
"Stay strong, gang! I'll defeat him and save you all!" A heroic aura burst around Xavier as he saw the downed men and women, blinking as he noticed that they were still alive.
"You knocked out my teammates but are attacking me?!" Mild confusion filled Xavier's voice as he saw this,
"The Knights Gavel will no-" He was interrupted.
"They're all unconscious, you don't need to keep acting." Micheal took a slow step forward. His Steelborn Sword dragged on the ground, a metallic echo screeching out.
The blond haired man stared at Micheal, his eyes slowly narrowing. He then glanced over at his downed teammates, noting that they were indeed all unconscious. He then took a speculative glance around, taking in his surroundings.
Abruptly, his entire demeanor changed. His personality seemed to shift completely.
"Hahaha, wow, I'm impressed!" His serious, heroic look vanished, jarringly replaced with laughter and applause. He looked at Micheal with a friendly smile, his head tilting slightly to the side,
"You are really fucking annoying."
Xavier's body blurred as he sprinted forward, crossing the distance between him and Micheal in a single moment. He led forward with a direct slash, shaped like an 'x' right where Micheal's chest was.
The blow sent Micheal sliding backwards, his Steelborn Sword precisely blocking it. He guided the angle of his sword to slam into the weakest point of Xavier's attack, nullifying as much of the impact as possible.
'Oof. He's got power that's at least at 7-8 times the strength of a regular human.' Micheal winced as he pivoted, his feet gliding back as he forcibly came to a stop.
"You caught me, whoever you are, Masky." Xavier laughed cheerfully, a rictus of a smile appearing on his face.
"I don't know how you know, or how much you know, but you clearly know something, ahahaha." He clutched at his stomach as he continued to laugh uncontrollably. Tears streamed down his face as he shook from joy, his body shivering.
'There it is.' Micheal's eyes narrowed.
'His personality shift. The killer part.' Xavier Shallot was an insane serial killer, in the most literal sense of the word.
Micheal had read reports that guessed the killer suffered from some form of Dissociative Identity Disorder, having multiple different personalities that shifted, intermingling with his psyche. The reports concluded he was mentally unstable, lacking any sense of impulse control as a result.
The chaotic situation of the 7 Layers had only exacerbated his condition.
Perhaps back on Earth, a man like this would get treatment and help, living out his life in safety. In the brutal reality of the 7 Layers, however, letting him walk free meant allowing the deaths of thousands. As for trying to recruit him... Micheal could never accept such an unstable element on his team, regardless of how strong the man was.
'...'
'...I will do what I must.' He pushed the thought aside, focusing.
Micheal took a single step forward.
Xavier froze completely, laughter cutting off mid-laugh. His face then whipped back upward, staring at Micheal unblinkingly.
"You caught me alright. But are you enough to handle me?" He flexed his fingers. Immediately, his body began to glow and shimmer. In a split second, his entire physique took on a faintly transparent appearance, just barely see through and clear.
The only thing that remained unchanged was the blue necklace he wore around his neck.
'The Water Elemental Body Type and the Nullification Aura Necklace. He's insane but not an idiot.' Micheal stared at what he saw, tilting his head slightly.
'It's exactly the same as before.'
"How are you going to kill me if you can't even cut me? Ahahaha!"
The mad serial killer began his attack.
.




Chapter 56: Kill

Micheal immediately jumped backwards, angled so low it almost seemed like he was falling. At the same time, he shifted his center of gravity as close to the ground as possible, leaning even lower.
Xavier's two blades sheared through the air where Micheal had been standing, whipping forward and only narrowly missing. Small bits of water flung off Xavier's arms he attacked, soaking the roof of the skyscraper.
'The Water Elemental Body Type…' Micheal's mind raced ahead.
A unique Limited Ability that allowed one to transform their body into Elemental Water. By doing so, things like bullets, swords, or other physical attacks would have little effect. After all, no matter how many times you stabbed a river, the river would be just fine.
In fact, not only was his entire body turned to water, so too did his clothes. Even his swords and the necklace he wore took on a faint, water-like shimmer, no longer fully solid.
The Ability cost 77,300 Points in the Shop and was Limited, meaning the supply was short. By this point in time, the stock on it was completely sold out. For its price, it was a very powerful and useful Ability in the First Layer.
'The advantages of arriving in the Second Wave are indeed pretty great.' He tossed the thought from his mind as he focused fully on combat.
Micheal ducked and dodged as Xavier came rushing towards him, slashing out with strike after strike. The insane murderer unleashed a flurry of blows, each one ripping forward brutally.
'That said…' Micheal stamped down with his foot, half-jumping forward.
His Steelborn sword knocked against Xavier's swords, slightly redirecting them. Both blades shook as they sank through the air and each missed hitting Micheal by an inch. Each one was still metallic and durable, despite shimmering like they were made from water.
Micheal was unable to cut directly through them using his Sword Mastery, the Sword Energy he could muster from his average soul stat not quite enough. In the First Layer, there were very few ways to increase that stat.
Micheal sliced off Xavier's left arm. His blade, coated with Sword Energy, easily sheared through the arm with practically no resistance. Xavier's sword fell from his left hand as his entire left arm was lopped off, disintegrating into a puddle.
'He is certainly no expert with the sword. His battle style is unrefined.' Micheal dodged backwards as the serial killer spun around with his other arm, avoiding getting stabbed.
"Ohh, you got me." Xavier clutched at his arm, his eyes wide,
"Nah, just kidding."
A new arm formed, water expanding out into a complete replica of the arm Micheal had chopped off. Xavier bent down and grabbed his sword, smiling.
"You're going to have to do better than that, boyo!"
Micheal smiled grimly behind his mask. He had never directly fought Xavier and only ever run from the insane killer in his first time here. The Water Elemental Body type reacted as he had thought it might.
'I've never fought anyone that had this Ability, even in my first go-around. If I disable him completely, can I just keep him down?' There was no way the madman could regenerate infinitely, doing so was likely a large energy drain. Micheal dashed forward, ducking low.
'Lobbing my Life Orbs will do nothing to him. Let's try close combat.'
"That's the spirit! Ahahah!" Xavier cackled as he saw this. He then did something outside of Micheal's expectations.
He threw his swords up into the air.
"Let's have some fun!"
Xavier clasped his hands together, concentrating. Micheal's eyes narrowed as he saw this, still sprinting right at the killer.
Six streams of water split off from Xavier's body, rising from his shoulders like snakes. These streams floated in the air, billowing ever so slightly as they waved in the air. The afternoon light glittered as it moved through the water, cascading brightly.
'He already has his Water Whips this early?' Micheal's frown deepened.
Xavier had grown famous, and into a powerful A Ranker, based on two factors. One was that he was annoyingly difficult to harm, let alone kill. The killer stocked up on powerful Defensive Artifacts, living like a turtle.
The other was his versatile uses of his Water Elemental Body Type Ability.
The six snakes of water on Xavier's back shot forward, whipping through the air towards Micheal. They moved blurringly quickly, striking at him with no hesitation.
Micheal broke off his charge and stamped his right foot down, dancing into a spin. He shifted his entire body to the side, contorting slightly. At the same time, he sent a Life Orb out of his body and had it smash into him, jerking him abruptly to the side. He ignored the lump of pain it caused as it bruised his ribs, rapidly accelerating.
Six simultaneous cracks rang out as all six of the whips of water smashed down, slamming into the roof. Each one had a large amount of force, enough to shatter bones, carried with it, somehow maintaining coherency as if they were solid objects.
Each of the six missed Micheal. He simultaneously managed to track and predict their angles, aiming to position his body to dodge them. He then used his Life Orb to help him instantly change direction, forcibly moving himself to where he needed to be.
Some of the whips came so close to hitting him he could feel the cool air from the water flowing around him, less than an inch from his face.
"Huh?" Xavier's cheery facade shook slightly as he saw this, surprised. He withdrew the snakelike whips of water as fast as he could, raising them up. At the same time, he began to jump backward, his powerful body reacting in an instant.
By that point, however, Micheal had already reached him.
Micheal's Steelborn sword blurred as he cut out two separate times, first splitting the serial killer in half at the waist and then splitting him in half again with a vertical slash, carefully guiding the blade so it cut into the rope of the necklace Artifact the man was wearing. The tightly controlled motion looked almost mechanical due to his exacting precision and control of his body.
The serial killer's body fell apart, water splashing onto the ground at the same time that the swords he had thrown up landed, echoing simultaneously.
Micheal looked at this and without waiting threw himself backwards, once again ramming a Life Orb into his chest to enhance his speed. He felt one of his ribs crack and almost break as he did this, unable to fully withstand the pressure. The rapid acceleration the Orbs could muster was faster than he could change directions at his current level, but the impacts were slowly injuring him.
Four separate whips of water cracked as they lashed out from the puddle of water on the ground, smashing right where Micheal had been standing.
Slowly, the figure of Xavier rose from the water, completely unharmed.
"Wow! You're really good at that!" The man laughed cheerfully, his eyes piercing towards Micheal. He began to step forward, folding his hands together. Several whips of water rose again, shivering in the air.
"Not to sound like a 2-bit villain, but I'm going to enjoy killing you." Xavier smiled, an unerring look coming from him, as he charged forward.
'Well. His Nullification Aura Necklace is undamaged.' Micheal zeroed in on the Artifact the man wore around his neck, ignoring the pain from his cracked rib. He had tried to cut it off when he attacked just moments ago, but it had magically reformed right after.
'What an extraordinary Ability, though he depends on it too much.' He sighed,
'Alright, let's use Plan B and not drag this out. This is going to hurt.'
"Crane, now!" He yelled out loud.
Immediately, the temperature seemed to drop as a pink glow gathered around the masked Sophia's eyes. The light shined forth, the power of her Fairy Eyes activating.
"Huh?" Xavier stumbled to a stop briefly. At the same time, the Nullification Aura Necklace he wore glowed bright blue, activating.
The Nullification Aura Necklace was one of Xavier's key Artifacts, a Limited Artifact that had long since sold out, one that nullified energy based attacks. Sophia's Fairy Eyes were a type of energy based attack, and as a result, were greatly nullified.
It couldn't block them completely, but enough that her Ability had little effect against someone with the strong willpower and psychotic sense of self that Xavier had.
Xavier's obsession with keeping himself safe and alive had led to him buying this 70,000 Point Artifact.
To Micheal, however, that necklace made Xavier a walking treasure chest.
Micheal sprinted forward, bringing his sword to bear. He took advantage of Xavier's temporary lapse to reach down to his Spatial Ring, pulling something out of it.
"Hahaha, keep it coming. I'll take all comers!" Xavier recovered enough to see Micheal bearing down on him. He responded by sending his Water Whips forward, cracking in the air.
Micheal then did something unexpected.
He threw his sword at Xavier's face.
"Uh?!" Instinctively, Xavier jerked his head back, unable to help himself. No matter how invulnerable his Ability made him, there were certain things that could not just be turned off. A human's basic survival instincts were one such thing.
In the moment that he jerked his head back, he temporarily stopped attacking. Micheal crossed the distance between them in that minuscule moment of time.
And then punched the serial killer in the stomach.
"…"
When Micheal punched forward, he didn't use any special techniques or anything of that nature. Instead, just as his fist slammed into the watery body of Xavier and pierced through it, he crushed an Artifact he was holding in his hand.
An Artifact he had purchased for a bit more than 1,000 Points before he came after Xavier.
A Static Light Box, an Artifact about half the size of his palm.
The mysterious Artifact could be used to provide a continuous stream of light in one area. At the same time, it would create a cool, relaxing aura that could relax the mood slightly.
In combat, it was practically useless…
Practically useless save for one minor quirk.
The Static Light Box drew upon the energy of the environment to create its effect. It was a delicate creation that was rather breakable.
If the Artifact was crushed in an instant, all the latent energy it had absorbed would be released instantly. This energy was stored in a way similar to a battery.
When it was released… it would explode out, rippling with electricity. The current it released was far stronger than that of a taser or a stun gun, enough to seriously injure someone, even a superhuman.
More importantly to Micheal, however, was the fact that the energy it churned out was rather special.
It was a type of energy known as Elemental Lightning, antithetical to Elemental Water.
An explosion rippled out as the Static Light Box went off. Blinding white light and searing pain filled Micheal's mind as he felt his left hand seize up.
The explosion radius of the Static Light Box was tiny, less than a meter large. Xavier was dead in the epicenter, while Micheal was right next to it, his left hand jutted into its origin.
The explosion echoed in his ears as every single nerve in Micheal's left arm died.
He instantly lost all feeling in his left arm, the blast of energy knocking him backwards. He spun around as he was knocked away, forcing back the pain as he looked over at Xavier. The pungent odor of burnt meat from his badly seared arm filled the air.
Xavier was standing still, frozen. His body no longer looked as if it was made of water, instead returned back to normal.
The explosion only lasted a very brief instant before returning everything to normal. It didn't set the air to quaking or create a huge gout of fire. Just a small, but potent, blast of Elemental Lightning.
.
—- Points Obtained —-
Points: 9,272
.
The serial killer slowly fell to his knees.
His body hadn't been shocked by the current nor was he burnt by it. The blast had lasted far too brief a time for it to injure him in his Water Elemental Body Type form.
What it did do, however, was disrupt his Ability, forcing him back into a normal state. The Nullification Aura Necklace he wore was unable to block the energy, busy blocking Sophia's Fairy Eyes. It could only stop one type of energy at a time.
Unfortunately for Xavier, in the exact moment he turned back to normal, the sword Micheal had thrown had still been piercing his head, slowed down by the Elemental Water.
When he turned back to normal, the water magically changing back to his flesh, that sword remained exactly where it was, firmly implanted in his skull.
Xavier collapsed onto the roof.
Killed instantly.
"..."
Micheal took a deep breath as he stumbled, his body shivering from the trauma it had suffered. He blinked slowly, wincing as he sensed the damage to his left arm.
"Heron?!" Sophia's voice was full of worry.
"All good, Crane!" He gave her a thumbs up as he checked himself over. He would definitely need to use a Life Orb.
He then glanced at Xavier's body, making sure the man was dead. As he looked, however, something odd happened. Something that took him completely aback.
A black stream of smoke rose from his body, wisping off into the sky. This stream dissipated into the air, vanishing almost instantly. It gave off a foreboding aura that was faintly unsettling.
When Micheal saw this, his heart spasmed, memories flooding into his mind.
'?!'
'Wait, what? He was one of the Vile King's men?!'
.




Chapter 57: The Vile King

On a world very far from Micheal's own, a man could be seen casually shuffling a deck of cards. This man had long black hair, tied up in a messy ponytail and a set of piercing blue eyes. His face was engaging and handsome, with a strong chin and a small nose.
His muscular arms flexed slightly as he shuffled the cards, tossing them from one hand to another. The man was sitting at a large, ornate looking brown desk. Around him, a vast library spread out, full of various texts. The roof was covered in painted scenes, reminiscent of the renaissance period back on Earth.
As he shuffled these cards, he spoke out loud.
"Seed 8,841 has gained roughly 55,000 Points in the past week, excellent progress. She will need to tone it down, though, to avoid drawing attention. Seed 3,256 seems to be the best option for taking on the Heaven Slayer Sect in the Second Layer but I'm no-" Abruptly, the man stopped speaking, his hands freezing.
From out of nowhere, a black wisp of smoke seemed to come into existence, floating in the room briefly. This wisp of darkness flew through the air to wrap around the man, absorbing into him.
"Ah. Seed 1,879 died unexpectedly. That's a shame, I liked that one. Not many among the decent Second Wavers reminded me of myself. Let's see… how did he die?" As he talked to himself, he casually flicked one of the playing cards forward.
The card flew through the air with an incredible amount of force, slamming into a large metal shield that had been set on the wall opposite his desk. The playing card easily pierced through the metal shield, a Black Iron Shield purchased from the Shop for 56,000 Points, stabbing halfway into the stone wall behind.
"Hmm? He was… hit with a blast of Elemental Lightning, while his Defensive Artifact was busy, and then stabbed through the head." He muttered.
"His killer really took no chances, huh. Shame." He sighed again,
"1,879, you were supposed to help me test Arcadia's defenses in a few months, not die randomly. Another failed Seed, I really should have left more in the First Layer or brought them all up…"
If Micheal had been there, he would've recognized the speaker.
It was a figure he knew very well. A figure that became infamous in the original timeline of the 7 Layers.
A man known as the Vile King.
Constantine Lancaster.
Micheal had inadvertently killed one of the many unwitting subordinates of the Vile King.
A man Micheal had vowed to kill.
If Micheal were to have overheard the Vile King compare himself to Xavier, he would've agreed that they were similar.
They were both insane.
The major difference between the two lay in that insanity, however. Xavier let his obsessions and compulsions control him, growing so powerful in part thanks to the magical Seed the Vile King had planted in him.
Constantine, on the other hand…
He was an actual genius, incredibly intelligent and driven. His planning and foresight were extraordinary, making him one of the most dangerous men in all of existence.
Xavier had been responsible for the deaths of thousands in the future.
The Vile King was responsible for the deaths of hundreds of millions in the future, all before vanishing, his whereabouts unknown by the time the Last Army formed.
Constantine sighed, rubbing his eyes. He stood up from his desk, still holding the cards in his hand as he turned to look out a window.
Before him, a world of magic unfolded. Instead of a regular skyline and horizon, he looked out upon dozens of floating islands, some connected by thin land bridges while others were carved off and alone, floating above a vast void of darkness.
The Third Layer. The Miracle World of Floating Islands.
Slowly, Constantine flicked a card from one finger to another, his eyes piercing into the rising darkness of the dying evening. He began to speak aloud to himself, in contemplation.
"Humanity is far too weak. If I leave them as they are, my entire species will be wiped out by the other Races…" He sighed deeply, his mouth twisting in genuine pain,
"One day, you all will thank me. I am not doing this for pride or for glory. I am doing this because I must. I am doing this for all of you, for the survival of our species." He shook his head,
"Well, 1,879, you may have perished, but you have helped find a new potential Seed. I'm almost at 10,000 Seeds now. Hmm…" He rubbed his chin thoughtfully,
"I'll leave for the Fourth soon… I should begin testing humanity, preparing them. The Second Layer is already prepared, but perhaps I should activate some of the strong Seeds in the First instead of bringing them up…" His eyes hardened,
"Without great suffering, humanity will never rise up."
.. .. .. .. .. ..
"…"
Back on the First Layer, Micheal had recovered from his shock.
'If that is the case… it all makes sense.' Micheal stared at the body of the killer, where the black wisp had vanished from.
'He was one of Constantine's slaves.' His eyes hardened,
'That was clearly a Seed Remnant.'
The Ability that the Vile King possessed was incredibly powerful.
It was a Limited Ability that he purchased when he arrived here, in the First Wave, for 825,000 Points. He was one of those that started with a massive Points total.
..
Empyrean Soul Root - 825,000 (1/1)
..
'If I recall, those Seeds worked just like upgrading one's Physique, increasing someone's talent and potential.' He frowned,
'But they also linked your soul to that of Constantine himself.' By doing so, a person's Abilities would grow stronger and they would become stronger faster. However, you would also become an unwitting servant of his. While he couldn't force you to do anything, he could shape your thoughts, directing them, guiding them...
Manipulating them.
The Vile King's influence was spread far and wide.
'But I didn't think he did much of anything on the First Layer.' His frown deepened.
'The Great Disaster on the Second Layer was caused by him… but I don't recall hearing about anything on the First.'
He pushed the thoughts from his mind as he walked up to Xavier's body, ignoring the blood pooling out of it. He reached out with his right hand, jerking his Steelborn sword out. He winced slightly, a feeling of lightheadedness swarming over him.
His Recovery stat was well above that of a normal human's, but still nowhere near capable of healing an injury this bad. His entire left arm was essentially dead, almost completely numb. As he felt the wooziness, he reacted, his hand flicking off to the side.
A Life Orb appeared, flying out of his body for a scant second.
The orb shattered.
Instantly, his body magically restored itself, all of his injuries healing in an instant. The numb and aching pain from his left arm vanished as if it had never been.
Sophia looked on, unsurprised. After their week of combat and hunting together, Micheal had come to trust her enough to explain how they functioned. He'd explained it to her after they had come back from hunting one night, giving her a brief rundown.
Her reaction had been rather amusing.
"You can come back to life with those little orbs?!" She had eyed him askance as they talked, inside one of the open lounges in a random skyscraper.
"Yes." He nodded.
"Like… life, life. Like, you can die, but then come back." She seemed unconvinced.
"Yes, that is what I said." He shrugged.
"But what if you die of disease or like food poisoning. Does it still work?"
"I would assume so."
She had stared at him in disbelief for a moment before she recalled how Micheal had seemingly died and come back when fighting the Pirate Lord. Her eyes widened as that mystery was solved.
She then turned and glared at him for hiding that from her.
"So if I shoot you right now…" She said as she fingered a small handgun,
"You will die but then come back."
Micheal squinted at her, his eyes narrowed,
"..."
"..."
"..."
"Let's finish this discussion at a later date."
He shook the memory from his mind as he looked down silently at the corpse of the serial killer for a brief moment. He reached down and picked up the Nullification Aura Necklace. He then quickly searched the man's body, finding little else. He snagged the two blades that Xavier had wielded, White Steel Swords that cost 5,200 Points in the shop.
And then, before he did anything else, he instantly went to the Ability tabs on the Shop and picked out the Impact Release Ability.
..
Impact Release - 45,000 (2/20)
..
He immediately purchased it. The Points he had gained from killing Xavier had totaled enough, even with the Points he spent, to purchase it.
'Better safe than sorry. If I'm gonna buy it, there's no reason to not get it instantly.' He thought as he felt the Ability merge with his Status, knowledge entering his mind.
.
— - Status — -
Name: Micheal Care
Points: 1,782
Race: Human*
Physique: 1 Star
Age: 18
- Stats -
Strength - 40
Endurance - 28
Recovery - 26
Soul - 10
Abilities - (4/7)
Life Orb Master
Ki Cultivator (Mortal Tier - Middle)
Grandmaster Sword Mastery (1/5)
Impact Release
.
Instinctively, he could feel a certain awareness in his mind. The Impact Release Ability was one that he could activate at any time for a brief period. Any blows that hit his body in that time were magically recorded, an equal amount of energy stored in his soul, though the damage from those impacts remained unchanged.
He could sense that, with a single thought, he could unleash that stored energy in whatever manner he pleased.
'Huh.' He blinked, stretching his fingers.
'I'll test it later. Right now…' He looked at Sophia, giving her a thumbs up.
"He doesn't have a Spatial Ring or anything else noteworthy, but he's definitely dead. He won't be killing anyone else."
Sophia nodded as she looked back at him, her eyes moving underneath the mask she wore. After a short moment, she responded,
"What about them? We can't just leave them here! They'll die." She motioned at the unconscious team laying at her feet.
"Let's take 'em inside and toss them in one of the rooms. They'll wake up before anything dangerous happens in a little bit." He walked over to her. As he moved, he pulled at his clothes. The battle had ruined his shirt, though his pants were fine. He'd need to change once they went below.
"After that, we'll continue on our way. The Godfather Organization's HQ is about 30 minutes from here." He scooped up one of the unconscious figures, one of the heavier looking men. He then grabbed another one, carrying one on each shoulder.
Sophia clenched her fists as she heard that.
As he began to carry the unconscious men down, a seed of worry wormed its way into his heart.
'Constantine will know Xavier is dead, but I don't think he'll know or care who killed him.' Xavier was a minor character in the grand scheme of things. Still, knowing the man had subordinates down here merely filled Micheal with a sense of urgency. He needed to spread word of his Golden Morenkai and Dragon Building Liquid methods soon. 
The Vile King had his nickname for a reason, something he embraced. Countless disasters were caused by him, all in his insane mission to 'strengthen' humanity.
There were tens of thousands of Clusters. Micheal didn't know the exact number, but he knew it didn't exceed 300,000 Clusters. Not all of those Clusters were occupied. In fact, many of them weren't occupied at all. Each Wave dropped off large numbers of humans across many Clusters, but they weren't distributed across all of them. 
While the Third Wave placed several thousand humans in each Cluster it accessed, it completely skipped over a huge number of Clusters.  
Despite that, each Cluster would still spawn multiple Golden Morenkai a week, occupied or not. 
If humanity could start harvesting these Morenkai on a mass scale, the potential gains would be incredible. 
While this method wouldn't help the general populace as a whole, it would vastly raise the strength of the ever-important elites of humanity, accelerating their growth. 
If this combined with the Dragon Building Liquid to get tons of fighters to a 1 Star Physique this early on… the potential the human race had would jump by a huge margin.
The elite warriors of humanity would have a much easier time fighting against the disasters the Vile King unleashed and the other races, while the regular populace would be strong enough to survive the 7 Layers without dying out. 
'The Golden Morenkai drain the electricity of a skyscraper, shutting down the nearby street lights. What's the best method to use for normal people to track this…' Micheal pondered the question in his mind as he entered the stairwell, moving down into the skyscraper.
He sighed,
'Maybe Shin will have figured something out.'
.




Chapter 58: Expand

'Hehehe, I've figured literally nothing out.' Shin smiled as he looked over the edge of the lounge he was leaning on, aiming down the sight of a long rifle.
He had just purchased the weapon from the Shop for several thousand Points for the second time. It was a Winchester Model 70, a type of rifle designed for hunting large game back on Earth. It had a long, dark brown stock and extended about half a meter out in front of him for the full barrel.
He'd purchased a previous version of this weapon earlier in the week. It had become damaged and lost the day before, however, when Shin had been ambushed by a team of thieves. He'd managed to escape using his teleporting Ability, but had left the previous rifle behind.
'But that's okay. I don't need to understand these monsters to know how to take them down.' The thought flashed in his mind as he zeroed in on his target.
In the city streets below, dozens of Morenkai could be seen, shambling about ominously. At the slightest sign that a human was down there, the monsters would throw themselves forward in a mad craze for blood.
Shin was reminiscing about his own experience down there earlier this week, when he was hunting about for the Golden Morenkai.
'I've hunted quite a few of you now, however.' He smiled.
The past week had been quite eventful for him.
After killing the first Golden Morenkai, Shin had been delighted with himself. He had not only met Micheal's expectations, but met them and, he believed, exceeded them. He'd also finally remembered what Micheal had said about Golden Morenkai, how they leeched electricity off of buildings and could be quickly tracked if he teleported around again and again, sweeping the Cluster.
Armed with stronger weapons, he'd gone on a hunting spree. Using his Warping Phaser Ability, he was able to teleport about the Layer at a fast speed, scanning multiple large sections in a short period of time.
Including the first one he'd discovered, Shin had found 6 separate Golden Morenkai. He'd cleared out the entire Cluster, looking for even the slightest hint of one.
And he'd successfully managed to take out all six, scoring a huge number of Points.
As for right now…
Shin carefully aimed at one specific Morenkai down at the street level. One with a blue skin tone, an Abnormal of some sort.
He fired.
His rifle echoed as it shot off a bullet, sailing through the air to slam directly into the forehead of the shambling Morenkai. The impact flipped the Abnormal backwards and made it twirl, landing down hard on the ground.
Almost immediately, a swarm of Morenkai all turned to look at Shin. Their ominous, near simultaneous movements, were incredibly creepy to behold, the surreal unison they carried themselves with oddly unsettling.
"Hmph." Shin carefully reloaded the bolt-action rifle, keeping calm and collected. His movements were somewhat skilled, the constant practice of the past week showing its results.
The Morenkai began to rush at him. He was only about 5 stories up, well close to the ground floor. The lumbering forms of the unnatural creatures slammed into the side of the building and then began to scale it, throwing themselves upward with their superhuman strength.
Several of them rushed up only to fall back down. While they were all superhumanly powerful, most of them were quite clumsy. Climbing in a rush was not their strong suit.
"Careful…" Shin ignored this as he looked at the Abnormal he had shot.
It had stumbled down, the impact stunning it. While the bullet hadn't penetrated its head, the force was still very considerable. A blow to the head like that was not something even a Morenkai could fully ignore.
However, this Abnormal seemed to be taking it worse than even regular Morenkai would be. Instead of shrugging the attack off, it remained stunned, unmoving.
'I was right! It's an Abnormal with a weakness in the skull!'
As he saw this, he smiled. This was exactly what he wanted!
Without hesitating, he focused on the Abnormal that was just a couple dozen meters away, ignoring the thronging Morenkai that were rushing him. He took a deep breath…
And vanished, teleporting.
He found himself, an instant later, down on the street level. The nearby area was mostly clear of other Morenkai, at the moment, due to all of them rushing towards where Shin had been. This gave him a clear field as he ran over to where the downed Abnormal was.
"Sorry buddy, you'd do the same to me." He said out loud as he aimed his rifle precisely.
A second bullet blasted from the rifle, the recoil jerking back against him and his shoulder, almost making him fall over. He'd positioned himself carefully, managing to stay steady and absorb the impact. The smell of gunfire stung in the air as the bullet shot forward and slammed into the head of the downed Abnormal.
The body of the creature slid and splayed out on the ground, black blood falling from it as it lay still.
..
—- Points Obtained —-
104
..
Shin smiled.
Behind him, the echoes of Morenkai feet on pavement rang out as the black-skinned creatures seemingly realized they'd been tricked and sprinted back towards him.
Shin didn't give them even a hope of catching him as he immediately ran away from the body and jumped up in the air, his eyes focusing on the skyscraper next to him.
He teleported away again.
"Ah." He muttered out loud as he fell down, finding himself inside a closed off room on the 4th floor of a building. The usual bed, desk, and connecting bathroom could be seen, all unoccupied.
In relatively quick succession, Shin teleported twice more, as fast as his Ability would allow. He quickly found himself on the 12th floor, well above the thronging Morenkai down below.
'Whew.' He took several deep breaths, smiling.
'I've finally got enough Points!' He opened his status.
.
— - Status — -
Name: Shin Hopefell
Points: 65,031
Race: Human
Age: 18
- Stats -
Strength - 18
Endurance -14
Recovery - 12
Soul - 12
Abilities - (2/7)
Warping Phaser
Ki Cultivator (Mortal Tier - Early)
.
'With 65,000 Points, I can finally afford the Ability Micheal wanted me to get!' He pulled the Ability up in the shop, checking it over.
..
Expand - 65,000 (9/10)
..
'There's only 1 left… there were 2 left the last time I checked.' He frowned slightly as he saw this, thinking it over.
The Expand Ability allowed one to temporarily increases the size of anything within a certain range for a short period of time. Micheal's original plan had been for Shin to become the same berserker warrior and use the Ability to enhance the size of his sword.
The unique magic of this Ability allowed the force applied to a smaller object to be multiplied when added to a bigger object. That meant if he swung a sword that was about the size of his arm, but applied the Ability and made the sword the size of his body, the sword would fly through the air at the same speed, but the impact would be much greater and stronger. The sword's weight, density, and other qualities would have increased by large margins.
It would be as if he became monstrously strong, able to swing such a large sword with ease. An extremely powerful Ability for a warrior that focused on melee combat and overwhelming strength.
'I'm still going to go my own route, though, that uses my teleporting powers best.' Shin had fully committed himself to the role of a sharpshooter, a skirmisher, and an assassin. He knew that there were many routes he could take, but that if he didn't specialize in something, he would become a jack of all trades, master of none.
'However…' As he looked over the Ability, an idea stayed with him that he couldn't shake.
'The Ability should activate instantly, the expansion not taking any time at all.' It would take far less than a fraction of a second to use. According to its rough description and what Micheal had hurriedly told him, this understanding should be correct.
'…'
'What would happen if I fired a bullet, but then expanded its size?' His eyes flickered with interest,
'If I transform a .375 H&H Magnum round right after I fire it, making it swell to say, the size of a bowling ball…
'Wouldn't that be the same thing as firing a literal cannon?'
A deep-seated eagerness filled his heart as he considered this. This unique Ability contained an awe-defying synergy. That was, if he could use it correctly. He wouldn't know fully unless he tested it.
'With an attack like that, I should be able to obliterate Morenkai left and right. I would definitely be able to help Micheal out, now, and in the future!' He smiled.
And then, without hesitation, selected the Ability.
'Purchase!'
.. .. .. .. .. ..
Far above Shin, on the roof of the skyscraper he was within, a man that looked to be in his mid-60s could be seen standing on the edge. He had a bushy greying beard and tanned, weathered skin, giving him the appearance of a sailor. He wore a pair of stark white pants, an open white vest, and had an enormous metal anchor strapped to his back.
He practically looked like a ship, in and of himself.
"So the runt is down here, huh?" The man's voice was rough as he spoke, his nose, one that had clearly been broken before, wrinkling. His short, greying brown hair and dark grey eyes contributed to his wizened appearance.
"Yes sir, Admiral!" A young lady spoke up, her voice quivering slightly as she walked up next to the aging man. She had long red hair and wore a prim purple dress, covering her body from neck to toe, though her pretty face remained revealed. Her eyes were green, glowing lightly in the dying afternoon light.
"He's been hunting all over the Cluster, but only attacked Morenkai. He hasn't harmed any innocents and has even gone out of his way to help several smaller teams when they looked like they were in trouble." As she spoke, her eyes glowed a little brighter, as if she was seeing a vision.
"Huh." The old man crossed his arms, a smile appearing,
"The old man's Seer said there was a chance we'd find a link to curing Cameron in this Cluster, but we've had no luck in that regard." He spoke out loud to himself, his voice gruff as he weighed his options.
If Micheal was here, his eyes would've popped as he recognized the speaker.
It was none other than Admiral Cardell, one of the 6 Executives of the Godfather Organization.
A man considered the strongest Ranker under S Rank.
A man that, in the original timeline, would go on to eventually become an S Ranker after the Godfather Organization's Head, Cameron, perished due to a seemingly incurable poison.
It was because of his sheer force of will that the Godfather Organization managed to survive following Cameron's death, though only after tens of thousands of its members died.
"A young man like him has the potential to fit in just right with the other Executives, if he makes use of that teleporting Type Ability properly and picks up a few strong Abilities." Admiral Cardell's eyes narrowed as he made a decision,
"Let's go talk to him before we force the Great Bridge open again."
.




Chapter 59: Suit

Micheal looked into the mirror, his eyes cool.
A man wearing a sharp looking black suit and coat, with a light blue undershirt and a dark blue tie, looked back. The coat was midnight black, matching his dark slacks. A set of black dress shoes completed the outfit, shining ever so faintly.
Micheal adjusted the edge of his coat, pulling it tight. He then checked the size of his slacks.
"Looking sharp." Micheal smiled.
Through the Shop, one could find a variety of things. In the Miscellaneous Earth Objects section, it was possible to find large selections of clothing, much of it customizable. It was even possible to purchase clothes that specifically fit one's proportions.
Of course, the cost of customized clothes was not cheap. The clothes might've been produced and enhanced by the Shop, but they did not provide any special effects or powers.
The suit Micheal was looking at looked professionally made and had cost him several hundred Points.
He had winced at the expenditure when he looked it up, but had gone through with it in the end.
Appearances were extremely important to some people in the 7 Layers. Some groups put a great deal of opinion into first impressions, and one's physical look could contribute to that.
'Especially with the Godfather Organization.' His eyes gleamed as he nodded.
While the suit was tight and looked stylish, it was also very comfortable. He could easily move around in it. It didn't restrict him and wouldn't slow him down in combat.
He checked on the sheath he had added to his waist. It was golden colored and inlaid with detailed inscriptions of some type of king fighting off monsters. His Steelborn Sword rested in it, fitting perfectly.
Keeping his sword in a Spatial Ring wasn't a bad strategy, but there were some Abilities that could interfere with Spatial Storage objects.
As a result, he thought it better to have it out already than chance getting stuck in a fight swordless.
He finished any other last-minute preparations and left the bathroom he had been standing in, making his way into the hallway. He glanced up and down it before wandering over towards the adjacent room.
He raised his hand to knock and then lowered it, smiling slightly.
'I'll wait.'
A few more minutes passed while he waited patiently. He practiced drawing and sheathing his blade in quick succession, getting used to the feel of a sheath again.
Finally, Micheal sensed footsteps. A moment later, the door he was waiting near opened up, revealing a beautiful girl.
Sophia was wearing a tight green dress that showed off her figure, her shoulder-length brown hair curled. She carried herself with a pristine aura, looking every bit a princess from some mythical fairy tale.
Micheal smiled.
"Looking sharp, girly! Ready to go?"
Sophia smiled back, giving him a thumbs up. Her eyes wavered slightly, however, betraying her nervousness.
"Let's go!"
.. .. .. .. .. ..
Micheal and Sophia made fast progress as they moved across the Cluster. After leaving the Open Market and taking out Xavier, they were already decently close to the location of the Godfather Organization's HQ.
'It's still afternoon.' Micheal glanced up at the sky briefly, noting the time. Most organizations ceased hunting at night due to the increased danger. The dark-skinned Morenkai blended into the night unnaturally well, making it an even more dangerous world.
They had opted to ditch their masks for now. Right now, their Heron and Crane identities were compromised to some degree, though it was doubtful word would've spread yet. Ultimately, the identities were easily discarded if necessary, though Micheal liked the idea of keeping them around for now. He was considering using them as a cover when he was in the Main Cluster, pretending to be a part of one of the major organizations.
'They likely don't know they were hit with Sophia's Fairy Eyes. Her illusions created a myriad of images, none of them will remember the pink glow she gave off.' The unsuspecting attack would've had a great impact on the psyche of the team they'd ambushed.
In no time at all, they entered the region controlled by the Godfather Organization.
Along the way, they had been attacked by only a single shambling Morenkai. Micheal had made short work of it, killing it with ease as they moved forward. They luckily didn't encounter any active teams, though they did spot a few fighting against Morenkai on neighboring skyscrapers.
As they entered the zone controlled by the Godfather Organization, Micheal spotted several armed scouts on patrol, keeping watch for enemies. The Godfather Organization was territorial, like many of the other big forces, not letting small teams butt into their hunting ground.
'Well, they have more of an excuse for it.' The organization helped train younger teens and cared for those too young to take care of themselves. Of all the major powers in his Cluster, this was the only one he truly respected.
"Hold up!" Finally, as they moved onto one particular bridge, a pair of men walked up to the other end from one of the sheds up top. Each man wielded a rifle in their hands with handguns slung on their waist.
"This is the territory of the Godfather Organization. State your name and purpose!" The leading guard was slightly overweight and looked to be in his 40s, wearing a set of jeans and a grey shirt. The second guard looked to be around the same age, wearing similar gear. They both had greying brown hair and short beards, looking almost like brothers.
"My name is Micheal and this is Sophia. We're both Irregulars that have yet to join any team and are here to request a meeting with Boss Shigun." He directly, and openly, stated their purpose.
Sneaking around and subterfuge were useful tools, but sometimes being honest was a tool in its own right. Micheal intended to establish a relationship with the Godfather Organization. If he opened up by lying about their identity, it would absolutely set them on the wrong foot.
"You are- hold on, come again?" The first speaker blinked as he looked from Micheal to Sophia, his face scrunched up. The other guard's eyes opened wide as he stared at them, nervously fingering his gun.
"We are both Irregulars that have not joined any team. We are requesting a meeting with Boss Shigun." He replied, his voice calm.
"Ah, alright. Okay. Uh, stay right here, let me phone that in." After a moment's thought, the man stepped back. He reached into his pocket, pulling out a rather large and clunky looking phone. The Godfather Organization, just like the Saru Group, had their own short-wave radio communications network.
Micheal and Sophia waited patiently, watching as this all went down.
After a few moments, the man returned, still holding the clunky phone in his hand.
"What do you want to meet the Head for? The Officers know of both of you." His voice held a hint of respect as he spoke, recognizing that both of them were far stronger than him.
"Before you answer, however, they requested that you prove your identity." The guard pointed to Sophia, his voice polite,
"You can make your eyes glow pink, right?"
Sophia nodded demurely, her eyes flicking to look at Micheal for a moment.
"Yes." She activated her Fairy Eyes. The air around them dropped in temperature, though she didn't target anyone in particular.
The guard nodded when he saw this, holding his hands up.
"Thanks, thanks, that's enough." He held the phone up to his head, talking into it briefly before he repeated his earlier question,
"So, why do you two want to meet the Head?" He looked at them sternly,
"Even if you are unsigned Irregulars, not just anyone can meet the Head." Despite his politeness, his voice contained steel as he stated this, his eyes flaring. The Godfather Organization was renowned for the loyalty of its members.
Micheal smiled,
'They've taken the bait.'
.




Chapter 60: Revelation

"It's nothing harmful. Tell your Officers that I have a proposition to make, one that will bring a large number of benefits to the Godfather Organization. Something that will vastly enhance their power, and the power of every human in the Cluster." He directly led with a tantalizing tease, knowing the carrot, rather than the stick, was the best way to draw them forward.
'I'll warn them about the Black Flag Pirates once we get in.' He nodded to himself.
"Alright." The guard stepped back again, talking into the clunky phone. Micheal couldn't hear what he was saying from this distance, but could read his lips and see that he was essentially repeating what Micheal had said.
After a few moments, the guard finished and waited patiently. He nodded his head several times as he heard a response back, eventually turning to look at Micheal and Sophia.
"Alright, you guys can come through. Larry, take 'em to the HQ, send Marvin up here on the way to replace you till you come back." The speaker waved them onward and motioned for the other guard to accompany him.
"Yes, sir!" The second guard, despite looking the same age, barked out his acquiescence respectfully, turning to look at Micheal and Sophia.
"This way!"
Micheal and Sophia exchanged glances and then moved forward.
They followed the guard across the skyscraper and through several long bridges. On the way, they passed several large groups of armed guards. Some of them were training groups of younger teens or children while others seemed to be moving about on patrol.
If nothing else, the Godfather Organization's territory was some of the most heavily protected in the entire Cluster.
Soon, they found themselves outside one particularly large skyscraper. A black behemoth that towered over the nearby ones, the location the Godfather Organization had taken as their headquarters.
The guard, Larry, led them all the way to the bridge that connected to this skyscraper, where they were met by a small receiving team. Four armed guards that nodded respectfully at them, all dressed in black slacks and nice white shirts. The guards of the HQ held themselves to a strict dress code, far more so than the guards in the outer areas.
Micheal tugged slightly at his tie, ensuring it was properly placed as they followed the new guards into the bowels of the skyscraper. They were led down several flights till they reached a floor 8 stories down. They followed the guards onto the floor and forward into a well-lit hallway.
Outside a door in the middle of this hallway, two armed men could be seen, standing guard. These men were dressed in full black suits, looking every bit like CIA spies or secret service agents. They had machine guns placed on their back and wore dark black shades.
"We've brought the Irregulars." Their own guards spoke up as they reached the two doormen. The doormen nodded as they saw them, exchanging a few words.
Right after, they turned to look at Micheal and Sophia.
"Boss Shigun will see you." They waved them forward.
'Excellent! I thought we might be able to see the Head directly, given that we're both free Irregulars.' He smiled internally. If it hadn't been for their special status, it likely would've taken far more effort to meet the Head.
He pushed the door open, entering into the private lounge.
"Ah, Micheal and Sophia. I've heard much about you!" They were greeted with a warm voice as soon as they entered.
There were 3 men standing in the room. Each of them were dressed in similar black suits and ties, looking put together and sharp.
The speaker was an elderly man in his late 60s, with a long, greying white beard and a friendly smile. He was lean and wiry, but his bright blue eyes possessed an inner strength nothing seemed to be able to dampen.
In his hand he held a large, brown cigar that was lightly burning, giving off a warm, earthy scent. His entire physique gave off the aura of a powerful mobster from Earth. He looked like exactly what Micheal expected him to look like, a living stereotype.
'The Branch Head of the Godfather Organization, in the Stardust Cluster.' Micheal's eyes flashed,
'Shigun Moss.'
"Welcome, welcome! Let me introduce myself! I am Head Shigun, but you can just call me Boss Shigun here." Shigun smiled warmly, nodding at the two of them. Right after he spoke, he took a long drag from his cigar.
The mob boss began to cough profusely, smoke sputtering from his mouth, nose, and even his ears as he almost spat the Shop-enhanced cigar out. He then patted his chest, wiping his shoulders off as if that had been completely normal.
"Ahem."
Micheal internally snorted when he saw this. He had never personally met the Head, the man had died before Micheal gained any real power, but he was aware of some of the rumors about him.
One of those rumors, one he had thought rather unbelievable, had claimed that the man had tried for years to figure out how to smoke and still coughed like a teenager smoking his first cigarette at every attempt. Apparently it was one of the true rumors, leading Micheal to question how many of the others had also been accurate.
'Kinda ruins your mob boss image, huh?' Micheal smiled slightly at the thought.
As the Head recovered, Micheal's eyes flicked to the left and right, taking in the other two figures.
When he did this, the internal, pleased smile he had froze and then shattered, his heart dropping in shock.
Shigun finished recovering, returning back to smile at Micheal as he stepped forward.
"This is Officer Martin, my Offensive Team Leader." He motioned to the man on his left, a man in his 30s with bright blonde hair and a muscular build. Martin gave Micheal a friendly smile and stepped forward, offering his hand.
Micheal shook it, replying smoothly as he ignored the inner turmoil plaguing his heart,
"A pleasure to meet you."
"And this is Officer Cain, my Defensive Team Leader!" Shigun motioned to the man on his right.
A brown-skinned man with long brown hair and a muscular body, with arms that were covered in black tribal tattoos. His brown eyes shined with intelligence as he also smiled at Micheal in a friendly manner.
Cain then stepped forward and extended a hand.
Micheal shook the man's hand, giving him a friendly smile in return.
Internally, he was restraining himself from drawing his sword and leaping forward, lopping the man's head off.
'This is… Bloody Iron Arm Cain?!' He recognized the man from the original timeline, not allowing a hint of emotion to appear on his face despite the shocking realization,
'He was one of the Black Flag Pirates B Rankers… I personally saw him around 4 months in, back in my original timeline…' The memory had been another one fraught with peril as an expedition he was tagging along with was attacked by the Black Flag Pirates.
Bloody Iron Arm Cain was renowned as a killer that executed the targets he picked without mercy, in Micheal's first time. He got his nickname for his brutal attack style, using his powerful Steel Body Type to obliterate his opponents with his bare fists, covering his arms in blood.
'What is he doing as one of the Officers of the Godfather Organization?!' As this thought raced through Micheal's mind, Head Shigun stepped forward, sticking out his own hand.
Micheal grasped it, shaking the man's hand firmly as he forcibly controlled his emotions. He gave off an image of supreme confidence, not missing a step.
"Now… tell me what exactly it is you are here to tell me." The Head smiled, his eyes unblinking as he stared at Micheal. The air around the Head seemed to shiver as he spoke, as if he was capable of exploding with power at the drop of a pin.
Micheal stared back and then glanced at Cain, his mind racing ahead of him as he tried to think up a new response, adapting his plan on the spot.
.




Chapter 61: Proposition

Micheal blinked, his thoughts racing.
'Cain is definitely going to become an Executive of the Black Flag Pirates in the future. His presence here can mean one of two things…' His mind processed all of this in an instant.
The first option was grim. He escaped after the brutal battle took place that led to this Godfather Organization Branch's destruction, somehow surviving, and went on to join the Black Flag Pirates.
The second option was the simplest, and even more grim He betrayed the Godfather Organization ahead of time, helping contribute to their downfall, and winning himself a position in the Black Flag Pirates.
The first option was possible but unlikely. The second option, however, was not only possible but probable.
'If it's like that, everything makes sense. The Godfather Organization gets wiped out because their own Defensive Team Leader betrays them. No wonder they lost so badly.'
'However… that means that I've just exposed Sophia and myself to the Black Flag Pirates. Cain has likely already betrayed the Godfather Organization and is colluding with the enemy. Damn.'
All of these thoughts raced through his mind in a split second. Micheal didn't let even a hint of nervousness or frustration show as he smiled calmly back at Head Shigun.
"I'm here for two reasons, Head Shigun. The first is to give you an offering to show my sincerity." As he was about to continue, he was interrupted.
Bloody Iron Arm Cain's voice was pointed as he interjected,
"My men reported that you know something that can enhance the power of every man in the Cluster. Is that true?"
Micheal glanced at him, his eyes flicking between the Head and Cain. Shigun simply smiled, his arms crossed as he waited expectantly.
"Yes. It's a way to increase the Physique of every human." Micheal spoke aloud openly, hiding nothing.
"It's the formula for a unique concoction called Dragon Building Liquid."
A few moments passed as Micheal explained the effects of Dragon Building Liquid. He gave them a detailed explanation of the slow acting Dragon Building Liquid, the one that cost more. The fast acting one would be dangerous to use for those that didn't have a fine level of control over their Ki, especially here on the First Layer.
"It can change your Physique? A hidden stat that represents the talent a being is born with?" Cain led the questions as he quizzed Micheal on the effects. His voice was laced with disbelief, something Micheal couldn't entirely fault him for. Very few people on the First Layer would've heard about Physiques, the number of Abilities that would change that were quite small.
"Yes. It will make cultivating your Ki noticeably easier. Abilities will come more naturally and it will become easier to increase your stats." Even one's Soul stat, a stat that was notoriously hard to increase in the First Layer, could be made easier to increase with a stronger Physique.
Micheal had a few ideas on how he could increase his Soul stat on the First Layer.
One of them was to try training himself with his Life Orbs. When he extended them with a great deal of focus, they would strain his soul. It was possible that repeated usage of the Orbs could toughen his soul up and, by doing so, increase his Soul stat. The soul of a being and the Soul stat were linked up. The Soul stat was essentially a representation of how powerful a being's soul was.
'I can't risk injuring my soul now, not before the Black Flag Pirates attack.' He'd put that plan on hold for now, focusing on the present. He shook the stray thoughts from his mind.
"In fact, I myself have already gained a 1 Star Physique." Micheal held out his right hand towards Boss Shigun, flexing slightly.
The Head looked at it for a moment before taking it.
Micheal shook his hand, squeezing with all his might. He pulled on every muscle he possibly could to do so, contributing an inordinate amount of strength. The Ki in his body shook slightly as he drew upon it.
"Oh my." Shigun exclaimed as he felt this, his eyes glowing. Shigun was an A Ranker, and his strength placed him far above Micheal's current power. However, he had adept senses and was able to finely detect that Micheal was only using his Ki and the raw power of his body, without any other boosting Abilities.
"Quite impressive, young warrior." Shigun let go, smiling. Micheal took his hand back, smiling back.
"If all of this is true, and it seems like it is, then this is something that will change not only the entire Cluster, but perhaps the entire world!" Boss Shigun's voice was full of excitement as he heard this, his eyes ecstatic.
'He really is one of the good ones.' People that truly cared for others were not that easy to find in the Layers. As Micheal saw this, he internally made a promise to do his best to save Shigun.
In his excitement, Shigun took a long drag from his cigar and fell into a spew of coughing once more, apparently forgetting he was inept at smoking.
Micheal coughed as he hid a snort, wiping a smile from his face.
"That is indeed information that stands up to what you claimed. I will have my men test it immediately. If it is tru-" Boss Shigun stopped talking as he saw Micheal hold up a hand, the powerful Head frowning slightly.
"That's not all the information I came to share." Micheal's eyes were cool as he continued,
"That tidbit was just to get your attention and prove I am worthy of trust. You can have your men check it over as proof that I'm not here to mislead you. It should only take a couple of days to see clear effects." He finished.
The frown vanished from Boss Shigun's face as he looked at Micheal, considering. The two Team Leaders on either side of the Boss stared at Micheal intently as well, listening to his every word. Micheal had to restrain himself, again, from directly attacking Bloody Iron Arm Cain.
"What do you want for all of this?" The Head of the Stardust Cluster Branch of the Godfather Organization was well aware that there was no free lunch in this world.
Micheal smiled,
"It's nothing complicated. I'm looking for her little sister, and I wish to become a close ally to your organization." He was open and honest. Those two were technically things he was looking for.
'Sophia never found her little sister, even when she became S Rank in the original timeline.' 111,000,000 people came before her with her sister being in the First Wave. There was no realistic chance that her little sister was in this Cluster, and likely not even in this Layer, so there should be no risk in asking about her, even with Cain here. 
"Oh? A sister?" Shigun turned his attention to Sophia, giving her a polite nod.
"You are Sophia, yes? You're looking for your little sister?"
Sophia nodded back, her expression demure,
"Yes to both. Anna Morgan, my little sister, came with the First Wave, years ago, and I've been worried sick about her ever since."
A few moments passed as Sophia described her sister. Shigun called one of his guards into the room, making them write down the description Sophia offered.
"If all you have given me is true, I will do my best to see if we can find your sister." Shigun gave Sophia a reassuring glance. He looked down at his cigar for a moment, as if considering trying to take a drag from it before giving up, turning his attention back to Micheal.
"But if it's only this much, becoming a close ally of the Godfather Organization is still a bit much." If the Godfather Organization declared someone a close ally, that word was like stone. They would defend their close allies as they would their own, offering them safety and sanctuary.
"I'm aware." Micheal smiled again,
"I said I had two things to tell you, right?"
Shigun nodded his head slowly.
"The second fact I have is one I'll need to prove to you in person. It's a way to gain a vast amount of Points in a short amount of time, a method that can be repeated over and over." Micheal's voice was passionate and engaged as he spoke, giving him an air of authenticity.
"How many Points are we talking, here?" The Offensive Team Leader, Officer Martin, known to many as Martin the Hammer, spoke up, his voice wavering with curiosity.
"Tens of thousands." Micheal replied, his smile everpresent.
You could hear a pin drop in the silence that came after Micheal's announcement. All three of the men looked at him, a mixture of excitement, disbelief, and expectation filling their eyes.
"And what's more… Like I said, I can prove it to you."
.




Chapter 62: The Final Day

"Well, that went as well as it could." Micheal waved at Sophia as they were escorted to the entrance of the Godfather Organizations HQ. Several armed guards were currently walking them up the stairs.
After vaguely explaining a few parts of the method to track and kill Golden Morenkai, without giving anything away, Micheal had finished talking with Head Shigun. They had both mutually agreed to meet back up in a couple of days, after Shigun had had time to test and verify the Dragon Building Liquid concoction.
He'd thought about trying to get a private meeting with the Boss, without Cain in the room, but concluded it wouldn't be possible. While they were impressed with his strength, they certainly didn't trust him yet. He was also too crunched for time to sit around and wait for them to trust him.
Thankfully, it didn't matter what Cain heard about the Golden Morenkai or Dragon Building Liquid methods. The Black Flag Pirates weren't going to stop their attack, even if they learned about everything he had to share. If anything, this would make their attack more certain and predictable as they tried to silence the Godfather Organization before this information got out.
The methods were all information he planned on making fully public in the near future, to better all of humanity. Even if the Black Flag Pirates leaked it, it wouldn't matter, nor would it interfere in his own strength growth. Sophia's method of tracking Golden Morenkai was far superior to any other methods he could think of, after all.
"It did go well… why didn't you warn them about-" Sophia cut herself off as Micheal shook his head.
"We are meeting back here in two days to take Boss Shigun and the Officers on a small expedition to prove the method we discussed. We will need to get a few ingredients to prepare for that. On such short notice, we'll probably have to trade with some of the other groups." Micheal purposefully spoke in a clear voice. He didn't make it obvious that he was talking a bit loud, but he also didn't make it look like he was worried about anyone overhearing.
Sophia blinked at him in confusion for a split second before she caught on.
"Right. We can't hesitate to prepare as much as possible! It's important we make a good impression." Micheal gave her a small smile.
As they rounded the top of the stairs and the guards pulled slightly out of sight, he turned and casually pointed at his ears. He made the movement subtle, yawning as he did so. She didn't make any overt reply, but narrowed her eyes ever so slightly.
They walked out into the evening-lit sky. The sun was slowly starting to set, signing the end of the day.
"Jarrod will escort you out of the territory." One of the guards spoke up, motioning to one of the other guards. They all wore white shirts and black slacks, looking professional.
"Right this way, after me." Jarrod had short brown hair and was slightly overweight, an AK-47 strapped to his back.
"No problem! We'll get out of your hair, no worries!" Micheal gave them a reassuring smile and set about following Jarrod as the man led them away. Sophia quickly fell in behind.
As they followed, Micheal narrowed his eyes. He fell back ever so slightly, till he was right next to Sophia.
He then whispered quietly,
"We're being tailed." He motioned for her to act naturally, walking with him behind the guard.
"What? Why? That went so well!" Sophia replied, restraining her desire to look around as she hurriedly whispered back.
Micheal shook his head,
"Later. Follow my lead for now. We need to get to a skyscraper outside their territory." His heartbeat accelerated slightly as they moved, knowing that every minute they waited was another minute an ambush could be sent their way.
The sixth sense he had that let him know when someone relatively nearby was eyeing him with bad intent was flickering. While the feeling wasn't the most reliable, especially against experts, here on the First Layer it was more than enough.
A few minutes passed as they moved from bridge to bridge, crossing through the Godfather Organizations territory. The guard from the HQ led them on a meandering path, one that was similar to the way they came. Finally, they made it to the last skyscraper on the edge of the Godfather Organization's land.
"Keep it real, Larry!" They had, coincidentally, taken almost the same path they had arrived on before, even meeting the same two guards that had originally greeted them. Micheal acted natural and kept a friendly demeanor up as he waved at the two original guards they had first met, as well as Jarrod.
"Yes, sir!" Larry waved back, motioning them through.
'Everything seems perfectly normal. Let's keep it that way…' Micheal's gaze hardened.
They crossed over with no issues. The feeling of being tracked, however, never left Micheal, constantly sticking to him.
"Come on." He broke out into a jog as he and Sophia left the area, moving over two more skyscrapers.
At that point, Micheal dragged Sophia forward and practically dove into the shed atop its roof. They immediately raced down more than a dozen levels, in a mad sprint.
"How many are there? Are we going to be attacked?" Sophia, to her credit, kept herself from panicking as she followed Micheal's hurried run.
"None if we can have it my way, and we won't give them a chance to attack." Micheal's voice was cool as they stopped descending, ending up on the 15th floor, his chest only slightly heaving from exertion thanks to his enhanced stats.
Micheal led the way to an open lounge, not encountering anyone or anything. He immediately threw open the door that led to the outside, quickly scanning his surroundings.
By now, they were well into the fading evening, with night fast approaching.
Micheal called out his two Life Orbs, smiling as he mentally ordered them to step next to his feet. He then turned towards Sophia, holding out his arms.
"Up you go. Now that we're this far, they won't be able to catch up." He couldn't resist a smile, relief filling him. The speed at which his Life Orbs moved, plus the unexpected nature of him flying away, made it extremely unlikely any scout would be able to follow them.
He wasn't worried that he would get harmed, but if an ambush dragged out and anyone got near Sophia…
Sophia rolled her eyes,
"I'll ride your back." She stepped forward, waving for him to turn around.
He shrugged, smirking slightly,
"Oh, well, if you insist. A little forward for me but I won't-"
"Ow!" He ducked under a smack as Sophia blushed.
"Alright, alright!" He laughed quietly,
"Let's escape now before they search the building. I'll explain everything while we fly away!"
.. .. .. .. .. ..
"Lord Brandon! We've received word of the Irregulars that attacked you."
In a brightly lit lounge, a one-armed man sat, a large axe slung across his back as he looked down at a set of papers. A set of glasses could be seen on his face as he squinted, reading over several lines.
A dark mood hovered around this man, a fierce frown on his face.
"Lord Brandon! Sir!" The muscular figure of the Pirate Lord Brandon looked up from reading over the paper, blinking as he lost focus,
"What?" His voice was laced with irritation.
"Sir, one of our men in the Godfather Organization has found the Irregulars that attacked you!" Standing at the entrance to the lounge was a man dressed in a black shirt and grey pants, one of the lower level scouts in the Black Flag Pirates.
"Oh? Where did-, you said attackers? Not attacker?" Brandon frowned,
"Yes, sir! Both Sophia and Micheal, the two Irregulars, were spotted!" The scout promptly replied.
"Huh? That's… that's not possible. What? Are you certain?" Brandon's eyes widened in shock.
"Yes sir, the information report has been confirmed by multiple sources."
The Pirate Lord stared at the scout for several seconds, his face unblinking.
"Give me your report." He ordered, his voice brooking no argument.
"Yes, sir! The duo are now working with the Godfather Organization, and have shared intel that is currently being tested. We lost track of them as they moved through the Cluster, but we know that they, along with several of the higher-ups from the Godfather Organization, are going to all be in the same place in two days."
"Two days." Brandon took a deep breath, his eyes bleeding hatred. His mouth twisted slightly as he clutched at where his left arm had been, phantom pain flaring up. The battle with the Saru Group General Raymen had cost him his entire arm and nearly his life, the most humiliating experience of his life.
For him, the Pirate Lord Brandon, famed for his defensive prowess and ability to roam the Cluster without fear, to be sent fleeing like a wounded dog…
It was infuriating.
"Go, take my word to Byron. Tell him to meet me here." He waved the scout away, watching as the door shut behind the man.
"I don't know how you're still alive… but you will rue the day you cost me this arm." His voice was hoarse,
"You have two days left to live." His eyes gleamed darkly,
"Let us see how you fare against the full force of the Black Flag Pirates and her allies, little man." His voice rumbled, anger coloring his tone,
"The Godfather Organization will die with you."
.. .. .. .. .. ..
"…Yes, there is no risk to your sister. I am certain she is not in this Cluster. I'm a Seer, remember?" Micheal's voice echoed in the dimly lit lounge, looking across a table at Sophia. They had safely managed to fly away, crossing over several skyscrapers till they found an unoccupied haven back in the central zone.
"Okay… That makes sense for now, I guess." Sophia's eyes were wide as she went on,
"But you said that one of their Officers, Cain, is a traitor?!"
"Yes." Micheal's voice was cool,
"And that means everything is about to come to a head." Micheal folded his hands together,
"Pirate Lord Brandon is no doubt incensed. I am certain they will take advantage of our expedition to attack and try to wipe out the leadership of the Godfather Organization here, as well as allow Brandon to exact his revenge." Micheal kept his tone cool and logical as he explained.
"Oh my gosh. Aren't there 2 A Rankers in the Black Flag Pirates?! Will the Godfather Organization stand a chance?" Sophia's tone was worried, though more likely for her little sister than anything else. Anything that would jeopardize her chances of finding Anna was unacceptable in her eyes.
"Maybe, but not if the Black Flag Pirates call upon smaller forces or teams, going all out. Which they will." Micheal sighed, rubbing his forehead. He knew this problem was going to be something he had to face, sooner or later.
'I've got almost everything I want ready for this, I've collected most of the items I'll need…' 
"We have the advantage, though." He smiled.
Sophia stared at him quizzically in return.
"We know it's going to happen, and they don't know that we know." He held his hand up slowly, open wide.
"The element of surprise is on our side. We have time to prepare, to take advantage of that, so that when the time comes…" He clenched his fist shut, crushing the air,
"We will crush them."
Sophia looked at him and then tentatively nodded her head. Micheal's actions, as well as the mysterious knowledge he had shown over the past week, had solidified her opinion of him. If he said the Sun would rise in the west and set in the east, she would be the first in line to watch that sunrise, her faith in him steady.
"But for now… Let's get some rest." He resisted the urge to yawn, looking out at the pitch black darkness.
"We've got a bunch of things to do tomorrow."
.. .. .. .. .. ..
Two days later...
The final day arrived.
Micheal woke up slowly, the early morning light slipping in through a partially closed window. He blinked as he came awake, swiftly becoming alert.
He slowly smiled, his eyes cold,
"It's time."
.




Chapter 63: Attack

"Boss Shigun! Good morning!" Micheal waved cheerfully at the well-dressed leader of the Godfather Organization in his Cluster, smiling. Sophia waved faintly after a moment, eyeing Micheal askance.
"Hello, brat." Shigun laughed out loud as he waved back, an eager light in his eye. Next to him were his two powerful Team Leaders, Bloody Iron Arm Cain and Martin the Hammer, as well as a good dozen guards armed to the teeth. Shigun was holding a cane this time, one he leaned slightly on as he stood.
They were currently standing atop the rooftop of the Godfather Organization's HQ. The morning light was still early, not yet moving to midmorning. Micheal and Sophia had made fast time here, stopping for nothing. They'd encountered a few Morenkai along the way, but sprinted past them.
They began to walk over towards where the Godfather Organization team was waiting, their movements steady.
"It seems that intel you shared on that Dragon Building Liquid came out as you said." Shigun crossed his arms and gave Micheal a stern nod. He then continued,
"We've put in word looking for Miss Morgan's little sister. We haven't found her in this Cluster, but our organization here is just a branch of the main group. When we hear back from the Main Cluster, we will be able to give you a fuller report." Shigun's words were authoritative, spoken slowly. In his mouth, an unlit cigar could be seen, one he seemed to have tried to light and failed.
"I also sent word of your Dragon Building Liquid to the Main Cluster. You've managed to pique the interest of even the Executives, so they definitely won't slack off." He smiled appreciatively,
"What are you going to show us today? If it's as valuable as that Dragon Building Liquid seems to be, the Main Branch will reward you handsomely." As he spoke, he leaned forward, looking at Micheal with interest. His stance was a bit guarded, but friendly overall.
Micheal smiled. It seemed he'd successfully won the man over. That would make everything that was going to follow this much easier. As for taking a reward from the Main Branch of the Godfather Organization, naturally he would turn it down.
It wasn't that he didn't want anything. Rather, all the Executives and higher-ups in the Organization greatly valued relationships. If he accepted any type of monetary or physical reward, they would see this all as merely a trade or physical exchange.
"Like I told you before, it's a method to gain tens of thousands of Points very quickly. And I don't want any reward, beyond helping Sophia find her little sister." He took a few steps forward until he was only around a meter away. From this close, he got a good look at the cane Shigun was leaning on.
'A Thunderbar Cane from the Shop, huh? What is that, 18,000 Points?' It was a durable weapon that allowed its user to send out a small bolt of energy, useful for people that lacked good long-range attacks. It could also be used as a close-range weapon, able to grow roughly twice as thick and long.
'I suppose that's to make up for his Full Transformation Type Ability. If I recall, it's one specializing in close combat.' He mentally nodded. He couldn't quite remember what exactly the Ability had been, but knew his guess was close enough.
"All you guys need to do is follow us!" Micheal gave them all a thumbs up.
Shigun looked at him for a brief moment before nodding and waving his hand behind him,
"You heard the lad, men! Let's move out!" The powerful Boss wanted to see what Micheal was offering with his own two eyes.
Just like that, they set off.
Micheal led them all the way to the edge of their territory, spending a good twenty minutes jogging. Whenever they passed by any patrols or guards, the men would all respectfully step to the side, many of them looking at Boss Shigun in worship or awe.
A lot of the guards were on the younger side, Micheal noted, not surprised. The Godfather Organization took in everyone. There was no time to coddle anyone, not in the middle of the apocalypse.
"Hmm, around here should do." As they passed over a bridge that was a few buildings out from the official territory of the Godfather Organization, Micheal glanced around and then shrugged, as if it was his first time here.
He then turned to look at Boss Shigun and his men.
"As I'm sure you all know, this area isn't claimed by anyone and should be mostly empty. There are two ways to use my method of gaining Points. We will show you the first method right now." While Sophia's Fairy Eyes were quite unique, it wasn't like they were the only way to trick Morenkai into seeking out Abnormals and Golden Morenkai. Micheal figured he'd share both methods, in the interests of maximizing the gains the Human Race would make.
He walked over to one of the sheds atop the roof, opening it. He and Sophia quickly went inside, followed by several of Boss Shigun's men, his two Team Leaders, and the Boss himself. While he hadn't brought his entire army with him, Boss Shigun was not nearly as cocky as Pirate Lord Brandon. For an expedition of such note, he had brought a full 20 C Ranked soldiers as well as his two B Rank Team Leaders. Some of the soldiers were close to B Rank, all of them elites in their own right.
The skyscraper was roughly 40 stories high. They moved down it at a fast pace, not encountering any Morenkai or other people. True to Micheal's word, the building was practically abandoned, with no one living in it. It was simply too close to the territory of the Godfather Organization, constantly within range of their outer guards.
'It's close enough that the Godfather group should be fine with it, but far enough that the Black Flag Pirates will likely consider it a fair enough spot to attack.' Micheal's eyes were narrow as he descended into the depths of the building. He had put a great deal of thought and planning into this seemingly random location.
Soon, they arrived at the base of the skyscraper. The floor was made of white tile, bereft of any rooms or decoration. Large, tinted glass windows could be seen all along the sides of the walls, and four separate doors opened out onto the street.
When they stepped on the ground floor, all of the men, and even the Team Leaders and Boss Shigun, looked faintly uncomfortable. The one rule of the First Layer was to never go to the ground floor. Even if everyone here was capable of handling a single Morenkai on their own, none of them could shake that inborn dread.
"Hmm, it's empty." It took only a sweeping glance to scan the ground floor. There were no Morenkai inside.
Micheal walked up to one of the doors. He slowly cracked it open, his movements calm and assured. The soldiers from the Godfather Organization watched him in shock, several of them stepping back. Even Boss Shigun eyed him askance, his eyes narrow.
Outside, shambling Morenkai footsteps echoed out as the freakish creatures moved on the sidewalk steadily. Micheal waited patiently as a few large groups walked by, taking his time.
Finally, when only a duo of Morenkai were in front of his door, he pushed his arm out, causing the door to spray halfway open.
The duo Morenkai automatically froze, slowly turning to look through the open door at Micheal.
Micheal jumped backwards, stepping away from the doorway.
Not a split second later, two normal looking Morenkai lumbered into the room, their great midnight-black bodies shuffling forward.
"Hold on, Sophia." Micheal held his hand out, causing Sophia to pause. She had been just about to activate her Fairy Eyes as they had planned. Micheal didn't see her nod her head, but figured she would listen, moving on his own as he slightly adapted their plan.
Micheal took a step forward, into range of the two Morenkai. The vicious creatures immediately attacked, each one leading out with a brutal punch.
He stepped forward again, moving just under their attack. He could feel wind brush across his head, shivering. The powerful creatures never held back anything with their attacks, directly going for the kill on the first move.
"Hah!" Micheal looped his arm around the waist of each Morenkai.
Then, he flexed his entire body, feeling strength boil within him. All of the increases he had made, upping his Strength stat and enhancing his Physique, increasing his Ki Cultivation, all played together as his arms tightened around the Morenkai waists.
He then picked them up and threw them.
His body twirled as he tossed the two heavy creatures away, sending them flying backwards. He had knocked them both off balance before he threw them, using their own poor sense of balance and the weight of their two punches that had missed to make throwing them much easier.
"Morenkai are not the brightest creatures." Micheal began to talk out loud as the two Morenkai landed in a heap, half a dozen meters away. He turned and ignored them for a moment as he looked at the watching Godfather Organization members.
All of them were looking at him with a sense of newfound respect. His close combat charge and clear skill had won their respect. Even Boss Shigun looked surprised, as if he hadn't expected that.
He also caught an obscure expression appear on Bloody Iron Arm Cain's face for a split second. He wasn't sure what it meant, but knew that Cain had likely marked him down as a threat, not that that mattered.
"As long as you dodge their attacks, leading them where you want to go can be quite easy." He gestured at the downed Morenkai that were just getting up. He looked Boss Shigun in the eyes, his words clearly intended to be heard by him,
"This is something that can be used against them. You might not be aware, but all Morenkai are linked together through some type of neurological or mental energy field. All Morenkai can sense other Morenkai…"
He went off on a speech he had prepared, explaining how Morenkai could sense each other, how that could be used to track down Golden Morenkai, and how that, subsequently, could be used to farm other Morenkai.
Throughout this speech, he threw the Morenkai two more times, relishing his enhanced Strength. When he had just arrived in the First Layer, achieving such a feat would've been literally impossible.
"Sophia! Use your Fairy Eyes."
The temperature in the room dropped as Sophia activated her Fairy Eyes, bringing the two Morenkai under control.
"See? They are within our control. This is one of the ways to achieve the first method of Golden Morenkai hunting! We can do a full live demonstration and hunt to prove it." He smiled as he looked at Boss Shigun.
The man was currently writing down notes furiously in a notepad he had brought, chewing on his unlit cigar.
"Yes, I see. If this method works, there are some Abilities that could recreate a similar effect as Miss Morgan's Fairy Eyes. There are even some Artifacts that might work, considering the low intelligence of the Morenkai." The Boss caught on to the value of Micheal's claims, treating everything he said seriously.
"What of the second method? You mentioned it could be an easier alternative." As Shigun spoke, Micheal's eyes drifted to the side slightly.
He had constantly kept his attention on Bloody Iron Arm Cain, this entire time. Whether through his peripheral vision or just by occasional glances, nothing the man did was out of Micheal's knowledge.
And, at that exact moment, Micheal saw him fiddle slightly with a watch on his wrist.
The moment he saw this, Micheal's eyes took on a cold light. He slowly began to walk forward, maintaining a warm smile as if he was going to go explain the answer to Boss Shigun's question in detail.
Before he said anything, however... a rumbling noise echoed out in the air. 
"Huh?! What was that?!" Everyone froze, save for Micheal who continued walking. 
'Here they come.'
The Black Flag Pirates were beginning their attack.
.




Chapter 64: Bomb

"The building is shaking? No, it's just waves of air from some type of large scale Ability or effect." Boss Shigun, throughout all of this, remained motionless as he made an observation. He held his cane at the ready, his eyes zeroing in on Micheal.
"You wouldn't happen to know what this is, would you, Friend Micheal?" His voice was dangerously calm.
The rumbling continued for a few more moments before eerily falling silent. Just like the Black Flag Pirates did in many of the attacks Micheal was aware of in the future, they started it off with a rather unique tactic.
They blocked off all entrances to the roof, sealing the building with a difficult to remove magical barrier, one that would last roughly 20-30 minutes.
It was now only possible to leave through the ground floor or the various, scattered lounges. It was a solid tactic that would prevent targets from easily escaping. Few humans would dare to brave the streets where the Morenkai flocked, even those of considerable strength.
'They'll be rushing downward at a steady pace, clearing each floor.' Micheal thought, his face revealing nothing.
'They don't know we're on the ground floor, not yet.'
By now, Micheal was standing only a few meters away. He had stopped walking as Shigun began to talk, staring at the Boss of the Stardust Godfather Organization Branch.
He then did something rather unexpected.
"While I'm not familiar with exactly what this is, this feels like the attacking method of the Black Flag Pirates."
He outright told the Boss what was happening.
"H-huh?!" Bloody Iron Arm Cain's eyes widened in shock when he heard this, glaring at Micheal suspiciously for a split second.
The other soldiers reacted in shock as well, a deluge of shouts echoing,
"What the hell?!"
"It's an ambush!?"
"They're traitors!"
Several of them pointed guns at Micheal and Sophia. Despite their apparent anger, none of them fired without orders. Instead, their eyes filled with wariness as they stayed on guard, proving themselves as elite, disciplined fighters.
"Hold." Shigun held his hand out, but not at the elite soldiers.
Instead, it was to stop both the Offensive and Defensive Team Leaders. Martin had pulled out an enormous black hammer from a Spatial Ring while Cain's body took on a threatening, metallic glint. Micheal snorted derisively when he saw Cain's antics.
"I don't believe you would be that stupid." Shigun continued, his eyes boring into Micheal. At the same time, he reached down and pulled out a clunky phone from his Spatial Ring and threw it to Bloody Iron Arm Cain.
"Cain. Call for backup immediately." The wisdom that led to him becoming the leader of the Stardust Branch showed through as he coordinated and prepared for the unexpected ambush.
"If this is the start of an attack by the Black Flag Pirates, how would you know? You aren't with the Black Flag Pirates. I'm certain of that." Shigun's voice brooked no room for argument. All the waiting elite soldiers tightened their grips on their weapons, still aimed at Sophia and Micheal.
"You're right. I'm not with the Black Flag Pirates. If I was, I would've had Sophia use her Fairy Eyes to beguile you and your men." Micheal began, a small smile on his face.
"As to how I know this is an attack… I am a Seer." He shrugged.
"You are… a Seer?" Boss Shigun narrowed his eyes.
"Yes. Before the rumbling started, I had a vision that showed me the future." He lied shamelessly.
"What kind of excuse is that? I say we kill him, here and now." Officer Martin remained unconvinced as he barked out orders,
"Squad 1 and 2 cover the southern entrances, squads 3 and 4 the northern ones! Be ready to attack!" Martin took a dangerous step forward as he looked at Micheal, hauling his oversized hammer over his shoulder as he prepared to go on the offensive.
Immediately the guards split off into smaller groups and coordinated as they aimed at each door, staying near the center of the room. Despite the potential threat Micheal seemed to raise, they followed the orders without question.
Cain, in that period of time, had dutifully made a phone call, seemingly messaging the HQ to send for backup. Thanks to their close location, it would only take a short period of time for reinforcements to arrive if they were called in.
"I'm of the same mind as Martin, Boss. This entire situation stinks." Cain took a step forward as well, his entire body glinting as he set Shigun's phone on the ground. As a Steel Body Type user, Cain was a fearless expert when it came to close combat, a powerful B Ranker.
Shigun, in the meanwhile, stared at Micheal. The Boss's expression was still emotionless, his face impassive.
"You saw a vision, Friend Micheal, right? What did you see in it?" He queried.
"Oh, I saw quite a few interesting things. When it comes to this attack, however…" A small smile appeared on Micheal's face,
"I think your Defensive Team Leader Cain has much more to share about it than I could."
"Huh?" Cain's eyes widened for a split second before he donned an outraged appearance. A split second of panic appeared and then vanished instantly, as if it had never been.
"That's ridiculous! He's trying to split us apart while we are being attacked! Do not let him tear us apart." Cain's eyes went red as he jumped forward, aiming to kill Micheal instantly. A flicker of rage crossed his face, appearing to be righteous anger at being falsely accused.
"Sophia!" Micheal called out as he saw the incoming attack, raising a hand.
In a split second, a pink aura spread as the temperature dropped several degrees.
Cain stumbled down to one knee, clutching at his head as Sophia's Fairy Eyes hit him. His mind was stunned in a mire of confusion as he tried to shake off the powerful Ability, forcibly repressing it.
Cain's mental defenses were well above the average thanks to his long time here. He had the Strong Defense Ability, a power that cost 40,000 Points and enhanced the defensive prowess of its user, including their defense against mental or soul-based attacks.
As a result, Sophia's attack only took him down for a few seconds. Still, that was more than enough time for Micheal to dodge him, sidestepping. Cain's metallic body tumbled down and fell to the floor, clanging against the solid ground.
"Woah!" Officer Martin looked between Micheal and Cain, his oversized hammer held aloft. He didn't attack, however, instead looking to Boss Shigun for orders.
"What are you trying to say, Friend Micheal?" Boss Shigun's eyes had never left Micheal, remaining in the exact same spot as he had before.
"Let's put it this way…" Micheal nodded at the still stunned figure of Cain,
"Why don't you ask him what happened to Jasmine, the former Scouting Team Leader?" He began,
"Or how about Gabriel, the former Internal Team Leader?" He waved his hand at the downed warrior.
"They both died under rather suspicious circumstances, where only Cain was there as a witness, right?"
Micheal's voice cut through the air like a knife.
While he didn't have any clear memories of all the drama and betrayal that had happened here, he already knew who the traitor in the Stardust Branch of the Godfather Organization was. Using that, he was able to work backwards and find several strings of suspicious incidents after doing some intelligence gathering, all relating to Cain.
It seemed clear his betrayal of the Godfather Organization had happened many weeks ago, well in advance.
"If I recall, Cain seemed quite eager to convince you that this expedition would be a good idea." Micheal continued.
When Micheal had talked to Shigun, planning the future expedition if things went well with the Dragon Building Liquid, it had been Cain that stepped forward, agreeing to the plan. Cain had urged everything onward, helping to convince Martin and Shigun that it was a good idea.
"In the vision I saw… I saw Officer Cain betray you in the middle of a dangerous fight, stabbing you in the chest." Micheal finished with one last remark,
"I bet if you check that phone, he won't even have contacted your HQ for reinforcements."
Cain had just finished recovering and was getting back to his feet when he heard all of this. His face began to twitch as the words echoed in his ears, as if he was unable to control himself.
"Bullshit!" The man clenched his fists, gathering his bearings as he yelled out, his eyes almost popping,
"This is clearly an attempt to divide us so that our attackers have the advantage. Why would I ever want to betray the Family? There is nothing I would gain!" Cain's words had a certain amount of logic in them. There wasn't that much to gain by betraying the Godfather Organization. If it wasn't for the shocked look Micheal had seen on the man's face for a split second, he might've almost seemed believable.
'Well, not much to gain if you have morals, anyway.' Micheal noted.
At that exact moment, as everything grew incredibly tense, a couple of shouts echoed out from the stairwell off to the side.
"All clear on the 4th! Moving down!"
"There's noise from the first floor!"
"Move, move!"
There were four separate stairwells that led to the ground floor of the skyscraper they were in. Each one was dimly lit and rather small, with tight close quarters that didn't allow for a large amount of maneuvering, one of the reasons Micheal had picked this skyscraper out ahead of time.
A few other echoed shouts followed, echoing from the other stairwells, as the forces of the Black Flag Pirates made their arrival very loud and clear, not bothering to be stealthy. Their method of locking down a building drew a large amount of attention, nullifying any further surprises they might hold.
"They're here! We can't waste time with this fool anymore!" Cain's voice was harried as he made a jerking motion at Micheal. He didn't advance forward, however, his eyes focused on the Godfather Boss. Cain seemed to be on edge, his body tense.
The fact that Shigun hadn't taken action in all of this time was a sign in and of itself that Micheal's words had an impact.
"Don't tell me you believe this fool! At the very least, save it till after we fight off this attack!" Cain exclaimed, his voice exasperated, the very picture of an innocent man.
Shigun stared on, a frown on his face.
"Well, I do have one last thing to add." Micheal began, giving Cain a cheerful smile and receiving a murderous glare in return.
"I told you I saw a vision before the building rumbled… I actually saw that vision quite a bit before the building rumbled." His eyes flashed,
"So it's not wrong to say I was aware of at least something happening here. I'm guilty of that, though I wasn't sure on the specifics." As his words echoed, the frown on Shigun's face deepened. At the same time, Micheal slowly moved his hand over to his Spatial Ring, bringing out a small, grey metal remote.
The most annoying risk Micheal faced wasn't from the super powerful leaders on each team. After all, there was only a very small number of them, and they were likely to be distracted by the elite forces of the Stardust Godfather Organization Branch.
Rather, it was the lower level fighters. A stray bullet could easily kill Micheal in a single shot. He might be superhuman, but he was very far from invincible.
Knowing that the Black Flag Pirates and a horde of subordinates would be coming after them…
Well, it would've been downright rude of him to not have prepared a welcome gift.
"As a sign of my sincerity, I set up a few countermeasures to handle whatever or whoever tried to stop this meeting."
He held the metal clicker up for them to see.
And then immediately tapped on it.
"…"
Golden Bell Leaves, Flash Powder, Burn Flurry Crystals.
Each one was a unique ingredient that could be purchased from the Artifacts section of the Holy Shop. They had a variety of uses, from alchemical conceptions that could enhance one's strength to power sources for certain types of energy weapons, to chemical ingredients that could enhance the power of certain potions.
Micheal had obtained substantial amounts of each of these ingredients, back at the Open Market.
In the future, it would be discovered that these three separate ingredients, when combined with certain amounts of water and sealed inside a box that doesn't allow any light in…
They would become extremely volatile.
Right now, in each of the four stairwells, a box could be seen attached to the bottom of the section of stairs that led down from the third floor. This box was heavily taped on and blended into the stairs overhead. If one wasn't looking for it, it would be easily overlooked.
At the base of each box, a tiny red device could be seen. A Remote Lighter, purchasable from the Shop for only a few hundred Points.
Dozens of figures were currently moving down the stairs. Men and women dressed in fatigues, some in body armor, all wielding guns. Some of them were Vampires while others had the telltale grey hair of werewolves. All of them, however, were charging downward fearlessly.
The noise they had made down here had drawn their ambushers to conclude they were on the first floor.
When Micheal tapped on the clicker he was holding, the lighter on all 4 of these boxes abruptly lit, instantly lighting the box on fire.
"…"
The instant this happened, a gargantuan explosion echoed as a wave of molten fire and air blasted up and down in each of the four stairwells, incinerating almost everyone in them. The cramped, close quarters greatly enhanced the power of the blast, acting as a tunnel that trapped the flames and reflected them back and forth, over and over.
No screams of agony or horror managed to escape the stairwell as the explosion blasted out, shaking the air and setting the building to rumbling.
In a single, frantic moment, before he had even spotted an enemy, Micheal wiped out a bit more than 80% of the attackers.
.
—- Points Obtained —-
Points: 41,928
.




Chapter 65: React

'42,000 Points? It's smaller than I thought I'd get. Did they bring fewer men than in the first timeline?' The thought flashed through his mind in an instant.
The explosion took almost everyone by surprise.
The combination of ingredients that Micheal had concocted was known to some as Concentrated Burn Liquid, a well-known concoction that he'd made quite a few times in his original timeline, for situations where brute strength wouldn't suffice and a little heat could prove useful.
In terms of overall explosiveness, it was one of the best explosives that could be created on the First Layer, and a powerful and useful explosive on later Layers. While its ingredients weren't exactly cheap, they were reliable and as long as the liquid wasn't kept exposed to heat or light, it wouldn't explode on its own.
The Concentrated Burn Liquid was especially effective in enclosed places. It relied upon searing the air and setting it literally aflame. In an open area like the rooftops, its effects would fizzle out shortly after activation.
While it could set off a small chain reaction, the large amount of air would spread the liquid too thin for it to sustain itself for longer than a second or two.
In an enclosed space, however, where air couldn't easily rush in, its overall power was much higher. It had more time to fully spread, maintaining its coherency for longer. It was an excellent tool that didn't have too many negatives when used indoors.
The flames didn't do much damage to the building itself, only leaving some burn marks in the stairwells. The unnaturally resilient buildings of the First Layer stayed true to their magical reputation, remaining virtually unharmed.
"Woah?!"
"What the hell!"
"Is it part of their attack?"
The guards from the Godfather Organization yelped in surprise, a few mutterings spreading out. They maintained their intense awareness, however, their gaze never straying from their assigned doors.
"This was your doing?" Shigun stared at Micheal, his eyes wide in shock. Micheal had finally managed to change his expressionless appearance.
"Yes, my sight as a Seer clued me in to their attack, but I couldn't be certain. I made some preparations ahead of time." He replied steadily, his voice projecting absolute confidence.
"What if we had men up there?! You could've killed all of us! This is insane!" Officer Cain broke in, glaring at Micheal in rebuke. He was clearly an inch from jumping to attack, but restrained himself, instead glancing at Boss Shigun.
"You didn't, though, did you?" Micheal blinked, his face giving away nothing. Internally, he rolled his eyes, seeing right through Cain's act.
"But what if we had?! This man's clearly a maniac, Shigun, just let me-"
"If you had men up there, I would've adapted my plan." Micheal cut in,
"And it's not like you would care much, traitor." He hammered home his point as he crossed his arms.
"Again, why would I want to betray anyone?" Cain adamantly denied everything.
Shigun, throughout this, stared back and forth between Cain and Micheal, his eyes gleaming.
Micheal was well aware that it would be almost impossible for Shigun to make a decision here. Micheal's actions, so far, had been almost entirely in good faith. If what he said was true, and Cain really was a traitor, then everything would make sense.
On the other hand, Cain had served with him for more than a year. Shigun was extremely reluctant to cast his hand against his trusted Officer, not without solid proof. All of his deliberations were exacerbated by the fact that they were currently under attack.
"We've got movement from the corridors!"
One of Shigun's men broke the verbal stalemate between Micheal and Cain, his voice echoing. Micheal glanced at him, his eyes narrowed. The man appeared to have some type of sensory Ability, letting him detect that people were coming.
"Hug the walls, prepare to defend! Squads 1 and 4, focus half your fire on the incoming Morenkai!" Martin took charge as Shigun, Micheal, and Cain continued to face off, commanding,
"Kill anyone that walks through those doorways."
The explosions had been anything but quiet, but due to their enclosed nature, they weren't too loud either. A small number of Morenkai had started to swarm their building, enough to prove worrisome but nothing overwhelming.
A few gunshots rang out as some of the guards took shots at the Morenkai.
"Sophia." Micheal waved his hand at her. Immediately, she expanded her Fairy Eyes to swoop in on several other Morenkai. She then manipulated what they saw until they viewed other Morenkai as humans and began to fight among each other.
Due to the small number of investigating Morenkai, her actions were enough to tie the rest of them up for now. That would only last briefly, however. The rising commotion would draw more and more Morenkai in, in just a short period of time.
"Taking control of this situation is simple, Boss Shigun." Micheal began, his voice booming as he offered a plan. The Godfather Boss had seemed content allowing Offensive Team Leader Martin to command his men, keeping his focus on Micheal and Cain as he tried to understand the situation.
"We just have to seize one of the stairwells. Right now, the majority of the enemy forces are in shock. We just need to get off of the ground floor and we'll be fine, able to wait for reinforcements." Micheal's eyes narrowed as he looked at Cain,
"That is, if your Officer actually called men in."
Cain's eyes blazed as he glared back at Micheal. Without hesitation, the man picked up the clunky phone that Shigun had tossed him,
"I repeat, send reinforcements to our sector immediately. Our location is…" Micheal watched as the man called for reinforcements, clearly and convincingly. Micheal had forced him into a corner, forcing his hand.
"There. Without a doubt, there can be no suspicions of me now. I have no reason to betray the Family." Cain threw the phone back to Shigun, ignoring Micheal as he cracked his knuckles.
"We need to prepa-" Before he could say anything further, Cain was cut off as a series of gunshots rang out.
"Fall back!"
"Retreat!"
The elite guards of the Godfather Organization all retreated from one of the stairwells, backing up quickly. One of the men was too slow, a blurred fist knocking into his back and sending him flying half a dozen meters through the air.
Shigun snatched the man out of the air as he flew, his body moving with grace and strength as he saved his subordinate.
"To think you two really are still alive. My, my, Sophia and… Micheal right?" A voice that was subtly laced with anger rang out as a heavily armored figure emerged from the stairwell, clad in black plate armor and wielding a large, gleaming axe in his hand. The man's armor was steaming. He had clearly been in the stairs when the bomb went off.
The right arm of this fighter, however, was nowhere to be seen, the armor that would normally cover it vanished.
"I'm guessing it's you that killed almost all of the men I brought today. I'll need to pay you back for that and my arm." The Pirate Lord knew Micheal had a penchant for explosives and probably assumed Micheal had set them ahead of time.
As for why Micheal had set them… even if he cursed at Micheal a thousand times, praying for evil gods to strike him down, he still couldn't figure it out.
'Why were there bombs there at all?! Were you going to blow up the team you were trying to ally with, right outside their own territory?! And how are you still alive?!' It made no sense to the Pirate Lord, but there was nothing he could change now, swallowing the bitter loss with rage.
Cain wouldn't have betrayed them after all he'd done and Brandon couldn't think of anyone else that would've been able to. The Black Flag Pirates had inexplicably sustained serious losses before the battle even directly started.
"Lord Brandon. What an unpleasant surprise." Shigun's voice was cold as his men began to fall back, fanning out in a defensive circle.
Without waiting to hear a response, Shigun activated his Type Ability.
Boss Shigun's Type Ability was a unique one.
It was the Red Titan Type, costing 94,000 Points in the Shop. It allowed the man to transform his body into a huge, lumbering red-skinned Titan, growing an entire meter in height and becoming a muscular brute. The Full Transformation Ability greatly boosted one's Strength, Endurance, and Recovery, but penalized the Soul stat. It could also only be maintained for a somewhat limited amount of time, not more than an hour.
Despite that, the sheer power of the Type, along with Shigun's own personal experience, skill, and other Abilities, made him a decently strong A Ranker. He was just slightly weaker than Pirate Lord Brandon in raw power, but had a much higher Recovery stat. In a duel between the two, it would be a tossup as to who would win.
'Well, normally it would be. Now that Brandon has lost an arm…' Micheal suppressed the urge to smile evilly.
Shigun's body expanded, growing in size such that his head almost touched the roof of the ground floor. His pristine suit ripped as his muscles bulged, giving him a ferocious appearance, almost like that of The Hulk. At the same time, the Artifact he wielded, a Thunderbar Cane, expanded with him, growing to fit in his hands like a massive bat.
Almost immediately, the two men charged at each other. Shigun slammed forward with his cane while Brandon cut out with his Returner Axe, both fighters engaging in a brutal clash of strength.
And, as Micheal expected, Brandon fared slightly worse in the exchange. The heavily armored figure was knocked backward a couple of meters as they clashed, sliding back. The loss of an arm had greatly affected his battle prowess.
Shigun was only blasted back around a single meter, his body giving off a feeling of overwhelming might.
"How dare you attack the Boss!" Officer Martin's voice growled in the air as he prepared to charge to Shigun's aid. Before he could move, however…
"Oh, you two are going at it something fierce! Come, Martin, I think you should let them have their fun." A cheery voice echoed out as a few other figures emerged from the same smoldering doorway, drawing a few other shouts from the elite guards.
A handsome asian man wearing a sharp looking suit walked forward, his green eyes clear. He pushed back on his short black hair, wrinkling his nose at the smell of burnt human flesh that was wafting in from the stairwell.
'Pirate Lord Byron is here... as are some of the B Ranked leading warriors of the Black Flag Pirates.' Apart from Byron, there were three other figures there. Not all of the B Ranked members that Micheal was aware of were present, for some reason.
One was a large black skinned man dressed in army fatigues, Ravager Jason, a B Ranker known for tearing his enemies apart with his bare hands, possessing the Arkian Bear Transformation Type.
The second was a petite woman dressed in a black leotard, her pale face partially covered with a black mask. The B Ranked Silent Viper, known for using poisonous knives and her grace thanks to her mastery of her Lesser Vampire Type.
The third was another asian man, one that looked almost like a clone of Lord Byron. He wore the same type of suit, had green eyes, and kept this hair short, as if he was imitating the Pirate Lord. The Winged Wrecker, a B Ranker that had the Iron-Tailed Eagle Wings Ability, a Partial Transformation Ability that allowed him to grow a pair of powerful and tensile wings, able to shoot feathers from them that cut like knives.
"After all, you have quite a bit more to handle now, don't you?" Byron's eyes glowed as he stepped forward. As he moved, his entire body began to shine with light, the Pirate Lord's unique Ability showing through.
The Mana Body Type, an Ability that cost 89,500 Points in the Shop. It greatly enhanced his physical strength, speed, and durability, as well as multiplying his senses, at the cost of rapidly draining his energy.
While all of this was going on, Micheal had motioned for Sophia, having her act as they planned. She continued to control the Morenkai, having them fight amongst themselves. At the same time, she began to shift towards one of the stairwells, one that was across of where all the major figures were at.
'Not yet…' Micheal kept still, watching the massive battle start to unfold with the eyes of a master conductor, his gaze missing nothing,
'I can't jump in yet… Just a little more…'
.




Chapter 66: Showtime

Gunfire echoed out as a deluge of bullets flew through the air, the guards from the Godfather Organization unleashing a barrage. Unfortunately, all of the B Ranked warriors and Byron were seemingly immune, either through a collection of Artifacts or Abilities that lessened the power of regular bullets.
Upon seeing this, many of the warriors threw down their guns, drawing blades or axes, preparing to fight to the death. With an unknown number of enemies above them, unless they could confront their attackers here and now, fleeing would only increase the odds of Boss Shigun dying.
Throughout all of this, Micheal kept a steady eye on Cain. A sword had appeared in Micheal's hand at some point, one he pointed directly at the man. Micheal gave off a heavy feeling of danger, killing intent vibrating from his body, keeping the man on edge.
"You all have nothing on us! The Family will stop you!" Cain's voice bristled as he held his arms up, his body gleaming with light as his Steel Body Type took effect. He began to run forward, seemingly intent on aiding Shigun and rushing to his defense.
As Micheal saw this, he prepared to act. The muscles on his arms shivered as he tensed up, his senses tingling. Before he took action, however, he paused, blinking as he sensed something.
Cain's body gleamed as he charged up next to the Boss.
In the instant that he arrived, however, the powerful leader of the Stardust Branch of the Godfather Organization abruptly lashed out, his arm whipping across as he brought his oversized cane smashing into Cain's side.
"Huh?! Ulp!"
Cain was blasted towards the Black Flag Pirates like a rag doll, his steel body flung through the air at a vast speed. The air quaked at the massive impact as Shigun sent him flying into Brandon.
Brandon slammed his arm into Cain, stopping his flight abruptly. Stopping the man caused Brandon to slide back half a meter, his body tensing. Right after, he threw Cain's body away from him, his steel body tossed to the side as if it weighed nothing. Even with only one arm, Brandon's Strength could not be underestimated.
While Brandon's actions weren't quite the action of an enemy, neither were they the actions of an ally, leaving some room for ambiguity.
Despite that, Shigun's eyes glared with red light as he stared down at Cain, his bestial face unforgiving.
"I can't believe you betrayed me. Despicable."
'Wow. He picked up on it.' Micheal mentally berated himself for underestimating the Godfather Boss. Just because they were still on the First Layer didn't mean everyone would be guileless.
'My words alone shouldn't have been enough, though. How did he figure it out?'
"Boss, what do you mean? I already tol…" Abruptly, Cain's face twisted with hate, dodging backwards.
Not a moment later, an explosion echoed out as Shigun shot a bolt of energy from his Thunderbar Cane. The energy bolt barely missed Cain as he threw himself down, rolling out of the way.
"You annoying ass rat-bastard." Cain cursed out loud as he got up, glared at Micheal, and then ducked and sprinted over towards the Black Flag Pirates.
"You ruined everything. If it wasn't for you, this would've gone down so much easier." Vitriol spewed from him.
"Whatever, Cain. It is what it is. Prepare to attack." Brandon's voice boomed as he took a step forward, never taking his eyes off of Shigun.
While Cain was speaking and moving, a few warriors began to file in behind Lord Byron, stragglers and survivors from Micheal's bombing attack. Several of them were covered in burns but still battle ready, holding various weapons at the ready.
"Cain?! What?!" Martin sputtered out loud as he saw Cain desert and heard Shigun's words, his voice tinged with disbelief.
"Why, Cain?" Shigun's voice was still somehow calm, the powerful leader looking on silently at his former subordinate.
"I've had enough with living behind the times. This is a new world, where the mighty rule. The Godfather Organization is doomed to fail now that Head Cameron is dying." Bloody Iron Arm Cain shrugged shamelessly,
"Taking care of children, coddling babies… it's a waste of time. I should've realized this when I first arrived." His voice was cruel.
Shigun took the desertion and attack surprisingly well, his body bulging up slightly as he looked at all the enemies he was facing.
"Do you really think you will be able to take all of us on when we are right next to base? When I handed you that phone, Cain, I activated an emergency trigger. More than 200 strong warriors will be here in minutes, armed to the teeth." He sighed,
"Cain, if you had been loyal and called for reinforcements, perhaps we could've parted in peace, even if you did have a hand in the death of the other Team Leaders. Now, though…"
"I will not stop till you're dead."
Micheal blinked as he realized what was up. Shigun must have had some way to determine that Cain wasn't actually calling for reinforcements, despite appearing to do so. Perhaps Cain had set up some type of recording to be played, or some other method.
Boss Shigun didn't get to where he was by being a fool, even if he did miss that Cain had already betrayed him.
"If it were just us, you likely could stall for long enough. But unfortunately for you, it's not." Cain sneered back, without remorse.
As if on cue, a slew of figures emerged from one of the vacant stairwells. Most of them were wearing garments that were singed or burned, a few with visible wounds from Micheal's bomb.
The two at the front, however, were almost completely unscathed.
"Hello Shigun, long time no see!" A tall, red headed man, wearing a set of red pants and a dark red shirt spoke aloud, his voice arrogant. Literal particles of fire flowed around his body, giving him a rather terrifying appearance.
Next to him was a bulky woman wielding what appeared to be a large, heavy-duty flamethrower. She had a set of glasses on and short black hair, fat jiggling as she brought the weapon to bear.
'Fire Caster Abel and his Lieutenant Black Flamer Chelsea of the Mayoral Alliance, with a few of their elite fighters.' He recognized the duo, unsurprised. His eyes flicked among their fighters, all of them wielding swords or other melee weapons as they prepared to attack, noting that Lana and her team weren't among them.
'Here's hoping they left already.' After today, the Mayoral Alliance was bound to fall into chaos.
'But that's it?' The full force of this attack force had a bit less than 2/3rd the number of elite fighters that it had in his original timeline.
The Black Flag Pirate's first move in the original timeline had been a huge, coordinated ambush to wipe out Boss Shigun and his top warriors. After that, they'd gone on to slaughter most of the strong members of the Godfather Organization, before the Cluster-wide war had broken out. This much he remembered, the war being one of the most impactful events on his life here in the Cluster.
'They moved ahead of schedule to force this ambush and Brandon lost an arm… as a result, the future changed.' The Black Flag Pirates had lost some of their influence. Not everyone they called up joined with them. They don't even have all of their B Ranked members here. This ambush team was significantly weaker than it was in the original timeline!
Micheal smiled internally as he realized this.
He was successfully changing the future!
"Abel, you bastard. Even with all of you here, do you think you can kill me and escape?" An incredibly dense aura began to form around Boss Shigun, energy visibly fluctuating as he drew fully upon his Red Titan Type Ability.
Officer Martin growled out loud, his body taking on a warm golden glow. While the Officer didn't have a direct Type for some reason, he had a multitude of powerful Abilities that all focused on enhancing his strength. The nickname he received, The Hammer, was not one given by mistake.
The guards of the Godfather Organization spread out. Everything was incredibly tense for a split second.
Micheal smiled.
'Showtime.'
In one smooth motion, he tapped on his Spatial Ring, withdrawing multiple things.
Micheal flicked his wrists, infusing Sword Energy into half a dozen gleaming feathers. These feathers cut through the air in an instant, taking almost everyone by surprise. His casual flicking, combined with the fact that almost no one was paying attention to him, had disguised the motion of his attack.
In a split second, the gleaming feathers flew all the way over towards their target.
One of the 3 elite B Ranked fighters from the Black Flag Pirates, the so-called Winged Wrecker.
The B Ranker lived up to his rank, reacting instinctively. While he wasn't able to move anywhere near fast enough to dodge such an instantaneous attack, he could still activate an Ability with time to spare.
His Iron-Tailed Eagle Wings Ability activated, two large wings made of metallic feathers forming and covering him up, shielding him. The materialization was almost instant, two heavy layers of iron blocking the path of any blow.
When Micheal's feathers slammed into where the wings were blocking, however…
The protective feathers instantly parted, allowing his feathers to move forward. The feathers Micheal had thrown were the exact same type of feathers, Iron-Tailed Eagle feathers. In the original timeline, Micheal had learned that these feathers had a unique interaction when they were energized.
Whenever they came into contact with feathers of the same type, they would part ways, avoiding hitting each other. It was some type of instinctive, magical fail-safe, built so that Iron-Tailed Eagles wouldn't tear themselves to shreds with their own feathers.
It was a minor fact that Micheal had remembered when he'd learned more about the Black Flag Pirates that he would be facing.
A fact that the B Ranked Winged Wrecker seemed woefully uninformed about.
"Arr-huuk!" A strangled gulp echoed out of the Winged Wrecker as he stumbled a couple of steps backwards, his entire body shaking…
And then fell over, three bloody holes bored through his skull, killed instantly.
.
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An abrupt, startled silence overtook the room as everyone paused for a single instant in shock.
Micheal took full advantage of that.
"Sophia, now!" He yelled out loud as he grasped the Remembrance Shield he had pulled out of his Spatial Ring, his body hugging low to the ground as he threw himself towards Fire Caster Abel.
Sophia reacted without hesitating. Her pink eyes flashed as the Morenkai she had been controlling were abruptly sent charging towards the Black Flag Pirates. She released her control of them an instant later, allowing them to attack the humans of their own volition, as she turned her gaze over to the members of the Mayoral Alliance.
The temperature in the room fluctuated as Sophia's eyes zeroed in on the Black Flamer Chelsea, without paying any attention to the leader of the Mayoral Alliance.
She focused all of her attention on Chelsea, her gaze unremitting. Her Fairy Eyes Ability instantly took hold, slamming into Chelsea's mind and stunning her to great effect.
"What t-" Before Abel could finish speaking, he thrust his hands forward, two streams of fire rocketing into the air. His subordinates behind him had no time to react, watching everything that happened with stunned expressions.
Fire Caster Abel's standout Ability was in his nickname. The 'Fire Caster Type,' an Ability that cost 245,000 Points, something he purchased before arriving on the First Layer, as an Irregular. Despite the high Points cost, Abel was still only a strong B Ranker. He stood at the in-between mark between an A Ranker and a B Ranker, not able to face up against people like Brandon or Shigun, but able to take on enemies like Martin or Cain with relative ease.
His Ability allowed him to manipulate and send collections of fire, following certain 'Spell' creations, almost like a Wizard from fantasy. His attacks were potent, able to severely injure and kill normal humans and even harm Morenkai, killing them if he had enough focus.
As the two streams of molten fire shot towards Micheal, he simply held up his Remembrance Shield.
This was a somewhat useful Artifact that he had traded for in the Open Market. In the First Layer, its power and usefulness was quite limited, largely due to the specifics of what it did.
It had the Ability to absorb energy and then release energy. There was a maximum limit that corresponded to the Soul stat of the person using it. Due to the low number of people that used attacks that involved energy on the First Layer, the shield itself wasn't greatly valued.
It was merely a durable Artifact that could block a few hits to most, overpriced in the Shop. For people like Micheal, the amount of energy it could absorb was middling at best.
The two streams of fire slammed into Micheal's shield. Instantly, he absorbed the front part of the stream, feeling the energy quickly reach the maximum storage amount.
He finely controlled the shield, using his years of experience in controlling his Ki and Artifacts to operate it precisely. As he was absorbing energy, at the same time, he began to expel energy. The operation was mentally confusing, requiring him to think deeply and focus on two separate things at once. Even for Micheal, such a thing was difficult, feeling like he was splitting his mind in two.
He managed to succeed, however, forcing his way through and not allowing himself to fail.
He directly knocked his way past the streams of fire and slammed into the concentrating form of Fire Caster Abel. He managed to absorb both streams of fire and simultaneously release them, nullifying the attack.
Fire Caster Abel was physically powerful, even if close combat wasn't his specialty. In terms of Strength and Endurance, he outclassed Micheal easily. However, Abel had been fiercely concentrating as he used his Ability. The sheer unexpectedness of Micheal being able to absorb his attack and charge forward seemingly unobstructed took Abel completely by surprise, slowing his reactions as his concentration broke.
Micheal took full advantage of that as well.
In less than a fraction of a second, he threw his shield up and whipped out his blade, infusing it with Sword Energy. He slashed forward and then cut into the leader of the Mayoral Alliance, the powerful B Ranker that was nearly A Rank…
Slicing him cleanly in half.
Blood spattered out, painting the wall in front of him as Abel's body fell to the ground lifeless.
.
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Points: 4,870
.
The shocked silence at the abrupt attack lasted for only a split second more before the ground floor devolved into a scene of chaos, a grand melee breaking out.
In the midst of it, Micheal smiled as he glanced down at the corpse for an instant, his eyes cold.
'Not this time, buddy.'
.




Chapter 67: Preparation

What was the most important thing before any battle? In Micheal's mind, there could be only one answer.
Preparation!
Preparing for the tactics your enemy might use, preparing for their weaknesses, their strengths. Every battle hinged around how prepared you were when you went into it.
The mightiest warrior could easily fall to a surprise attack if he was caught unprepared.
And for Micheal, a warrior that possessed sweeping knowledge of the future, preparation was his most powerful tool.
In the span of just a few seconds, he wiped out two powerful B Rankers thanks to the preparations he made.
In the First Layer, a B Ranker could take on decent sized groups of Morenkai all at once, handling them with ease. B Rankers could fight against Abnormals without a team, and oftentimes come out victorious without having to flee. A B Ranker was considered 'Strong' in the First Layer. Part of the upper echelon of Humanity on the First Layer.
Micheal had wiped the floor with these two B Rankers, one of them powerful enough to almost be an A Ranker, with apparent ease.
It wasn't that they were weak. It was just that Micheal's experience, foresight, and personal talent left them in the dust.
Long before this battle began, Micheal had constantly been preparing for it. He knew it was going to happen and he had decided to change its outcome.
Micheal was not a god nor could he warp reality. Most of the B Rankers in the Black Flag Pirates and their allies didn't have any fatal weaknesses. Many of them were well rounded and their strength came from training and effort.
However, when he'd procured a list of the experts that he might face, something he'd managed through asking around in the Open Market and from his memories, he'd gone over each potential enemy in detail.
It was from this list that he'd zeroed in on a few particular targets. Ones with weaknesses that he could exploit, however obscure or small.
'I don't need to kill everyone on my own. Just take out enough enemies to alter the flow of the battle.' Killing both Pirate Lords on his own, without anyone distracting them or helping him, was unfeasible.
An A Ranker could annihilate entire legions of Morenkai, such that only the toughest of regular Abnormals would stand even a chance. They could face off against groups of Abnormals and come out alive. Only Monster Class Morenkai could prove a threat.
Thus, most of Micheal's preparations were aimed at hitting the weaker members of the assault team. The planted bombs in the corridor to lessen the numbers they'd be up against, the special ingredients and tools he'd prepared to counter some of the B Rankers.
And thus far, he had succeeded.
The B Rankers from the Black Flag Pirates had leapt forward to attack the elite guards from the Godfather Organization as well as the B Ranked Offensive Team Leader Officer Martin. Silent Viper's form took on a shadow edge as she tapped into her Vampiric powers while the Ravager Jason's body expanded into that of a three meter tall grey skinned bear and charged forth.
The B Ranked Winged Wrecker remained dead.
The A Rankers, in the meanwhile, continued staring at each other, neither side making the first move yet. Bloody Iron Arm Cain stood off to the side as well, his face torn with fear as he stared at Boss Shigun, unwilling to move till he was engaged.
"Sophia, keep her stunned!" Micheal yelled out loud as he charged at the frozen form of Black Flamer Chelsea, ignoring the duel behind him.
From his research ahead of time, he had determined that Chelsea was a bulky physical attacker that relied upon physical Abilities for close combat and a lethal flamethrower for all else.
Artifacts that could block Sophia's Fairy Eyes were not cheap. In addition, the number of people that had Abilities similar to hers on the First Layer was a pittance. Xavier had such an Artifact, but he was an exception, due to his obsessions. Micheal had judged the chances of Chelsea having one as slim to none, an educated guess that turned out to be correct.
With Sophia's Fairy Eyes keeping Chelsea stunned, killing her would be like taking candy from a baby.
Gunfire broke out as Micheal charged at the stunned B Ranker.
Of the fighters that had straggled in with Fire Caster Abel, four of them rushed to intercept Micheal, wielding swords, maces, and a variety of other melee weapons. The remaining three members of the Mayoral Alliance all wielded guns and opened fire.
However, they weren't shooting at Micheal. Instead, they ignored him and attacked Sophia.
Apart from the few straggling C Ranked warriors of the Black Flag Pirates that had survived Micheal's makeshift bombs and the C Ranked stragglers from the Mayoral Alliance, all of Micheal's enemies here were B Ranked or higher.
At this level, especially for elite B Rankers like the ones present, almost all were immune to ordinary guns. Regular bullets would have little to no effect and were usually useless.
For Bloody Iron Arm Cain, it was because of the durability and defensive Abilities he possessed. For Silent Viper, it was because of her graceful technique and resilient Lesser Vampire Type, allowing her to tank and dodge bullets like they were nothing. For the Ravager Jason, his Arkian Bear Transformation Type had extremely thick and durable skin, such that bullets did almost nothing.
Fire Caster Abel, likewise, had been immune to bullets as well. When Micheal had split him in half, his blade had encountered a brief bit of resistance. If Micheal had to guess, he would've placed it as the Thick Skin Ability, a defensive power that cost 58,000 Points. It decently enhanced one's Endurance and granted a special active power that could be used to enchant one's skin, making it very tough for a period of time.
It couldn't be compared to the defensive power of the Black Knight Type Ability that Pirate Lord Brandon possessed, but when it came to stopping regular bullets, it more than sufficed.
It was so tough it had taken Micheal's Sword Energy-coated blade roughly 0.2 seconds longer than he expected to cut the man in half and kill him.
The prowess Micheal had shown, casually killing two powerful B Rankers like it was nothing, had created a huge impression in the minds of all the lower ranked guards.
In their eyes, he was clearly a powerful B Ranker. Their only hope for survival was to rescue Black Flamer Chelsea. Apart from that, their death seemed certain. Turning their back to flee would likely just end in them being killed.
As a result, the fighters treated Micheal like an expert that was immune to bullets and instead tried to gun down Sophia. Her Fairy Eyes were clearly what was keeping Chelsea stunned and nothing she had done indicated she was immune to bullets.
Unfortunately for them, they judged wrong.
Sophia possessed a protective Artifact that shielded her from long range attacks like bullets, leaving her perfectly unharmed as the bullets bounced off her.
'They fell for it.' Micheal smiled. If they had tried to fire at him, his options would've been rather limited. His Remembrance Shield was a durable physical Artifact, but it was only so large, and he had already dropped it as he focused on attacking.
At his current level, he still lacked a solid answer for guns, though it was hardly his fault. The time he'd spent on the First Layer was less than 2 weeks, after all, facing enemies that had been here for years.
His arm blurred as he slashed out with his blade. His muscles bulged as he mercilessly attacked the warriors that were trying to obstruct him. Ki energy ran flush in his veins, his body tingling.
"Arrrgh!"
"Ulp!"
.
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In just a split second, Micheal killed all four of them. He used precisely aimed strikes, while predicting and accounting for each of the four attackers' weapons, his eyes focused.
The four men that had attacked him were all C Rankers, none of them could be considered truly weak. Each one was able to take on a Morenkai and kill it, through one method or another. In terms of physical Strength and Endurance, they were likely a bit stronger than Micheal was.
In terms of skill and battle technique, however, they couldn't hold a candle to him.
Blood splattered out as their corpses fell to the ground, weapons hitting the floor with a thud.
"No!"
"He broke through!"
Yells of despair broke out as the Mayoral Alliance members saw this. Still under the assumption that bullets were useless against Micheal, the 3 remaining fighters took the only option they thought they had left.
They turned tail and fled, abandoning Chelsea to her fate.
A moment later, before the three of them managed to run more than a couple meters, the trio all fell to the ground, bullet holes drilled into their skulls.
Micheal didn't hesitate as he ignored this, reaching where the still stunned Black Flamer Chelsea was standing. His blade lashed forward, aimed at her chest. 
.
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He cut her down in a single motion, killing her instantly. She didn't even have a moment to regret her choices as she went from stunned to dead, Sophia's Fairy Eyes not lessening up a whit.
Micheal's eyes flicked over as he turned and stared briefly at Sophia. She held a smoking handgun in her hands, her body tense as she stared at the men she had killed.
"Good aim, Sophia!" It truly was. Hitting moving targets that were fleeing at top speed, especially in such close quarters, wasn't easy, even for an experienced shooter. Her Fairy Eyes likely helped out to some degree, enhancing her vision and control, but it was impressive nonetheless.
The duo didn't wait long as they turned around, taking in the rest of the ground floor.
A few Morenkai had straggled in and were getting their bearings, preparing to attack. They seemed focused on the loudest and most obvious group of fighters, the now-dueling A Rankers.
"Arrrgh!" A growl escaped Boss Shigun's lips as Pirate Lord Brandon's Returner Axe sank into his shoulder, spilling blood. Shigun lashed out with a solid punch, sending Brandon flying backwards. Shigun's Titan form was covered in gashes and cuts, soaked in a layer of blood. His determination and willpower had not slackened, however, as he fought off the Pirate Lords.
Before he could continue his attack, Pirate Lord Byron jumped between them, dealing a supercharged roundhouse kick to Shigun's chest. The glowing man's attack knocked the towering Titan back a meter, causing him to spit up blood.
'Even with a much weaker ambush team, Boss Shigun would still likely die, or at least be crippled.' Simultaneous attacks from two A Rankers were no joke.
Apart from the A Rankers, the rest of the people on the ground floor were all engaged in a fierce battle. In the moments that Sophia and Micheal had been turned away, a grand melee had broken out.
"Sophia, help Team Leader Martin and the guards! Take out the gunmen!" The remaining loyal Officer was being attacked by three separate B Rankers at once, Jason, Silent Viper, and Cain, who had rushed over, as well as several armed fighters from the Black Flag Pirates. The Officer was doing everything he could just to stay alive and hold out for reinforcements; victory wasn't even a consideration in his mind. It was a small miracle he hadn't died yet.
Regretfully, several of the guards from the Godfather Organization had already died, though several more still stood their ground, wielding guns or weapons as they fought back. They were focusing on the B Ranked enemies, as did the enemy gunmen. While the bullets couldn't cause much harm, they could still distract and otherwise negatively affect another's technique, leaving one vulnerable in the midst of battle.
'She won't be enough, I'll need to step in or he'll die pretty quickly. Also… I can't just let so many good Points go untaken, not when they are offering themselves up to me.' He rushed forward, his blade held at the ready.
'As for Brandon and Byron…' Micheal's gaze remained steady as he withdrew some items from his Spatial Ring mid-sprint,
A pair of Hard Diamond Throwing Knives and a basketball-sized, glowing, blue Mana Lantern.
The lantern was a special Artifact that could be acquired for several thousand Points from the Shop. It drew in ambient energy from the surroundings to create a cool, peaceful environment, enhancing the energy in the air. For people that used Abilities that could sense 'Mana,' a special type of natural energy that was essentially another form of Ki, a Mana Lantern could be considered very useful.
Operating a Mana Body required a fine-tuned level of control, drawing upon the ambient Mana in the environment. The thought flashed in his mind, something he'd learned over the years. There were multiple Abilities, some non-Type, that allowed one to form a Mana Body, something that became somewhat popular on the Second Layer and beyond.
'It sure would be a shame if something caused the nearby Mana to fluctuate and upset your control.'
Without hesitating, he hurled the Mana Lantern at Lord Byron. A second after, just as he had almost crossed the distance between himself and Officer Martin, he threw the pair of Hard Diamond Throwing Knives after it in an arc. The knives were deadly and sharp, but had something else that was unique about them that almost no one in the First Layer would be aware of.
When they came into contact with Mana, they would react violently. The more concentrated the Mana, the more violent the reaction.
And the Mana Lantern that Micheal had thrown just so happened to have a central core part containing some very concentrated Mana...
Micheal's Steelborn Sword stabbed forward as he entered the fray, slamming into a pair of curved daggers that Silent Viper was wielding, forcing her back.
At the same time, his Hard Diamond Throwing Knives collided with the Mana Lantern, just a few meters away from where Pirate Lord Byron and Boss Shigun were duking it out, with Lord Brandon rushing in to join the fray after blasting aside a few stray Morenkai.
The Mana Lantern shivered in the air for a moment and then... 
Began to explode.
.




Chapter 68: Absorb

A wave of energy swept over the ground floor and shook the entire area. This energy felt very similar to Ki, but also very different. It was as if the two were opposite sides on the same coin, closely related but not the same.
The wave shook the air and then flashed beyond the boundaries of the building spreading out. It encompassed the base of the nearby skyscrapers and everything within roughly 100 meters before finally fizzling out.
The wave was almost imperceptible. It didn't break or damage anything, nor did it harm any humans or Morenkai within range. All it did was destabilize the area for a few seconds. A destabilization that would only be felt if one was in the midst of intense cultivation or if one happened to be drawing upon the latent energy in the environment, in any of its forms.
As the wave of energy swept past Micheal, his eyes tightened ever so slightly.
"Huh!" He then ignored it completely as he attacked Silent Viper, his Steelborn Sword flashing.
A series of metallic echoes sounded off as his blade collided with her daggers over and over. Micheal went all out with each blow, holding back nothing as he attacked her.
And every blow, the B Ranked Silent Viper managed to ward off his attacks, guiding the sword away and lashing out with an attack of her own.
In just a split second, Micheal swung at her 5 times and she managed to block his attack 5 times. Each attack of his, coated in a layer of Sword Energy, managed to chip away at her daggers. Her weapons must've been very high quality, able to withstand multiple impacts.
Whenever his sword came near her chest, Silent Viper's body swerved unnaturally, her Lesser Vampire Type Ability giving her unnatural grace.
He grunted silently as he felt his arm start to reach a breaking point. His rapid attacks placed too much of a burden on him, his body unable to keep up with his mind.
'She's got some type of reaction speed boosting Ability. Her skill with those daggers is nothing much, but her body is at least half again as strong as mine.' He made the observation as he ducked backwards, dodging one of her black daggers.
Another second passed.
After three more exchanges, Micheal began to get a feel for her fighting style. He discovered multiple faults in her guard and movement.
'She depends on her reaction speed far too much and has neglected expanding upon the basics.' His eyes narrowed as he realized this,
'The only problem…' He thought as he ducked and rolled backwards, just barely dodging one of her daggers,
'…is the poison on her weapons. Avoiding even a scratch is unfeasible if I want to hit her.' He zeroed in on the curved dagger that had missed him.
The end of it was stained with some type of black powder or liquid.
Silent Viper was known for her graceful technique and her deadly 'Fangs' as she called her weapons. Each one was coated with a different type of deadly poison purchased from the Shop. No one knew which exact ones she used, but both of them were fatal within minutes.
All it took was a single cut for her to take down her enemies.
Micheal flicked his eyes to the right, taking in the results of the explosion he had caused.
Lord Byron was down on one knee, blood dripping from his mouth. The glow that had surrounded his body earlier was nowhere to be seen as the man sat, stunned. In the moment that the ambient mana grew unstable, his control of his Mana Body Type Ability had gone haywire.
In the future, people that had Mana Bodies grew used to people trying to disrupt their concentration. Tactics like the one Micheal used would have little effect to those that trained and prepared for it, resolving this major weakness.
However, down here on the First Layer, very few people had Mana Bodies, and no one really knew how to, or even thought it was possible to, disrupt them. As a result, people with Mana Bodies never trained to defend against the ambient Mana being disrupted.
Boss Shigun took advantage of Byron's state, dealing a heavy blow to the man's chest and knocking him backwards. Before he could finish the job, Lord Brandon rushed back into the fray.
The two of them were currently fighting it out, with Shigun slowly gaining the upper hand. His Titan body might be covered in gashes and injuries, but the man fought with ferocity that was rarely witnessed on the First Layer.
Instinctively, Micheal ducked as he turned his attention back to Silent Viper, casually dodging a knife she had thrown.
'I can't outspeed her and my body won't be able to keep up in any type of drawn-out fight.' He stared at her and shrugged.
He then spun to his left and sprinted forward, ignoring her entirely as he ran to aid Officer Martin.
"Hey!" He ignored an angry yelp, the first word he'd heard out of her, as he dashed towards the other B Rankers. Silent Viper stood stunned for a moment, his unexpected break for it taking her by surprise. She then rapidly gave chase, something Micheal noted as he ran off.
Martin was currently facing down against Bloody Iron Arm Cain and Ravager Jason, aided rather ineffectively by the remaining C Ranked guards. The Ravager had transformed into a huge, hulking grey-skinned Arkian bear, while Cain's body was gleaming, his Steel Body Type Ability active.
Both enemy B Rankers didn't use weapons, preferring to use their fists, or claws in Jason's case, to great effect.
"On your six!" Micheal yelled out loud as he came up behind Martin, charging directly at the towering form of Ravager Jason.
"Careful!" Martin replied, sounding harried as he swung his enormous hammer into the blocking arms of Cain, knocking the man backwards. Cain ignored most of the attack as he launched his own blow, kicking Martin in the chest.
The blow sent the Offensive Team Leader backwards two meters, blood spurting from his lips. His body was in slightly worse shape than Shigun's, largely due to him having to put his focus on dodging all of Silent Vipers strikes, leaving him vulnerable to other attacks. Silent Viper was now preoccupied with Micheal, but a large amount of damage had already been dealt.
Ravager Jason had been charging forward in his Arkian bear form to take advantage of the opening Cain made. However, when he saw Micheal sprint in to intercept him, the man welcomed that, his bear face smiling grotesquely.
The bear charged at him, opening his arms wide in a bear hug as it growled At the same time, a warm brown layer of light covered the bear in a protective aura, coming from some type of defensive Artifact.
Micheal's eyes flickered as he swung his blade forward, running right into the attack range of the hulking bear.
The bear slammed down immediately, its claws stabbing towards Micheal's head.
Micheal stepped into the attack, his body sliding forward as he kicked down hard, his rapid movement change almost unsettling to look at.
Because of that abrupt jump, the bear's claws missed him by a couple of inches. The burst of wind the attack created whipped across Micheal's neck, fluttering his hair.
Jason immediately noticed this. Instead of pulling back, he went all out, smashing his arms together to crush Micheal.
Normally, someone that was trapped between the arms of an enormous bear would try to duck backwards and avoid being crushed. In Jason's eyes, he fully expected Micheal to do this, and was launching himself forward to prevent that.
Micheal, however, reacted almost entirely the opposite.
He jumped up into Jason's grasp. The Ravager managed to close his arms on both of Micheal's legs, trapping him.
At the same time that he did that, Micheal's Steelborn Sword cut through the air, coated in a Layer of Sword Energy as it stabbed towards the huge bear's face.
'A suicide attack?!' Jason's eyes widened as he saw this, immediately trying to pull back.
The B Ranker had faith that the Protective Aura that was covering his body thanks to his Brown Shield Necklace would be enough to block most attacks Micheal launched. Arkian Bears already had naturally thick skin and very dense bones. Just like with Morenkai, normal swords wouldn't even leave a mark.
However, if a sword managed to smash into his eye or a vulnerable part of his face, it could leave a seriously debilitating or even permanent injury. If the attacker put his full force behind it, ignoring his own safety…
The huge bear immediately jerked backwards, kicking off the ground as Jason did his best to avoid colliding with him. His bear arms flew wide open as he flailed, trying to bring them up to protect his face, and subsequently freeing Micheal.
Micheal smiled, his blade cutting right towards the bear's face.
And then, at the last instant, he raised his leg and planted his foot firmly on the flailing bear's chest…
And backflipped off it, his blade whirling around as he pulled back, missing the bear's head entirely.
"Huh?!" Jason stuttered, taken aback. His huge bear body continued to dodge back, skidding on the floor.
Not a moment later, two curved daggers slashed through the air right where Micheal had been, just barely missing his body. The lean form of Silent Viper appeared, attacking in a failed ambush as she tried to strike at Micheal while his back was turned.
Micheal's body twirled through the air as he landed down on the ground smoothly, sliding back a few meters as he came to a halt.
In his hands… his Steelborn Sword was nowhere to be seen.
.
—-Points Obtained—-
4,782
.
A notification went off as Micheal looked forward.
In front of him, the B Ranked Silent Viper tumbled to the floor, her body collapsing. His Steelborn Sword was currently quivering in her skull, blood pooling out of the wound as she fell to the ground.
Killed instantly.
'Amateurs.' He shook his head slightly, making an honest observation. It wasn't as if he had expected genius tactics or coordination, but for one of the strongest teams in his Cluster, they failed to meet his expectations.
Silent Viper was a stealthy attacker that would almost certainly chase after him and attack him when he was vulnerable. A simple ploy to get himself in a vulnerable looking situation and appear open had been all it took to lure her in and take her by surprise.
After he flipped up, he stabbed down and threw his sword, the strike lightning fast. Silent Viper had been caught defenseless, unable to react in time, even with her enhancements.
'I didn't even need to reveal my Life Orbs.' He smiled, his eyes shining as he looked past Silent Viper's dead body, back at Ravager Jason.
The feeling of being in a large scale group fight against multiple powerful opponents brought out an eagerness in Micheal that he hadn't felt in some time. Fighting against Xavier or Brandon one on one, or even many Morenkai, simply wasn't the same.
One of the things he loved about the apocalypse was the interesting powers, the fantastic Abilities, that people wielded.
Fighting against groups of enemies and having to adapt his tactics or strategies to that, and then subsequently winning… it set his blood to boiling with excitement.
When Jason saw Silent Viper's corpse, the huge bear let out a roar, its body shaking as it realized it had been tricked. Instead of blindly charging forward, the large bear moved over to her body, stepped in front of it.
Bits of blood and gore splattered out as the bear crushed Silent Viper's head, obliterating what was left of her upper body.
Micheal's Steelborn Sword finally gave way, the damage it had accumulated over time from his powerful but corrosive Sword Energy and from combat proving too much. It exploded into shards of broken metal, covered in gore and blood as Jason growled, flinging Silent Viper away.
'You're weaponless now.' The bear seemed to be conveying, picking up steam as he began to charge at Micheal.
Micheal shrugged and tapped on his Spatial Ring, looking supremely unconcerned with the massive bear that was charging at him. Despite that, his eyes constantly scanned the bear and his surroundings, keeping tabs on everything.
In the background, Morenkai were starting to pour into the ground floor.
The duel between the three A Rankers was ongoing, now positioned almost directly behind Micheal. Lord Byron was just now recovering, suffering from several serious injuries thanks to Boss Shigun. Lord Brandon was still violently clashing with Shigun, a battle of attrition taking place as the two powerful warriors landed blow after blow on each other.
Bloody Iron Arm Cain was locked in a similar battle with Officer Martin, but on the winning side. Martin's injuries were far too fierce for him to stand a reasonable chance as Cain forced the man back on the defensive, raining blow after blow.
Sophia had successfully trapped all of the gunmen of the Black Flag Pirates using her Fairy Eyes.
She then had them all commit suicide, tricking them into thinking they were shooting an enemy. A few of the stronger willed ones had managed to resist her Ability at first, but eventually subsumed as she focused.
The effort had a toll on her, causing her to become pale-faced from exhaustion as she rested for a few moments, trying to recover.
Micheal took this all in in a scant second, his heart pounding.
He flicked his wrist.
Immediately, two White Steel Swords appeared, pulled from his Spatial Ring, the weapons he had scored off of Xavier.
He then took several quick jumps backward and off to the side, positioning himself carefully.
Not a moment later, the massive form of the several tons heavy bear crashed directly into him. As Micheal felt this, he didn't try to dodge. All he did was raise his two swords, coating each in a layer of Sword Energy as they pointed at the bear's shoulders, and then utter a single mental command.
'Impact Absorb!'
.




Chapter 69: Finish

For the first time against an enemy, Micheal activated his Impact Release Ability.
As the hulking form of the Arkian Bear slammed into him, thousands of pounds of muscle and anger, Micheal felt a type of cool energy seep into his soul. This energy carried with it a sort of mystical feeling, magical. Different from the natural Ki that flowed within his veins.
In the span of just part of a second, a large swarm of that cool energy was stored in his soul. A perfect mirror of the impact that slammed into his body, sending him barreling backwards.
Right before he was hit, Micheal jumped forward, his arms thrusting out. He took full advantage of the reckless charge to land an attack of his own.
Before the bear had even reached him, Micheal had positioned his White Steel Swords, jerking them to be aimed at the shoulders of Ravager Jason's bear form. Just as the bear was about to hit him, Micheal abruptly jerked the blades to point inward.
He forced his arms to move so quickly he managed to damage the ligaments and muscles in both. The extremely abrupt movement was something he had committed to memory, from when his body was far, far stronger in the original timeline. This type of movement in his current body was impossible to perform unscathed.
At the same time, as he was hit, he pulled his legs up, using them to cushion and absorb the blow.
'Gotcha.' Micheal's only thought as he was blown backwards was one of grim satisfaction.
Micheal's left leg broke in 8 spots and his right leg broke in 9. His lower body, including hips, femur, and parts of his spine all cracked or bruised, his low Endurance notwithstanding. A wave of pain washed over him as he was rammed by the bear, pain that he forcibly ignored.
His body was hurled into the ground like a ragdoll, bouncing back into air. He slammed down and skidded off till he was around 5 meters away from Jason, somewhat close to the recovering form of Lord Byron. Micheal came to a rather abrupt halt here, somehow managing to stop himself.
A confused and agonized growl echoed in the air as Micheal looked up, maintaining his consciousness.
Ravager Jason's bear form stood in the middle of the room, the hilts of two swords planted firmly between each shoulder and his head. Blood dripped down from the blades, each one a deadly wound in their own right.
When Jason charged at Micheal, the brown barrier that protected the man thanks to his shielding Artifact had shifted its focus. Instead of covering his whole body, it covered his head in a denser glow.
Right before he slammed into Micheal, the barrier had shifted again as the warrior saw where Micheal's blades were pointed. It moved to cover the front of his shoulders, protecting them.
Micheal's abrupt jerk and repositioning of his swords had circumvented that, slipping them under the barrier and cutting deep into Jason's flesh.
The Ravager took a stumbling step forward, coughing up blood as it growled. The wounds that Micheal had delivered were serious but not fatal for a creature of its size. Its body shook as it tried to drive the swords out.
As Micheal saw this, he slowly raised his right hand. He'd slightly torn several muscles and some ligaments, enough to make the movement shaky but not impossible.
He smiled grimly.
'Twirl around and come back.'
The two swords quivered.
Ravager Jason's huge bear form shook for a brief moment.
A second later, an explosion of blood and gore stained the air as Micheal's two blades flew out from Ravager Jason's wounds, sailing across the ground floor to clang on the ground near him. The huge bear form immediately collapsed to the ground, the light going out of its eyes.
Right behind those two swords, two dimly glowing blue orbs emerged, covered in blood.
.
—-Points Obtained—-
Points: 4,108
.
In the instant that he had stabbed the Arkian Bear, Micheal had thrown two Life Orbs, soaring out from his hands. They had shot forward under the cover of his swords, hiding beneath the metal blades. When his swords stabbed into the bear, the Orbs slid in with them.
Micheal had found, through experimentation, that it was possible to coat his Life Orbs with a thin layer of Sword Energy. While this layer wasn't comparable to what he could coat his swords with, and could only last a few seconds, it was enough to cause serious damage.
When the Life Orbs got inside the large form of the Arkian Bear, the rest had been child's play. While the outside of the bear was tough and durable, and it would be realistically impossible to pierce through it with his Life Orbs, its insides were far more vulnerable…
Micheal literally ripped the bear apart from the inside out, killing the Full Transformation User in one shot.
"Nicely done, lad!" Officer Martin finally noticed the impact Micheal had had, killing both Silent Viper and Ravager Jason. The warrior cheered him on as he faced off against Cain, entering a stalemate. Despite not having a type, Martin focused on Endurance and Strength, just like Cain. He would be able to hold on for a few more minutes without problem.
"Keep it up! Reinforcements will be here shortly!" The few remaining guards from the Godfather Organization focused their efforts on aiding Martin, bearing bullets and blades as they attacked Cain.
"Sophia, help Martin when you can, I need a second to recover! Watch out for the Morenkai!" Micheal's legs were broken, preventing him from standing. He made no moves to use up a Life Orb, however, sitting as if waiting for something.
By now, a good dozen Morenkai were rushing towards all of the combatants, drawn by all the noise. Sophia had recovered enough that she could control a pair that were running at her, turning them into bodyguards.
Pirate Lord Brandon and Boss Shigun were still fighting, trading explosive blow after blow with each other, cane and axe colliding loudly. They casually killed several Morenkai on accident, their duel not one that just anyone could step into.
"You bastard!"
Pirate Lord Byron had finally recovered enough to stand, an Artifact on his wrist glowing as a few bullets fell to the ground. A few of the guards from the Godfather Organization had taken shots at him when he was stunned, trying to take him out to no avail.
When the Pirate Lord saw what Micheal had done, the man was enraged. A faint, wavering yellow glow surrounded the man as he charged at Micheal, his fists trembling. While the glow wasn't as powerful as before, his Mana Body still unstable, it was more than enough to make him a dangerous threat.
Micheal shifted his body so he could see the Pirate Lord. It took Byron only a single second to reach him, his eyes blazing ferociously.
The Pirate Lord didn't hesitate at all, immediately punching directly down at Micheal's face. Micheal was in no condition to dodge, his ruined legs preventing even a slide or duck backwards.
Still, he managed to dodge anyway, ignoring logic.
His entire body shifted to the left and forward as he commanded his two returning Life Orbs to knock into him. The impact threw him into Pirate Lord Byron as if he had launched forward without using his legs or arms, something that looked incredibly unnatural.
The launch caught Byron off guard, but the man didn't let up, confident in his Abilities. He simply lowered his shoulder and rammed it into Micheal's chest, shattering several of his ribs. Even without his Mana Body, Byron's physical stats placed him at more than twice as strong as Micheal.
Micheal didn't try to absorb the impact, focused on minimizing the blow instead so that he didn't die outright. And thanks to that, despite crushing a dozen of his ribs and collapsing both of his lungs, the blow didn't kill Micheal.
As a result, Micheal's right hand flopped forward and just lightly tapped the powerful A Ranker on the neck.
A bloody rictus of a smile appeared on Micheal's face.
'Impact Release!'
His mind focused on the blow he had absorbed from Ravager Jason. A multiple tons, massive Arkian Bear that had rammed into him with maximum force.
Cool energy fluctuated in Micheal's soul as his Ability activated. The energy he had stored from that blow seemed to shiver.
A moment later, that energy rushed forward from his hand, forming an exact equal to the blow Micheal had taken from the Arkian Bear. A gargantuan, multi-ton blow concentrated right on the neck of Pirate Lord Byron.
There was no suspense.
Getting hit by a bear of that size was like getting rammed by a car. Even for a superhuman of Byron's stature, taking a car-sized impact to the neck while his Mana Body was unstable meant almost certain death. Whatever Artifacts he had, whatever Abilities he had, all of them failed to hold up.
The Pirate Lord's neck snapped like a twig.
.
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Micheal's body tumbled onto the ground, his heart palpitating as it failed. The last thought he had was a cheerful one.
'That went well.'
Everything faded to black.
Micheal died.
"..."
One of his Life Orbs shattered, leaving him with two Life Orbs remaining. Warm, comfortable energy serenaded Micheal's soul, writhing.
Micheal came back to life.
He blinked as he came to, his nice suit ragged and covered in holes, but his body hale and hearty. Exhaustion tugged at him, something he pushed to the side as he looked up, his eyes focusing in on the duel between Pirate Lord Brandon and Boss Shigun.
'Let's finish this.'
.




Chapter 70: Finale

It took Micheal a few seconds to take in his surroundings as he came back to life. His emotions were swept up with wonder and awe for a brief moment.
It was incredibly difficult to put himself in situations where he knew he was going to die. If this had been his old body with his old Abilities, he would've been many times more cautious.
If his Ability didn't work or was neutralized somehow without his knowledge, his next death would be his last, and he wouldn't even know. It was vaguely terrifying, even for him, a veteran of the 7 Layers.
He didn't fear death. He only feared that he would fail to change the future, and leave humanity doomed.
He looked to his left and right, taking in the situation.
Bloody Iron Arm Cain was being forced back. The remaining elite guards of the Godfather Organization and Officer Martin were all piling onto him, making it impossible for him to act.
Sophia, meanwhile, had formed a cadre of Morenkai that were guarding her as she ran towards him.
"Micheal! Behind you!" She waved at him, her voice full of urgency.
Micheal instinctively ducked and rolled.
Not a moment later, the black arm of a Morenkai smashed right where he had been standing.
Behind him, four Morenkai were moving to attack, with more of the shambling creatures stepping in from the doors. They probably had around a minute till more than 30 Morenkai poured in, and even more after.
With a silent flick of his wrist, Micheal sent two Life Orb soaring forward.
The Orbs smacked into the two closest Morenkai, sending them flying back. He winced slightly at the impact, feeling a tiny sensation of strain.
'My soul is getting stressed.' His Soul stat was still average. It was notoriously hard to increase the Soul stat, especially on the First Layer. He had a few ideas on how to get around that, but all of them would take time.
With that thought in mind, Micheal ran directly at the Morenkai. He slid slightly on the ground as he moved, picking up the two White Steel Swords.
In a smooth, graceful motion, Micheal leapt into the air and brought his swords across in a full slash. His arms were merely a blur as he simultaneously beheaded both Morenkai, acidic black blood spattering behind him.
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"We're good!" He gave Sophia a reassuring thumbs up.
He then turned his focus back to the last important place he was needed.
The battle between Lord Brandon and Boss Shigun.
"Hahaha! Look at that, Brandon!" Boss Shigun's voice echoed as he slid backwards, one of Pirate Lord Brandon's blows sending him back a few steps. Shigun's movements were tired, the blood loss and injuries he'd taken showing their toll.
"Your fellow Pirate Lord is dead!" Shigun's voice was full of shameless glee as his eyes darted to the side.
"You- you- Byron is dead?!" Brandon's voice was harried and shocked, horror filling it as he glanced to the side, seeing Byron's corpse. His eyes were rage-filled as he looked at it and then Micheal who was still near it.
Internally, Shigun felt just as surprised.
'How on earth did that brat manage to kill Byron?! And he also killed Ravager Jason and the Silent Viper?!' Pure, unadulterated shock filled him when he looked at the mysterious Irregular. He was filled with a sense of newfound respect, his inability to understand the Irregular solidifying his opinion. This was definitely someone to try and recruit as an ally, not rebuke.
'Is he really just an Irregular, and not some expert that snuck into the Cluster?' He even slightly doubted the intel he received despite being confident it was accurate.
"Haha! Dead he is! You have no chance of succeeding now! Reinforcements will be here in less than 2 minutes!" Shigun's graceful demeanor was nowhere to be seen as he pounded his chest.
"That's what you murdering freaks get! Hahaha!" Shigun's voice was rather unfitting of a 'Godfather Boss,' not that it bothered Micheal.
A bolt of lightning shot out from Shigun's Thunderbar Cane, slamming into Brandon, taking advantage of his distraction. The energy zapped through the Pirate Lord's armor, shocking the man.
Brandon's condition wasn't much better than Shigun's. Despite his powerful armor due to his Type, he had taken several injuries in the battle with the Godfather Organization Branch Boss.
"Arrrgh!" Shigun rained down half a dozen blows with his cane before Brandon managed to ward him off using his Returner Axe.
"Damn it!" With only a single arm and most of his team dead, Brandon's eyes grew bloodshot as he glared at the Red Titan form of Shigun.
"Fuck!" He cursed out loud, stamping his foot down hard as he casually bashed in the skull of a Morenkai that had charged at him. Blood dripped down his armored arm, down onto the handle of his Returner Axe as he breathed heavily.
"It's over, Brandon. Accept your death." Shigun stalked forward.
Micheal, in the meanwhile, had finished taking care of the remaining Morenkai that were near him. He waved Sophia off, yelling at her,
"Protect yourself and get to the stairwell!" He pointed at one specific doorway off to the side. Martin and his men could deal with the traitor Cain and any Morenkai that came their way, at this point Sophia's impact on the battle was settled.
Her Fairy Eyes were useful, but Micheal doubted that Brandon went into a battle with them for a second time without having some sort of protective Artifact to lessen its effects. More importantly, she wouldn't be able to protect herself from Morenkai if she was using the Ability on Brandon. The Demon Fairy of the future could, but Sophia wasn't at that level yet.
"Alright!" Sophia nodded fiercely. Her entire body was shaking with adrenaline as everything unfolded around her, her knife clutched in her hand. She moved to follow Micheal's plan, ordering her Morenkai to follow.
Micheal turned his full focus onto Pirate Lord Brandon. He began to jog towards the man, clutching his two blades tightly.
"This… this is impossible! How could it end up like this?" Brandon was still arguing with Shigun. The fight between the two had stalled briefly as they talked, Brandon in despair while Shigun was relishing the victory and waiting for reinforcements.
"It is because you foolishly overestimated your strength." Shigun replied. As he spoke, he tapped on a Spatial Ring, pulling out a glowing white pill. It was a Mid-Tier Healing Pill, one of the best Healing Pills that could be bought from the Shop in the First Layer. It cost 8,000 Points, a full 100 times more expensive than a Low-Tier Healing Pill.
'A wounded animal is more ferocious than a healthy one, especially if backed into a corner.' Micheal nodded as he saw Shigun prepare.
"This is your fault! You murdering bastard!" Brandon's eyes blazed as he ground his teeth, glaring at Micheal as he charged over.
"That's a bit rich coming from you, huh?" Micheal replied as he reached them, stopping just a few meters away.
"Arrgh! Fuck! First my arm, then all of this… How are you even alive?! You should've died back then, even if I didn't get the kill!" The Pirate Lord lost all decorum as he realized the enormity of the situation he was in, starting to rant.
Abruptly, he began to laugh out loud, delirium seeping into his voice.
"Hahahaha, fine, fine." Brandon casually flipped his axe into the air, his entire demeanor changing as a crazed look appeared in his eyes.
An instant later, a short rope appeared with several round objects tied into it. Micheal's eyes widened as he realized what he was looking at.
12 Gnomish Explosive Bombs, explosives that cost 6,000 Points each in the shop, were rolled up and secured within this rope. Gnomish Explosive Bombs were a step above the Close Impact Bombs or Repulser Grenades that Micheal had handled. Each one was enough to level a rooftop. 12 together… was enough to kill everyone in this room.
'He… he stored a suicide vest in his Spatial Ring?!' Micheal stared, genuinely surprised. To even have something like this prepared…
After a moment he realized it was likely something the Pirate Lord would force a subordinate to wear for some type of suicide attack. The reprobate likely never intended to use it himself.
"Martin! Men! Retreat immediately! Ignore the traitor!" Boss Shigun's voice echoed as he immediately gave his order, his eyes widening. At the same time, he stood his ground calmly, not taking even a single step backwards. He stopped firing energy blasts at the Pirate Lord, clearly worried about setting the bombs off.
'Boss Shigun is a real man at least, but also rather foolish.' Micheal observed in the split second he took to process everything. Shigun's brave actions reminded him of something Shin would do.
"If I'm dying today, I'll take you all with me!" The Pirate Lord's voice was full of madness as he took a step forward and then broke into a mad sprint, the bombs wrapping around his chest.
He didn't start by running towards Boss Shigun as Micheal expected. Instead, the man came right for Micheal, having lost most reason as he realized his death was likely inevitable. It seemed his hatred for Micheal superseded his hatred for Shigun.
'Well, if he just blows himself up on me, I don't even need to- Wait! Oh no!' Micheal's heart dropped, horrified as he realized something,
'If I let him kill himself on his own, how am I going to get his Points?!' He also would greatly prefer it if Boss Shigun and his men survived.
"Young lad, escape while you can! I will hold him off!" Boss Shigun sprinted to try and intercept the Pirate Lord, yelling at Micheal to retreat. Shigun's movements were unsteady from blood loss, his reaction delayed.
'Commendable.' Micheal stopped focusing his attention on Shigun as, in just a split second, Pirate Lord Brandon landed in front of him, swinging his large axe right at Micheal's head.
'Ah! Thank goodness!' He was only trying to murder Micheal with his axe and wasn't going to blow himself up yet. A cheerful smile appeared on Micheal's face as he realized that. 
He could handle that.
The Pirate Lord probably wanted to prevent Micheal from surviving again or running away. The cretin had no idea how Micheal was alive and likely wanted to be certain the man he hated would be dead for sure.
Gnomish Explosive Bombs were linked to the soul of the person that controlled them. They would blow up when commanded, as long as the person in control had touched them within the past 30 seconds.
This meant Micheal had only a single shot at stopping Brandon. If the Pirate Lord realized he wasn't killed instantly or found anything suspicious, he would set off the bombs immediately, killing everyone here save Sophia who had safely made it into the stairwell.
'But a single attack is enough.' Micheal jumped forward, taking advantage of Brandon's slight sluggishness to step into the man's attack, just barely dodging it. He dropped his swords in one smooth motion, his right hand reaching up in a blur.
Micheal's hand lightly tapped Pirate Lord Brandon's black plated helmet.
'Impact Release: Bulldozer.' He activated his Ability.
His Impact Release Ability allowed him to store a small number of impacts, the number of which and the strength of which varied depending on his Soul stat.
Before the fight even started, he'd set out and absorbed one special impact as part of his preparation, a secret trump card.
The day before, in the evening as Sophia and he finished their preparations, as the night was rising, Micheal had appeared atop the skyscraper they were staying at. It was one of the higher skyscrapers, towering above its neighbors.
He'd walked over to the edge, looking down at the ground below. Morenkai were just as, if not more, active at night as they were during the day. He took off his Spatial Ring and anything else of importance, setting it on the rooftop for a few moments.
Then, without hesitating, he'd called up two of his Life Orbs and jumped, building up speed as he flew along the side of the skyscraper. He zoomed across it till he reached the end and then flew up as high as he could into the air.
He'd soared more than 20 meters high into the sky, his great leap carrying him quite far.
When he'd reached the apex of his arc, he'd immediately called open the Shop.
'Miscellaneous Earth Objects…' A smile had appeared on his face as he made a very specific purchase, hanging more than 100 meters above the ground.
'Large, Broken-down Caterpillar D11 Bulldozer from Earth - 4,150 Points.' It was expensive, but if he needed to use it, he figured he'd more than make up for the loss.
In a split second, just before he began to fall, a huge, yellow bulldozer had appeared. It was broken down and inoperable, impossible to repair, making it a relatively cheap purchase. This leviathan of a vehicle was 12 meters long and 5 meters tall, weighing a jaw-dropping 230,000 pounds, or roughly 115 tons.
The broken down bulldozer appeared right in front of him. Micheal immediately reached out and grabbed it, pulling his body underneath the gargantuan vehicle.
Then…
The 115-ton bulldozer began to fall.
"Gulp." Micheal had taken a deep breath as he entered into a free fall, a massive machine perched just above him. The streets below began to grow close as they soared downward, the air blasting past him.
It was a terrifying feeling. Fear gripped his heart desperately as every cell in his body urged him to move, urged him to throw himself to the side and dodge.
He controlled himself with an iron will, refusing to move even an inch as they fast approached the pavement below.
'Impact Absorb!' He prepared to activate his Ability ahead of time, readying it.
In a span of just a few seconds, the 115-ton bulldozer picked up an impressive speed, plummeting towards the earth at a breakneck pace.
The last thought Micheal had before he hit the ground was one of slight regret.
'Damn, this is going to hurt.'
Micheal and the bulldozer hit the ground almost simultaneously.
Micheal's body literally exploded, smashed into a faint paste, while the massive bulldozer blew up, metal shards and shrapnel scattering across the street and pelting multiple Morenkai. The impact caught all of the shambling creatures by surprise, knocking many of them down and even injuring a few unlucky ones.
Just seconds later, Micheal came back to life. Stark naked in a pile of rubble, surrounded by rogue Morenkai.
"Yes!" The first thing after he blinked, clearing his vision, was celebrate.
He'd managed to store the impact.
Absorbing impacts with his Ability was straightforward. He had a very brief time period in which anything that hit him would be absorbed as a single blow. The period of time he had to work with was very scant, and the Ability seemed to function best when it was a single, coherent and concentrated blow aimed in a single direction.
His body wasn't actually able to handle the full kinetic force of the bulldozer crashing down. However, his Impact Release Ability merely required his physical body be hit by the impact, even if he couldn't withstand all of it. The magic-like energy that the Ability recorded with took into account the full scale of the blow, regardless of whether or not his body could handle it, limited only by his Soul stat.
Even if he died, which he did, it would still record the full force of the blow before his soul dissipated or his body reformed.
His backup plan, one he didn't end up needing, was to simply blow himself up and try storing that as an impact. However, the sheer kinetic energy of dropping a 115-ton bulldozer from such a height greatly outweighed most, if not all, of the explosives he could use at the current moment. He was also unsure how effective explosives would be given their expansive nature and multi-directional impact.
Absorbing this impact put a great deal of strain on his soul, making him well aware that he had reached his limit in terms of how powerful a blow he could currently store. Simply absorbing this blow already set him to feeling exhausted and sore, absorbing another like it in quick succession would be impossible, though it would be possible to store multiple versions of it as long as he rested. While he couldn't exceed the power of this impact, he could still store multiple copies of it.
"I barely got it! Let's hopefully never do that again. Or, if I have to, as few times as possible." He'd muttered, wincing slightly at the painful memory.
A moment later, when he'd realized the predicament he was in, he'd beat a hurried escape, flying out of reach of the Morenkai as he scaled the roof and quickly got less naked.
It was a simple matter of making new Life Orbs as the time limit rolled over, and everything else was history.
All of this flashed through Micheal's head as his hand hit Brandon's metal helmet, releasing the impact.
The concentrated kinetic energy of a 115-ton bulldozer falling from a height taller than a skyscraper slammed into Pirate Lord Brandon's helmet.
"…"
Pirate Lord Brandon was an A Ranker, a superhuman in full command of his Black Knight Type Ability, with a powerful defense that, for the First Layer, was part of the upper echelon of humanity.
All of that said…
His armor was obliterated into metal dust as the blow literally wiped his head from existence.
The Pirate Lord was killed so instantaneously, the A Ranker was given no ability to respond even at a synaptic level, leaving his bombs unactivated.
.
—-Points Obtained—-
Points: 11,002
.
Micheal smiled as he saw the notification, Brandon's headless corpse flipping through the air as Micheal landed on the ground.
It was a complete and total victory.
He had changed the future.
.




Chapter 71: End

"Officer Cain. You betrayed the Family, your friends, and your allies. Do you have any last words?" Boss Shigun's voice was cold as he looked down at the kneeling figure of Cain.
They were currently on a rooftop, two skyscrapers over from where the battle had taken place.
After Micheal killed the two Pirate Lords, the battle reached its conclusion. Thankfully, the Gnomish Explosive Bombs that Pirate Lord Brandon had wielded didn't go off, inert due to his abrupt death.
It was an overwhelming victory with minimal losses. Only 3 of the Godfather Organization's elite guards died, though almost all of them were injured. Martin the Hammer had already returned to their HQ for treatment, ingesting a Mid-Tier Healing Pill at once as he was rushed back, his injuries the most severe.
Boss Shigun, somewhat surprisingly, fared the best. Despite the horrific injuries his Red Titan form took, when he transformed back to human, he was only marginally wounded and tired.
Cain had tried to make a break for it after the fight ended. Unfortunately for him, he waited far too long. He was intercepted and stopped by members of the Godfather Organization, slightly confused at first as to why their Defensive Team Leader was so badly injured and fleeing.
In all the chaos, Micheal had taken that time to search the Spatial Rings of the downed A and B Ranked warriors.
To Micheal's delight, he found a Mid-Tier Spatial Ring in Byron's grasp, something that cost 22,500 Points to purchase. It held 10 cubic meters of space, a large upgrade from the Low-Tier Spatial Ring.
He swapped rings, making off with practically everything that was stored in both Pirate Lord's, Silent Viper's, Fire Caster Abel's, Black Flamer Chelsea's, and the Winged Wrecker's Spatial Rings, finding a variety of treasure. From things like Magic Paint that could be used for infiltration to Healing Pills that could be used for recovery, a huge store of tools had entered his grasp.
Ravager Jason, for whatever reason, didn't have a Spatial Ring. At the very least, Micheal searched his dead bear body and didn't find it.
That didn't stop him from stealing the entire corpse too, however.
'The Necrozarks and Flesh Wizards would love a body like this.' His eyes had flashed at the thought, leaving nothing to waste. The rest of the corpses were mostly useless.
There were some highly advanced Necrozarks or similar Ability users that could make use of human corpses, even allowing them to use their old Abilities. However, Micheal had never heard of anyone at that stage existing in the First Layer, and certainly not in the Stardust Cluster.
He didn't manage to loot everything. Boss Shigun tolerated most of his actions due to Micheal's efforts, but in the end snagged the Gnomish Explosive Bombs that Pirate Lord Brandon had been wielding, taking them for the benefit of the Branch.
Micheal didn't fight him for it. Several of his men had died and without their help, Micheal wouldn't have been able to pull off such a huge upset. It was a fair tradeoff, in his opinion.
Micheal blinked as he focused on the present.
It was already approaching afternoon, time flashing by in what felt like an instant. The battle and the subsequent aftermath had taken quite a bit to settle.
As the sun beat down overhead, roughly two dozen fighters for the Godfather Organization shifted or stood steady, their eyes boring into the figure of Cain.
The man was covered in a variety of wounds, with dark bruises and long gashes coating his body. His metallic glow was nowhere to be found, unable to activate his Type Ability due to exhaustion.
His hands were tied behind his back with a set of metal bands. A Gnomish Explosive Bomb, one of the ones they'd recently acquired from Pirate Lord Brandon, was set up on a rope tied to the bands. Boss Shigun directly controlled it.
"You did not live a life with honor, but may choose to die with honor." Shigun began, his voice gaunt. He wore a new, sharp looking brown suit, chewing on an unlit cigar.
"Make your choice." Around him, all of the members of the Godfather Organization stomped down on the ground, a loud thud that echoed on the roof.
"Make your choice!"
This was the relatively well known Traitors Execution Ceremony of the Godfather Organization. When someone betrayed 'The Family' as they were known, that traitor was branded a target and a criminal for the rest of their life in the First Layer.
If they were ever caught, they went through this ceremony, something that acted as a deterrent.
Micheal took one last glance and then turned away, opting to not watch the rest of it. He motioned for Sophia to follow him as they walked away, leaving the ground behind. It wasn't their place to stay and watch.
They walked across the rooftop towards a bridge, their business here temporarily done.
After the battle finished, Micheal had checked in with Shigun, explaining a few things. He fully went over the method to hunt Golden Morenkai, and apologized for not warning Shigun ahead of time. The Boss had been understanding and even respectful, treating Micheal as an equal.
In return, Shigun also agreed to keep their influence on this battle secret, as did Officer Martin. The regular guards didn't realize how significant an impact Micheal and Sophia had had, assuming their success was due to Martin and Shigun weakening their enemies, or being so caught up in the fight they weren't able to clearly tell.
They'd agreed to part ways, with Shigun settling his internal affairs and quashing inner turmoil, while also preparing to launch a full assault on the Black Flag Pirates and Mayoral Alliance, in revenge.
While the leaders of the two groups were dead, there were still a few B Rankers from the Black Flag Pirates that were still alive but didn't show up, as well as stragglers from the Mayoral Alliance. Their lives were about to become much more miserable.
"Let's get out of here, Sofa." Micheal nodded quietly at Sophia as they walked across a bridge, leaving the Godfather Organization behind to settle their affairs.
"Yeah…" Sophia replied, her face slightly pale. She gave him a slight glare as she caught the nickname, but followed him anyway.
As they left, Micheal felt multiple eyes on them. Their battle had drawn a huge amount of attention, especially the concentrated bombs he had set off in the stairways. Various figures could be seen peeking out windows or looking on from distant skyscrapers.
He had considered donning their Heron and Crane masks as the reinforcements swarmed in, but eventually decided against it.
Micheal and Sophia would be their public identities, they could work on building them up here. Heron and Crane, on the other hand, would be their alter egos, private identities for when they needed to do things a more circumspect route. When they left this Cluster, they would maintain their hidden identities, 'leaving' Micheal and Sophia behind here, unrelated to them.
'Hypocrites that preach goodness but commit horrid crimes are not a rare occurrence. Besides, these masks will make it easier to infiltrate the Angels Arcadia.' He nodded at the thought, one of his future goals. Some of the criminals he would take down would have done things that would be impossible to prove at first, crimes humanity only definitively learned about years later.
In those cases, they would likely be reviled for killing such 'good' men or women, something he would gladly shrug off onto their alter egos. By the time the truth about his identity came out, and eventually it would, likely from Abilities that scanned his identity or a leak from the Godfather Organization, he would be strong and influential enough that it wouldn't matter. The alter egos were a short term deal.
If he needed to do something that would look truly evil, he would just go in fully disguised, looking like no one.
The Vile King was a good example. Currently, he was known as a great hero of humanity. No one knew about his machinations yet. The Great Disaster of the Second Layer also shouldn't have started yet, so he hadn't actually committed any horrifying crimes yet, as far as Micheal knew.
As Sophia and Micheal jogged, they exchanged a few lines before falling silent. Sophia was mostly worried about her little sister and the shock of the brutal battle, while Micheal was brooding about the future.
'I'm a leader now, huh?' He glanced at Sophia as she followed him across one particular bridge. A few stray clouds drifted in the air, giving them a brief respite from the sunlight as they crossed the Cluster.
By now, they had made it back towards the central area of the Cluster, near their home base.
"We're almost home!" He gave Sophia a reassuring smile as he continued,
"We'll get some well-deserved rest." Both of them were exhausted despite it only being mid-day. The battle had been incredibly tiring, both mentally and physically.
His thoughts trailed back to the original timeline. In that timeline, the biggest force he had ever led consisted of Shin and himself. They were a team that fought together, both giving it their all. He had joined multiple organizations in his time, growing to a decently high level of strength…
But… he had never fancied himself a leader, instead putting all of his effort into training and his obsession with growing stronger.
He sighed, his eyes hardening. There was no use musing over it.
'It is what it is.' He would handle things one step at a time.
He needed to spread word to all of the Cluster about the Golden Morenkai hunting method as well as the Dragon Building Liquid. His contacts with the Godfather Organization should prove enough to handle that. His mind raced ahead of him,
'There's only a few weeks left till the Great Bridge will open up and I can reach the Main Cluster.' He smiled,
'How are you doing out there, Shin?' He clenched his fists, determination filling him as he staved off exhaustion,
'We'll be meeting up with you soon.'
.. .. .. .. .. ..
"Wo-woah! That's incredible!" Shin's jaw dropped as he stared at what was happening before him.
He was currently standing atop one of the outer skyscrapers, on the very edge of his Cluster. It was late afternoon, a stiff breeze slowly caressing his spiky blonde hair. He was wearing a set of black pants and a black jacket, his green eyes gleaming.
Right in front of him, something incredible was happening.
Whenever Shin had looked out from the edge of any of the outer skyscrapers, he'd always seen a familiar, rather empty sight. Long, empty plains of grass, full of nothing. No trees, no animals, nothing of interest or note.
He'd warped down once, to see if he could cross the grassy area. Micheal hadn't had time to tell him much about it, it might be possible he could warp over instead of having to wait for whatever the 'Great Bridge' was.
Almost immediately, he'd been forced to flee. The moment he stepped more than a few meters away from the edge of the skyscraper after warping down, some sort of quiet signal went off, something he heard at the very edge of his hearing.
Just a few seconds later, dozens of Morenkai flooded the area, all of them ravenously charging at him. He'd even spotted a few Abnormals in the group, one dangerous and looming while another held bolts of what looked like energy it was about to throw.
Shin teleported away in a heartbeat, adrenaline pumping as he beat a quick escape. He had permanently marked off trying to teleport across the grassy area from his list of things to do. As soon as… something… sensed he was out of range of the skyscrapers, he would likely be swarmed.
Now, as Shin looked out onto the grassy plain, he was seeing something fantastic.
Dozens of stained and aged ships were rising from the grassy plain, forming an enormous line. Some of the boats were ancient wooden vessels while others were huge oil tankers, covered in rust. Still others were large scale cruise ships, cracked but still holding up. Still even others were military warships, broken down but still dangerous looking.
Hundreds of various ships, all lined up to form a large bridge. One large ship, a failed cruise liner, just barely made contact with the roof of the skyscraper that was right next to them, the starting point of the bridge of ships.
These ships pushed aside grass and dirt as they appeared, knocking great clumps of stuff out of the way. The grass and dirt, when it was uprooted, seemed to magically fade away, dissipating into nothingness. The strangeness of this world was something Shin felt he would never grow used to.
One of the 'Great Bridges' that led to the Main Cluster, one that was supposed to appear only in a few weeks, had appeared early. Its appearance was incredibly unusual, something Shin had never even considered.
"Success, Admiral! Amazing as always!" A young, feminine voice sounded off quietly in the air as a girl stepped up next to Shin, staring at the huge bridge made up of ships smashed together.
A pretty girl with long red hair, wearing a prim purple dress gave Shin a friendly smile.
Shin had met her, and a man known as Admiral Cardell, a few days ago. The two were members of the Godfather Organization that, of all things, wanted to recruit him and take him with them to the Main Cluster.
'I need to get to the Main Cluster anyway, and Micheal did say the Godfather Organizations is one of the few good groups in the First Layer. I might be able to get information or gear that can help us out!' Shin hadn't thought too hard about it. If he ended up not liking the group, he could just teleport away.
He was also finding it difficult to interact with people in his Cluster. Since he wasn't in any teams, most people treated him like an enemy or a target. He was more than ready to leave.
"Of course it's amazing, Clarissa! Anything to do with the ocean is amazing! Hahaha!" A loud, boisterous voice shook the air as a middle-aged barrel-chested man stepped up to the edge, stroking his great bushy beard. A huge, massive anchor hung on the man's back, something that must've weighed more than 5 tons, that the Admiral carried with ease.
"What do you think, lad Shin?" Admiral Cardell turned to look over at the teleporter, giving him a wide smile. He wore a set of white pants and an open white vest, looking like a sailor.
Shin glanced at the barrel-chested man and shrugged,
"Well, I've never really been a beachy-person, but I don't hate the ocea-"
"Wait- no, I meant about the bridge." Cardell broke in, rubbing his beard as he continued to smile.
"Ah!" Shin smiled back,
"It's like someone played a game of Battleship but then lined all the ships up over and over and over!" He said excitedly, motioning.
"Super cool!" He gave the Admiral a thumbs up.
"Hahahaha, yes, it is super cool!" Cardell was pleased with his response, energetically patting Shin on the back.
"Whoops."
The Admiral accidentally knocked Shin off the skyscraper, unintentionally sending him hurtling towards the ground dozens of meters below.
"Oh no!" Cardell's mouth fell open in shock as he realized what he'd done, watching the new recruit that they had worked so hard to gain start to fall to his death.
Clarissa reacted instantly, a long, black whip appearing in her hands. The air around her fluttered with purple light as she prepared to take action. Before she could do anything, however…
Shin's body blurred and then vanished in mid-air, reappearing right where he'd been standing.
"Ah, right. Teleporting. Whew." The sailor heaved a sigh of relief, wiping his forehead. He then coughed.
"Ahem, you should watch your balance there, lad Shin. It seems like you tripped." Admiral Cardell nodded at Shin sternly, completely shameless.
"…" Shin stared back, incredulous.
"I was standing still. How could I have tripped?!" Shin glared at the Admiral.
"Yeah, he was standing still." Clarissa joined in and glared in solidarity as she stored her whip.
"Quick! Off to the Main Cluster, the Great Bridge won't last forever!" The Admiral opted to run away in lieu of a response, his body blurring as he leapt more than 30 meters high into the air, all while carrying the enormous metal anchor on his back as if it weighed nothing.
Shin and Clarrissa stared at his rapidly departing form as he landed atop the nearby cruise ship and began to jog down it.
Shin sighed,
"At least he's got style." He teleported after the man, ignoring Clarissa's look of sheer disbelief, his mind focused on the future.
.. .. .. .. .. ..
In a distant land far from the First Layer...
A slim, graceful wooden ship, coated in a glistening silver layer of paint, soared through the void of the Third Layer. This majestic looking ship passed by dozens of floating islands, shooting through the sky as it flew in one direction.
On board this ship, several armored or robed figures could be seen, their identities hidden by their robes or face guards. These figures milled about, tending to the flying ship as it flew through the air.
Within the bowels of this ship, a large Captain's Cabin existed. It was decorated luxuriously with various animal pelts and a large collection of books. Two glowing crystal torches lit the room up, spreading a warm white glow.
"The setup for the Reckoning is almost complete. The Second Layer is nearing full preparation. All 2,837 Seeds have reached a relatively stable point, entering a time for optimal growth." Constantine Lancaster smiled as he closed his eyes in meditation, the air around him shivering faintly. He was sitting at an ancient wooden desk, resting back on a comfortable looking armchair. The desk was cluttered with random odds and ends, stacks of paper, and a deck of cards.
"All I need to do is wait for the Sanctum to open. That may take a few weeks to even a few months, but I'm in no rush. It's impossible for even the White Mountain Sect or the Ground Demon Sect to interfere now. Even my Seeds are unaware of the whole plan. I'll be in the Fourth Layer before it even starts." The Vile King stretched his hands out in front of him with a satisfied sigh.
"Now that that's handled, what did I make note of? Ah, right, let's finish up with the First Layer… I only have 124 Seeds left in the First Layer. The rest are dead or moved on to the Second Layer." He frowned slightly,
"Hmm… Seed 571 is placed rather well in the Nightrunners. I can't believe I haven't managed to get any Seeds into the leadership of the Angels Arcadia, though I wasn't really trying hard." The Vile King muttered quietly to himself, light flashing beneath his closed eyelids.
"Oh? Seed 532 has found someone interesting, hmm? Someone with a teleporting Type Ability. Perhaps I should catalog all the Abilities in the Shop...." He shrugged. There were hundreds and hundreds of distinct, complex Abilities, with certain Abilities having sub-categories, bringing the total number of Abilities into the thousands. Even for him, it wasn't feasible to have read through and memorized every single one. Cataloging them by similarity would make it easier to track what Abilities someone might have.
Still, he let his Seeds find their own natural route to power, he was not there to babysit them. All he did was give them that extra push, enhance their potential and talent, boost their strength. The choices they made, Abilities they purchased, were their own.
"532, 532… you have great potential, especially now that Head Cameron is dying. Flourishing and becoming an S Ranker that takes over in his stead should be a cinch. I won't try to bring you up." He nodded,
"But now you've found me something interesting. That's the second interesting thing I've found on the First Layer in only a few days. How strange." He blinked for a moment, his eyes giving off light as he smiled,
"He's not at a level worthy of gaining a Seed yet. Maybe if he shows more potential in the future. As for the other one…" Constantine's voice trailed off as his mind flashed back, focusing in on a memory.
A memory of a cool, calm, and collected warrior that had somehow managed to murder one of his Seeds on the First Layer, a masked sword user that showed some incredible skill. From the memories he could sift through from his dead Seed, he couldn't miss the excruciatingly detailed movements and control the masked man wielded.
A memory Micheal wasn't aware the Vile King would have been able to see in such detail, his knowledge of the man's Ability rather limited.
"What did he call himself? I think I caught something after he killed Seed 1,879…"
"Ah, that's right."
"Heron."
.
 
.
 
.
 
End of Volume 1
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