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            A New World

          

        

      

    

    
      Michael and I caved, each of us trying to wisp away a dull Saturday morning. We went out spelunking with some camping supplies, and it was a day like any other, both ordinary and sleepy. Caving gave our day a jolt of excitement, though, when compared to the norm.

      The dark, dank tunnels led to pools of water clear as glass. Weird, fascinating creatures swam in those pools while creepy critters squirmed on the walls. The air hung heavy and humid. The hard stone gave us a firm footing as we climbed down, deeper into its subterranean depths.

      We caved for over an hour when we stopped for an early lunch. We chatted while we ate a trail mix with some jerky and water. Though pretty bland, it wasn’t terrible. Our conversation added more spice to the meal, each of us talking about the usual. I complained about my dad and how sore I was. Michael talked about girls he liked back at school.

      In the middle of the meal, something bizarre passed. In a surreal moment, a tiny blue screen popped up in front of my face.

      
        
        Schema Initializing. One minute until complete transference.

      

      

      I squinted while turning toward Michael. He glanced at me,

      “So Daniel…What is this?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. Looks like a screen from some game to me.”

      Michael moved his hands in the air. I followed suit. My hand never blocked the screen, even if my hand lingered over it. The screen existed on a different layer of reality than my hand. Either that or it couldn’t be blocked from sight. It was hard to tell.

      The message changed.

      
        
        Schema Initializing. 30 seconds.

      

      

      I frowned. “All right, there’s no way that Kelsey followed us and set up some prank. There’s just no way.”

      Michael’s eyes narrowed. “You’re right. That’s impossible.”

      Michael and I cupped our chins as we said in unison, “Unless…”

      I grimaced. “I mean, I wouldn’t put it past her entirely.”

      Michael nodded. “And she’s done worse. Remember that time she put a handful of cockroaches into your toilet?”

      I shivered. “Gah, that was the worst. I was only six, and she said they were trying to crawl into me and eat me from the inside. It gave me nightmares for months.”

      He and I squirmed as the message changed again.

      
        
        10 seconds left. Commencing countdown.

      

      

      I gritted my teeth. “Get ready for the worst. This may be her best prank yet.”

      
        
        Schema processing…5 seconds remaining.

      

      

      Michael shook his hands. “Oh, man, this is gonna be good.”

      
        
        Initialization complete. Welcome to the New World.

      

      

      As I read the message, the world quaked and the air writhed. It had come. Kelsey had really nailed us this time.
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            One Lone Creature

          

        

      

    

    
      Everything blanked white for a moment. My eyes adjusted as I blinked between rubbing them. The cavern’s walls warped like a crumpled brown bag. The pools of water glowed a bright cyan. Volatile streams of white light cast the environment in an ethereal glow. After passing, it recomposed areas of my surroundings in square, pixelated segments.

      This snapped by my vision in seconds. The quaking energies left as quickly as they came. Some of the cavern remained lit up from the water’s light below. These glowing pools revealed blind bats and creepy crawlers.

      I winced in disgust. Centering my attention back to me, I found a circle of light surrounding my body. I tapped the edge of the white light before a message popped up in front of me.

      
        
        Schema fully functional. Distribute stats before finalizing starting position in - |***(ERROR)***| - [BloodHollow Caves]?

      

      

      I tapped my chin. Michael disappeared, and our unnamed cavern turned into the BloodHollow Caves. Using my unparalleled intuition, I guessed that this wasn’t exactly the best place to be. I know, I know, hold your applause. I peeked at the screen before glancing around. As I inspected closer, the stone walls were a tinge of purple. I facepalmed. Of course, the cyan pool’s light was bouncing off red stone, making them seem purple.

      Thinking more about my situation, I doubted that. Even rocks untouched by light showed signs of this color change. Gazing around, nothing else about the stone altered. I raised an eyebrow as another box opened.

      
        
        Open attribute menu using thought commands. Distribute the attribute point then finalize selection before selecting a tree point.

      

      

      As I comprehended the screen’s meaning, another screen appeared in its place.

      
        
        Level 1 Attributes (1 Point Left)

      

      

      
        
        Strength - [6] - Increases carrying weight, maximum speed, and physical power.

        Constitution – [5] – Increases the hardness, density, and weight of your body.

        Endurance - [7] - Increases regeneration of stamina, health, and their totals.

        Dexterity - [4] - Increases ease of movement, flexibility, and reflexes.

        Willpower - [8] - Increases internal motivation, mana regen, and Mental Resistance.

        Intelligence - [4] - Increases memory, critical thinking, and total mana pool.

        Charisma - [4] - Increases likeability, persuasion, and decreases prices at shops.

        Luck - [3] - Increases money found, odds in your favor, and chances of rare events.

        Perception - [4] - Increases comprehension, the five senses, and awareness.

      

      

      At least the totals made sense. I boxed since middle school, and after taking more punches than I should’ve, I may have slowed down. Slightly. I mean, I assumed fives were average, though. That may not have been the case. Either way, I didn’t dwell on it.

      As I read over the streams of data, another box appeared beside this one.

      
        
        Character Screen

        Health - 70/70 | 0.70/health per minute |

        Mana - 40/40 | 0.80/mana per minute

        Stamina - 70/70 | 7.00/minute | Damage Resistance - 5%

      

      

      I raised an eyebrow at the new statuses, and I moved my hand over them for a test. They both couldn’t be blocked from my sight, like the other screens. These displays also bolded their text, maybe for easy viewing. With a little thought, I put my first free point into endurance. Having more health and stamina would help keep me alive, regardless of the circumstances. As I did so, a voice spoke out in my mind.

      ‘He who laughs last, laughs loudest.’

      It sounded like a mixture of an old British narrator and Morgan Freeman. I appreciated the subtle and convincing inflections of the voice, but mostly, it was just cool.

      
        
        Perk Selection. Choose one.

      

      

      
        
        [Body of Iron - Gives a permanent 10% bonus for endurance, constitution, and strength attribute bonuses.]

        [Mind of Iron - Gives a permanent 10% bonus to intelligence, perception, and dexterity attribute bonuses.]

        [Spirit of Iron - Gives a permanent 10% bonus to luck, charisma, and willpower.]

      

      

      Of course, I could’ve tried juggling which cocktail of attributes proved most valuable. Given I understood next to nothing about my situation, I let math make my decision for me. Eighteen of my total attributes remained in Body of Iron, twelve in Mind of Iron, and fifteen for Spirit of Iron. Within seconds, I eliminated Mind of Iron from my choices. It carried too few attribute points. Charisma wouldn’t help me get out of this cave, either, so that bonus would be wasted.

      My last reason came from usability. I fought often, and so the extra attributes from Body of Iron wouldn’t go to waste. I selected it and hit the finalize button. Immediately, a rush of strength filled me. My body restructured, becoming denser, tougher, and more powerful. I cracked my neck and clasped my hands into fists. My fingers clamped with a quick, satisfying snap. As I did so, the bones of my hand seemed harder, my skin thicker. I clanked them together, finding that observation true.

      It was awesome.

      Fizzling into the air, the circle of light disappeared from around me. I neared the glowing pool, my only source of light. A flapping sounded above me. I glanced up; a giant, faceless bat glided toward me. Above it was a message.

      
        
        BloodHollow Bat | Level 34 - BloodHollow Bats are generic fodder within these caves. They act as the bottom of the food chain here. You would have to be outright ignorant to die to one. Like really…

      

      

      I mentally screamed, and not in a girly way, mind you. I jumped sideways as it collided into the ground. Stone splintered beneath it, its impact echoing through the cave. This thing was as strong as steel. It’s large, white ears twitched before its mouth turned toward me. The putrid smell of rotten flesh drifted from its maw while it held no eyes. Flapping its wings, the creature cleaned off the broken rock from its hide. One of those wings dripped blood, like something chewed on it.

      That injury saved my life.

      
        
        Skill unlocked! Dodging | Level 1 - When given the chance to act, seize it. In this case, you’ve decided to avoid damage, a worthy pursuit. +1% to dodge speed.

      

      

      Peering around, I acted in desperation. I picked up a rock before tossing it away from me. Without eyes, I prayed these things relied on sound. If I had some luck today, maybe the echoes would confuse the bat. Luckily enough, it did. The pale, sickly creature dove toward the small rock I threw. Another heavy collision echoed as it landed.

      Its mouth chomped onto the rock. Cracks formed on the red stone. A loud crack resounded as that crag crumbled in the bat’s mouth. I shivered in fear. Sprinting to my backpack, I wanted something to fight with. The bat gazed at me, but it didn’t even squeal. These bats didn’t use echolocation, instead relying on normal sound.

      I zipped open my pack, pulling out some jerky. I ran from the backpack right as the bat chomped into the peppered meat. As it chewed, I peered at the bat, searching for a weakness. Its alabaster-shaded skin showed sleek limbs and muscled wings. The membranes of its wings, black as night, pulsed as the abomination’s heartbeat. Scratches coated the wings, creating drips of liquid red flowing from them, especially its left wing. It was from that injury.

      An idea popped into my head at the sight. In a mad dash, I charged toward the bat. It turned toward me and roared like thunder. As its mouth closed, I kicked the injured wing on its left side into its closing mouth. The teeth gashed it, slicing through skin and membranes. The small gashes gushed blood, far more than I’d imagined. It lashed its right wing out, slapping my leg.

      
        
        Skill unlocked! Ave Maria | Level 1 - In hopeless times, you’ve chosen to stand in defiance. Wield that defiance as a weapon, and it will be your friend.

      

      

      Like a wall of stone, the wing shattered my leg on contact. Bones splintered. My mind went black and red with pain. Like a sack of flour, I flopped onto the rocky ground. I scratched my face and hands as I landed. I hardly noticed them. The fire charging up my legs was agony. Once it reached my head, I was in agony.

      
        
        Skill unlocked! Pain Tolerance | Level 1 - At times, there is no way of avoiding pain. In those dark hours, your will is tested by how well you endure it.

      

      

      The torment lessened ever so slightly. My vision flashed before I spotted the creature coming toward me. With what little strength I had left, I rolled sideways. The bat flapped its wings, streaking crimson blood from its left wing onto the purple stone. It flopped up toward me, but the injured limb threw it off-balance. The bat crashed against the ground, inches from me.

      
        
        Skill unlocked! Desperation | Level 1 - To feel desperation is to be alive. Take that life and continue forth, an anima of your ambition.

      

      

      I’d about had it with these damn screens and their motivational quotes. I crawled away from the bat. Everything hazed over outside of the vibrant, crisp pain in my leg. That still radiated through with an absolute, consuming intensity. I didn’t look at it. I’d vomit if I did.

      I turned around. The bat’s left wing stuck out in three odd angles now. Blood squirted from open arteries. It must have crashed from trying to dash forward so fast. That served as my only opportunity to kill it. Even then, nausea grew in my stomach as I faltered. My eyes burned as I wanted to just rest.

      Something in me snapped before I gave in, and I swallowed that weakness. Anger formed in its place. This thing had to die. Either that, or I would. I smashed my hands into the stone, breaking fingernails as I desperately crawled away. The monster chomped toward me. The bat’s teeth clamped inches from my butchered foot. I grimaced. The bat inched closer and closer. Inches turned to half inches, then hair lengths. I felt its rancid breath on my foot. I smelled its pouring blood.

      My own blood dripped from my hands as I dragged myself away. Sweat poured from my forehead. My teeth grit hard, hard as the stone I was on. I didn’t want to die. This bat wasn’t going to get me if I had anything to say about it. With a last jerk of effort, I closed my eyes before pulling my broken foot away.

      Lightning-like pain splashed across my mind in an untamed fury. My limbs stopped responding. My face smeared against the hard floor. Thoughts flashed through my mind. My eyes burned as I grimaced. I couldn’t move. I was going to die.

      
        
        Death’s Dance | Level 1 - Walking along the edge of your demise is a unique thrill. It carries the implication of great loss, but also, of great gain.

      

      

      The bat’s chomps echoed in my ears, but faintly, like the bat howled in another room. I glanced back, watching it crawl near me. The alien creature’s blood squirted without the vitality it had before. The monster’s strength worked against it as its heart bled it to death.

      The head fell on my shattered leg. Agony roared up the leg once more, but I still couldn’t move. I willed myself to, but nothing responded. Despite that lack of movement, I sure as hell could feel pain. Interrupting my abject torment, a screen popped up in front of me.

      
        
        Underleveled bonus active. First kill bonus active. 12 level-ups gained!

      

      

      Notifications passed by my eyes as the narrator’s voice reverberated again.

      No traveler crosses a thousand miles in a single step. No artist is born knowing his craft. No fighter is born thirsty for blood. They each must earn their masteries, and in those domains, they will be given freedom and power abound.

      You have started your journey to join them.

      Another message appeared.

      
        
        Open Attribute menu using thought. Distribute the attribute point(s) then finalize selection before selecting your perk(s).

      

      

      In desperation, I opened my attribute points before placing ten points into endurance. I remembered the message about moving faster with strength, so I put two points into strength before finalizing the decision. The relief was palpable.

      The pain disappeared from my legs. I flexed my toes, relishing the newfound function of them. Man, it was nice having feet that worked again. My mind cleared, though the memory of the pain lingered like a fresh scar. My breathing steadied and my heart beat strong once more. No, it was better than before. I could’ve run a marathon. I could’ve climbed Mount Everest.

      At least it felt like it.

      At the same time, I gained a firmer awareness of my own strength. The narrator’s voice echoed once more, saying,

      ‘Those that are immortal stood the test of time.’

      A moment passed before another voice spoke aloud, this one rougher around the edges.

      ‘A mage tried to trick me with big words. Too bad he didn’t have big bones.’

      I guessed the quotes were selected based on the attributes I selected. The first saying was for endurance and the second for strength. Despite the ridiculousness of it all, I admitted to myself that the upgrading aspect was pretty cool. Opening my character screen, I inspected my stats.

      
        
        Character Screen

        Health - 120/198 | 1.98/health per minute | Mana - 40/40 | 0.80/mana per minute

        Stamina - 119/198 | 19.8/minute | Physical Resistance - 5.5%

      

      

      My health lingered near the halfway point despite my level ups. Doing some quick math, I had less than ten health after my first battle. If not for that one point in endurance I placed at the beginning, I’d have died already.

      I shivered at the thought of death. The enormity of my situation caught up with me. All of this happened so fast, faster than I comprehended it. Facing a single overleveled enemy almost killed me. If that bat wasn’t dumb as a rock, then I would’ve been a corpse. I blinked as a wave of nausea assaulted me. I almost ended right then and there.

      I blinked back tears before vomiting onto the ground beside me. My hands trembled as I took several deep breaths. Once I calmed myself some, I glanced back at the bat behind me. The corpse chilled as a huge stalactite jutted out of its back. That stalactite and its injury saved my life. Glancing closer, I noticed arteries jutting out from the torn wing. The mouth reeked of rotten meat. I keeled over and discharged what little I had left in my stomach.

      Staring at the drool-laden vomit, I gasped at my situation. This wasn’t some fun game; it was life or death. Before I fell into a depressive spiral, another flap of wings echoed in the distance. My adrenaline spiked as I wiped my mouth. I limped toward a large cluster of rocks. The stones arched into a hidden cove, keeping me away from any of the blind bats.

      Hiding behind the crags, I reasoned for a moment. I had nearly twenty endurance and almost nine strength. Not bad, probably. If this system put me into this position, abusing it would be important for my survival. Considering my current situation, I didn’t have time to consider anything else.

      Those racing thoughts opened another selection screen, this time for perks.

      
        
        Perk selection. Choose one(3). Requirements met. New perks Unlocked!

      

      

      
        
        [Tireless (Endurance over 10) - Your endurance is good. Doubles Stamina regeneration.]

      

      

      
        
        [Unyielding (Endurance over 15) - Your endurance is admirable. Doubles health regeneration.]

      

      

      
        
        [|***(ERROR)***| Agony (Death’s Dance, Pain Tolerance, and Desperation unlocked before level ***) - Aura effect draining health of anything in the effective radius, including the caster. Causes intense pain.]

      

      

      
        
        [Fledgling (Reach level 5) - You’ve just started learning. +10% to experience.]

      

      

      
        
        [Beginner (Reach level 10) - Now you know a little. You can step out of the tutorial zone now.]

      

      

      The Fledgling and Beginner perks looked like total garbage. Extra exp meant nothing if I died before I got another kill in. Considering my proximity to death so far, I stuck with immediate, effective options in the short term. As for Beginner, the perk helped me get outside of some kind of “tutorial” zone. It would’ve been a great perk if I found myself stuck in a tutorial.

      The other perk, Agony, caught my attention more than the others, however. It looked like some kind of system error, the same kind that got me stranded in this cave. Staring around, other bats shifted on the cavern’s roof. I shivered at the thought of many hiding in those dark recesses above.

      The outside world must’ve been a better time than this. It had to be, otherwise I wouldn’t have anything to come back to once I escaped BloodHollow. Holding onto that thought, I stopped my shaking hands by squeezing them into fists. Now wasn’t the time for weakness.

      Without any more hesitation, I selected Tireless, Unyielding, and Agony since the other perks wouldn’t help me right now. Once I selected those perks, I made my character screen reappear.

      
        
        Character Screen

        Health - 128/198 | 3.96/health per minute | Mana - 40/40 | 0.80/mana per minute

        Stamina - 198/198 | 39.6/stamina per minute | Damage Resistance - 5.5%

      

      

      Looking at the numbers, they explained why I hadn’t passed out yet. The stamina regeneration kept me awake, cranking out forty stamina a minute. As I wondered about the extra tree points, another message popped up.

      
        
        Select Talent tree for distributing points. Requirements met. Additional trees unlocked.

      

      

      
        
        | I Fledgling[0/5], I Beginner[0/5], I Fighter (Kill a creature 20 levels above you)[0/25], I Determinator (Unyielding and Tireless unlocked and character is below level 15)[0/25]|

      

      

      I reasoned that if the tree paths for fledgling and beginner were unhelpful as the perks, then I’d avoid them for now. Fighter seemed useful, but Determinator had a level requirement. If I got over level fifteen, it may disappear, but Fighter would remain. That exclusivity made my choice for me.

      I put a perk point into Determinator. Nothing happened. I frowned before putting in another. I put three more points in before a notification greeted me.

      
        
        Those that are determined do not stop. They do not relent. They do not yield. +5% to regeneration stats.

      

      

      The tree points came from gaining skills. From the looks of it, the Determinator tree was all about regenerating through combat or extended conflicts. Hell, by the time I finished putting points into the tree, I couldn’t have known how much regeneration I’d gain. That gave me hope, and I smiled without thinking. The grin appeared for one reason—I had a way to fight in this cave, though it would be a slow and excruciating one.

      I would just kill my enemy before I killed myself.
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      I placed all my remaining points into the Determinator tree. Four notifications generated.

      
        
        Determinators are walls of stone, each of them an unstoppable force. +5% to regeneration stats.

      

        

      
        Less a mind and more a machine, they tread in one direction. Forward. +5% to regeneration stats.

      

        

      
        To stop one is to kill one. To befriend one is to align yourself with one. +5% to regeneration stats.

      

        

      
        For they have wills of steel and minds of metal. You are now among them. +10% to regeneration stats.

      

      

      As I resolved myself for what was to come, I held onto what these sayings said. Even while I gripped with this new reality, each of these sayings pumped me up. But yeah, my regen increasing by 30 percent was a nice bonus. It left me regenerating around five health a minute. With my damage resistance, that was more like five and a half.

      So, I could get five health a minute against however many bats I could fit in the radius of Agony. Not the most promising thought, but whatever. I could handle it. I had to. What I really needed was to learn how to use Agony. As I pondered about that, a message interrupted my thoughts.

      
        
        Agony - Drains all nearby units’ health, including the caster. The more health the caster drains from themselves a second, the larger the effective range of the aura. Damage to self is reduced by constitution. Willpower increases damage of Agony. Current conversion: 1.08(Willpower bonus)/0.945(Constitution bonus) = 1.14

      

      

      I rubbed my temples while stopping my eyes from going cross. Oh man, math, and it was even beyond a third-grade level—my greatest weakness. Taking a second to adjust, I made sense of it. Willpower helped Pain Tolerance while the constitution attribute made me more difficult to damage. With that in mind, I willed the power to activate.

      Like a firecracker in my skull, a headache formed along with a stinging discomfort all throughout my body. A bead of sweat dripped down my forehead after a minute, and I wondered how much health I lost. This must’ve been a pretty massive amount I lost each second considering how much it hurt.

      An interface appeared in the right corner of my vision, displaying health, mana, and fatigue. Convenient.

      It would’ve been really helpful during the battle with the bat, but I took it with a grain of salt. I was clearly an outlier for what this system had in place. On the top left corner of this HUD, a debuff was showing,

      
        
        Health loss from Agony - [5/min]

      

      

      I gaped at the sight. I questioned my existence for a moment, perturbed that this much pain amounted to so little health lost. The sheer discomfort amazed me before another notification appeared.

      
        
        Skill level! [Pain Tolerance | Level 13]

      

      

      A eureka moment popped up in my mind as I put the dots together. My Pain Tolerance gave me the skill points for the Determinator tree. I wondered what all the skill levels were when a list appeared.

      
        
        | Ave Maria (lvl 1), Pain Tolerance (lvl 13), Desperation (lvl 8), Death’s Dance (lvl 6), [Dodging (lvl 1) |

      

      

      These were the skills and descriptions from earlier. They acted in vague ways, so I wanted a clear, crisp understanding of what they did. This system, whatever it was, didn’t fail me.

      
        
        Ave Maria | Level 1 - +.05% to success rate of risky plans.

      

      

      I couldn’t believe this was a thing.

      
        
        Pain Tolerance | Level 13 - -13% of perceived pain.

      

      

      
        
        Desperation | Level 8 - Additional willpower granted when desperate.

      

      

      That was a powerful buff when I would need it. A useful skill for sure.

      
        
        Death’s Dance | Level 6 - +6% to damage dealt when receiving damage.

      

      

      
        
        Dodging | Level 1 - +1% to dodge speed and -0.5% to dodge reaction time.

      

      

      Every single skill proved useful, most of them life changing. It seemed the Schema gave me skill points when I was using the skill, a reward of sorts for using the buff. That meant that I could use Agony for Death’s Dance, Pain Tolerance, and maybe even Desperation if it came down to it.

      In fact, these skills had been gained by simply doing what the skills were. After a little brainstorming, I thought if I did some of my boxing, the schema would recognize it as a skill, too. I put myself in my normal fighting stance, my feet set slightly wider than my shoulders. I set my shoulders high and forward, keeping my chin protected.

      My backfoot left the ball of my foot planted while my front foot pressed hard into the ground, letting me lean forward. Unlike some boxers, I grounded my front foot when I fought. I wanted the power so I could hit hard and heavy, like a hammer. That strategy gave me my fighting name: Outlast. I prayed the name would be true in this situation.

      Swinging a few times, I fumbled my forms, even though I practiced them many times before. Agony’s perpetual pain distracted me, so I willed the ability to cease. It did. I went through a few hooks, jabs, overhands, and straights before a notification appeared.

      
        
        Pugilist | Level 1 - Many have chosen to wield weapons aside from their bodies. You’ve chosen a simpler, straighter path, and it rewards you with blinding hands of hardened steel.

      

      

      I raised my fists in success, the Rocky theme playing in my head. I checked the skill.

      
        
        Pugilist | Level 1 - +1% to fist hardness, fist speed, fist damage, and general speed when using only fists for weapons.

      

      

      I swung for a few more minutes in my little rock cove as quietly as I could. After about half an hour, I worked up a good sweat as I read my notifications.

      
        
        Skill level! [Pugilism | Level 8]

      

      

      The bonuses from the skill already made a difference. It defied all my expectations, honestly. I made a year of progress at my gym in just a few minutes. In particular, my fists’ speed astounded me. My fists blurred in my vision at times, though that might’ve been the sweat and dehydration.

      Thirsty or not, this gave me some joy and confidence. I cracked my neck before glancing back at the bat I killed. Two other bats devoured swooped in, gorging like ravenous dogs fighting over a steak. I winced in disgust before tapping my forehead with a knuckle. I needed to get serious here. Sure, getting stronger was fun, but if I went about it with a lazy attitude, I would die here. I had better things to do.

      Like not dying.

      I ramped up Agony till it matched my health regen. The splitting headache, stinging sensation on my skin, and the burn in my muscles kicked in. It disintegrated me with a slow, steady drain, and the sensation hounded me. After a few minutes of adjusting, I threw some punches out. It reminded me of fighting in the final rounds of a boxing match. In other words, utterly miserable.

      I went about trying to get the willpower to really put out while training before a bat flew over my head. I froze faster than a housemaid caught stealing. The bat landed on a stalactite fifty meters away before covering itself with its wings, disappearing entirely amongst the stone.

      At that point, I glanced up at the darkness away from the glowing pools. The bats were invisible. Like, invisibility-cloak levels of invisible. Those killers waited out there in the caves, sitting there, biding their time. In fact, it seemed outright strange how they hadn’t noticed me yet.

      I shrugged off those concerns, though. Other pressing matters engulfed my attention, like the idea of the blind bats roosting everywhere. That anxiety mounted until cold sweat poured from my brow. I could be surrounded by the damn things in every direction. I would need the ability to take on dozens, maybe even hundreds at a time, not just one. Either that or I would be torn apart by a horde of them just like the one I managed to slay.

      
        
        Skill level! [Desperation | Level 9]

      

      

      I needed to power up at a speed that defied convention.

      With that realization, I opened my character menu and found thirteen tree points. I glanced at my options for trees.

      
        
        | I Fledgling[0/5], I Beginner[0/5], I Fighter (Kill a creature 20 levels above you)[0/25]|

      

      

      Based on my deduction skills, Determinator II should’ve been available. It must’ve required something I hadn’t done yet, so I silenced my indecision. I needed to hurry. I put all the points into the Fighter tree.

      
        
        A fighter enjoys the thrill of battle and the taste of blood. He fights for pleasure, not out of necessity. +1% to general resistance multiplier and physical power multiplier.

      

      

      
        
        You seek to join them and live for battle. You thrive on glory. You need nothing else, for what else is a warrior but the sum of his battles? +1% to general resistance multiplier and physical power multiplier.

      

      

      Taking a moment to resolve myself, I decided to survive this cave. I swung my fists with renewed vigor. Like lightning coursed in my veins, I struggled to improve. I thought of counters, weak spots, even ways of shifting my weight. I tried moving as little as possible to dodge my invisible opponents. Sweat poured from my forehead and armpits in minutes.

      It turns out, training while disintegrating my own body was absolute hell. I mean, training was already hard. That and the abject terror from my situation strained my mind unlike it ever had been. Still, I put in the time and effort to get the task finished. It was something about me. Sure, I silently complained about whatever I needed to do, but I would get it done once my mind was set.

      Just as well, death was a primary motivator. Its looming threat steeled my mind, and I kept at it. As I did, my thoughts drifted to the people I’d known. Most of them assumed I was stoic. Michael knew otherwise. I hoped he was all right, but after what that bat had done to the stone, I doubted it. That pained me, but there was still a chance he and Kelsey survived.

      I grasped that chance. Hours passed, and my eyes grew heavy. I couldn’t tell how much time had gone by since I started training or the Schema activated. There was no sun, no phone, or any real reference for time.

      That was a strange habit of mine, actually. I was one of the few students I knew without a phone. I never liked how they seemed to consume whoever used them. It was less like a person owned a phone and more like the phone owned them.

      Thoughts like that passed over my glazed eyes as I kept on training. Even as exhaustion took over, my movements grew sharper and stronger with each passing minute. I’d unlocked several skill levels, along with a new skill or two. The sound of a corpse being chewed helped me there. It pushed me forward as a constant reminder of what would happen to me soon if I stopped.

      At the peak of my fatigue, I walked toward my refuge of overhanging rocks before falling asleep on my side. It’d been a long day, and fear kept me up no longer.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After a pretty bleh rest, I awoke with bats chiming above my refuge in a swarm. Instead of scooping up the many insects across the cavern, they stumbled around as if they were trying to escape. They must’ve been hungry, several of the bats stooping to cannibalism earlier, but they avoided every bug out here.

      I must’ve been a bug to them because they ignored me as well. I couldn’t fathom why, but it gave me an opportunity that I wouldn’t take lightly. I opened my character menu, spotting thirty-seven tree points. I finished the Fighter tree with twelve of them, leaving me a clean twenty-five remaining. Three notifications appeared.

      
        
        So fight on in your life. Find meaning in war. Find fulfillment in bloodshed. Become the battle, and breathe it in. +1% to general resistance multiplier and physical power multiplier.

      

      

      
        
        There’s so little left in these corpses you stand on. You’ve built bridges of bodies and swam in oceans of blood. +1% to general resistance multiplier and physical power multiplier.

      

      

      
        
        For you are war incarnate, a monster in a man’s flesh. Swallow that darkness, and be swallowed by it in turn. +1% to general resistance multiplier and physical power multiplier. Fighter II unlocked.

      

      

      I took a sharp breath as the sayings spoke aloud, each of them both eerie and inspiring at the same time. I checked out the remaining talent trees.

      
        
        | I Fledgling[0/5], I Beginner[0/5], II Fighter (Kill a creature 30 levels above you)[0/50]|

      

      

      Welp, the first Fighter tree gave me great gains already, so I chose it before placing all my tree points into it in one go. Two notifications appeared in succession once more.

      
        
        You continue your path. Known by many names, but mostly known by what you leave behind. +2% to general resistance multiplier and physical power multiplier.

        In your wake is nothing. You know no family. Your joy is the clash of steel, the spray of blood, the carnage that comes from killing. +2% to general resistance multiplier and physical power multiplier.

      

      

      I disagreed with a few of these sayings, but I needed them either way. While the bonuses were small, they added up over time. I checked out my skill levels to inspect my progress.

      
        
        | Ave Maria (lvl 1), Pain Tolerance (lvl 17), Desperation (lvl 13), Death’s Dance (lvl 11), Dodging (lvl 3), Pugilist (lvl 18), Physical Fitness (lvl 7), Focus (lvl 5) |

      

      

      Counting it all up, I gained seventy-five total tree points. I glanced at the bonuses of Physical Fitness and Focus.

      
        
        Physical Fitness | Level 7 - To condition one’s body is to condition one’s mind. You’ve used the latter to achieve the former, and so, you gain strength and speed in turn. Increased stamina usage during activity, but increased strength as well.

      

      

      
        
        Focus | Level 5 - An untempered mind is a ghastly thing. It goes where it pleases, fulfilling impulses instead of goals. You’ve decided against that path. To that end, your mind is an instrument of your will. Increased skill gain when focused.

      

      

      I raised a shaking, celebratory fist. This skill explained where a lot of the other abilities came from. I would be able to grind these up to something, especially the Physical Fitness skill. The strength bonus meant I gained some speed, which would be essential. No matter my skills, I still need as much regeneration as possible for what I planned on doing.

      Noting that, I opened my character menu.

      
        
        Character Screen

      

      

      
        
        Health - 128/198 | 5.15/health a min | Mana - 40/40 | 0.80/mana a min | Stamina - 198/198 51.48/stamina per min

        Damage Resistance - 6.1% | Mental Resistance - 8% | Elemental Resistance - 0% | Plasma Resistance - 0% | Radiation Resistance - 0%

        Physical Power - (+)9.8% | Debuffs - Agony(5.15 health/min)

      

      

      The screen changed a little, likely due to new buffs. It didn’t surprise me, considering this Schema warped reality. A dynamic interface wasn’t exactly stunning.

      Peering at the numbers imbued optimistic thoughts of taking on another bat. I swatted those hopes for now after considering my last battle. Luck saved me then, not my own skill. Relying on chance again, especially considering how low my luck stat was, appalled me.

      Flashes of the bats rotting teeth and breath flooded my mind. I gasped before shaking off some jitters. This wasn’t the time for that. For now, the bats still swarmed around me. I tolerated my growing thirst while mentally preparing myself for more training.

      It was all I could do.

      After the horde died down to a standstill, I got back onto my feet. I shadow boxed with the discomfort of agony raging in the back of my head. Time dragged on again, and my motivation waned. It seemed hopeless to kill these bats. I stood no chance in my mind.

      But, a few close calls with the bats reminded me of why I kept at this. This wasn’t the time for doubt; this was the time for Desperation, which gained a few levels now that I mentioned it. After a few more hours, I lost all steam for training. My mouth dried out, my lips cracking some. My throat burned with thirst. I needed water, desperately.

      Hunger hounded me with a burning stomach, too, but that paled in comparison to my thirst. Intense exercise without water weighed on me, destroying my will. I wanted a few points in willpower soon so I could keep pushing myself. Before that, killing a bat took priority, so I placed ten more skill points into the Fighter tree.

      
        
        Loneliness is success to you. It means everything has fallen to you already. That silence is your home. +2% to general resistance multiplier and physical power multiplier.

      

      

      I preferred livelier surroundings, personally. After brushing up on my status, I planned out a mad dash toward the pools of glowing water. No matter how dangerous, I couldn’t silence the call for water anymore. It just looked so damn sweet. Thinking of a way over to a glowing pool, silence popped up as my solution. I needed to be quiet.

      I could be right beside a bat so long as they didn’t hear me. Putting that thought into action, I snuck around my little cove of rocks for a while before a notification popped up.

      
        
        Skill unlocked! Sneak | Level 1 - The shadows are your cloak and silence your friend. They speak to you with umbral shades, and you speak to them in action.

      

      

      I practiced the new ability with agony burning me down. All the while, I rolled, dodged imaginary swords, and even karate chopped some people down. Joking aside, I leveled my Sneak, Dodge, and Pain Tolerance all at once for a while. Once I got some of the skills unlocked, I enacted my master plan.

      Be. Really. Quiet.

      I snuck around for about ten feet before a bat rustled above me. As its wings unfurled, the bat appeared into existence from nothing. It defied all rules of logic or physics, yet it occurred in front of my eyes like a surreal dream. I froze in place that instant, my blood running cold as ice.

      The bat swooped down. In a wild panic, I pulled Agony back from the beast. It landed on the ground beside me. The creature opened its mouth, tasting the air for me. Waving its wings, it got closer and closer until it was inches from me. Cold sweat poured down my back as I held my breath. I could feel my blood beating in my ears. My left eye twitched from my overwhelming dread.

      But I stayed still, and I got another notification.

      
        
        Skill level! [Desperation | Level 17]

      

      

      At that moment, something snapped in me. I despised this Schema. That indignation planted its seed in me, and it fed off that fiery spark of fury. I hated this damn thing. I hated it with a burning passion. My teeth clamped as my fists clenched. It mentioned an error when it summoned me into the BloodHollow Caves.

      This entire predicament, my life, turned into this hell because the system made an error. I would die from a glitch. As the bat breathed down my neck, my ire fumed like smoldering embers in fire.

      
        
        Skill unlocked! Scorn | Level 1 - To feel anger is one thing, but scorn is another. It judges the object of anger as worthless, a failure in all ways. Scorn may ignite, but it may also inspire. You decide what its worth will be to you.

      

      

      The quote spoke out while the bat opened its jaws beside me. Between its teeth, rotting bits of meat festered like week-old roadkill. My body told me to run, but my mind understood that if I didn’t stand still, I’d die here.

      Turning my face, I stared at the creature as it pulled back from me. It tilted its head toward the ground, rubbing a stone with its claws. The bat glanced up before flying back up. The wind from its wings brushed the sides of my face, cool and refreshing. I let out a slow breath of relief at its ascent.

      I put my hands over my face, terror still consuming me. My eyes burned before I gave myself silent taps on my forehead, snapping myself out of my trance. It didn’t matter if I wanted to lie down in hole and die. I had to move on. Taking a second, I willed Agony back into action. I snuck for a few more feet, gaining levels in the skill as I did.

      I reached halfway between the pools and my cover of rocks. My backpack sat a few feet away, full of goodness I could eat. My stomach roared at me to stop and ravage the packages of jerky and trail mix. I silenced its calls. The water came first.

      I paced further, reaching the cyan-shaded pool in about ten minutes. As I arrived, I deflated like a balloon. I shut down Agony, the lack of pain coming in like a wave of fresh air. I placed my lips against the water before I drank it in.

      Cold, crisp, and refreshing, I drank until my gut swelled. I waited a few minutes before drinking again and again and again. I sat in that tiny little piece of heaven, savoring the delicious flavor. It was a moment without the constant pain, effort, and thirst.

      The moment flew by, however. I breathed deep and slow before lifting myself from the pool. I wanted to bathe, but that was going to take a while. It was more a distant dream than a pressing desire. Sneaking back, I reached my backpack after five minutes. I took out several pieces of jerky, scarfing them down before carrying what was left of my trail mix. Sneaking back, I reached my outcove with a far fuller stomach.

      I gave myself a five-minute break before turning Agony back on. Biting me like the cold of a winter morning, Agony hurt like hell. Engulfed in it, I started yet another grueling training session. It was better than thinking. If I dwelled on my situation, many aspects of it stuck out to me like sharp rocks underfoot.

      I had no say in being here. This system jerked me here while I was unaware. The cold, the dread, even the hurt from Agony, they pressed on me from all angles. Despite those misgivings, I enjoyed parts of this process. The leveling, the training, and the growth, they gave me a motivation I never had before.

      However, the bad parts of this dungeon outweighed the good ones. By a lot. By a colossal, consuming amount. Those thoughts burned in my mind as I trained. That ire helped me ignore the pain. I reveled in daydreams where I inflicted this torment tenfold on whoever caused this Schema. I envisioned smashing their faces to bits. I imagined ripping out their teeth and stomping their stomach. It gave me solace.

      Waking up from that hypnotic state, I took a breath. My gut told me that submerging in that malice was a bad idea. Considering the amount of sweat on me, I trained for hours here. I stretched my arms, keeping myself together in the silence.

      A notification appeared.

      
        
        Skill level! [Scorn | Level 13]

      

      

      I frowned before checking out the new skills objective bonuses.

      
        
        Sneaking | Level 11 - Noise is mitigated while sneaking, but stamina consumption is raised. Effect increased by skill level.

      

      

      
        
        Scorn | Level 13 - While in scorn, your strength, endurance, willpower, and Pain Tolerance increase, but your charisma and perception decrease.

      

      

      So maybe wallowing in Scorn wasn’t such a bad idea. I mean, sure, I’d be really dislikeable while it activated, but I needed those buffs. They worked great with Agony as well. Glancing at my character screen, I had thirty-seven unused skill points. I put fifteen points into II Fighter, finishing the tree. Two notifications appeared.

      
        
        You are a warrior, a soldier, a mercenary. You are whatever you need to be to battle. +2% to general resistance multiplier and physical power multiplier.

      

      

      
        
        For in battle, you leave only death in your wake, yet when fighting, you are truly alive. +2% to general resistance multiplier and physical power multiplier. +10 health and stamina.

      

      

      I fist pumped in triumph. That tree gained me a point of endurance’s worth of health. With twenty-two skill points left, I peered at my trees.

      
        
        | I Fledgling[0/5], I Beginner[0/5] |

      

      

      Having nothing else left, I put the five points into each of them.

      
        
        You’ve learned how to move through your newfound screens. +5 health, mana, and stamina.

      

      

      
        
        Now you’re going out into the harsh world created by the schema. Prepare yourself for its trials. +5 health, mana, and stamina.

      

      

      They weren’t terrible by any means, but they weren’t anything special, either. No new tree opened up for me when the others were completed. That made sense to me. The schema rewarded genuine effort and difficulty, not endless grinding. In order to progress, I would need to accomplish something first.

      I mean, if you could just endlessly grind out the skill trees, then becoming ridiculously powerful would be simple. Everyone would be strong. No one would be dumb enough to go out and die without any real reason for it. They would just knit, jog in place, or practice some other skill until they were godlike.

      In order to progress from here, my only option was upgrading my current skills until I could kill the bat. Otherwise, I would end up as a part of the bat feces piled in the corners of the cavern floor.

      It was time to hit my stride.
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      I grinded my skills for three days before I ran out of food from my backpack. No matter how much I rationed out the food, I couldn’t squeeze any more days out of it. If I hadn’t found Michael’s backpack, too, then I’d have run out within the first day as well. That wasn’t because the guy was a heavy eater, either.

      Michael always brought extra for me. He and his mom understood my situation, so they always packed leftovers and extra meals for me. When I first figured that out, it brought a tear to my eye. I remembered the little things like that; they spurred me forward in this cave.

      During those three days, I gained quite a few skill levels, but unlocking more skill trees required character levels, attributes, or maybe achievements. For all of that, a singular step stood in my way: I needed to kill a bat.

      They still scared the living hell out of me, but to quell those fears, I studied the bats’ movements and lifestyles. I found the bats flew around at certain intervals, those spans as far apart as mornings and afternoons. Between those periods of activity, the creatures alternated between comas and napping. They breathed most of the time, but in the comas, they ceased all activity entirely. It was as if they starved. Either way, my plan involved waking up one bat during their comatose state before trying to kill one.

      This avoided being swarmed, as the other bats would be resting. When I first spawned in BloodHollow, I fought the bat during their coma-induced state. The only thing keeping me alive then had been dumb luck.

      Not wanting even more luck to keep me alive, I planned out the fight this time. I chose a flat, open location, since the bats had poor maneuverability. Their raw power acted as the trade-off for that, so I would kite one bat around until my Agony aura finished them off.

      Crazy as that plan sounded, it was my best shot. A swat from a bat’s wing ruined my leg before, and fighting an uninjured one meant they’d be even stronger. Making matters worse, this strategy of mine required lots of time to work itself out. I had the tools for success, however.

      From a bit of practice, I uncovered that most rolls required ten or so stamina. Each minute, I could roll four or five times without losing stamina. That meant I needed to dodge the bats without rolling if I could help it. A hefty task, surely, but with all my new buffs from this system, I stood a solid chance.

      Arming myself with those thoughts, I walked toward the flat piece of ground before I activated Agony. With all my damage reduction and willpower bonuses, I found the aura was around eight feet from me in all directions. Not large by any means, but it proved serviceable for defense.

      Before I began, one of my knees wobbled. I stared at the cavern roof, thinking of the creature’s teeth again, how it moved like living stone. Doubts raced across my mind like cars in a freeway, each of them threatening to run me over.

      I blinked. This was it. I had to move or die. I gave myself a few slaps on my cheeks, the crisp, stinging pain waking me up. This would be my last day with any real food, so killing a bat needed to happen and now. I would grow weak from starving soon, and it wasn’t going to get any easier either way.

      Taking the leap, I picked up a stone and tossed it overhead at the landing place of a bat I scouted out earlier. The rock landed on the bat as I sprinted toward the falling pebble. Reaching the stone, I winced while catching it in both my hands. I even bent my knees as I caught it to reduce the impact and following noise.

      I took a shaky breath. I passed the first stage of the plan. If that rock hit the ground, the bats might’ve been on me like ants over a grasshopper. Peering up, I glared at the pale, disgusting creature above. The bat unfurled its wings, popping into existence before it squealed out in a light, airy tone.

      I trembled. Now it was go time.

      I revved up Agony until it reached about eight health a minute. A cracking headache and familiar exhaustion smothered me. The bat dove down. When it reached Agony’s range, I darted sideways. Wind off its descent brushed my chest, and the creature crashed into the rock like a truck. I smiled. The plan was going perfectly.

      See, other bats crashed into the ground at random, some falling down from time to time. The sound of it falling mimicked the impact of that first charge. The other bats rustled above, but they remained asleep thanks to that quirk of theirs.

      Now, it was time for the hard part. I closed the gap between the bat and me before the monster reeled back at Agony’s aura. I set up my stance for boxing, mainly for the speed boost. The bat glanced around before echoing its signal. Turning toward me, it flexed its wings and bolted forward, fast as a bullet. I rolled sideways, the monster passing inches from me. Its wing brushed my face, leaving a slight cut.

      It was so damn close. Without an uninjured wing, the bat moved much faster. It neared me once more, and the process repeated itself. The bat scratched me several times before clipping my shoulder with a solid gash. It hurt less than I expected, but more than I wanted, like pulling a tooth.

      Soon, a sheen of sweat traced us both. The conflict dragged on, minutes turning to hours. By the time the bat had any wounds, we were both heaving for air. Gashes littered my body, but the bat fared no better. Blood poured from his mouth and pieces of his skin. His crashes had covered him in scrapes as well.

      Once his teeth started falling out, I secured my victory. The bat slowed before I began slipping in punches. I dashed in, jabbed, then dashed out. The monster always chomped where I hit it, but I pulled back well before it snapped my hand in its jaws.

      The bat lost the ability to move after a while, its own tenacity working against it. I pummeled the poor thing as Agony slowly whittled away its life. The body felt like slamming my fist into stone, but that wouldn’t stop me. After fifteen minutes of punching it, the abomination finally died.

      
        
        Underleveled bonus active. Level up! 3 levels gained!

      

      

      Staring at the three, I pinched the bridge of my nose. The sheer drop-off from the twelve I gained before left me wincing, but it made sense. The other had a first kill bonus, and my higher level meant slower level gains. I still bit my lip at that, however.

      Either way, the attribute screen popped up. I added all three points into endurance. I figured twenty points in it would unlock another perk, following the pattern from before. Even then, the health kept me alive while the health regeneration meant Agony strengthened.

      In that way, endurance was my bread and butter stat.

      The next set of perks appeared, this time for level fifteen. Based on the previous sequence, I gained a perk on level one, three, five, then once every five levels. Being level sixteen now, I owned five perks in total.

      
        
        Perk Selection. Choose One.

      

      

      
        
        [Unrelenting (endurance 20) - Your endurance is very impressive. +50 health and stamina, +5 health regen, +50 stamina regen. Adds 1/10th of your endurance to willpower.]

      

      

      
        
        [Fledgling (Reach level 5) - You’ve just started learning. +10% to experience.]

      

      

      
        
        [Beginner (Reach level 10) - Now you know a little. You can step out of the tutorial zone now.]

      

      

      Considering how I killed bats, my choice became obvious. Unrelenting was exactly what I needed right now. It also gave me more room for making mistakes, something I would do in time. My hands trembled at the thought of a bat biting me, but they also shook from exhilaration.

      I was alive. I did it. I jumped up and down a bit, there in that lonely cavern. Somehow, that tiny celebration meant more to me than any birthday, aced test, or fight I’d had before. It was a palpable relief. I could fight my way out of here, one bloodied bat at a time.

      Peering back at my screen, I picked Unrelenting and finalized my selection. Instantly, the pain of Agony weighed less on my mind. With that wave of relief washing over me, I focused on my status for a minute. My attributes were starting to beef up by quite a bit. The extra willpower really helped, too, since it made agony better and helped me keep focused.

      Finishing my rudimentary analysis, I checked out my skill trees. I had over a hundred tree points after the last few days and the fight just then. My skills started to slow down their level-ups, but I had enough for what I needed.

      
        
        | II Determinator (Tireless, Unyielding, and Unrelenting unlocked, all before level 20[0/100]), I Vicious (Fight in a battle with an opponent 20 levels over you and win, Scorn, Desperation, and Death’s Dance unlocked)[0/25] |

      

      

      With a few quick thoughts, I put one hundred points in this next Determinator tree. Four notifications appeared.

      
        
        Nothing can stop you. They tear your legs off, you walk with your arms. +15% to regen stats.

      

      

      
        
        They tear off your arms, you crawl with your chin. +15% to regen stats.

      

      

      
        
        They tear off your chin, you crawl with your tongue. +15% to your regen stats.

      

      

      
        
        They tear off your tongue, you crawl with your teeth. You are a walking, breathing storm. Let them hear your thunder and see your lightning. +25% to regen stats and +10% to willpower.

      

      

      That changed everything for me. Imaginary numbers or not, these represented my best chance at survival. Each notification meant Agony grew stronger than ever. Feeling elated, I poured twenty five points into Vicious. Five notifications came as expected.

      
        
        Whether you stand or fall, your enemy will feel your intent. +1% to damage dealt.

      

      

      
        
        It is to kill all that come your way. +1% to damage dealt.

        You feast on hatred. +1% to damage dealt.

      

      

      
        
        You live for their deaths. +1% to damage dealt.

      

      

      
        
        They will feast on your hatred too. +1% to damage dealt.

      

      

      The damage worked in the background, something hard to notice but still effective. Compared with the Determinator trees, it paled, but I appreciated the award regardless. With my perks and attributes settled, I inspected my other screens.

      
        
        Level 16 Attributes (3 Points Left)

      

      

      
        
        Strength - [8.8] - Increases carrying weight, maximum speed, and physical power.

        Constitution - [5.5] - Increases the hardness, density, and weight of your body.

        Endurance - [23.1] - Increases regeneration of stamina, health, and their totals.

        Dexterity - [4] - Increases ease of movement, flexibility, and reflexes.

        Willpower - [11.3] - Increases internal motivation, mana regen, and Mental Resistance.

        Intelligence - [4] - Increases memory, critical thinking, and total mana pool.

        Charisma - [4] - Increases likeability, persuasion, and decreases prices at shops.

        Luck - [3] - Increases money found, odds in your favor, and chances of rare events.

        Perception - [4] - Increases comprehension, the five senses, and awareness.

      

      

      
        
        Character Screen

      

      

      
        
        Health - 301/301 | 29.24/health a min | Mana - 40/40 | 2.26/mana a min | Stamina - 301/301 292.4/stamina per min

        Damage Resistance - 6.1% | Mental Resistance - 8% | Elemental Resistance - 0% | Plasma Resistance - 0% | Radiation Resistance - 0%

        Physical Power - (+)9.8% | Debuffs - Agony(5.15 health/min)

      

      

      The discomfort of agony weighed on me less for a good reason. My health increased by leaps and bounds, but Agony’s debuff hadn’t. Yet. Willpower also helped me with the pain as well. My regen stats also augmented into different beasts altogether. That health regen rose high enough that it may help me in an actual fight, and the stamina regen boggled my mind.

      I leaped, rolled, and jumped. No matter how much I moved, I never tired out. On one of my jumps, I rolled an ankle before busting my ass on the ground. I stopped my yelp, wincing at pain radiating up my back.

      Well, moving all the time probably wasn’t the best idea anyways. After that, I checked out Agony.

      
        
        Agony - Drains all nearby unit’s health, including the caster. The more health the caster drains from themselves a second, the larger the effective range of the aura. Damage to self reduced by constitution. Willpower increases damage of Agony. Current conversion:  1.11(Willpower bonus)/.939(Constitution bonus) = 1.185

      

      

      I dwelled on the numbers, wishing I practiced more algebra. I rubbed my temples, trying to do the mental computations required. After a minute or two, I took a different approach. Scoping it out by feel, I willed Agony to activate. I kept raising it until my hands started shaking after a little while. The dull aches turned into sharp stings as I pushed Agony to my current health regen.

      At this point, I’d have died from the aura in less than ten minutes without my constant rejuvenation. That aura suffocated me like I dipped myself in acid, the bright burning putting me on edge. A notification rang in my ears from it.

      
        
        Skill Level! [Pain Tolerance | Level 53]

      

      

      I sensed an ever so slight reduction in pain. It didn’t really matter. This discomfort overwhelmed me, like having a hot nail hammered through my hand. The pain never receded, and after a while, all I could do was exist.

      But I reminded myself why I did this. I was going to survive, so I bathed in that pain. I forged myself in it. The torment turned into an eternity. I took deep breaths, trying to manage the intensity. One breath. Two breaths. Time crept by until I shut Agony down after maybe ten minutes.

      I couldn’t handle it anymore.

      Sweat dripped from my brow. My eyes watered. I glanced over at the dead bat; the corpse had deflated during my stay here. Blood leaked out from it in all directions, like rivers of red. The bones softened, and the skin dried. Agony destroyed the corpse at a basic level and far faster than before.

      Learning to move with that kind of pain was going to be difficult. It would be harder than my mother dying. It would be even harder than having to see my father break down after he lost her. But Agony couldn’t be harder than coming home to the smell of cheap booze on Dad’s breath.

      The dread of those nights reminded me of my anxiety now. Just like then, I steeled myself. I swallowed this piece of me that wanted it all to end, to just let go. I wouldn’t break down like my father had. He walked a path that I wouldn’t follow.

      I swore to myself to stand tall and towering in the face of this.

      I’d sacrifice my soul for might.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      That night or day inched by in a persistent drip. Hunger set in after several hours. I ran away from the bat’s corpse when other bats lunged toward the corpse, along with some other creatures. At my cove, I clenched my teeth and clasped my fists before turning up Agony.

      Hours had passed. My skin felt like fire and my bones like mush. This torture, this despair, this misery crushed me. I hated it. I hated this schema. I hated my father. I hated myself. I wanted it all gone, to all just wash away. Why couldn’t I just fight monsters anywhere near my level? Why couldn’t I just have an easier way of fighting them? Why did I have to melt my body to fight them, to turn to human sludge?

      There were no easy answers. I simply had to do this to live. I couldn’t help but hate. What else was there for me? The seconds stretched out like minutes. After several more hours passed, each second stretched out to hours.

      Pain Tolerance plodded along after level sixty. Even after ages, I only reached level seventy-three. When that clicked in place, something changed about the skill. Each level up made a difference, becoming a firm boon instead of a slight gain.

      I looked at Pain Tolerance again.

      
        
        Pain Tolerance | Level 73 - At times, there is no way of avoiding pain. In those dark hours, your will is tested by how well you endure it. -73% of perceived pain.

      

      

      It was as I thought. If pain tolerance reached level one hundred, then I wouldn’t feel pain. That was why every point gained made a difference now; I was approaching that soothing numbness. Agony still stung all over, but it kept receding until it lingered as a mild ache. In time, even that ache became a pang.

      The hardship passed, and not a second too soon. Pain Tolerance leveled to eighty-three as I fell asleep in my little cove of rocks.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When I awoke, the bats swarmed in all directions but maintained distance from my spot. Pain Tolerance leveled up to eighty-five as I slept. Gaining levels didn’t require being conscious, and I took a note of that for later.

      It still surprised me waking up under the aura’s influence. I always shut the scathing ability off when I fell asleep, but I passed out before I could this time. My augmented willpower may have helped me more than I thought it would.

      That wasn’t the only part willpower assisted. Agony evolved into a simmering aura. Any bat that flew within it howled before flying away. I grinned at that. They tried killing me before, but now they avoided me. It seemed my new and improved aura was living up to its namesake now.

      Keeping it on, I avoided a swarm of bats feeding on me. More would die soon, but I bided my time until I could kill hordes of them at once. I glanced at my character menus and attributes before noticing a new skill tree.

      
        
        | Ancient (Regenerate 100,000 health or 100,000 mana or 10,000,000 stamina)[0/100] |

      

      

      Apparently, the Schema judged age by these regenerative stats. Considering how quickly I reconstituted, I burned through that time quickly. It also helped to have my health always whittling down from Agony.

      I put all of my tree points into the tree, and it rewarded me with a notification, as always.

      
        
        Some measure their time in seconds, others in eons. You are the latter. +10 health, mana, and stamina. +10% experience and skill gain.

      

      

      I smiled in appreciation. Little boosts to my stats always aided, but that experience and skill gain made a real difference. Seeing how useful the tree was, I tried learning some new skills while waiting for the bats to settle down.

      I peered down at my backpack; empty wrappers and plastic packages littered its insides. I hadn’t even opened the portion of the pack holding my textbooks and scholastic materials. I mean, Michael and I always acted like we’d study while spelunking, but we never had.

      But now, the game had changed. Opening up the books, I studied them with diligence, hoping for new skills. I found a few of them.

      
        
        Skill Unlocked! Mathematics | Level 1 - Understanding the universe requires viewing it. By seeing the world through numbers, you’ve gained new perspectives into this vast unknown. +1% to computational speed.

      

      

      
        
        Skill Unlocked! History | Level 1 - It is spoken by sages that history repeats itself. This is both a warning and a call, as it expresses a dual-sided message. You may fall into the same mistakes as those before you, yet you may rise from the ashes of their mistakes as well. +1% to historical recall.

      

      

      
        
        Skill Unlocked! Biology | Level 1 - Understanding the body, what composes it, and how it operates grants insight. Whether you use that insight to put someone together or break them apart is up to you. +1% to biological recall.

      

      

      Those skills came with the standard, cool descriptions, but patience came with a nice bonus instead.

      
        
        Skill Unlocked! Patience | Level 1 - To be patient is more than tolerance. One may remain in place for hours, yet dread each moment of that passing time. True patience involves accepting that time as necessary. In the end, it is the willingness to endure. Increased willpower while waiting.

      

      

      Maybe it wasn’t some groundbreaking evolution, but the skill chipped in. My other stats did as well. With all my stamina regen, I slept less, so by the time the bats entered their comas, I drilled in chapters of each subject. In fact, I probably studied more in the last eight hours than I had in all my years of school.

      Motivation was a hell of a drug. I kept studying until I reached two more ranks in Ancient. The notifications stuck out in my memory.

      
        
        Many move through life in a haze. You wandered out of that haze long ago. +10 health, mana, and stamina. +10% exp and skill gain.

      

      

      
        
        You live through the olden ways. Those ways lead you down the path of legends. +10 health, mana, and stamina. +10% exp and skill gain.

      

      

      I shut a textbook, unable to tolerate it any longer; I was ravenous. I hadn’t eaten in over two days. Settling my resolve, I stepped out into my open clearing before throwing another stone at a bat.

      
        
        Skill Unlocked! Throwing | Level 1 - In fighting closely, one presents themselves to death. By fighting from afar, one presents death to others. +1% to throwing speed and force.

      

      

      I caught the falling stone again, and the bat squealed before diving toward me. This time I dodged with a subtle side-step, keeping the monster in Agony’s range. I learned from my last fight that these pale creatures mirrored flying bulls more than their aerial counterparts. After some practice, anyone could lead them around without too much effort.

      Considering the mellowed pressure, I kited the bat around like a practiced matador. The bat squealed out of pain at times, but it never wailed with enough intensity that other bats awakened. At the same time, the unrelenting fear and pressure on me lessened. Unlike the other fights, I kept my composure because I controlled this battle from start to finish.

      I showed no mercy. I darted, weaved, and ducked through the entirety of the conflict. I kept that control even as this bat learned while we fought. The creature cut off my escape a few times, some of those interceptions leaving me with gashes. Yet despite its efforts, the bat melted under Agony’s wrath.

      Its spirit waned until it crawled across the ground. I abused that weakness, charging in and mauling it with my fists. When it died, my bloodied knuckles dripped blood that decayed to black on its corpse. I rose a hand, victorious.

      
        
        Underleveled bonus active. Level up! 3 levels gained!

      

      

      The attribute screen cropped up yet again, and I placed all three points into endurance. Each point made Agony stronger from the health regen, and that doubled down with the Determinator trees’ awards. I filled into that emergent build, reaping its rewards as I killed a few more bats.

      In time, these monsters would be child’s play for me to handle. From what I could tell, they had about twenty-ish health for each level. A level thirty-five bat had seven hundred health. If I could get Agony smothering a large area, I could kill these things to extinction. In fact, I likely would out of spite.

      That grudge of mine fueled a simmering anger. Wiping blood off my knuckles, I stepped away from a bat’s corpse as another lunged down. The new bat cannibalized its brethren, but before it finished the meal, I stepped in. I stayed and fought it with a smile on my face.

      Within about twenty minutes, the bat’s body rested under my worn shoes, having just been stomped to death. I reached down, finding a massive gash on my chest. I didn’t worry about the wound, however. I frowned at my gray shirt, which wouldn’t regenerate back.

      Marveling at the hideous wound, it unnerved me more than it hurt. That discomfort still radiated from the slash, and if not for my Pain Tolerance, I’d have died there.

      But I had very high Pain Tolerance, and the bat did not.

      
        
        Underleveled bonus active. Level up! 1 level gained!

      

      

      I put my attribute point into endurance, giving me well over the twenty-five I needed for the next perk. When I read its bonuses, I grinned a wide, malicious smile. These monsters, who days ago tried eating me, would be dying soon.

      And I wouldn’t stop until none of them were left. I would break them just as they tried to break me.

      One bone at a time.
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      I put yet another point into endurance, leaving me with just over twenty-seven. A set of perks appeared right after.

      
        
        Perk Selection. Choose One.

      

      

      
        
        [Unstoppable (endurance over 25) - Your endurance is incredible. +5 health regen, +50 to stamina regen, +5 total health and stamina gained per point in endurance, another 1/10th of your endurance is converted into willpower.]

      

      

      
        
        [Willful (Willpower of at least 10) - Your willpower is good. Doubles mana regeneration.]

      

      

      
        
        [Fledgling (Reach level 5) - You’ve just started learning. +10% to experience.]

      

      

      
        
        [Beginner (Reach level 10) - Now you know a little. You can step out of the tutorial zone now.]

      

      

      Unstoppable was exactly what I hoped it would be—awe inspiring. When I selected the perk, I gained over a hundred health and stamina from it. Days of sprinting would be nothing for me now. That meant that the stamina gained from endurance was useless now as well, but the other bonuses more than compensated for the difference.

      One of those benefits came from Agony. The aura’s irritation lessened until I hardly noticed it. Instead of applying this constant pressure, it turned into a slight malaise. I reveled in that comfort, feeling good for the first time in a while. After a few moments of enjoying the extra energy, I checked out my skill trees.

      
        
        | III Determinator (Have Tireless, unyielding, unrelenting, and unstoppable perks unlocked by level 20, Endurance of 25 or more, willpower of 15 or more)[0/500] |

      

      

      I jogged away from the other bats before glancing at my tree points. I needed twelve to finish Ancient. I ramped up Agony until it matched my health regen, making several bats in the cavern fly away. To keep them coming back, I pissed them off at this point before ramping up the aura. Otherwise they just flew away.

      Regardless, I trained a few hours, shifting my weight and firing my fists. My hands shifted in my eyes with professional speed now, faster than I could keep up with them. Combine that with all the movement, and my other skills developed as well.

      Pushing hard until I got my points, I sat down dripping sweat and having twelve points to my name. I finished the tree.

      
        
        You are one of the few to leave a lasting mark on this world. In that regard, you are living history, so make your actions echo across time. +20 health, mana, and stamina. +20% to exp and skill gain.

      

      

      Opening a textbook, I gained a quick level up in mathematics, investing in the next Determinator tree. Now I couldn’t lose it once I leveled over twenty, which would be happening real soon.

      Standing up, I went through the motions once more. I threw a rock toward another bat, and it dashed toward me with the same charge as the others. However, when it entered Agony’s enlarged aura, it cringed, causing it to crash hard. I dashed in, hitting the beast as it struggled with focusing under the onslaught of pain. Within fifteen minutes, it died.

      
        
        Underleveled bonus active. Level up! 1 levels gained!

      

      

      I quickly put another point into endurance before tossing another stone at a different bat. I dodged, weaved, and kited the bat to death within ten or so minutes. It died fast.

      
        
        Underleveled bonus active. Level up! 1 levels gained!

      

      

      Another point into endurance and I killed another bat in ten minutes. Then another and another and another. The bats fell like flies. Flies with huge teeth and ugly, ugly faces. Like I mean horrifically ugly.

      Regardless, I gained level after level, putting all my points into endurance. Over several hours, I gained experience until I reached level twenty-five. At that point, it took four or five bats just to level up. In a word, my leveling leveled off. It didn’t matter, though. I’d keep going. I put my points in endurance and checked out my perk list.

      
        
        Perk Selection. Choose One.

      

      

      
        
        [Unbounded (Endurance over 30) - Your endurance is without end. Movement impairing effects, poisons, curses, and radiation are 75% as effective. Add 2 health, stamina, stamina regen and .2 health regen per gained level, halved sleep and sustenance requirements, and lifespan doubled.]

      

      

      
        
        [Willful (Willpower of at least 10) - Your willpower is good. Doubles mana regeneration.]

      

      

      
        
        [Headstrong (Willpower of at least 15) - Your willpower is admirable. Willpower adds extra internal motivation per point. +1 mana regen.]

      

        

      
        [Fledgling (Reach level 5) - You’ve just started learning. +10% to experience.]

      

      

      
        
        [Beginner (Reach level 10) - Now you know a little. You can step out of the tutorial zone now.]

      

      

      I had to admit, Headstrong interested me, but my choice remained obvious. Unbounded didn’t show quite as many numerical advantages as the previous endurance perks, but it held a lot of intangible benefits. Lessening the requirements on food and sleep alone made the perk worth it, especially considering I was starving.

      So I selected it along with the finalize button. The change radiated through me as sinews, muscle, and bone altered. The shift proved more slight and subtle when compared with my previous perk, but the rush still arrived all the same. The individual level-ups had stopped giving me an enormous surge of strength a while back, however.

      At least, until I began investing in other attributes. Once I had another five points of endurance, I’d see if I got access to another perk like Unbounded. If not, then constitution would be my next main attribute. It only required a point or two of investment at this point to test. Just as well, the bonuses for those attributes synergized amazingly well since damage resistance increased my total effective health.

      Even if constitution only added a measly one percent damage resistance per point, the perks would help mitigate that small increase. If I could get my damage resistance high enough, I could amplify Agony up to absurd extremes. My entire setup revolved around Agony, in fact. I couldn’t imagine being able to kill the bats without it. Not yet, at least.

      Even though it hurt like hell, it already saved my life. With that pain tearing at my mind, I got back to killing bats. One bat. Two bats. Three bats. I discovered my punches sped the process up, though marginally. The main difference came from leveling my skills in each battle. The ensuing struggle, the pounding adrenaline, the sheer danger, those factors culminated in surging urgency. That urgency pushed my skills forward.

      Several hours later, I reached level twenty-seven. The level gain slowed down after I hit twenty-five. When I’d checked it out, I found out it would take a ridiculous amount of exp for one level. I finally hit a wall, one that took well over an hour of grinding for a single level.

      Still, killing them devolved from a traumatic undertaking to a mundane habit. Even if they hit me, I could take four or five of their head-on charges before death. My health pool became massive. Despite that durability, I stayed sharp. Instead of being eaten, I feared starvation more than anything. Without Unbounded, my hunger might’ve even robbed me of my tenacity by then.

      But I continued until I needed rest. Finding my cove, I slept and woke up the next day. Most mornings, I stayed groggy until a couple hours passed. This time, I powered through that early haze with ease. The extra willpower really paid off when it came to stuff like that.

      Without missing a beat, I hopped back on the bat-killing train yet again. Two hours later, I reached level twenty-eight, putting a point into constitution. After selecting finalize, the narrator’s voice rang out once more.

      I’d almost forgotten it existed.

      ‘And their fists shattered against my skin, for I was living stone.’

      Unlike endurance, constitution changed more than numbers on a screen. My body condensed and hardened as if I became closer to a rock. By comparison, endurance came with a…a rubbery sensation? It was as if I were harder to pull apart, my flesh stretching more. Constitution developed me in a different manner entirely.

      It turned soft meat into moving stone, my sinews and skin becoming like metal. Combine that with my Pugilist skill reaching forty-four, and I noticed a dramatic increase in the hardness of my hands.

      And so did the bats.

      I reached level twenty-nine later, putting another point in constitution, further crystallizing my hands. Now I hadn’t planned on investing in constitution, but the attribute did more for Agony than endurance. In fact, it helped more than willpower thanks to the Fighter trees I considered useless earlier.

      Another couple hours of grinding out the bats later, I finally gained another level. I put another point into constitution and opened the perk menu once more.

      
        
        [Willful (Willpower over 10) - Your willpower is good. Doubles mana regeneration.]

      

      

      
        
        [Headstrong (Willpower over 15) - Your willpower is admirable. Willpower doubles internal motivation per point.]

      

      

      
        
        [Fledgling (Reach level 5) - You’ve just started learning. +10% to experience.]

      

      

      
        
        [Beginner (Reach level 10) - Now you know a little. You can step out of the tutorial zone now.]

      

      

      Headstrong seemed pretty good, so I selected it. In a synaptic burst, my motivation sparked out in a flood. Whatever I wanted to do, I could. My body became an engine of my will, a device for my cause, and my cause was killing the hell out of those bats.

      So I went about my business. In order to level, dozens of bats had to die. Fortunately, Agony became a force by level thirty-two as I hit eleven constitution. I had over seven hundred health, 1.3 health regen a second, over sixteen willpower, and 13 percent damage resistance. Agony stacked up to over a whopping one hundred damage a minute. I could kill a level thirty-five bat in seven minutes even if I held back my fists.

      During that time, Agony took on a different utility aside from damage. Within its aura, I controlled the bats. They howled out in, well, agony when they got in its enormous radius. Even with this increased speed of about five minutes per bat, I could only manage about one level every two hours or so. That didn’t bother me anymore, however.

      Before, I dragged my feet at the prospect. By then, the willpower helped keep me focused. I hungered like a wolf in winter. I hadn’t spoken to someone in over seven days, and that loneliness grated me by now. I was filthy. Despite all of that, I kept an unreasonable and unwavering faith in my escape.

      Even while trapped in this godforsaken, endless cave, I would be fine. My will never wavered, my motivation like steel. I had all the confidence in the world that I would crush the bats and get the hell out of there. And crush bats I did. By level thirty-four, I piled their corpses near me. Bats kept coming to cannibalize their kin. I exterminated them as they swooped down.

      I no longer made attempts at keeping quiet. I even fought them when they entered their swarming frenzies. In fact, that became my preferred time to attack. It was easier to get many fighting me at once. The bats wouldn’t approach me unless I attacked them first with a rock or fist. It made the farming process safer than expected.

      Though it was strange they never dogpiled me in a vast throng. I inspected and searched for them in the meantime, but I never found any reason for that. I chalked it up to the dungeon’s influence on them.

      Either way, by the time I got sleepy, I killed at least a hundred bats, finally reaching level thirty-five. I put another point in constitution, leaving me with just over thirteen. It was enough for the first perk gained from the attribute.

      
        
        [Willful (Willpower of at least 10) - Your willpower is good. Doubles mana regeneration.]

      

      

      
        
        [Tough (Constitution of at least 10) - Your constitution is good. Adds +0.5% damage reduction per point in constitution.]

      

      

      
        
        [Fledgling (Reach level 5) - You’ve just started learning. +10% to experience.]

      

      

      
        
        [Beginner (Reach level 10) - Now you know a little. You can step out of the tutorial zone now.]

      

      

      The Tough perk didn’t double the attributes bonus like the endurance perks had, but with the Fighter trees’ multipliers, my damage resistance started adding up. It mounted to 21 percent damage reduction now. Putting the perk into action, I finalized my decision.

      My bones condensed, matter siphoning into them from an unseen place. My hands turned into thickened, callused hunks, more for fighting than dexterous work by now. I winced as even my organs and blood thickened, my heart pulsing with greater strength to keep my blood moving. The changes faded, and I grabbed a rock nearby to test out that sensation.

      The rock felt…soft. Well, softer. Tossing it at a different bat, the beast charged me. I side-stepped but with some struggle. I sliced a quick hook into the bat’s side, and its stony flesh bent under my knuckle’s force. They proved softer as well.

      The killing continued. I kept drinking out of the glowing, cyan pools, so I wasn’t thirsty. I dreamed of eating the bats multiple times, but I never did. They looked disgusting, and Agony left them looking like gelatin after I killed them. Not exactly the most appetizing meal, even for a starving man. Hell, they made me sick if I stared too long.

      They wouldn’t make for a meal. So, for the first time since I entered this godforsaken cave, I planned on exploring. From my backpack, I got several clear plastic bags. I filled them with the glowing cyan water, giving me some makeshift light. I wanted a couple extra just in case, and I stuffed them into my pack. It was time to venture out.

      I finally moved away from my little cove of rocks. By now I defecated and pissed enough in a nearby pool that it turned murky brown. I had to slip my cheeks into the pool of water so it didn’t make a sound. Otherwise, it would’ve made the “plop of doom,” as I called it.

      The bats would’ve swarmed me then. Probably. Knowing I needed water, I used the same pool over and over again since I didn’t want to ruin all my water sources. It was an animalistic, disgusting process, but I did it to survive…and to not make a plop sound.

      But alas, the poor plopless pool was behind me as I trekked down BloodHollow. Passing many stalactites, multiple bats assaulted me. I dispatched them over fifteen minutes, being careful of my positioning. The closer to a wall I was, the easier the fights were. They couldn’t come at me from multiple directions then.

      With that handled, I walked out into the dimly lit caverns with little bags of water as my guides. The cave changed from before, warping until it lacked any semblance of its previous self. It was nothing like I remembered when Michael and I first came here. Thinking of another person, my throat burned for a second.

      Man, I missed the guy. Kelsey, too. Loneliness burned in my chest before I dismissed it. I had to move on. The stalactites formed sharp points like teeth. The ridges of the walls molded into twisted, warped faces. Any insects near me curled up and died. These bugs died from agony, not the cave itself. Finding a grotesque centipede, I stared at it before a bing sound rang out in my ears.

      
        
        Skill lvl! [Pain Tolerance | Level 86]

      

      

      I smacked my forehead. I’d forgotten to distribute my skill points into Determinator. Before doing so, I checked out my skills, spotting a few new ones.

      
        
        Pain Tolerance lvl 86, Desperation lvl 37, Ava Maria lvl 7, Death’s Dance lvl 51, Dodging lvl 28, Pugilist lvl 44, Physical Fitness lvl 21, Focus lvl 27, Scorn lvl 52, Sneak lvl 13, History lvl 7, Biology lvl 9, Mathematics lvl 11, Patience lvl 5, Throwing lvl 13, Momentum lvl 8, BloodHollow Bat Slayer lvl 16, Coarsened Hands lvl 11 | 446 total - 336 spent |

      

      

      
        
        Momentum | Level 8 - To attack with momentum is to take risks. In each of your blows carries the weight of death for this reason, both your own and your opponents. You choose to fight this way out of courage, not your ignorance. +8% to weight and power when using momentum for attacking.

      

      

      
        
        BloodHollow Bat Slayer | Level 16 | Note: Initiation Skill - Initiation Skill Limit: 1/3 | - You’ve murdered many of their kind. They become easier to kill. +16% damage to BloodHollow Bats.

      

      

      
        
        Coarsened Knuckles | Level 11 - Weapons are often made of metal. You need no weapon, for your knuckles are like steel. +11% damage with your bare fists.

      

      

      These skills explained why I’d been killing the bats in under five minutes. Agony dealt at least three damage a second with all my damage buffs and active skills. It made the killing process smooth, like slitting a throat with a knife. Just as well, all the fist fighting I committed to early on paid dividends now, even if the start was a bit rocky.

      Having stockpiled for a while, I put over a hundred points into the third Determinator tree. It rewarded me with a notification at the one hundred point mark.

      
        
        To determine is to make definite. Your will determines whatever you choose to be. +10% willpower, +10% endurance.

      

      

      I did a little fist pump, jumping for joy. The extra attributes were always welcome, coming with the usual, accompanying rush. They synergized well with my current build, too, and if I invested in this tree for several hundred more points, I’d gain crazy levels of endurance and willpower.

      Taking a moment to think, I rested my hand over the Agony debuff marker. Without this aura, my build wouldn’t function at all. I’d be a useless blob, one that could take a hit, sure, but I’d be eaten alive by all kinds of enemies. This strange skill mentioned an error when I first selected it, and that seemed normal at the time. I mean, I spawned in this dungeon because of a glitch as well.

      But my build fit together a little too well. Once I got out of this hellhole, I resolved myself to figure this out. With that in mind, I redoubled my efforts of pulverizing the bats with punches as they died to my aura. Traveling the entire time, I gained a level, and I placed a point in constitution. After another long distance, I reach another set of glowing pools.

      The pools glowed a soft crimson, the water shimmering rosy pink. Blending into this red glow, an enormous bear rested beside the pool. Its fur reflected the pool’s light, each strand of hair like a spine. Its barrel chest rose up and down slowly as it breathed. Red mist piled out of its pitch-black nostrils.

      As I got closer, I analyzed the bear and discovered something about its level. As I did, my blood froze.

      
        
        BloodHollow Bear | Level 75 - An enormous, terrifying creature. Fight with caution as its red aura and monstrous strength are very effective tools when it comes to dismembering adventurers.

      

      

      
        
        Adventurers like you.

      

      

      Holding my breath, I snuck backward. This abomination exceeded my level, and the last thing I wanted was another fight to the death. I preferred beating bats up instead. Taking a few steps away, I got some distance from the animal. Its misty breath no longer shimmered out nearby, its form a distant and horrifying memory instead of a pressing nightmare.

      A bat from above squealed out. My jaw went slack as I turned toward the huge bear. It stayed asleep before I glared at the bat above. Its left wing bled before it fell down. An idea popping in my head, I charged toward the bat’s fall. I caught the white, pale creature, my legs buckling under its heft.

      A cold sweat poured from my brow, and I turned to the bear again. It rumbled, getting closer to awakening. The bat in my arms scrambled for an escape, but I squeezed it with all my strength. Not having very much of that from starvation, loneliness, and perhaps a poor attribute distribution, the white bat bellowed.

      Frustration mounted in my chest before I ran toward a stalagmite nearby. Picking the bat up, I smashed its open mouth into the stony pillar, gouging the rock into its throat. It gurgled before I wrapped my arm around the roof of its mouth.

      Using my arms like ropes, I pressed one knee against the bat’s jaw. The bat’s mouth shut, the creature no longer able to breathe. It fought me tooth and nail, scrambling for air. I held it down until my knuckles turned white and my teeth hurt. My arms popped, along with my fingers and hands. Vibrant splashes of pain radiated from my joints.

      But I held firm.

      The bat pushed and pulled. I tightened and constricted. Two minutes passed before the pale animal’s breath ceased, life leaving its disgusting body. I kept my own breathing shallow, despite sweat pouring down my pits. I turned around, and the giant bear stayed asleep. I stopped the worst-case scenario but just barely.

      As I taook a sigh of relief, another bat crashed into the ground beside me. The bear’s eyes popped open before it stood tall. It opened its maw, and it roared forth with enough force that the ground quaked under my feet. A stream of cold sweat poured down my forehead in an instant, activating Desperation.

      The stat boost was nice and all, but I needed more than a few attributes. At that moment, the behemoth scraped its claws on the cave’s ground. A barrage of sparks ignited from the monster’s claws as they dragged on the cavern floor. The red mist expanded around it, making its silhouette even bigger.

      Its eyes met mine, and we matched our gazes for a few seconds. The bear roared like thunder once more before charging toward me. Picking up the bat, I tossed it away from me as a lure. Once it left my arms, I sprinted behind a stalagmite before the sounds of the bear’s stomps grew loud in my ears.

      Time slowed down as my mortality proclaimed itself, howling out in my mind. I could die. No, I was probably going to die. My fragility, my lack of training for this situation, even my loneliness, it spurred in my chest like fire and poison and pain. Adrenaline spiked in my mind as thoughts of death and being eaten loomed in my head.

      The bear approached me, and Agony only made it madder. I leaped out from behind the stalactite I used for cover. The pillar exploded, powdered rock spraying over me. Splatters of stone bit into my skin, like a heavy, sharp rain. From the dust cloud, the bear charged forward, far faster than the bats. Far faster than me.

      I froze in place, panicking. I gave my face a slap, the crisp pain waking me up. I stepped sideways, and the wind from its charge pushed me away. The air alone lifted me. I flopped onto the ground, busting a lip before peering up. I looked for anything to hide behind. Nothing stuck out.

      The bear jolted toward me, speeding like a cannonball. Like a thousand tiny fires, sparks danced off its claws as they cut into the stone floor. Those paws pulled it along, making its charge fast and furious. It reached me, and unlike the bats, it learned from last time.

      As I sidestepped, the bear reached out a paw. A large gash cut into my stomach, reaching my entrails. I winced, expecting an unbearable torture. Pain roared out to me, but it did not thunder in a deafening boom; it merely shouted in anger. It passed over me in a vivid flash, and I gasped out blood from my mouth.

      I swallowed the thick red pooling in my throat. Standing there, I inspected my HUD. My health fell by a third from that slap of its claws. In each of its paws, the bear commanded immense power. My eyes locked in on those paws as the bear turned toward me. The giant reared onto its back legs before smashing them into the ground.

      Like cars crashing, the paws impact echoed into the distance. It left smashed stone in its wake, and a haunting mist radiated from it like evaporating blood. I stared it down, my breath honing in. From my thoughts, every consideration faded away. I focused like a laser onto the situation.

      This titan outran me with ease, but that was while charging. That meant escape wasn’t an option now that it found me. Panicking gained me nothing, and neither did fearing the beast. Before I could plan out any actions, the bear sprinted up again. Reacting instead of thinking, I feinted to the right before dodging to my left.

      The bear reached out in the wrong direction, blazing past me in a red blur. It smelled of iron, a bloody incarnation. Its miss gave me time to think. As the bear curved back for its next charge, my mind illuminated me with my only way out.

      Agony. I needed Agony to kill this thing.

      Instead of charging, the bear eyed me for a moment. It walked up, forcing me back. We danced like this until my back pressed against the cavern’s wall. The bear walled me in, and its eyes carried a menacing intelligence. I grimaced at the creature.

      
        
        Scorn Active!

      

      

      It gave me the boost I needed. The bear got within a swipe’s distance, and it slashed diagonally toward my right. I leaned into that direction, twisting on the balls of my feet. Using the turning force, I slammed my fist into the bear.

      My fist met its hide, and bones broke in my hand. My eyes watered. Hard. Jagged. Terror. This abomination was hard as a brick wall. The bear swiped again, and I bent toward his strike, dodging underneath its arm. The claws cut my hair while I pushed off my feet.

      Another heavy strike slammed into the monster’s side. Another bone in my hand snapped before the bear headbutted forward. I sidestepped before lunging forward while turning my heels and dragging my fist behind me.

      The bear cracked the stone wall behind me. As it pulled its face from the rock, my punch collided with its nose. For the first time, it stumbled back. Tears matted its eyes, more as a reaction than from actual pain. I lunged forward, building force in my fist.

      My hand impacted into its nose once more, and my bones crushed. Something in my wrist snapped. The fractures in the back of my hand radiated out to the knuckles down. Without the system, I’d never recover from this kind of damage to my hand. I’d never even pick up a pencil and use it, let alone fight with finesse.

      But that’s just it; the new system let me regenerate, so I abused that fact. The bear winced from my punch, taking another step back. I growled at it while pounding my chest with my wrist.

      “You wanna fight? Then let’s fight. Come on.”

      Its eyes narrowed, but so did mine. This wasn’t my first time dealing with conflict. I’d fought plenty of times before this system came about. I’d boxed since I was eleven, day in and day out after school. I was never the brightest kid, but I could take a punch pretty well. Enough to be a professional in time, according to my coach.

      He told me that years ago. Since then, I honed my fists into weapons. The Pugilist skill only accentuated what I already had, so I unleashed my real potential now. All the extra stats and skills didn’t hurt, either.

      But it wasn’t all sunshine and rainbows. My knees betrayed me, wobbling for a flash. I took a breath, fresh fear racing up my spine. Taking a deep breath, I let out a primal growl. It wasn’t for the bear. It was for me. I needed to pull myself together. I raised my hands. Now wasn’t the time for fear. I pushed it down while the bear rubbed its nose. It stood and glowered down with rage in its eyes.

      The red aura became a fog, like a mist of crimson. When it touched me, my skin burned. I stepped back out of its range. The bear barreled at me, but I sidestepped again. The bear swiped at my legs, expecting me to duck like before. Instead, I jumped. The bear’s paw crushed the rock wall behind me, covering us in a cloud of dust once more. As it settled, he and I stared at one another.

      This was going to be a long fight.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      My wrist was a lumpy mush. Every breath was fire in my lungs. My blood turned to acid, and my arms were bars of lead at my sides. I’d mauled the monstrosity so many times. Like me, it refused to die. The bear no longer owned a nose. I replaced it with a bloody pile of mash that rested on its face. The eyes were next. That was where I broke several of my fingers poking it till it went blind. The bear’s missing ears explained what I did next. I couldn’t take that sense entirely, however.

      It could still hear, but without its other senses, it fumbled around weakly. I tossed rocks around the room, keeping it running around in Agony’s range. Of course, I stopped fighting the damn thing thirty minutes ago after disabling its senses, but I couldn’t stop Agony’s damage. If I did, the red mist would restore the bear’s wounds.

      It happened once already. There was nothing more demoralizing than watching your work go to waste. Especially when that work involved tearing off a giant bear’s nose.

      Without its usually keen senses, the bear fumbled in a dark abyss of pain. I cranked agony up as much as it could go without killing me. Even without any regeneration of my wounds, I had to kill this thing. I wouldn’t die here. People were waiting on me. They might need me, too. I’d find Michael and Kelsey and get somewhere safe once I got out of this cave. This evil, demonic, diabolical, insane cavern.

      First things first, this bear needed to die. The bear’s movements had slowed quite a bit, to a crawl almost. With a renewed resolve, I sprinted toward it, gaining a skill.

      
        
        Skill Unlocked! Sprinting | Level 1 - To sprint is to devote yourself to a course of action. It requires force but decisiveness as well. In this manner, one cannot move quickly without direction. You’ve learned this well.

      

      

      I bent low and smashed the bear’s pulpy nose as it fell down from the pain. Like a brute, I smashed my limbs into its eyes, ears, and nose again and again. I faced demons, and in fighting them, I became one. Blood covered my hands. Whether it was my own or the bear’s, it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered anymore.

      I crushed and crumbled. I maimed and murdered. I ripped and rived. I pounded. I punched until its face was red porridge, just like my hands and arms and feet. I’d win. I had to. There was no other option.

      
        
        Level Up! Four levels gained!

      

      

      It was the four hardest levels of my life. I placed all four points into constitution, giving me over seventeen in the attribute. The perk selection came up once more.

      
        
        [Willful (Willpower of at least 10) - Your willpower is good. Doubles mana regeneration.]

      

      

      
        
        [Dense (Constitution of at least 15) - Your constitution is admirable. Adds another 0.5% to damage reduction per point in constitution.]

      

      

      
        
        [Fledgling (Reach level 5) - You’ve just started learning. +10% to experience.]

      

      

      
        
        [Beginner (Reach level 10) - Now you know a little. You can step out of the tutorial zone now.]

      

      

      Well, Dense wasn’t anything special, but I selected it before slouching beside the bear. Despite my abject exhaustion, I selected finalize. I didn’t want a bat killing me while I was vulnerable, and so my body changed once more.

      Starving to death and thirsty, my body still filled out as my height and frame bolstered in size. No food flooded my body. Instead, a liquid, palpable energy arrived from a far-off place. It gave me warmth, energy, and a strange density. My skin became like wood instead of Play-Doh, and I raised a hand. Well, what was left of my hand.

      Over the next ten minutes, it came back together before my eyes, ominous and unnatural. I thanked the system for making me into something that could fight these monsters. At the same time, I hadn’t eaten in three days, I fought day in and day out, and I lived in darkness now. It was this dungeon that caused it, along with this mysterious Schema.

      It was both my ticket to this hellhole and my ticket out, so I analyzed my status. My damage resistance reached all the way up to 38 percent. It felt like my skin was covered bark now instead of muscle. My heart felt like it pumped syrup instead of blood. It was weird yet awe-inspiring at the same time. It made me wonder if this was how Superman felt, being the whole Man of Steel thing.

      I was getting there. A prick hurt my head, so I shut down Agony. Taking a moment, I let my mind wander. It had been a long time since I had the aura off, several days at least. Even though the discomfort was slight, it became a painful norm. Within minutes, all the broken bones, ruptured skin, and spilled blood restored itself.

      I swallowed, clearing a thick gunk in my throat. It tasted of iron. Finding myself rejuvenated, I shook my head at how durable I really was. Near death one minute, then restored the next. It was wild. I squeezed a hand, dwelling on how much easier this journey would’ve been with a hammer or knife. A simple tool like that would’ve made a world of difference.

      Instead, I turned my body into a weapon. A gun would’ve been the best possible tool, but I never owned one. I didn’t think I’d ever need them. I turned my fist for inspection; several new scars shrunk in my vision, the scrapes turning back into smooth, untouched skin. Fighting like this kept me alive. Wanting to stay that way, I opened every menu in my status and searched the menus.

      
        
        Skill Unlocked! Heavy Hands | Level 1 - Some weigh their decisions. Others choose to weigh their odds. With your life on the line, you choose to put weight in your fists instead. +1% to fist weight while striking.

      

      

      
        
        Unique skill unlocked! Heavy Hands, Coarsened Knuckles, Momentum, Dodging, and Pugilist fuse into one skill | Lumbering Brute | Half of points below one hundred in each skill are rewarded from skill fusion.

      

      

      I checked it out.

      
        
        Lumbering Brute | Level 3 - You ground your feet and trade blows against any foe. This puts your life on a thin line, one you tread willingly. Points in this skill enhance this style of fighting.

      

      

      This new skill explained how I began fighting one on one with the bear. Without it, I might’ve been eaten alive. I shivered at the thought before rereading the rest of the details. A touch of deductive reasoning later, I verified my assumption that level one hundred was the maximum amount for a skill.

      I cross-referenced the previous listings of my skill totals, and the math checked out. With that settled, I invested all the extra skill points into the Determinator tree. Two notifications rang out.

      
        
        To be determined is to be definite. Define yourself. Make your aims and ambitions like stone. Give your unstoppable will a purpose, and let it go and crush that which stands in its way. +10% endurance. +10% willpower.

      

      

      
        
        Do not squander these gifts you’ve earned. Push beyond your limits, shatter walls in your way, and become a golem of your ambition. +10% endurance. +10% willpower.

      

      

      I stared down at the notifications before a wave of unrelenting hunger soared up my stomach. I gawked at the dead bear before my desire took over. I found a rock nearby, smashed out one of the bear’s teeth, and used that tooth to gut its hide. Steaming entrails spilled out, and it didn’t smell as acrid as I’d imagined.

      It smelled good. Hunger did that to the mind. Once you passed a certain threshold, starvation consumed all higher-level functions. It turned people into beasts, myself included. Engulfed by that hunger, I tore out chunks of meat and devoured the beast.

      It was disgusting, raw, and gamey bear meat. Despite me knowing what it was, it might as well have been a five-star buffet to me. I cherished the fullness, an exhausting sense of weakness leaving me. I wiped blood from my chin, a deep sense of satisfaction ebbing within me. I survived. I would escape this place.

      Once full, I simply sat in place for an hour or two after that. I stared forward with a blank mind. I didn’t do anything. Once my stomach emptied, I feasted on another portion of the raw meat before a wave of fatigue passed over me. Using my arm as a pillow, I laid on the hard floor.

      Taking a deep breath, I activated Agony with the discomfort coming back in waves. Cave bats echoed in the distance, but I couldn’t remain awake. A creeping cricket jumped somewhere near me. It died instantly. Before passing out, I blinked a few times. For some reason, my throat burned.

      I shook a bit, shaking in place for a second. It was like I had a hot coal in my throat, fiery and scorching. My eyes fogged over, both of them burning, too. I blinked, pooling tears falling from my eyes. They crawled across my face while I wondered where this sadness came from.

      I just survived. I won. I wasn’t dead. Why was I crying? It didn’t make sense. I swallowed, the bear’s flavor still there. A wave of disgust passed over me, not for the raw flesh’s flavor but for myself. Images of the bears and bats filled my mind, and they overwhelmed me. I sat by myself until my crying turned to weeping. Tortured sobs gave way to sleep, but I still cloaked myself in Agony for protection.

      Whether it was the skill or my own agony, I still don’t know.
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            Baldag-Ruhl, Of Many

          

        

      

    

    
      I awoke the next morning with dried snot all over my face. That, and in a thick, black bile from the bear’s corpse melting. Agony disintegrated the corpse, and all the insides leaked out until I laid in them. Taking a breath, I lifted myself with a nice, quick snap up. Once upright, I steadied myself, the crusty black gunk being slippery.

      I took a second to understand what the hell happened. As I did, a sinking sensation passed over me. I melted my only source of meals I’d found so far. I gasped before shaking that sinking feeling off. I’d just kill another bear, and I wouldn’t melt it next time.

      I rinsed myself off in the pink pool beside the bear. The water warmed me, my clothes ragged from all my fighting. The bath stunned me with how tingly the water felt, and it was thicker than normal for some reason.

      Without any real information on why, I moved on. Still soaking wet, I found the leftover skin of the bear. Instead of melting, it remained pristine despite Agony’s influence. After a few seconds of observing it, I figured out why.

      
        
        BloodHolllow Bear Skin - A tough, resilient skin with damage-reflective qualities due to the external spines. Common Rarity.

      

      

      The material would make a nice set of gauntlets or a cloak if I could cut it. I sliced it before, but the tooth left a jagged slice. Actually crafting the material required more than just a dull canine. A knife, once again, would’ve been helpful. Either way, it would’ve been a shame to waste the material since the bear skin’s reflective qualities would help me quite a bit. Especially considering my tanking build at the time.

      I folded and carried the hide across my shoulders as I went onward. There was no point in staying here any longer. As I passed further into the cavern, bats continued fighting me as I traveled along these disparate pools. I smashed those creatures now, my new fighting style giving me an edge.

      Before, I dodged without really fighting back outside of jabs. Once Agony incapacitated the creatures, I jumped in and finished them off. With Lumbering Brute, I landed blows that dealt some pretty okay-ish damage during the initial stages of fights. Not life changing, but better than before.

      I dodged and ducked before swinging in another heavy hit. I knocked a tooth out of a bat’s mouth. With further strength and constitution, my fists would start to dish out real damage soon. I ducked sideways, and a bat collapsed behind me. Yup, Agony still served as my primary DPS source.

      Handling those bats, I approached another pool. At that moment, a notification popped up.

      
        
        Skill Unlocked! Travel | Level 1 - The world is vast, and there stands one method to traverse it. You know this now, and you’ve chosen to excel at it. +1% to self travel speed. Not effective during combat.

      

      

      Extra skills always helped me out, whether in combat or not. Even if they leveled super-slow and didn’t do much, they helped in the background. Far off in the distance, I spotted the next source of lit pools. They leaked out like little stars in the distance before growing into whole rooms full of whatever light the pools radiated.

      This pool’s color sheened like crimson, a darker red than the pink of before. In the distance, a clittering of legs caught my attention. Hiding behind a boulder, a pile of insects writhed beside the pool. A bat swooped down for water, but the insects reached out, dozens biting the bat before it even touched the pool.

      These bugs swarmed over the bat as it howled out. The centipedes, cave crickets, and spiders crawled into the bat’s throat, swelling the creature from the inside. They crawled out seconds later, eggs hatching from within the bat.

      Tiny creatures ran out of its skin before eating its hide. A dripping, bloody skeleton remained from their infestation. The writhing insects tossed the bones into the bloodied pool with a plop, right as I gulped.

      To avoid an enemy, I had to understand it. I snuck closer, and the Schema identified it for me.

      
        
        Baldag-Ruhl, of Many | Level ??? - Baldag Ruhl is a hivemind that gained sentience hundreds of years ago. Slowly it has gained intelligence, learning to control more and more insects. Its intelligence and talent with runes is unmatched, as is its horde of flesh-eating beetles, centipedes, and locusts.

      

      

      
        
        Avoid at all costs.

      

      

      I wanted nothing to do with this thing, so I began skulking away. From behind my neck, an  ancient voice hissed, “Cease your steps, little one, or I shall cease them for you.”

      My blood froze over in my chest as I locked in place. I couldn’t move, and its voice echoed, “You speak with words. I’ve heard them, for this is my domain. You will be useful for more than just food because of your words.”

      I turned as the insects formed a vicious mouth with centipedes for teeth. Its voice pierced through me. “How did you wander into my den then, little one?”

      I frowned before saying, “I’m trying to get out of here. This place really doesn’t want me to, though, so now I’m lost.”

      “You wallow in darkness, and so you’ve lost your way like a little lamb… I can help you, little lamb, but for a price paid in blood and flesh and bone.”

      I blinked, cold sweat dripping from my brow. “So I’d rather keep all of that stuff with me, thank you.”

      “The flesh I wish for belongs to others. You, you are soft and delicate…and small. I require something more substantial to feed my growth. I can see you’ve met a bear here. Their skin is difficult for me to deal with. You see, the spines tear my children apart. You have slain them and eaten them. A part of its flesh is still in you. I can smell it. It drenches your breath.”

      I shivered as it commanded, “Bring me the flesh of these bears. If you do so, I will consume them instead of you. What do you say to my deal, soft, little lamb?”

      
        
        Feeding a Monster: Baldag-Ruhl has offered you to feed it BloodHollow Bear meat instead of fighting it.

      

        

      
        Do you accept? Yes? | No? (Quest time limit of 1 week)

      

      

      Without even thinking about it, I clicked yes. I barely killed the bear, and this thing had an unknown level with a backstory to boot. It killed the bat in seconds, and from what I could tell, the bats had seven hundred health or so. They also had a bit of resistance, too. Despite that, Baldag-Ruhl chewed through that much health in moments.

      Fighting him was suicide, and I didn’t want the abomination laying eggs under my skin. Baldag-Ruhl writhed around me.

      “You are a wise one for such a foreign creature. I will give you seven cycles to collect enough bears to make me full. Fail me, and I will find you wherever you hide. I will keep you living, and I will use your blood to create my children. All will be torment until you perish.”

      I nodded before turning around back where I came. Baldag-Ruhl shifted in front of me, “No. You walk toward the bats. Past me are far more of the bearkin. That is where you will go.”

      A tentacle of insect bodies pointed behind me. I held back the urge to vomit while hugging a wall opposite to the hivemind. I lowered Agony’s range until it didn’t touch him, though he didn’t seem to mind the aura’s influence before.

      He either didn’t notice it or it didn’t really damage him. I had a long way to go before fighting this monster. As I started toward the bears, the hivemind cackled, “I feel that fear oozing from your pores and skin. It makes your movements slow and your mind dull. Put the fear behind you, little one, and use it for power…or it shall consume you.”

      I nodded as I gained a skill.

      
        
        Skill Unlocked! Fear | Level 1 - Fear may freeze you in place or spur you to action. In your life, you will decide whether fear holds you down or pulls you up. Augments strength and dexterity, but dramatically increases stamina consumption while afraid.

      

      

      This skill weighed me down ever so slightly, the stamina drain notable. Normally, the skill would’ve been awful, but my stamina exceeded my consumption of it. This meant Fear was a nice bonus instead of a blah headache.

      I wouldn’t be using Fear for long, though. Agony’s area of effect would wreck all his little bugs in time, giving me a massive edge versus the hivemind. That was the plan, and considering Agony liquified a body at a basic, primal level, I gained confidence. I could do this, and I doubted the monster could resist the damage.

      I’d strengthen myself versus the bears before killing this thing. Or escape this place. Whichever came first, honestly. As I set out for the pools, no bats came out to stop me. Baldag-Ruhl’s aura kept them at bay.

      Once I passed a few minutes from him, the bats returned, but with a slight difference in build. The black skin on their wings extended toward their belly. This dark coloration crawled out like black veins toward their chest.

      While I fought them, a bat’s maw opened. What was once a red pit turned into an inky abyss. This hid them when they dove down, and the only way to sense them was via hearing or the flash of teeth. It renewed the challenge of fighting against them.

      Camouflaged or not, Agony still beat them down in a few minutes. When I killed one, I inspected one of the bodies.

      
        
        BloodHollow Bat | Level 45 - Their umbral blood now constitutes more of their body, giving them far greater guises in the gloom of BloodHollow. Still fodder, these bats can catch unsuspecting adventurers by surprise.

      

      

      As one dove for me, I ducked below the teeth before pushing off the ground. My torso rotated, my hand building force before slamming into the bat’s stomach. Like hitting a pillow of organs, the bat belched blood.

      Agony softened it already. The monster collapsed onto the ground beside me, and it squirmed around. I didn’t bother finishing it off. Agony handled that nasty business for me. Another swooped down, then another.

      I evaded the second bat, its body smashing stone. When the third one dove down, I got a handle on its descent. Timing a punch, I charged toward its teeth. Tucking my fist against my side, I turned my body. My feet pressed against the ground hard when my fist smashed into the bat’s open mouth.

      The bat’s teeth sliced into my arm, but my whole forearm was lodged in its throat. I gripped its insides before smashing it into the ground. With it unable to bite, I lifted it above my head and growled. I smashed it into the ground until its blood drenched my arm. Wielding the corpse, I lobbed it into the second bat’s second dive.

      It flopped to the ground, and I swarmed it. I heel-stomped it until the beast resembled a black puddle beneath my foot. They gave me some experience, though nowhere near the value of a crimson bear. Either way, I appreciated the boost in exp.

      To gain a level, fifty lesser bats needed to die. I only needed to kill twenty now. After two more hours beating bats to death, I leveled up to forty-one. After placing my attribute point into constitution, I reached another pool of pink water. A bear much like the one I faced before was there, slumbering next to the water.

      
        
        BloodHollow Bear | Level 74 - An enormous, terrifying creature. Fight with caution as its red aura and monstrous strength are very effective tools for dismembering adventurers.

      

      

      I hit my forehead with my knuckles a few times to psyche myself up. A part of me still feared the bear, even though I already killed one. I got slightly stronger since then, but this bear would still be a challenge.

      Not letting myself get lost in my thoughts, I heaved out a breath like a madman before sprinting toward the sleeping bear. Agony’s range hit the bear before I did, causing it to stir. It rubbed its eyes with its paw, the razor-sharp, black claws glistening in the pool’s light.

      I collided my fist into its nose. My fist crushed, but so did the beast’s face. My hand held up better than last time, the bear’s nose being softer now. Not letting myself get cornered and getting the first attack helped me, too.

      The bear reeled back, more out of pain than actual damage. I ran up and wailed on its sides. My hits did minimal damage, but they added up over time. The bear got its bearings and smashed the earth with its front paws, pushing me back with the force of his stomp. Powdered stone ebbed out as it roared.

      I flipped backward, rolling on the ground. I lifted my head, and the spined bear growled as it charged me. I shoved myself back up, taking a deep breath. The bear slung its weight into its right paw, but I leaned toward the attack in a lunge. My fist followed behind me, building in force. As the paw skimmed by the top of my head, my knuckles clashed into the beast’s cheek.

      The bones in my arms shook and creaked under the strain, but they held up this time. My shoulders and arms screamed at the incoming force, but they did not relent. They obeyed my iron will, withstanding the force of the hit.

      The counter-impact off my hit slid me backward a foot. The bear opened its jaws and came at me once more. I ducked back before torquing another hook into the bear’s face. The bear’s face barely budged, and it gave me a hideous grin.

      I returned the gesture. I rained my strikes, and they landed often. Each time, my hands hurt as if hitting a sandbag full of lead. But I kept hitting. The bear retaliated in kind. It gnawed and slashed and cut and bit and clawed and roared. It sliced me open a few times, but I managed my health and stayed patient.

      After regenerating, I attacked the monster again. The bear couldn’t dodge at all, but its strikes whirled and hissed in the air. This made for a deadly dance where I walked on the edge of life and death. It reminded me of fighting, and unlike the previous bear, I almost found myself smiling.

      The last bear fought me when I wanted to run. Now I battled on my own terms, and that mental prep made all the difference. I got after the bear, hounding it like a bulldog with something to prove.

      However, over an hour passed, my mental endurance waning. The bear slipped in several gashing swipes. A set of four deep claw marks dripped from my chest. It ruined what remained of my shirt. Several of my knuckles lacked skin by then, becoming scarred masses. Blood dripped from my mouth from when the bear tackled me into the wall.

      It almost killed me, but I kept myself together enough to recuperate. The bear fared worse, its regeneration paling by comparison. No nose, eyes, or ears, the beast lashed out with wild, desperate attacks. Making sure it kept exhausting itself, I circled it, slipping in free hooks when I could.

      Welts had formed in its sides from the continuous bruising. I kept my distance for a while, keeping Agony low enough that I regenerated my wounds. The aura gave the bear no idea where I was, so I just sat by the pool, cooling off as it died.

      Once I healed, I went forward again with a renewed charge. The bear stumbled and fell like a giant sack of heaving flour. I dove on top of the beast and beat it further. My hands slowly but surely turned him to a thick soup of blood. A notification appeared as it died.

      
        
        Level up! Two levels gained!

      

      

      It was a hard-fought two levels, but not like the four of before. It took time, effort, and focus to kill this bear. Last time required enough effort that I almost gave in. The benefits from my Determinator trees were paying off.

      Thinking of which, I wondered how many tree points I had at this point. I checked it out, finding over twenty already built up in my various skills. I even had new ones.

      
        
        Countering | Level 4 - To use your own power confines you to your own strength. When you use your enemy’s power against them, you exceed your limits. +4% damage to counter attacks.

      

      

      
        
        Challenger | Level 4 - To challenge requires much, but remember, the most important component is resolve. A challenge is chosen. A trial is endured. Your strength rises against stronger foes.

      

      

      
        
        Savagery | Level 3 - You crush your enemy’s body before crushing their spirit. Additional damage inflicted while evoking savagery.

      

      

      I couldn’t help but frown at the last skill. I’d imagine every beast I’d fought so far had the skill too. I just smashed them because it was that or die. And I wasn’t the biggest fan of death.

      I put all the points into the Determinator tree, leaving it at about two-thirds finished. I had quite a few points left to go before completing it. What also interested me, however, was the new trees I unlocked.

      
        
        | II Vicious (Beat an enemy 40 levels higher than you in combat lasting over an hour, Death’s Dance, Scorn, and Desperation over level 25)(0/50) | III Fighter (Kill an enemy 40 levels over you) |

      

      

      Both trees looked solid, though I’d probably go with the Fighter tree first. The extra damage resistance and physical power would be huge at this point, especially with the constitution I stacked up since the first tree.

      With that in mind, I put both my attribute points into constitution before scratching my head at the bear’s corpse. If I tried dragging the body, Agony would melt it. If I tried dragging it without Agony, the bats would eat the corpse and me. Even then, this was a huge bear. Carrying it was well beyond my abilities.

      It gave me time for a meal at least. I cut off a portion of the bear’s thighs with its own teeth. I chewed and gnawed the raw meat, desperate for the sustenance. I waited another hour, and I ate another meal.

      Once finished, I stuffed my lungs with a deep breath before shouting, “Hey. Baldag-Ruhl. I need your help.”

      I cut off Agony as I waited. Ten minutes later, a pile of ten bugs reached me and spoke in its voice, “Have I misplaced my faith, little lamb? I spoke of you feeding me. It seems you are… Ah.”

      I pointed at the bear’s corpse. “I’ve already killed one. The thing is I can’t carry them. They are really heavy, and I’m not all that strong. Can you, I don’t know…drag it or something?”

      The insect’s crawled toward the bear’s corpse. They opened the bear’s mouth before crawling down its throat. The bear’s skin swelled, bulbous and deformed, before deflating in seconds. Over twice as many insects poured out of the corpse’s mouth. I almost threw up at the sight.

      Baldag-Ruhl cackled. “Hah, excellent, little lamb. You’ve given me more children so soon. You’re more capable than I imagined. How did you kill it?”

      I pulled up my bloody fists. “I beat it to death.”

      “Its meat proved tender and delicate. Your gift will not go unrewarded. Give me the bear skin on your back.”

      I grimaced as I handed it over. Baldag-Ruhl took the other skin and after a few minutes of disgusting writhing, the insects reached out toward me. At the tip of the squirming limb, a pair of gauntlets matched the size of my hands. The Schema recognized them.

      
        
        BloodHollow Gauntlets of Baldag-Ruhl | Tier: Unique - Gauntlets crafted from BloodHollow Bear skin by the hive mind, Baldag-Ruhl, of Many. The gauntlets add hardness to your hands, allow guarding with your forearms, and count as unarmed for skill gain. Additional corrosive damage dealt with punches, and blocking reflects some damage dealt to you.

      

      

      I grabbed them from the filthy, disgusting tentacle as I said, “Thank you. I’m pretty sure this will help tremendously with killing the bears.”

      “I will reward you more once I’m sated.”

      Wanting to continue talking, I waved a hand. “Could I, like, ask for something?”

      “No. Go and face more of them. I’m still ravenous.”

      The insects clittered and crawled away before I reached up a hand. “Wait a minute.”

      They pooled together, and they spoke in a menacing undertone. “Do you wish to anger me with your chattering?”

      I waved my hands. “Do you know a way out of here?”

      The monster snapped, “Would I be in this cavern still if I could escape it? No. I would relish the light over an open sky. I would cherish that sun and live in abundance… I would bathe in it, drench myself fully.”

      It grew sad. “I would drink from cold, flowing waters, not from these stagnant, shining pools. I would enjoy more than the meat of mere bats. The world, your world…it would be my feast. A feast for my teeth and tongue, yes, but for my eyes and ears as well.”

      It whispered, “What I would give to hear music or read books again… I would be free.”

      A silence loomed over us. The mass trembled. “But…I will settle for the bears. Kill them, or I shall kill you.”

      There was a sense of loss in his voice that I hadn’t expected. Being trapped here for hundreds of years…I couldn’t even imagine what that must’ve been like. As Baldag skulked away, I equipped the gauntlets, the material warm over my hands. The spines of the skin lined up with my knuckles and fingers nicely, fitting like, well, a glove.

      Terrible analogies aside, I banged my gauntleted hands against the rock floor. They clinked back with a robust thud. With a quick couple hooks, I already adjusted to the added weight and heft of them. Almost like a second skin, they didn’t chafe or jiggle around as I punched. They hugged my hands like a lover would, both firm and gentle at the same time.

      It was a strange analogy, and I needed to talk with someone or I’d go insane soon. Either way, with the gift received, I trekked out further into the cave. The new high-leveled bats swooped down more frequently than before, but a few gloved punches dispatched them with Agony’s help. After another hour of killing them, I found another pool.

      This one was like the pool I started at, a bright cyan. Unlike the other pink pools, there were no bears or monsters guarding the water. I connected disparate dots, the information clicking together at that moment.

      The pink pools meant monsters, and the cyan pools meant no monsters. Baldag-Ruhl’s crimson pool meant that he was the boss monster of the BloodHollow dungeon. Maybe, just maybe, if I killed him, I could escape.

      The thought gave me some extra resolve, so I filled up more water bags while passing the blue pool. All the while, I fought stupid bats for another hour or so. Between fights, I practiced my school subjects. Every skillpoint counted, after all.

      Falling into that pattern, I eventually reached a place unlike the others of this cavern. I reached a ravine where cliff sides surrounded a depression. I paced up to it, peering down. I found an enormous figure guarding a trapdoor beside the entity. An aura of violet radiated from the eleven-foot-tall giant. That energy infused a blue miasma thicker than water. That visible atmosphere shifted around its hulking frame.

      The thick, interlocking plates over its body showed no face mask, only six dots lining where eyes and a mouth should be. Dense shoulder pauldrons connected to its head, leaving no neck nor weakness. In its right hand, it held a spear edged with a blade of violet energy. That instrument glowed, crackling and humming with violent, volatile energies.

      This being exuded strength, nobility, and purpose. There was no doubt in how this being stood; it acted as an unwavering guardian. The Schema recognized it for me.

      
        
        Nameless Sentinel | Lvl ?,??? - A sentinel sent by Schema to guard a volatile rift for a planet newly assimilated by Schema. [Fighting one is death.]

      

      

      Already I got a bit of knowledge from the thing. Baldag-Ruhl’s level indicator had three question marks while this one had four. By my educated guesstimations, that meant this guy was at least level one thousand.

      In other words, a literal god to me.

      Aiming to avoid it, I turned away. As I pushed with my back foot, the little outcrop I stood over crumbled beneath me. My vision circled, and panic raced up my chest. I tumbled like a ragdoll, rolling and rolling as I hit rocks. After a few seconds of being bruised and battered, I landed near the guardian.

      The aura around the guard turned from blue to violet as it turned to me. Sparks of energy rippled near it as the air around me grew heavy, almost choking me from being near it. Arcs of violet lightning shot from its metal plates as it gripped both sides of its spear. They boomed out with the violence of thunder.

      It whirled the blade with mastery, and I pushed myself against the edge of the cliffside. It pointed the blade at me, speaking in a metallic voice.

      “Preparing for combat. Protective protocol initiated.”

      I hadn’t shut down Agony.
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            The Sentinel of Monolith

          

        

      

    

    
      I pulled the aura away from the behemoth, raising my hands and shouting, “I didn’t mean to fight. I surrender. Please, don’t hurt me.”

      The Sentinel slammed its spear into the ground, quaking the entire cave. It announced, “I accept your surrender. I will not do so again.”

      The violet prisms of energy waned before dissipating from around it. Its presence waned from overwhelming to merely oppressive. It stared forward, ignoring my existence entirely. I pace up.

      “So…what are you exactly?”

      “I am a Sentinel of Schema.”

      I frowned before spreading my hands to it. “So, uh, is that all you do or…?”

      “I guard the entrance and exit of this rift. Schema deems certain dungeons as highly dangerous, giving extra rewards for the extra danger within them. Anyone who enters is ‘gambling,’ as your species calls it. You have gambled, so now you will pay the price for the risk you’ve undertaken.”

      I frowned. “Uh, no I didn’t. I was just warped here. Is that the exit? Because I would really like to leave right about now.”

      “No. The only way to leave this dungeon is by killing the riftkeeper. The guardian here is and has been Baldag-Ruhl, of Many.”

      My assumption was right. That thing was way stronger than me. I waved my hands. “How strong are you compared to that thing?”

      “Stronger than it or you will ever be.”

      “Huh…we’ll see. Either way, can you let me out?”

      “No.”

      “The thing is I didn’t actually want to enter this dungeon. I was warped in when reality warped a while back.”

      “That cannot happen. Schema automatically spawns all members of the dominant, sentient species of newly acquiesced planets to tutorial zones. You cannot spawn in a dungeon, therefore, you are lying.”

      I blinked before locking eyes with its facemask. “That doesn’t make sense. I warped into here.”

      It kept its gaze facing forward. “If you did, you didn’t, since it cannot be.”

      I spread my arms. “But I’m here without ever entering the tutorial.”

      “No, you are not. You are here, meaning you passed the tutorial.”

      “Man, okay, asshole. How about this, can you see my menu screens?”

      “I am not the defecatory duct for releasing solid waste matter. And yes, I can see them.”

      “Then that’s enough to prove it to you.”

      I open my perk menu, showing the grayed-out screen with the Beginner perk unselected. An awkward silence passed over us before it stated, “There is no known way of spawning outside of Schema’s tutorial zone.”

      “Then there shouldn’t be any way to leave the tutorial without selecting these perks, right?”

      “Affirmative.”

      I rolled my hands. “So I’m out of the tutorial zone without selecting these perks. See how this isn’t adding up?”

      Another strained silence passed over us. It turned its head to me. “You may leave my proximity.”

      I pointed at the door. “Does that mean BloodHollow?”

      “No.”

      I facepalmed before pointing both my hands at him. “Now wait a minute. I’m not trying to break any rules or anything. What you just said is what I’m working with. An error occurred and I’m just trying to get it fixed, all right?”

      The Sentinel sighed. “Schema didn’t make a mistake.”

      I threw my hands up in frustration before changing the subject. “Okay, can you at least tell me what the Schema is and what it wants?”

      “All fundamental knowledge of Schema is given out during the tutorial. I will not repeat it for you.”

      I closed my eyes, holding them shut for a second. This was ridiculous.

      “So…in other words, you can’t do anything but stand there?”

      “I am capable of many other functions…but yes, all I do is guard this gate currently.”

      I let out a long sigh. I tilted my head at it. “Then can you tell me what you think of the Schema?”

      “It is a construct benevolent beyond measure.”

      “How?”

      It opened its menu, letting me see a video feed from a far-off place. It showed a picture of the Milky Way. The Sentinel pointed at the image with his spear. “What you understand as the universe is an unstable entity. Within the infinity of it, there are cracks formed from its expansion. These cracks will rupture, letting things out. Horrors, abominations that should not exist and don’t…as long as they stay within those cracks instead of here.”

      The guard glanced up. “Schema stabilizes these cracks. It prevents the fissures and allows assimilated worlds to fight against the incoming tide of horrors. Your world is lucky we found you before you were consumed utterly.”

      My brow furrowed. “Wait a minute…consumed. What do you mean consumed?”

      “You’ve seen the weakest spawns from those cracks. Know this—what you see is merely the beginning. These monsters will pour forth in an unending tide, a torrent dark and brimming with hunger. An unstoppable hunger, a ravenous starvation that your flesh and blood will satiate.”

      He tapped my chest with the hilt of his spear. “If you allow them. Those things have no form before coming here. Once they have manifested, they eat, and they never stop. Even I struggle against the most advanced among them. As is, your world is nothing but an easy feast.”

      My heart raced in my chest. This dungeon wasn’t the first or the last of these places. Wanting more info, I raised a hand. “Then the Schema, or Schema is here to help.”

      “Only if you survive the Culling.”

      I winced. “So, uh, what do you mean by the Culling?”

      “Your questions tire me. Read the data entries in your codex regarding basic, fundamental details of Schema-owned space.”

      I opened my mouth for another question, but the Sentinel raised a palm to me. “Silence.”

      We waited there for a bit before I pointed at the wall. “Can you at least help me out of this hole, then?”

      The Sentinel loomed over me before stabbing its spear into the ground. The behemoth cracked its knuckles. “Gladly.”

      The Sentinel wrapped its hands around my torso. It reared me back like a ragdoll before slinging me through the air. I flew with the grace of a bird, but, you know, one with both its wings broken. I landed on my legs, but the bones of my shins snapped like twigs. I cringed, suppressing a scream.

      Within five minutes of waiting, my legs rejuvenated. After that undertaking, I gawked at the Sentinel guarding the dungeon’s exit. At least it gave me someone to talk to, even if only for a few minutes. It gave me some info to work with as well, like some kind of culling going on outside BloodHollow.

      If that sounded as bad as it was, I needed to get out of here and find Michael and Kelsey before someone else did. I may even check on my dad. Taking a breath, I went about slaying bats while slinging obscenities around about the Sentinel’s mother. If it had one, of course. Petty, maybe, but so was breaking my damn legs. After an hour of cursing, I reached another pool with another crimson bear.

      The level seventy-six beast slumbered just like the last. I pumped myself up with a couple pats to my cheeks. Once revved up, I charged straight at the bear. I smashed my fist into the bear’s nose, breaking it like the last one. With my new gauntlets and my extra constitution, the bear no longer felt as hard as iron.

      It mirrored wood instead. The difference may not sound substantial, but punching a rock versus a tree makes a huge difference. Stone bites back like a cobra against a fist. It outright crumbled the bones to fractured fragments. Wood resisted more like punching a forehead. Hard, but it gave a little.

      Sometimes, a little meant a lot. It made keeping my eyes open a lot easier since I didn’t want to close them each time I punched. That let me see this bear attempt another quick ground slam to blow me back. Seeing it coming, I jumped up. The shockwave and rumble passed under me, only sending me back a foot or two.

      My feet dragged on stone before I dashed forward. Slicing claws shaved the top of my head while I slammed a fist into its side. It gnarled its teeth, but I turned sideways, uppercutting its jaw. Another swipe of its paws, and I ducked under them once more.

      I was ready for its tricks this time. As Agony burned the beast down, it realized it wasn’t ready for mine. The grueling battle lasted another hour, but I stayed standing while it fell. With only scrapes and bruises, I rolled my shoulders over the beast as it died.

      During that fight, I noted the extra heft constitution gave me. That was why its ground pound didn’t send me flying. The bear even headbutted me in my chest at one point, yet I kept on my feet. Sliding a ways back, sure, but I wasn’t sent tumbling off into the distance.

      A notification gave me a satisfying, dopamine releasing ping, and I gained another level. It was addictive, in a way. Wanting to see how much exp I had left for my next level, a little bar of yellow appeared under my health bar.

      It was over three-quarters of the way full. A few more bats and I’d be level forty-five. I ate some bear, turned off Agony, and called good old Baldag-Ruhl. He ate the bear in the most terrifying way possible, and I went to sleep after he left. Hiding in the leftover bear skin, I rested well with Agony on for once.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I rose in the skin the next day, my head clear and in control. After a few swallows of water, I trekked out into the day. After an hour of traveling, I caved in a bat’s skull with a stomp before I gained another level.

      Things were on the up and up. I placed another point into constitution before the perk screen appeared.

      
        
        [Willful (Willpower of at least 10) - Your willpower is good. Doubles mana regeneration.]

      

      

      
        
        [Disciplined (Willpower of at least 20) - Your willpower is excellent. Willpower adds an extra 1% mana regen for every 1% missing max mana. Your mana can form a shield around you, blocking 1 damage for every 2 points of mana.]

      

      

      
        
        [Hulking (Constitution of at least 20) - Your constitution is excellent. Doubles mass and density gain from each point in constitution. Doubles the hardness of bones.]

      

      

      
        
        [Fledgling (Reach level 5) - You’ve just started learning. +10% to experience.]

      

      

      
        
        [Beginner (Reach level 10) - Now you know a little. You can step out of the tutorial zone now.]

      

      

      The perks this time didn’t give me an easy choice like the last couple times. Of course, I only had two options, but I was still torn. The mana shield sounded amazing. I mean, it effectively gave me my mana at extra hit points when I needed them. Hulking, on the other hand, gave me an excellent way of increasing my damage potential.

      Both were tempting choices. In the end, I went for Hulking since I would still be investing points into constitution past this. When I finalized the selection, the change was immediate and dramatic.

      I steadily built up my constitution over several days, making the increase in weight subtle. When I selected finalize, my weight doubled. My bones turned to steel. My skin turned like wood. When I slammed my hand into the stone floor beneath me, my gauntleted fists made a thin sheen of powder. I could crush stone with my hits.

      I waved my arms around, their heft like hammers. My legs acted the same, making me feel slow and awkward. With over twenty-four constitution, I got over 50 percent damage resistance. I was over twice as tough now, and it showed. Compared to my pre-Schema self, I was over ten times bulkier. That wasn’t even factoring in my health regen or Agony, either.

      The only problem was that my body fought back each time I moved. I couldn’t jump as well anymore, and trying anything remotely technical became an impossibility. When I checked out my status screen, a debuff showcased my feelings precisely.

      
        
        Overencumbered - You are carrying more than is reasonable for your current strength. Stamina consumption doubled.

      

      

      The Determinator paths almost eliminated this weakness with all my stamina regeneration. Without them, I’d burn through my stamina in a few minutes. It made me wary of constitution, as the attribute could start causing problems. I kept that in mind when planning out the rest of my build. Killing Baldag would require mobility, after all.

      That was a pipe dream at the moment, so I picked up my pace before finding another pool in the distance. It glistened, a yellow star amidst a sea of gloom. Once upon it, the center of it carried a giant eel curled in a charged loop. Vibrant crescents of lightning radiated from its skin. The water mirrored liquid gold with how it shined.

      I gawked at the beauty, stunned by it for a second. The eel locked eyes with me, knocking me out of my daydream. Its bottom jaw carried several curved teeth like tusks. It opened and snapped the jaw like a crocodile’s mouth.

      If it bit something, it wouldn’t let it go. The cheeks of the eel hung off it in wrinkled humps, just like a bulldog’s. Schema recognized the eel once I got closer.

      
        
        Bloody Bolt Eel | Level 80 - An evolved version of the Bolt Eel, the Bloody Bolt Eel lashes out at adventurers trying to come near its pool. With tremendous biting strength and powerful, long range electricity for attacks, this beast shouldn’t be underestimated, or else you’ll face electrocution.

      

      

      As I got closer, the eel uncoiled and turned toward me. A deafening, blinding streak of lightning passed toward a nearby stalagmite. Finding a thick pillar of stone, I darted behind it as streaks of energy crackled through the air. Goosebumps formed over my skin as my hair stood on end.

      From behind that pillar, I closed my eyes with glowing marks lingering from the flash of blinding plasma. The eel thrashed in the water, launching dozens of arcs of electricity toward me. The sheer volume of bolts riddled the cavern with dark streaks. The single eel created a thunderstorm in this tiny hall.

      The lights left every bat fleeing in terror, and I’d have joined them if I could. If I stood out from behind the rock pillar, I’d have died in an instant. But, you see, I was behind the rock. The eel remained in Agony’s range, and over time, it melted into a black ether.

      
        
        Level Up! One Level Gained.

      

      

      The leveling had really slowed down since I got past level forty, but each point mattered more now than before. I placed a point into constitution, bumping up my heft and durability further. After calling Baldag-Ruhl, the beetles swarmed up. They found me finishing some eel with my hair standing on end.

      “Yo, what’s up?”

      The beetles formed a mouth,.“What are you eating?”

      I gestured to the beast. “An electrified eel. It tastes way better than the bear.”

      “And you wish for me to indulge on this as a replacement for the bear meat?”

      “I was hoping so, yeah.”

      It raged into the eel’s maw, insects bursting out of the thin hide. I scrambled from the monster before Baldag’s voice radiated, “These will do nicely. You’re doing well. Very well.”

      “Any rewards?”

      “Not yet, little lamb, but soon. Soon, I will give you much.”

      He kept an ominous touch to his voice, but pretty much everything out of his mouth sounded malevolent. Trekking onward, I found other pools of vibrant yellow. These yellow pools made for easy, simple gains compared to the bears.

      I ran up, hid behind a boulder or thickened stalactite, and then the eel died over time. It only took about thirty minutes a pop. Getting to each pool was more difficult than the fights themselves, actually.

      I reached level forty-nine in a flash before I reached another set of pools. The first pool glowed a bright, steel gray. In the pool’s sheen was a giant cluster of rocks that moved in a tornado kind of formation. Passing close, Schema identified the creature.

      
        
        BloodHollow Golem | Level 90 - These are golems given life by ambient energy from nearby pools. This mana produces a golem as a guard, mimicking acts of sentience. Many philosophers have debated whether or not these sources of ambient mana are actually sentient. While never coming to a consensus, what they all agree on is that the golems are extremely dangerous.

      

      

      
        
        You would be wise to heed their words.

      

      

      To be honest, I didn’t know if agony would affect a bunch of floating rocks. That and its high level scared me off. Instead, I hunted bats between each cavern while training my skills. I found that the harder I tried, the more skills I gained. Willpower worked hand in hand with this, allowing relatively rapid gains for my skills.

      I wasn’t so lucky with levels. By now, the bats yielded minimal experience. Even after five hours, I gained zero levels. I killed over a hundred bats before I finally got the notification for level fifty. Grinding the bats turned into a tedious, mind-numbing chore by now. If not for my enhanced willpower, I wouldn’t have stomached it.

      Still, I wanted that juicy constitution perk. I put yet another point into that attribute, and the next set of perks appeared once more.

      
        
        [Willful (Willpower of at least 10) - Your willpower is good. Doubles mana regeneration.]

      

      

      
        
        [Disciplined (Willpower of at least 20) - Your willpower is excellent. Willpower adds an extra 1% mana regen for every 1% missing max mana. Your mana can form a shield around you, blocking 1 damage for every 2 points in mana.

      

      

      
        
        [Titanic (Constitution of 25 or higher) - Your constitution is incredible. Half of damage resistance is applied to other resistances. 1/10th of your constitution is added to strength.]

      

      

      
        
        [Fledgling (Reach level 5) - You’ve just started learning. +10% to experience.]

      

      

      
        
        [Beginner (Reach level 10) - Now you know a little. You can step out of the tutorial zone now.]

      

      

      Titanic floored me with how incredible and timely it was. The perk patched up my strength problem while making my defenses more well-rounded. It reminded me of the upper tiers of the endurance perks.

      They both had the theme of rounding out their attribute’s innate weakness. For example, if I invested heavily into endurance but lacked willpower, I couldn’t use endurance effectively. It required tremendous will to get the benefits of endurance, after all.

      The extra willpower from the endurance perks helped with that. Investing heavily into constitution made strength an issue, but once again, the perk trees helped alleviate the issue.

      I was sure the strength perks would help with dexterity, since greater strength required greater control to use it. That kind of foresight was appreciated, especially since it helped patch some of the numerous innate problems with my build.

      After thinking about it, I finalized Titanic and the constitution point. I took a step back, my flesh writhing as energy shifted through me. The matter and even my mind reorganized into stable, powerful chains, locking me in place. The air around me turned lukewarm. I walked over, putting my hand against rock.

      It wasn’t as cool to the touch. Even more, my body expanded. The ground didn’t press against my feet. My feet pressed into the ground. The cells across my body thickened, adding strips of mass and muscle onto my frame. My weight evened out a bit as my gaunt limbs filled out some.

      When I clenched my fist, a new power returned from my fingers. As if exploding with energy, I leaped, rolled, sprinted, and punched with abandon. Endurance was hard to notice. Constitution had been a slow, gradual process. By comparison, strength was like liquid power. Every single point made a monumental difference.

      You could even say the difference was…titanic.

      Poorly placed puns aside, I finished jumping off the walls and raced off to test my newfound strength against the golem. Of course, I prepared myself for a tough fight. The perk gave me confidence, but my days of struggle wouldn’t be so easily forgotten.

      By then, I had come close to dying many times, from the first bat to the first bear. Both took me to the edge of my abilities. Despite that fear, gaining levels had slowed down to an abysmal crawl. Killing over a hundred bats over eight hours may have sounded fun… Oh wait, that’s right; it didn’t.

      It was even worse living through the process, let me tell you. It had the effect of making me sloppy instead of sharp, like smashing a sword against a rock. I had to push my limits for any real results, and that would keep me on my toes, too.

      Speaking of results, I checked out my treepoints and found fifty-seven points unallocated. With a few quick presses, I had nearly four hundred points in Determinator. A little quick grinding would get me the next notification.

      With a bit of brainstorming, I gained and leveled up a few skills, like Swimming, Climbing, and Jumping. I got five skill levels worth of them before putting the points in Determinator. A quick notification sounded out like music to my ears.

      
        
        There is no stopping a Determinator. They don’t understand surrender or compromise. This stems not from stupidity but from defiance. They are resolute in their faith. They worship their own wills, feeding them fuel for the returning fire. +10% to endurance. +10% to willpower.

      

      

      With the extra damage added onto Agony, I moved toward the earthen golem with a slow sneak. Once I reached it, I found a thick shield of air surrounding it. Closer to water, this thickness permeated near the pool. When I tapped it, the golem flew toward me.

      Angry as a hornet, the golem’s boulder body turned into a set of arms and legs as it landed near me. Placing a palm against the thick air, I pushed through when a jumbled voice gurgled back,

      “Leave me. I am. You are. Not kill…me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            8

          

          
            Living Mana

          

        

      

    

    
      Another mind crawled toward mine, feeble and fleeting. Jerking my hands back, I gripped my palm that touched the mana. This blot of mana was alive. Not giving me time to think, the BloodHollow Golem crashed through the field of mana before slamming formed fists at me. I rolled sideways, bits of stone pattering on my skin.

      I charged forward and smashed a blow into its thigh boulder. A powder dusted off my fist before the golem slammed its fist into my shoulder. Bone cracked. My vision blurred. I flopped through the air, bruises forming where I tumbled. The golem pulled its boulders from its body, engorging its arms with pebbles and boulders. Like swinging whips, the earthen thrall slammed its elongated arms at me. I dodged several strikes, but the attacks never ceased. Two or three blows skimmed me before the golem turned a full circle. Its arm dragged behind it before it reached me.

      I braced for impact. A deafening echo sounded from my shoulder, and I slid on my feet. I stayed standing after the blow, pieces of stone falling from my shoulder. It pulled its arm back, but I kept a piece of it in my hand. I smashed against the cavern floor before shouting, “Is that all you’ve got?”

      The golem raised its arm back and lobbed another heavy strike. It whipped past my face as I darted forward. The golem’s arm smashed the rock behind me as I pressed my heels into the ground and planted my feet. I clasped my hands, turning them into clubs. I torqued my body for momentum, smashing my fists into the golem’s side.

      My bones bent, and my flesh sheared. I snapped another blow into the monster before its arm crashed into the side of my face. Blood poured from my forehead, and I grimaced. I smashed another blow into its side before it crashed another hit into my chest. My shoes rubbed on stone as I dragged back.

      It tried again, but I blocked its strike with crossed arms. It pulled back, but I closed the gap while growling, “Come on, Golem. We’ve just started.”

      I ducked under a blow with my fist dragging behind me. With a whipping hook, I crushed my fist into its side. A sharp, cracking boom resonated through the cavern. A set of bats flew away, terrified of the fight. My body held on as we traded blows for minutes at a time.

      Agony burned the creature’s stone body, melting the rock to jelly. Scrapes on the boulders turned to cracks that turned to cleaved slabs as we fought. The massive health pool of the golem waned over time, but mine did not. Time passed, and I got a grip on its style of combat. I evaded more of its strikes, finding opportunities to hit the monster.

      In the last moments of the battle, I ducked under a quick slice of stone and countered with a hook. Another blow missed me as I tilted my torso. I countered again. I weaved in counter after counter, its hits predictable until chunks of its center fell apart. More like fighting a mountain than a monster, I tore it apart with my granite fists and Agony’s aura once it stopped moving.

      When the golem died, I almost felt sorry for the poor thing. Almost.

      
        
        Level gained! Two level-ups!

      

      

      I put both points into constitution before checking out my attribute screen closely.

      
        
        Level 52 Attribute Menu

      

      

      
        
        Strength [12.4] | Constitution [33] | Endurance [48] | Dexterity [4] | Willpower [11.3] | Intelligence [4] | Charisma [4] | Luck [3] | Perception [4]

      

      

      I tilted my head at the screen, the menu changing from the last time I saw it. I guessed a reality-warping status screen changing its formatting wasn’t exactly too surprising. Either way, my attributes beefed up since investing into the perks. Those cascading gains resulted in attribute totals that exceeded my level.

      Keeping that in mind, I checked out my character screen. The numbers amazed me.

      
        
        Daniel Hillside | Character Screen

      

      

      
        
        Health - 944/944 | Health Regen - 101.12/min | Mana - 40/40 | Mana Regeneration - 4.74/min | Stamina - 944/944 | Stamina Regeneration - 16.85/sec | Damage Resistance - 70.95% | Physical Power - (+)28% | Damage Increase - 5%

      

      

      
        
        Debuffs - Agony (430 health lost/min)

      

      

      Compared with when I started, I improved my toughness forty times over. Agony burned down health like nobody’s business, and my stamina regen was effectively infinite. For now, at least. The willpower and constitution bonuses to Agony made the skill a terror to deal with, too. By level fifty-five, I’d be able to finish the Determinator tree and get the last perk for constitution.

      With my status checked, I moved back toward the golem’s remains. Besides stubborn rubble and fine ash, a glowing core remained. The orb swirled with stormy energies, tiny clouds whirling on its glassy surface. Schema identified it.

      
        
        Golem Core - Contains remnants of the mana required for summoning the golem. Can be used for many useful recipes or enchantments.

      

      

      I pocketed the tiny, glowing orb before turning back toward the writhing cloud of mana. I neared the wall of heavy air before placing my palm back onto the surface. The pieces of a mind shouted and wailed, “Do not. Kill. Me. Beg. Stop.”

      I pulled my hand from it, the primordial consciousness giving me an eerie feeling. With a piece of my will, I told the fragmented mind to calm down. The fluctuating voices silenced. A message appeared.

      
        
        A cloud of mana has offered to inhabit a container of yours. You are given a choice: store the cloud in the golem’s core, or allow it to live within your own mana. Warning: Co-inhabitation of mana may lead to corruption. You may absorb the cloud’s mana from the core at any point.

      

      

      Wanting to avoid the “corruption” at all costs, I put the cloud of mana into the golem’s core without a second thought. I hoped it would become useful later. The pool of gray water dimmed until only my little blue sacks of cyan water kept the cave lit, though the water remained. After washing myself in the dark pool, I trekked back out into the cave’s depths.

      The bats increased in volume, but I dispatched them with mechanical proficiency. I couldn’t avoid killing them even if I tried. I found myself daydreaming as I fought them, the motions of murder practiced till they required no effort anymore. As I jogged forward, an hour passed of further monotony.

      I was so tired of the cave, the endless walls of stone, all of it. Another pool appeared with living mana. I thanked the change in scenery, and when I approached, water rose from the pool of gray. Ice formed in massive chunks, even larger than the last one. They came together, forming a moving glacier.

      
        
        BloodIce Golem | Level 95 - A golem made of crystalized mana and ice, bound with blood. Can use long-range ice spears, a chilling debuff in melee range, and can freeze targets. A very powerful and dangerous foe.

      

      

      By now, fear didn’t flavor my mindset much. I wanted a change, even if it was dangerous, so I pounded my fists together before charging forward. Above the golem, water spiraled into spears. The golem lobbed them at me with large sweeps of its arms. They shot forward like glass bullets.

      I bent backward, dodging the first, but two others stabbed into my foot and through my shin. Like kicking a glass table, the pain shot through my legs, electric and vibrant. I raised my fist and smashed one ice spear. I grimaced before smashing the one through my foot. I ducked sideways, dodging another lance.

      I gritted my teeth. Running in wasn’t the best idea. I pulled my feet and shins from the shattered ice spears. As I did, a chilling crack and sickening suck sounded from my wounds. The mana wall around the golem rippled in response. I couldn’t tell why.

      Another spear shot forward, and I weaved sideways, more a wild reaction than timed dodge. Shutting Agony down, I let my regeneration begin. Another lance of ice came, and I dove onto the floor. My right leg gave out as I did, making me roll more than I intended. Magical ice pierced rock behind me as I did.

      The beast of ice and malice spiraled, its form composing more ice to fire at me. Having a few seconds, I got a handle on the situation. Closing the distance required avoiding the lances. Once I got close, it looked far more frail than the last golem.

      With that plan in motion, the crystallizing water popped and crackled in the distance. My legs healed before the golem lifted a spindly arm. It rotated, a thin javelin crossing toward me. I rolled sideways as the ice flashed into the rock beside me. I tried sprinting, finding my leg still giving out.

      I cursed before limping behind a boulder. Ice clashed against the rock. A cool mist of ice sprayed over me in an oncoming wave. Another deafening crack and another gust of icy mist followed. This boulder served as a defense.

      The golem’s stomps echoed through the cavern, their volume growing with each step. A few more seconds passed, and my leg skin wrapped back around my leg. Times like that made my new body feel like it wasn’t mine. Waiting until the footsteps stopped, I charged out of the boulder before rolling forward.

      Brittle cracking resonated throughout the cavern, and a shard whistled over my head. I stood back up, finding the ice golem forming a swarm of needles. Panicking, I bolted behind another rock. A rain of sharpened spines impaled the stone instead of me. A shrill howl filled the air before another blob of ice tore into the stone behind me.

      A sharp explosion boomed from behind, the colossal boulder cracking in two. I whipped around the crags and sprinted at the golem. When I got within ten feet, a wave of cold chilled me down to my core. I pressed through the frigid temperature before ducking beneath a swing of the frozen thrall.

      I reached it. Pushing up with my heels and digging them into the ground, I wailed at the beast. I snapped two quick punches into the monster before it formed an icy mallet over my head. I pivoted sideways as the maul crushed where I once stood.

      My right arm dragged behind me as I lunged forward. Momentum built throughout my core, my shoulder, and eventually, in my hand. With an ear-splitting pop, the golem’s chest cleaved. A chunk of ice fell apart before it let out a piercing howl. Keeping my arms close to my sides, I turned on my feet like a tornado.

      I whipped hook after hook with Agony melting the ice. The cracks on its body webbed outward, appearing throughout the golem. It raised its arm toward me, slamming my chest. I flung back a few feet before it raised its other hand toward me. I ducked back, but the arm extended out, smothering me in ice.

      The frost covered me in a thick layer, holding me in place. Clear and crystalline, I glanced around from within, unable to move in the prison of snow. The golem snapped off its arm before pulling more water from the pool nearby. Ice expanded above its head in layers. The lance thickened until a spear the size of a car coalesced above its head.

      Surging fear stormed in my chest. I struggled against the ice confines around me. I writhed and squirmed with all my strength as the spear grew. The golem reared its arm back, the harpoon following the movement. My frantic squirming doubled in intensity, veins popping out of my neck. I was going to die.

      The golem stepped forward. My eyes grew bloodshot from my effort. A nosebleed formed and filled my nostrils with blood. As the spear fired forward, the ice around me shattered, and I fell. The wind of the spear pressed against my back. A second later, a thundering crash left my ears ringing. I pulled myself up, enraged as the golem fell onto its knees. I stare at the faceless ice. Exhausted and unmoving, it stared back with an eyeless face.

      Silence. I shattered that quiet and its face with a slapping hook to its neck. It fell sideways, and I was upon it. Over and over, I pounded and pulverized its remains with my fists. They acted as hammers and mauls as I crushed the ice into a fine powder. When it fell apart and melted, a notification sounded.

      
        
        Level gained! Three level-ups!

      

      

      I placed three more points into constitution, and the difference proved palpable. My body stiffened until my flesh felt like bark. Even with the strength bonus of Titanic, I slowed down by a bit. I hit the wall of what constitution could give me without suffering for the durability. Wanting to mitigate that issue, I’d invest in strength until it wasn’t a problem anymore.

      Keeping that in mind, I opened my perk menu.

      
        
        [Willful (Willpower of at least 10) - Your willpower is good. Doubles mana regeneration.]

      

      

      
        
        [Disciplined (Willpower of at least 20) - Your willpower is excellent. Willpower adds an extra 1% mana regen for every 1% missing max mana. Your mana can form a shield around you, blocking 1 damage for every 2 points of mana.]

      

      

      
        
        [Uncompromising (Willpower of at least 25) - Your willpower is incredible. Doubles mental resistance from willpower. Half of mental resistance from willpower added to elemental, plasma, and radiation resistances. 1/10th of willpower is added to intelligence.]

      

      

      
        
        [Colossal (Constitution of at least 30) - Your constitution is without limit. Half’s strength requirements for moving bodyweight and limbs. Adds another 1/10th of constitution to strength. Adds .2% damage reduction per level, extra weight, density, and height per level, and each point in constitution grants 5 health. Doubles stamina consumption.]

      

      

      
        
        [Strong (Strength of 10 or more) - You are strong. Doubles physical power bonus.]

      

      

      
        
        [Fledgling (Reach level 5) - You’ve just started learning. +10% to experience.]

      

      

      
        
        [Beginner (Reach level 10) - Now you know a little. You can step out of the tutorial zone now.]

      

      

      At this point, I warred with two options—Colossal and Strong. The more damage reduction I had, the more like steel I became. Being steel had its perks, but unfortunately, it was also very hard to move. Strong would double the benefits of my strength perks, making movement much easier.

      That being said, Colossal also halved the strength requirement for moving myself, giving me the same benefit. It also gave me some strength as well, further assisting my movement. The delicious damage resistance would also give me tons of tankiness for Agony as well. Knowing I probably shouldn’t but doing it anyway, I picked Colossal and selected finalize.

      A rush of strength flooded my limbs, and yet I became unbending. Arcane, shifting powers flooded into the tendons, ligaments, and bones of my body, making me metal. My blood turned like liquid mercury, heavy and weighted. My arms and legs turned like iron, and for moment, it felt as if I’d fall into the stone beneath me.

      It held me upright as the surge of the perk faded. My body remained stiff as the mana left me. So stiff, I could lift my arm out in front of me and relax, but the limb wouldn’t fall. It remained outstretched. As if attached to wires, it floated in the air without me having to hold it there. Even with the extra strength and lowered requirement, shifting quickly turned into a chore.

      All of that early endurance went to good use as I burned stamina from just moving. I brushed off bits of ice and took the golem’s glistening core. A blizzard howled inside the marbled exterior, and I pulled the field of mana into the orb.

      Taking a second, I gave myself a mental slap. Whether I liked it or not, being here by myself was weighing on me. I was starting to make stupid mistakes and thoughtless decisions. To avoid that kind of stupidity, I needed constant reminders to keep my motivation high. I did that, making sure I didn’t do something that idiotic again.

      I paced onward to my next enemy. My entire body felt like someone else’s, as it proved awkward and dense. The sheer, unwieldy heft made going forward take mental effort. It was like moving a rhino’s body instead of my own. I was certain I’d adjust, but it might take a while. At least if I stood still, it wasn’t a problem.

      Based on strength’s feel, a perk or two in the attribute would alleviate a lot of my concerns with rigidity. Dexterity might help as well. Mentally squaring that away, I raced toward the next pool while killing bats. As I fought, Colossal showcased its might.

      Even if one of the umbral bats slammed into me, I kept balance. I was moving a wall now, and they couldn’t fight me anymore on equal terms. One slammed into my back, and I pushed myself into it. The monster literally splat. It gave me a cool feeling, but yeah, blood gushed everywhere.

      I rinsed twice that day.

      To reflect the ease of killing, the bats dished out less exp. If a creature was ten levels below me, I still got full experience. At eleven below, I earned one-tenth less experience. That tenth less experience pattern continued until they gave me negligible amounts. It was a multiplicative difference, but it still mounted pretty quickly.

      Considering the dramatic increase in exp requirements as I leveled, anything less than full exp felt outright painful. Still, the pool mini-bosses helped out quite a bit. They gave at least a level a pop, and the mana cores were interesting to look at. I kept them in a plastic bag, the same kind I used to keep glowing water on me for light.

      By now, I ran low on the bags, but there wasn’t anything I could do about it. I’d be stumbling around in darkness soon. With that in mind, I pushed onward as my steps thumped against the ground, training random skills as I walked.

      I ran, jumped, and tried out various acrobatics. I fell many times, and if someone was with me, we’d probably have laughed about it together. Man, I really missed having someone to talk to. If Michael hadn’t warped out, I’d be fine. As it was, the extended silence battered on me with brutal strikes.

      But there were only two options. Either he died in this cave or he disappeared into the tutorial. I hoped for the latter, as I was lucky to defeat the first bat. A stalactite stabbed through it before it ate me, and the chances of that happening twice were next to none.

      Even then, the chances of Michael killing a bat bare-handed was nonexistent. I relied on Agony, which also glitched into my status. If anything, it seemed suspicious the more I thought about it. The Schema might have been testing me as an experiment or something. I didn’t have enough information to tell.

      With that in mind, I trained and trained and trained. I focused on the task, and after several hours, I reached the next pool.

      
        
        BloodHollow Bear | Level 76 - An enormous, terrifying creature. Fight with caution as its red aura and monstrous strength are very effective tools for dismembering adventurers.

      

      

      This time there was no fear. Turning myself into a stony creature may have left me immobile, but I gained the heft of a giant as well. Using that mass, I gained speed, running toward the bear. My steps thumped on the ground. The wind whistled in my ears. When I tackled the bear, it flew back into the pool it guarded.

      Its skin, once stone, became like my own. It scrambled out of the water, panic stricken and suffering shock. My fists sunk into the beast’s soft body, like punching a leather sack. Thirty minutes passed, and I beat the thing to death. I gained a level and placed a point into strength. A quick meal later, I gave the bear to Baldag-Ruhl.

      Like clockwork, I ran, found another pool with another bear, and I killed it again. The cycle repeated three more times before I gained another level. I placed another point in strength. By now, my onward momentum carried me forward as I drilled my skills between trips, eager for skill levels.

      That was when I reached a cyan pool. Filled with disappointment, I approached the glowing water before a screeching howl roared out. By now, howls were common place, but this scream was like a symphony for my ears. It was like ecstasy, a release that I needed. The reason for that was simple.

      It was a human voice.

      I shut off Agony before running toward the source of the sound. A part of me filled with hope at seeing Michael, though it was a woman’s voice. I found the source of the noise seconds later. A short, brunette girl was here, with a bow at her side. She wore plated leather armor from the hides of monsters, and a subtle, white aura sheened off her skin.

      I found her stringing her bow over a dropped teacup. The liquid steamed from a campfire she’d made, though she used a glowing gemstone for heat instead of actual fire. As I slowed behind the cyan pool, I tilted my head at her in confusion.

      She stared at me like I was a wild animal. I peered down, finding myself covered in scrapped clothes, blood, dirt, and a few fluids I didn’t know the name of. She may have had a point. Either way, I raised my hands while trying to say I come in peace.

      Having not spoken for days, my voice cracked. The sound echoed, my voice deeper than I remembered it being. The girl’s wild eyes widened as she sent an arrow flying toward my chest. It thunked hard, sinking an inch and a half deep into a rib. I growled out before snarling, “What the hell’s your problem?”

      Her face went pale as I pulled the bladed arrow out of my chest. I snapped it between my fingers before she raised her hands. “Oh my god, are you okay? I-I thought you were some kind of, uh, troll or something.”

      I touched the regenerating wound, making sure I wasn’t spraying blood. “Man, do I look that bad?”

      She grimaced at me. “What happened to you?”

      I winced, holding back a wave of relief and emotion. “A lot… A whole hell of a lot.”

      Curiosity bloomed over her face before another arrow slipped through to my face. I bent my head down, and the arrow hit my forehead, sliding off my skull. It left a four-inch slit across my scalp, and I turned to the hiding attacker. Agony roared into activation, and I smothered whoever hid in the darkness.

      A howl erupted before I stepped up while seething, “Whoever you are, if you attack me again, I’ll feed you your teeth through a hole in your throat.”

      Behind a boulder, I found a thin, gangly guy on his knees, grabbing the sides of his head. I picked him up by the cuff of his shirt.

      “Why are you both firing arrows at me?”

      He hissed in pain. “You…you look like a monster.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Even I know you need a notification before recognizing monsters. Even if I’m looking worse for wear, I’m still roughly humanoid at least. Check next time before you try killing someone.”

      I pulled Agony back before tossing the guy against the boulder. It knocked the breath out of his chest. The girl waved her arms, frantic to smooth things over. “Look, we thought you were the dungeon boss. When you got near us, everything was pain. Doesn’t that sound like a monster to you?”

      My eyes widened. They fell into Agony’s aura, and that explained the immediate animosity. I frowned before taking a deep breath. This was a misunderstanding, and I had some fault in it. Walking around with Agony cranked to full all the time wasn’t exactly prudent.

      I rubbed the back of my head as the guy stood up, clenching his stomach. I turned a palm to them. “All right, so I think we all got off on the wrong foot here. How about we introduce ourselves and start from there?”

      The two of them shared a glance. Not just any old ordinary glance, a glance that told a conversation in a moment. It could only happen between two people who understood each other exceptionally well. The guy stared down, then, taking a deep breath, he stood up straight and outstretched a hand.

      “Yeah, that was my bad.”

      I gave him a handshake. “Same.”

      The girl carried a small smile as she gestured to herself. “I’m Stacy. He’s David. We’re here to explore our first dungeon since the tutorial. We finished them about a week and a half ago.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Over a week? Damn, I’ve been stuck in here longer than I thought.”

      David tilted his head. “Wait a minute…stuck here? Like, you can’t leave?”

      I frowned. “Yeah. Both of you are stuck here, too.”

      They peered at each other, each of them turning pale. Changing the topic, I pointed a thumb at myself. “The name’s Daniel, by the way. Daniel Hillside.”

      Stacy blinked and raised a hand. “Uhm, it’s good to meet you. You said we’re stuck here? We…we can’t leave?”

      I nodded. They stared down, each of them falling into an abyss. I raised my brows. “Welcome to the club.”

      David waved his hands. “Okay, this isn’t right. We’re supposed to be able to leave whenever.”

      I shook my head. “You’ll need to kill either the dungeon boss or the big guy guarding the doors for that.”

      They took a moment before Stacy leaned back from me. “Gah, you reek.”

      I crossed my arms. “Yeah, fighting alone in a cave for weeks does that to you. Do either of you have soap, maybe?”

      David scoffed. “We have some hand soap for dishes.”

      He got some out of his pack, tossing me some. I caught it while smiling at the beautiful sight.

      “That’ll do.”

      Taking a moment, I cleaned myself up, taking off the scrapped remnants of my shirt. I washed myself in the pool while they continued setting up camp. After I felt human again, I dried myself off beside their heated gemstone. We sat in a circle on the ground around the gem, and they got me some bottled water and trail mix. Needless to say, it was a step up from raw bear meat.

      In fact, it was so delicious, it was a damn near sexual experience. I relished the nutty goodness, and they watched me inhale the food like a vacuum cleaner. After a few minutes, Stacy leaned back.

      “When did you decide to come here?”

      I shook my head. “I didn’t. I spawned here.”

      They gawked at each other before David scratched the side of his face. “Like, you spawned here before the tutorial?”

      I devoured the food before me. “Yes.”

      Stacy narrowed her eyes. “How are you still alive?”

      I lifted the rags of my shirt. “Pain, hardship, and blood.”

      They both grimaced before David leaned toward me. “What’s your level, anyways? It’s got to be high if you’ve been fighting since day one.”

      “Fifty-seven.”

      David blinked. “Whoa. That’s thirty levels higher than anyone I’ve ever seen.”

      I peered up from my food. “Thirty, huh? I thought people would be leveling faster.”

      Stacy bit her lip before wincing. “It’s… Well… People are still pulling themselves back together. The internet and power went down, and people haven’t figured out how to put it back up. Cell lines, all of that stuff went dark.”

      David sighed. “It’s been chaos. A lot of people died in the tutorial, too.”

      I pointed a finger and gestured to our surroundings. “Was it worse than BloodHollow?”

      Stacy scoffed. “Absolutely not, but, you know, not everyone’s a fighter. David and I, we were more than fortunate because our warping wasn’t, you know, terrible.”

      I raised a brow. “Warping?”

      David waved a hand. “Everybody just disappeared all of a sudden. We popped up in a forest, surrounded by wolves. We got weapons before having to walk out of a pillar of light.”

      I remembered the pillar of light at least. I chewed some food before saying, “How hard were the wolves to kill?”

      David closed his eyes. “They were level five, and a pack. It, well, a lot of people didn’t make it.”

      Stacy spread her hands. “It was ridiculous. It’s like no one had any idea what was going on. We needed to team up, but not everyone wanted to leave their pillars of light. Our group got lucky, and no one died from it. I heard that one guy on another team tried to organize everybody, but then he just left the pillar of light while no one else did.”

      Stacy seethed, “And he was torn to shreds. Imagine trying to get everybody else out after that.”

      My stomach sank hearing that. “You’re kidding, right?”

      David’s eyes went distant. “No.”

      A silence passed over us before I set the trail mix aside. “Why are you guys here instead of with your families then, and why this dungeon?”

      Stacy scratched the side of her head. “Like I mentioned earlier, we were lucky. We got through without anyone really passing in our families. Our grandparents died a long time ago, so most of them were able to pull together.”

      I smiled. “Well, it’s good to hear not everybody’s life has sucked since this whole thing started.”

      David rolled his eyes. “I wouldn’t say that. Our parents don’t want us leaving the house for anything. It got so boring I wanted to peel my eyes out of my head.”

      I raised my brow. “So you guys tried to find a dungeon you could handle.” I smirked. “BloodHollow, huh?”

      Stacy narrowed her eyes. “Yeah, yeah, we get it. We’re in over our heads. We both have leveled since the start, so we thought we’d be ahead of the curve. We were wrong.”

      I rolled my shoulders. “It’s a good thing we found each other, at least. How about we party up and get the hell out of here?”

      David nodded. “Oh, absolutely. I’m level fifteen, and Stacy’s seventeen. We can’t even kill the bats.”

      I shrugged. “Good luck getting past the bears. They’re over level seventy-five.”

      David put his palms together, giving me a slight bow. “Oh, mighty dungeon dweller, we are in need of your help.”

      Even with the sarcasm, I couldn’t hold back a slight smile. “It turns out I’m in need of some company.”

      Stacy stood up and brushed her clothes off. “We’ll team up, but just know you still look like a troll to me.”

      I helped them pack the gear, putting some in my backpack. “Eh, ugly or not, at least I can fight.”

      David got up with us. “Do you know where to go?”

      I threw my hands up. “Honestly? No. I’m just heading toward more pools of water. I need to give the dungeon boss some bear meat or else he’ll hunt me down and kill me. It’s a tough life.”

      Stacy took a step back. “You’re helping the boss out?”

      I waved my hands. “It’s a long story. Let’s just say I’m biding my time, all right?”

      They gave each other another look. David zipped up one of his packs. “So, er, how strong is this boss exactly?”

      “Too strong for me. We need time to level.” I stood tall. “But once we have, I’m confident we can take it.”

      They both perked up. David smiled. “Hell yeah.”

      I smiled back. “Then let’s head out.”

      Before we got our packs ready, a rustling echoed above. A bat swooped down right at David’s neck. I ran over, shoving him aside before jamming my hand at the bat. My hand disappeared into the bat’s maw. It bit down, scratching my skin before I gripped its squishy insides. I grabbed one of its legs and pulled it back.

      With a sweeping slam, I butted my head against the monster’s skull. A sickening crack ebbed from it, so I pulled the creature back and cracked it three more times. Each popping thud degraded its face to a bloodier pulp. Once it stopped moving, I threw it down and stomped the head in further for good measure. Getting its blood on my face, I turned to the others.

      “Damn. That was close.”

      They gawked at me like I was a monster myself.

      
        
        Skill unlocked! Intimidation | Level 1 - Some lay in fear of those that surround them. You have chosen to be the one they fear instead. Increased success of intimidation attempts.
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      I cleaned the blood off my face before stepping up and offering David a hand. He reached up, but his hand shook a bit, likely from the bat. They finished packing up, and when we started to leave, an awkward silence passed over us. When I pulled my glowing bags of water out of my backpack, Stacy frowned.

      “Wow. You weren’t kidding about being stuck here, huh?”

      David snickered under his breath before I frowned at him. “What’s so funny?”

      “Nothing, man, it just looks ridiculous.” David pulled out an orange crystal the size of my palm from his pack. The gem held a moving fire within its glossy surface, and it glowed brighter than torches. It illuminated more of the cave and even exposed a few outlines of the bats.

      I peered around. “Huh…neat.”

      Once we started walking, they gave me several pieces of bread and jerky. Before I scarfed the food down, I asked, “Just making sure, but this cave’s still close to Springfield, right?”

      David gave me a thumbs-up. “Yeah. We’re just outside the city.”

      I let out a sigh of relief. “Oh, man, I didn’t know if I was in a different country or what.”

      Stacy shook her head. “No, we’re still near Pier’s Creek. Nothing changed outside besides the pit leading here. It’s not the same, and once you go a certain depth you can’t leave. It was very…surreal.”

      I frowned. “Yeah, pretty much everything has been since the Schema arrived.”

      David raised a hand. “So, like, you mean Schema, not the Schema, right?”

      I leaned back. “You’re acting like it’s a person.”

      Stacy deadpanned, “It is. It’s an AI.”

      I turned to him, my eyes widening. “It’s an AI? Like Skynet or something?”

      Stacy nodded. I peered forward. “Oh, man, I don’t know anything.”

      David looked up at where the bats were. “You know how to fight, so there’s that. Considering we’re surrounded by eldritch, that’s pretty nifty.”

      I pointed up. “The bats are called eldritch?”

      David raised a hand. “Well, no. They’re BloodHollow Bats. All these things, even those bears you mentioned, are called eldritch. Any monster in a dungeon is. If you ask me, it sounds pretty eerie.”

      Stacy shivered. “I just can’t wait to get out of here.”

      My expression deadened. “You have no idea.”

      Interrupting the conversation, a bat flew toward us. Ready and waiting, I stepped in front of the others. The bat smashed into my chest, and I caught it like a heavy football. I stepped back from the impact and wrapped my arms around it. I crushed down, and the bat squealed as I squeezed the life from it.

      Unable to just pulp it in my arms, I body-slammed it, putting all my weight into mauling the creature. The monster squashed beneath me before I pulled myself up, slinging some blood off. I kicked the deflated bat aside before David pursed his lips. He mouthed, “I get why your shirt didn’t make it.”

      I shrugged. “Eh, I do what I have to for survival. Anyways, you mentioned Schema being an AI?”

      
        
        Skill level up! [Intimidation | Level 2]

      

      

      Stacy gulped before replying, “Yeah.”

      I kept my eyes peeled. “Okay, so why is it, er, assimilating worlds? Is it to stop the cracks in dimensions or whatever?”

      David nodded. “Uh, yeah, pretty much.”

      Another strained quiet passed over our group, so I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Guys, look, I’m not going to kill you. Calm down. I’m too busy trying to survive here.”

      They sighed. Apparently they’d been holding their breaths for a while now. Stacy turned a palm to me. “You’re just scary looking. You’re like, I don’t know, seven feet tall or something.”

      I stopped walking and turned to them. Leaning back, I tried looking at myself. “Wait a second, I’m taller?”

      She shrugged. “Maybe. You might have been taller than you thought.”

      I touched my face like I was molding dough. “Do you guys have a mirror?”

      David dug his hand into his backpack. “Uh, yeah, we do. It’s for lighting campfires.”

      He tossed it over, and I pulled it up. “Doesn’t matter. I just need to see if my face looks any different.”

      Mirror in hand, I pulled up to the torch gem. There I was, looking like a giant. I turned to the others. “How tall are you guys?”

      Stacy pointed at herself. “I’m five foot six. He’s five foot seven.”

      David peered at her. “I’m five foot seven and a half.”

      Using them as a frame of reference, I was close to seven feet tall, though not quite. Before the system came, I stood just over six foot, so I was pretty tall before. I sprouted up a couple inches since then. I bulked up as well, though that wasn’t the hardest thing to do. All the boxing and cardio kept me lean.

      My hair had tousled around into a horrific mess, and my hands were large and brawny. Calluses covered my knuckles, along with scars. One traced down the side of my forehead, from when I first fought the bat. I glanced at a few other parts of myself, noticing a few scars along my arms, sides, and chest.

      I turned to Stacy and David. “Am I grayish to you guys?”

      David let out a breath. “Oh man, I have been wanting to tell you that since we met. That’s why I shot that arrow at you.”

      I frowned at him, handing him the mirror back. “Thanks a lot.”

      Thinking about it, the bats and bears stood smaller compared to before. Details like that were obscured when I fought in the darkness, but the torch gem gave me a good enough view to discern those details. I peered down; the glowing bags hung over me and bulged out like glowing tumors. With the streaks of dried blood on me, it was no wonder they were terrified of me when we met.

      I grimaced. “Damn. I do look like a monster, don’t I?” I took out the bags of water, tossing them aside. They left a dim shine over the rock before I reached up my hands. “I’ll be taking on the boss here soonish. I’d say a week or two tops. When I get about ten or so levels higher and finish some trees, I’ll take him on. You guys are free to tag along if you want.”

      David put his hands on his hips. “Sounds good to us. I didn’t wanna mention it, but we really do need your help here.”

      I laughed. “Hah. Trust me, I noticed. You guys would be chewed up and spit out by Baldag-Ruhl.”

      Stacy peered up at me. “What level is it?”

      I cupped my chin. “Hm, over level one hundred. I can’t imagine it being much more than that.”

      They peered forward, both of them dwelling on their mistakes. Stacy gasped. “Coming here was a huge mistake. This dungeon’s only supposed to go up to level sixty.”

      I shrugged. “This wouldn’t be the first time Schema glitched out for me. Either way, that faulty info doesn’t matter. What does matter is we have to kill Baldag-Ruhl to leave.”

      Stacy waved her hands. “Couldn’t he just, I don’t know, let us leave?”

      I kept my eyes sharp for bats. “You heard his name, right? Baldag-Ruhl, of Many. That name makes Sauron sound like a schoolgirl. It’s a hivemind that uses insects. It’s ancient, hundreds of years old. I don’t, and haven’t, trusted that damn thing for a second since coming here.”

      David murmured, “Do you think you’ll beat it?”

      I grinned. “Oh, I know I will.”

      They perked up at my confidence. We continued for an hour before Stacy whined, “Why in the hell are these caves so big?”

      I raised a finger as if I had a solid explanation. “To hurt your feet, break your morale, and crush your spirit.”

      David raised his brow. “Anything else?”

      I gestured around. “To be annoying.”

      Stacy whined, “Yeah, I already got that part.”

      Our conversation cooled down to pointless chattering at that point. I appreciated it more than I let on, the endless, ringing silence turning into the warmth of company. By the time we reached the next set of pools, I perked up quite a bit. I pointed at the gray pool.

      “The blue pools are safe. Gray, pink, and yellow are dangerous. Crimson means it’s the boss, Baldag. I’ll keep the golem distracted while you guys pepper it from a distance. I’ll be keeping my aura active during the fight. It’ll hurt you guys if you come close.”

      I glared at the gray miasma. “Oh, and try not to die to the bats. I don’t want to have to carry your corpses out of here.”

      They gave curt, fearful nods of acknowledgment before I charged toward the rock golem. I flicked Agony on when I reached a few feet from it. The golem met my charge, each of us colliding in a monstrous clash. Bits of stone flung outward. My shoulder bruised. Sound boomed out.

      The clash left my ears ringing. We locked hands as the golem pushed me back, and I bent down. It pushed over me before I strained, pushing up. Veins pressed out from under my neck, tracing down my shoulders. I grunted and roared as I lifted the rock golem a few inches off the ground.

      The golem kicked toward my face, and I headbutted its foot. The boulder cracked while my vision went white. I kept upright before pulling the golem down and smashing it into the floor. Cracks appeared in the ground from the force of the slam. The golem fractured all over as arrows snapped into stone around me.

      One stabbed into my back. I winced before pulling it out and shouting, “Watch where you’re aiming.”

      They both stammered, “Sorry.”

      I flipped the arrow in my hand before driving it into the golem’s face. The golem reared an arm back before smashing it into my face. I blinked back surging pain before spitting out blood. Its limbs detached from its main body, spiraling around us both. I kept its chest and face planted on the ground.

      The storm of stone thundered around me, chips of rock piercing into my back, arms, and legs. Knowing where its core was, I lifted my arms, ready to crush it. I smashed one hand down, and it chunked a chip against my cheek. Blood dripped from the scrape, but I lifted my other hand.

      Another bone-crushing blow slammed against it. The creature slit another wound across my back. Blood dripped from the wound before I lifted my other hand. It trembled beneath me before I began smiling.

      Over and over, I ground and pounded its body and face to powder. My blow’s booms blared across the cavern, each hit rippling with sound. The golem’s life dwindled before I wrapped my hand around its face. I cracked it against the floor, again and again and again before it snapped, revealing the core.

      Once it fell apart in my hand, I checked my status.

      
        
        Level gained! One Level up!

      

      

      I put a point into strength, getting a little rush. I picked up the golem’s core and drained the mana pool nearby. As I paced back toward Stacy and David, I deactivated Agony. My wounds healed as they glanced at me. Dumbfounded, David spread out his hands. “How in the hell did you lift the golem?”

      “Well, I have twenty strength and a perk that helps with moving my body.” I clasp a hand. “It makes moving myself twice as easy, so if I’m just swinging my hands, it makes my effective strength much higher.”

      Stacy frowned. “I’ve been keeping my attributes all spread out. They all looked so useful.”

      I raised my brow. “Huh, really? I did the opposite. I put all my points into one attribute until I got to thirty points, then I moved on to the other ones. From what I’ve seen, the perks stop there…so far.”

      They gazed up at me, soaking my tips up with eager interest. I continued, spurred on by their attentive glances.

      “So yeah, some attributes go together really well. A perfect example is constitution and endurance. One gives you health, and one makes that health better. Strength and dexterity would probably go together well, too. Intelligence and willpower. Etcetera. You get the idea.”

      David shook his head. “And here I am with less than fifteen in any attribute. You have over thirty-one. That’s crazy.”

      I waved a hand. “My endurance is forty-eight. That’s by far my highest attribute. Besides that, I’m level fifty-eight. I’m not going to be struggling to get thirty in a single attribute.”

      David glanced down, rubbing the back of his head. “Yeah, good point.”

      I stared forward. “I don’t know everything, though. There may be a jack of all trades perk. If that’s the case, let me know when you find it.”

      I slung some of my blood off my arm before it congealed. Stacy leaned back. “Blegh. Well, then, Mister Brutal, where to next?”

      I chuckled. “Heh, I actually have a skill called Lumbering Brute. We’re heading off to the next pool, simple as that.”

      We walked and talked through the cavern until reaching yet another pool, this time with a bear. I charged it, mauled it to death, and gave the coat to them. Being this high a level, the bear didn’t push me anymore. A lot of that stemmed from my regeneration and endurance stats, each bolstered by the Determinator trees.

      Talking with David and Stacy, I learned that the tree was impossible to obtain for anyone who went through the tutorial. It required two perks in endurance before level fifteen. You got four perks by level ten, but the first three perks in the tutorial were always Beginner, Fledgling, and one of the first perks in the pillar of light.

      That made Determinator unobtainable. Being put in BloodHollow stopped that and gave me the extra endurance and willpower. Why Schema set up the tree like that, I didn’t really understand. However, I reaped benefits from the mess-up, so I counted my blessings where I could.

      Speaking of blessings, we took the killed bear and cooked its meat. This evolved the meat from a gamey, gelatinous mass to a spicy, flavorful meat. David and Stacy only carried salt and pepper for seasoning, of course, but I cooked a good bit at home. That meant I gave the bear meat a bit of sear, making it taste better than it otherwise would.

      As we finished eating, Stacy shook her head at the meal. “That was actually really good. I can’t believe you can cook and fight. What else can you do?”

      I frowned. “That’s about it. I was struggling in school, and I was considering dropping out even before the system arrived. This new way of life probably suits me more. Either way, I gotta give this bear’s meat to Baldag-Ruhl, so go hide behind a boulder or something.”

      David raised a brow. “Why are we hiding, exactly?”

      I sighed. “He made a quest with me, but neither of you. He might kill you both.”

      They peered at me, a chill running up their spines. They skulked away before I called out for Baldag-Ruhl. A pile of bugs showed up a few minutes later. They made the shape of a mouth, speaking in his ancient voice.

      “I see you’ve given me another delicacy.”

      “Oh, you know me. I only offer up the finest of foods.”

      After ingesting the corpse with bugs, Baldag echoed out, “You’re an industrious being, aren’t you?”

      “It’s more like I’m bored.”

      “You found entertainment in battle, then. It’s forged you into a different creature since we first met. Like tempered steel, you’ve turned soft flesh into hardened mass. I admire the form you’ve fostered.”

      I winced at his wording. “Uh…thanks, I guess.”

      “You’ve helped me a great deal in my conquest of this cave. I will reward you for it. Come to me once more.”

      I gave him a slight bow. “Of course, Baldag-Ruhl, of Many.”

      Seemingly pleased, the pile of insects strode off with a horrid clittering of legs. Once it was out of earshot, I turned to the others. “All right, guys. It’s over.”

      Stacy said, “That was utterly disgusting. What the hell? Ew.”

      David and I laughed at her gross-out. A few seconds later, I gained a skill.

      
        
        Skill Unlocked! Speechcraft | Level 1 - You’ve spoken with an awareness of your wording. Your tact gains you favor, pulling you a step closer to what you want. +1% to fluidity and wording during conversation.

      

      

      Any help for my interpersonal relationships was a bonus. Squaring the notification away, I gestured a hand. “Come on. Let’s go.”

      They nodded, and I gained another skill.

      
        
        Skill Unlocked! Leadership | Level 1 - You tread forward. Where you walk, others will follow. +1% to leadership skills.

      

      

      The skill points were valuable, even if leading wasn’t at the moment. We walked on until Stacy flopped down. “I can’t keep going. I’m about to collapse here.”

      David let out a breath. “Same.”

      I frowned. “We have ground to cover, guys. Do you really have to stop right now?”

      David set his pack down. “I’ll be honest, that meal with the bear is taking me out.”

      Stacy leaned back against a boulder. “I’m kind of falling into a food coma, personally.”

      I had a perk that halved sleeping and eating requirements. They didn’t, so that was where their exhaustion spawned from. I shrugged. “We’ll stop here, then. I’ll stand guard. You guys sleep.”

      They set up camp, talking about the outside world. I stayed silent for the most part, tired of talking. I hadn’t spoken for a long time, so talking so much all of a sudden was exhausting. Still, I listened, and the more I learned about the outside world, the more unnerved I became.

      More people passed than these two initially let on. The tutorial put people up against wolves, and that required some serious physical fitness. Older people lacked that, so most elderly people didn’t make it. People dealing with other issues struggled as well since the tutorial lasted several days.

      During that time, no one got food, either. If anything, it seemed like the rough draft of a tutorial instead of the real thing. Why a nearly all-knowing and all-powerful AI designed the program like that, well, I couldn’t say. Neither could David or Stacy.

      Humans proved resilient, however. People stabilized the situation, searching for and finding family. Once set, they began forming groups and rallying against the new monster spawns. Oddly enough, those spawns had a pretty logical reasoning to them.

      According to Schema, the universe’s expansion led to cracks forming along space and time. Dark things came pouring out of those cracks, destroying worlds, solar systems, even entire galaxies. Schema had found a way of reorienting these cracks into something that made sense, something that could be fought against.

      In other words, Schema turned dark ether into dim dungeons. The process wasn’t perfect, but it sounded a hell of a lot better than the alternative. Regardless, Earth was right in the middle of it all, so the monsters spawning ramped up quickly. Oceans of these creatures, these eldritch, poured out.

      We fought within a cracking dimension, one of the designated combat zones. A dungeon. If left to their own devices, the eldritch would tear open the walls of the dungeon, releasing hell upon the earth. Knowing that inevitable outcome, Schema gave humanity a set goal—cull or be culled.

      What the Sentinel had called the culling had been the initiation process into Schema-owned space. Schema didn’t have time for details, so it just dumped all of these changes onto the world at once. Large parts of the population died in the process, which people now called the culling.

      These little pieces of data snapped together, forming a bigger picture for me. This whole time, this living hell, it was all because Schema didn’t have time for me. A tiny glitch that thought me in this pit wasn’t worth its time. Being put in this position because of negligence, it burned in my chest for a minute.

      With a deep sigh, I chose to just let it go. The AI dealt with more than I could imagine handling all the time, so a mishap here or there was a certainty. I’d been a mistake, a little blip outside its radar this whole time. Compared to what it dealt with, I was unimportant.

      That realization was like jumping into cold water. I wasn’t special. I was forgotten.

      I shook it from my face before standing over David and Stacy. There were still quite a few questions left unanswered. How did the cracks form? Where were the eldritch coming from? What had happened to the people that made Schema? I wondered if they were still here, wandering from world to world.

      David and Stacy drifted off to sleep, likely their first real rest since arriving. Having me stand guard helped them in that regard. Having time to think, I trained skills while dwelling on our new reality. At the same time, I killed some bats, leveled up once, and tried keeping my motivation high. My progress slowed down now, and what was once like drinking water turned into downing motor oil.

      It took nine hours to gain a level. A single level. My willpower kept me focused, though, almost like my body was a puppet and I was its master. When Stacy and David finished trying to sleep, they found me dripping sweat over dead bats. They stumbled across the camp for a bit, each of them struggling to wake up.

      It made sense. Even a war veteran struggled to rest when surrounded by constant danger. These two were teenagers, so they fared far worse. I had a leg up in that department since I was used to the constant tension. It was no different than home.

      I’d sleep at school often, practice boxing during the afternoons, and I’d come home to my dad. He’d become a drunkard after Mom died. It had broken him into tiny pieces. Those pieces got violent when he drank too much. He put that violence on me on more than one occasion, so I never slept soundly anymore.

      I got the better of him just before this whole system started. I used all the skills I got from the boxing gym to teach my old man a lesson. However, the police didn’t see it that way. That was why Michael and I went spelunking in the first place. I was about to be taken to juvie for beating my dad.

      In coming to this place, I’d wanted to just run away from my life. I succeeded more than I ever imagined I would. I hadn’t dwelled on it. I didn’t have time, and bad memories led to bad thoughts that led to bad actions. I couldn’t let that happen.

      If there was one thing I wouldn’t do, it’d be following my father’s footsteps. Dramatic, maybe, but I held that thought close to my chest. I’d be stronger than he ever was. Strong as steel and hard as a hailstorm. I’d never be pushed into another piss-filled toilet. I’d never let someone snuff a cigarette out on my skin. I’d never be tormented like that again.

      No, I’d crush anything that tried, either under my heavy heels or my storming fists. I picked up a bat and threw it over onto a pile of their corpses.

      It was time to add to the pile.
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            The Lord of Worms

          

        

      

    

    
      After killing a few more nearby bats, we all traveled forward. Both Stacy and David zombied it out in the morning, each of them exhausted still. It gave me time to access my status and check it out. I needed thirty-seven more points to complete the Determinator tree. Any more willpower and endurance was appreciated since both attributes were vital for my build.

      So much so, I’d be investing in some willpower perks after the strength ones. With that in mind, I shadow-boxed while we walked. At first, Stacy and David kept their distance and treated me like a complete weirdo. Right as they were, talking about my trees changed their tune. Despite my advice, they didn’t start training as we walked. The endless walking wore their morale down enough already.

      But we weren’t walking without a purpose. Talking with them, I learned that Schema generated a map based on what you perceived. Knowledge was power, letting me check out my own map. I hadn’t perceived much, but the thin strip I had for a map gave us a telling revelation.

      BloodHollow was an enormous circle this entire time. The edges of the circle twisted and turned some, making it difficult to tell. Using glow bags for light wasn’t exactly a plus, either. It was about an hour before we reached another pool, this one crimson. Confused by it, I told David and Stacy to stay back while I scouted it out.

      This time, the mana soaked the surroundings like a thick coat of sand. Well, as thick as what sand used to feel like. Squeezing sand probably felt like squeezing tiny balls of plastic by then instead of quartz. Regardless, I’d still suffocate in the mana cover. From within the mana, something morbid emerged.

      A large, grotesque human hobbled in pain. Giant warts, misshapen lumps, and deformed features covered its moist skin. A pair of intelligent, malicious eyes gleamed over its sagging eyebags. A torn robe covered it, runic markings stitched into the cloth’s surface. Long ago, that robe would’ve beamed out a noble, majestic aura.

      Now, only dilapidated rags lingered. It found me even as I hid behind a stalagmite. I peered from behind my cover, and its missing teeth and gums appeared with a haunting smile. A deep yet raspy voice reverberated.

      “Good. So you’ve come after taking my poor little experiments. They acted as the last line in an era, my era. A defense against tormentors unbounded. Your treachery, the cores, I’ll teach you to be a proper vessel. Your flesh is sacred, pure. I will rip that purity from you, and in that corruption—”

      He slapped the side of his head. “I hate the scratching of wood on metal. It is disgusting to my ears.” He scratched his ears with ragged fingernails. They left bloody gashes on the side of his face as he howled out, “Make the voices, this…this hunger stop.”

      My brow furrowed. This guy sounded insane. Schema agreed.

      
        
        Lord of Worms | Level ??? - A corrupted wizard. After allowing too many pools of mana to co-inhabit his mind, he was overwhelmed by their presence. His psyche’s shattered pieces linger, and this creature experiments on hapless adventurers. It uses their souls to act as anchors for mana and golems. Should it overwhelm you, the same fate will befall you.

      

      

      
        
        He is a summoner who can spawn a variety of enemies from his bountiful mana pool. He is extremely dangerous.

      

      

      Cold sweat dripped down my back as thoughts raced in my head. I never imagined a wild hive mind would be the lesser of two evils, but this guy seemed even worse than Baldag-Ruhl. The more humane of the two was the hivemind of flesh-eating insects. What a strange thought.

      Regardless, the mystery markings of its level meant it was over level one hundred. I cranked Agony to full as Stacy and David shot their arrows at it. The weapons caught in the mana, sticking six or so inches deep in it. Agony, on the other hand, caused the wizard to scream.

      And scream he did. I waved my hands at David and Stacy, trying to get them to run, but they couldn’t hear me over the Lord of Worms. Before I got out of there, the necromancer summoned skeletons, zombies, mice, beetles, bats, and ghouls. They charged toward the others before I charged at the incoming wave.

      I tackled a skeleton, and it toppled over. I followed its fall, crushing bone to powder on the ground. Another skeleton lifted a rusty sword over its head, slashing down at me. I swung my arm hard while kicking at its leg. The blade snapped, and so did its shin bones. As I stood up, I popped its skull beneath my foot.

      A pack of mice caught up to me. They felt no pain, so Agony didn’t incapacitate them. It still damaged their bodies, so they reached me in a half-molten state. I picked up a wooden shield from the skeleton, battering them away from me before a beetle reached up to me. It tried goring me with a horn, but I blocked its charge with the shield.

      The beetle crushed the wood, but its momentum stalled. Grabbing it by its horn, I swung it in a circle and crushed a zombie trying to shuffle past me. Being a useful club, I swung the beetle at three more zombies before the beetle crushed against a fourth. It splattered into a green spray, and I growled as more summons ran at me.

      It would be a long fight. I pressed on, tearing limb from limb. I couldn’t progress toward the summoner because his minions and I fought to a standstill. I couldn’t tell my party to run because anything I said drowned in the necromancer’s screams.

      But I chose a build based on longevity. I never tired, my position both steady and firm. The skeletons broke under my fists. The mice were torn asunder. I pulped the zombies to mush. The beetles acted as clubs while the small bats collapsed before reaching me. I thanked Agony for that.

      My motivation stayed as high as a kite the entire time. You’d think killing a wave of monsters would put me in a foul mood, but quite the opposite. The reason was simple—each summon gave me full experience. Notifications appeared, raining down as I killed the endless waves of beasts while the wizard’s flesh melted in the distance. As if by some miracle, he kept fighting even when his nails fell off and his cheeks corroded to exposed teeth.

      I couldn’t even bear to look at him, yet it kept fighting. Whatever it spawned from, the will the Lord of Worms held was amazing. It felt every ounce of pain, every melted tooth, and each bleeding blister. It held the intelligence to surrender, but it refused to do so. It couldn’t stop us…and despite the odds, it continued in spite of everything.

      The Lord of Worms used healing spell after healing spell. It tried different formations of its monsters. It even tried collapsing the cavern. None of its defensive measures made a difference, and its behemothic mana pool waned over time. In normal circumstances, I’d have been smothered by its summons, unable to fight past its shield of mana. I couldn’t even breathe in the aura, let alone fight in it.

      But Agony gave me a leg up. It allowed me to fight it outside of its shielding, and my regeneration gave me enormous longevity. A losing battle turned into an experience buffet. It gave Stacy and David a good chance to level, too. Having to look after them 24/7 wasn’t practical, and this would put them in a level range where bats wouldn’t kill them anymore.

      They lacked my longevity, however. The hours stretched on until Stacy and David were doomsdaying in the back. By now, the Lord’s screams stunted some, but there wasn’t any reason to retreat. Stacy howled out, “It’s immortal. We can’t kill it.”

      I rolled my eyes as I smashed a rat underfoot. I shouted, “Come on. It’s only been a few hours. Calm down.”

      David shot an arrow through a skeleton. “I don’t think I can make it.”

      A miasma of energy condensed within the mana beside the Lord of Worms. Bones materialized, then flesh, then skin. A goblin came screeching from within the mana, along with several others. I growled, “Of course you can. Quit being weak.”

      An arrow shot into the eye of a goblin as it stepped out of the mana. David sighed before I snapped, “See that? You can continue.”

      A coy grin popped on David’s face. “You know what? I may have a bit more in me than I thought.”

      I crushed two goblin skulls together in my hands. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, eh?”

      Stacy laughed before the Lord of Worms gurgled, “I hate you. I will feast on your hatred and devour your soul, just like the others. There is no other option. It is the only remaining way.”

      I frowned. “Obviously not. You’re just going to sit in that thick cloud till you die.”

      “You will not outlast my mana. None have. None will.”

      I put my hands on my hips. “All right. You won’t surrender then?”

      Desperation spread over its face. “I cannot.”

      I winced. “Then keep fighting until you’re a pile of black sludge.”

      His ear fell off as he sputtered, “I don’t understand how you can possibly contain…agh…the way I scrape against—”

      “Back to the gibberish, eh?”

      The Lord of Worms thundered out, “You are an abomination.”

      I pointed at him. “And you’re about as appealing as a broken glass smoothie. How about we fight then, one monster with another?”

      He ran toward me, like fire in his anger. I retaliated in kind. The moment he reached out of the mana pit, I swung toward his face. He fell, and I crushed him into the ground. I pounded his face into a red soup with bits of bone in it. He wailed the whole time.

      Lord of Worms? More like Lord of Tears.

      
        
        Levels gained! Six level-ups!

      

      

      During my last punch, I broke my thumb knuckle on something hard under its robe. I cringed before snapping the bone back. I pulled out something from under the scrap of clothing.

      
        
        Corundum of Souls | Tier: Legendary Unique - A mythical gem foretold to hold endless mana. The gem will gain life at 1,000,000, creating a living soul, trapped in the container.

      

        

      
        677,340/1,000,000 Mana Charged

      

      

      Glowing forth, the gem contained strange, moving runic symbols. They shifted over its iridescent surface, many layers of those runic formations hidden in its depths. I lost myself for a moment, marveling at the overwhelming complexity within the gemstone. It made the runes over the lord’s robe appear simple by comparison.

      Not that I could make the robe’s runes out anymore with all the black blood splattered over everything. I pocketed the fist-sized gem, taking the spoils of war. I’d share the rest with my party, but it wasn’t as if I didn’t manage the majority of the fight anyway.

      Before I could even put the gem in my pocket, it siphoned the thick, sandy mana into its depths. It continued draining mana, even drawing from the golem cores in my pockets.

      
        
        Corundum of Souls | Tier: Legendary Unique - A mythical gem foretold to hold endless mana. The gem will gain life at 1,000,000 creating a living soul, trapped in the container.

      

        

      
        921,455/1,000,000 Mana Charged

      

      

      It came close now to being completed. It could store more energy, and having a full mana gem when I needed it may be helpful. For the first time since entering Schema, I reached for my mana. No response ushered forth. I blinked, taking a moment to think.

      Instead of trying to summon mana, I put a hand in my pocket, clasping the corundum in my hand. Trying again, I pulled at the unseen force. Like a different blood in my body, I found a small pocket of energy pooling in my body. It flowed through me like a heavy liquid. I raised my hand, releasing the energy.

      From my fingers leaked an aura of blue.

      
        
        Skill Unlocked! Mana Manipulation | Level 1 - Many choose to fight with the will of their bodies. You’ve decided to wield the will of your mind. +1% to fluidity of mana manipulation.

      

      

      I leaned back from my hand as Stacy and David came closer. I couldn’t believe using mana was that easy the whole time. I put my other hand over the blue aura. It wrapped around my hand like a cool wave of air. In its current state, it mirrored an air conditioner more than a force of destruction.

      I stopped the blue breeze and deactivated Agony as Stacy put her hands on her hips. “What was that out of your hand?”

      I stood up, slinging blood off my hands. “Mana, apparently.”

      David frowned. “You’re a magician and you never told us?”

      I scoffed. “Apparently so. Though this isn’t anything special. It’s a tiny, cool wind at most.”

      Before continuing the conversation, I siphoned my mana into the gem until my mana pool depleted. A wave of palpable exhaustion rushed over me like I’d run a marathon. No, it was like taking a six-hour test.

      A throbbing headache formed in my head, rising in intensity with each passing second. My nose began bleeding, my regeneration unable to stop it. I fell down, and they ran toward me. Stacy gasped, “What’s going on? Are you okay?”

      I blinked, my surroundings muddled. “I…I need a minute. Back off.”

      They pulled away, and I spent ten minutes recovering my mental capacity. I checked my status screen, and I found a debuff called mana depletion. If that was this engulfing sense of mental exhaustion, I’d avoid it at all cost. Without all my resistances and pain tolerance, it would’ve flattened me for the rest of the day.

      Once I waved them back over, they made sure I was okay. Knowing I was fine, they drooled over their statuses. Stacy lifted her hands, shaking them.

      “I gained fourteen levels from that one fight. I can’t believe it.”

      David shook his head while grinning. “I know, right? I got thirteen of them.”

      I nodded, standing up. I shook off the jitters from bottoming out my mana before saying, “Let’s handle our statuses before checking this place out. We’ll search the area after.”

      They nodded. We dug our faces into our statuses like a group of teenagers crouching over our phones. I put all six attribute points into strength before checking out my tree menu. Filling out my trees would serve me better than handling perks first. Trees could grant special perks after all, and I gained plenty of points since the battle started.

      Seventy-two to be precise. That gave me more than enough points to finish off the Determinator tree, and a notification greeted me when I finished it off.

      
        
        Your will is your agent of change. You are the determinator, turning the ethereal into the definite. Internal motivation scaling doubled, mental fortitude doubled, and immunity to external corruption. +10 health regen, +100 stamina regen, +10 mana regen.

      

      

      While I gained no attributes, the intangibles seemed incredible. I selected finalize on my status to fill out the tree, and my focus sharpened along with my thoughts. Rolling my shoulders, I relished a sensation of dominion over myself. Every part of my being came under my control. Outside of that, the only regen I noticed was the mana one.

      It helped my headache from my mana stunt earlier. Taking a breath, I put my mana into the gem once more. This time, I only gave it as much mana as I regenerated. This left me strained, but it didn’t slice through my skull like a psychic halberd as before. The crystal gobbled up the energy with a hungry abandon while I opened my trees.

      
        
        | [ II Vicious (Beat an enemy 40 levels higher than you in combat lasting over an hour, Death’s Dance, Scorn, and Desperation over level 25)(0/50)], III Fighter (Kill an enemy 40 levels over you), Obliterator (Kill a boss over 50 levels above you, before level 100, while alone, and without previous assistance)[0/1000] |

      

      

      I gawked at the Obliterator tree and its gigantic one thousand points. Surprisingly, David and Stacy weren’t even considered assistance during the fight. I mean, I dished out all of the damage onto the actual summoner, but them getting no credit still seemed harsh. Schema sure as hell didn’t give participation trophies, that was for sure.

      Their lack of credit was my gain. Obliterator doubled the Determinator’s limit, and it seemed like a rare tree to get. It would require several weeks to complete bare minimum. Over the course of these past months, I only gained 844 tree points with intense training. Getting another thousand? It would take forever.

      So I figured I might as well get started. The journey of a thousand miles started with a single step and whatnot. I put my nine remaining points into Obliterator. With that handled, I checked out my perks. They didn’t disappoint.

      
        
        [Willful (Willpower of at least 10) - Your willpower is good. Doubles mana regeneration.]

      

      

      
        
        [Disciplined (Willpower of at least 20) - Your willpower is excellent. Willpower adds an extra 1% mana regen for every 1% missing max mana. Your mana can form a shield around you, blocking 1 damage for every 2 points of mana.]

      

      

      
        
        [Uncompromising (Willpower of at least 25) - Your willpower is incredible. Doubles mental resistance from willpower. Half of mental resistance from willpower added to elemental, plasma, and radiation resistances. 1/10th of willpower is added to intelligence.]

      

      

      
        
        [Strong (Strength of 10 or more) - You are strong. Doubles bonus physical damage bonus.]

      

      

      
        
        [Powerful (Strength of 15 or more) - Your strength is admirable. Doubles carrying weight.]

      

      

      
        
        [Devastating (Strength of 20 or more) - Your strength is excellent. Doubles your body’s ability to withstand self-created physical forces. Doubles precision of strength. Adds 1/10th of strength to dexterity.]

      

      

      
        
        [Overwhelming (Strength of 25 or more) - Your strength is incredible. Increases physical power by a flat 30%, adds another 1/10th of strength to dexterity, and physical attacks have a chance to maim targets.]

      

      

      
        
        [Fledgling (Reach level 5) - You’ve just started learning. +10% to experience.]

      

      

      
        
        [Beginner (Reach level 10) - Now you know a little. You can step out of the tutorial zone now.]

      

      

      I was hoping I could take the Disciplined and use the Corundum of Souls as a free half a million point shield. Unfortunately, the perk required the mana to be my own. I tsked before moving on. Since that wasn’t an option, I analyzed my attributes. I had just over twenty-seven strength, which meant I’d gain three dexterity for either Overwhelming or Devastating.

      Six dexterity would go a long way to fixing my clunkiness in combat. That didn’t even include the strength bonuses themselves, and I just so happened to gain two perk points from the fight. My mind made up, I picked Devastating and Overwhelming before finalizing my choice.

      The flood of mana coursed in like concentrated ecstasy and pure power, unlocking my latent potential. My muscles condensed into cords of steel, my ligaments becoming unbreakable. I evolved into something worthy of my newfound frame. I shifted in place, feeling out the raw, physical might. I noticed something else, however.

      My large body seemed less clunky and awkward. Moving my hands, I confirmed that sensation. The rush of dexterity gave me a litheness and grace I lacked. It gave even more, however. I moved my hand in front of my face, and I followed it with a strange precision. Dexterity rewired my brain.

      It was like the electric signals shot out faster and more efficiently than before. I went to grab my toes, and my palms hit the floor with only a slight resistance. If I focused, I could move my eyes toward opposite directions. One could face up and the other down. The effect disoriented me, but that was the change. Hopefully, the differences in reflexes would show themselves with time as well.

      Walking around, I banged my hands together, and they bounced back from each other like banging blocks of granite. I cracked my neck and punched myself in the face. Smart, I know. Sarcasm aside, my strike didn’t hurt. All the constitution and strength gave my body the tools of a devastating weapon, a weapon I would wield in my favor.

      I checked out my Attributes and character screen, awed at the glory of it all.

      
        
        Level 52 Attribute Menu

      

      

      
        
        Strength [27.8] | Constitution [36.3] | Endurance [48] | Dexterity [9.6] | Willpower [26.4] | Intelligence [4] | Charisma [4] | Luck [3] | Perception [4]

      

      

      
        
        Daniel Hillside | Character Screen

      

      

      
        
        Health - 1,152/1,152 | Health Regen - 151.2/min | Mana - 40/40 | Mana Regeneration - 25.3/min | Stamina - 970/970 | Stamina Regeneration - 25.2/sec | Damage Resistance - 91.05% | Physical Power - (+)66.5% | Damage Increase - 5%

      

      

      
        
        Debuffs - Agony(35.6 health/sec lost)

      

      

      Agony gained so much strength it literally changed its damage unit from per minute to per second. It moved up to five times higher than the last time I checked. I took a second glance at Agony’s formula.

      
        
        Agony - Drains all nearby units’ health, including the caster. The more health the caster drains from themselves a second, the larger the effective range of the aura. Damage to self is reduced by constitution. Willpower increases damage of Agony.

        Current conversion: 1.264(Willpower bonus)/.0895(Constitution bonus) = 14.12

      

      

      It converted my health regen fourteen times over. That number floored me. Here I thought the strength was why I killed things faster. Instead, my constitution and health regen gave me all the benefits I’d misunderstood. I still needed the strength so that I could move with all this constitution, but the recheck was a wake-up call.

      Still, other benefits came up, too. My mana regen was five times higher than before. With two points in strength, I’d get thirty along with ten in dexterity, giving me two perks from only two attribute points. I could put the next three level-ups into willpower and unlock the level thirty tier perk as well. Even my stamina converted to seconds instead of minutes.

      Things were looking good.

      Rubbing my hands together, I smiled at my status screen. Stacy frowned at me. “What’s with the creepy smile?”

      I raised a hand. “You know that aura skill I have? The one that causes pain?”

      “Yeah.”

      “It does thirty-six health a second now.”

      Both of their jaws dropped. David shook his head. “Can you imagine what that would do to us? We’d die in seconds.”

      They winced at me. I spread out my hands. “Why would I do that? Besides, what’s so scary about it, anyways?”

      Stacy raised her brow as she said, “I’ve got one hundred health. David has one hundred and fifty.”

      I frowned. “Just stay way back when I’m fighting. Simple.”

      Stacy peered off, and a pressing silence passed over the ground. “It’s just a lot of pressure and all the time. We’d have a couple seconds before you outright killed us.”

      I pointed at them both. “There’s people who carry around guns who could’ve done the same thing. Hell, anyone driving can kill dozens of people in seconds, too, and from a way farther distance than my aura. It can close the gaps in seconds.”

      I pointed at my hand. “Even then, I could have just killed you both by beating you to death. The aura doesn’t change that. It also doesn’t change the fact that I’m not going to do that. I’m not a crazy murderer.”

      Stacy pursed her lips. “The way you fight gives a pretty damn effective case for the opposite.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “That’s out of necessity.”

      David put his hands on his hips. “I don’t know, man. You get this crazed look in your eye sometimes. You grin while you fight, too.”

      I tilted my head. “What the hell? No, I don’t.”

      Stacy nodded. “It’s eerie.”

      David raised his brow. “Terrifying, even. Perhaps some might even say horrific.”

      I pointed at them both. “You guys are the ones who’ve put multiple arrows in my back, and I still trust you.”

      David busted out laughing before he gave me a pat on the back. “Dude, relax. We’re just joking.”

      I blinked. Oh, yeah, people could do that. I flushed. “Ah…my bad. I’m just on edge.”

      Stacy pointed at the wreckage left behind after our fight. “Come on. Let’s find some loot.”

      We searched the premises, and we found nothing. The only part remaining was a pool of thickened mana sludge. Around it, a confusing, runic language enchanted the area. What for, we didn’t really know. Finding nothing else, I turned to the others.

      “All right, then. Let’s go teach good old Baldag-Ruhl a lesson in manners…manners meaning death, of course.”

      We went forward with confidence, each of us feeling great after the battle. It put us ahead of the game, putting us that much closer to escaping this hell hole. Considering Agony’s generic power, we’d be able to chew right through the hivemind’s little insects. Just like with the Lord of Worms afterward, we’d smash the bug with ease.

      Feeling fine, we headed toward him, following the circle of caves. My minimap led the way as we traveled for about two more days like that. I killed a couple more golems and bears. I also culled hundreds of bats, and I even slept some while Stacy and David guarded me. I gained a level during the process, and I put a point into strength. We were half a day from Baldag-Ruhl’s pool when we set up camp early for extra rest.

      I wasn’t sleeping that night, instead opting for skill-gaining away from the camp. I was within striking range if need be, but David and Stacy weren’t weaklings anymore. A stray bat wouldn’t kill them out of the blue any longer.

      While imagining the outside world, a pile of bugs came crawling out of the cavern’s ceiling. It echoed out, “Shut off your aura, little one. I have an offer for you before you try killing me.”
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      I turned off agony while eyeing the bugs. “If you try anything, I’ll use that aura to kill these insects. And trust me, it’s plenty strong enough to kill some bugs.”

      Baldag-Ruhl laughed. “Ha, ha, hah. I’m here to offer you something that drips with temptation. A deal of sorts that will burrow into your mind and make it new.”

      I kept my guard up. “I’m listening.”

      The mound of bugs threaded down from the ceiling, a few spiders creating a silken thread for them to reach the ground. Once they landed, the mouth formed again, and Baldag-Ruhl spoke. “Do you know of that presence that tampers with my haven?”

      “Presence? Do you mean the Sentinel?”

      “That is its guardian. What I speak of is the crawling, insidious mind that touches this plane. It warps it, turning it inside out. It breaks the laws of nature and twists them for its own gain.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “You mean Schema?”

      “A fitting name for what it tries to do. That being, it exists without a soul, its touch cold as ice and its mind devoid of emotion. Despite knowing little of us, it wishes to dictate what we experience. It does so holistically.”

      I took a step back from the bugs. “Eh, Schema’s just trying to prevent the collapse of the universe. What’s an AI to do?”

      Baldag-Ruhl laughed before jeering, “So that’s what it tells you, and you believe it?”

      “Well, yeah.”

      “You know this Schema is restitching the natural order, preventing the flow of mana to its natural conclusion.”

      “Uh, what?”

      “What does it call the rifts?”

      “Er, you mean the dungeons? It calls them cracks.”

      “These spliced domains are not cracks. These are rifts, splinters of a place that once was but no longer is. From that place, we linger here.”

      I shrugged. “Does it really matter?”

      The insects smiled. “Cracks insinuates that your universe is breaking. Rifts implies that our universe is creeping in.”

      I sighed. “Here’s the thing—both of those options sound really, really bad.”

      “It’s a matter of perspective. This spatial rending is destructive, but only if handled poorly. Within the ensuing chaos, there lies immense opportunity for any that would seize this moment.”

      Baldag’s voice dripped with a deep, primordial hunger. “There exists tremendous flows of mana, a power that is pure and unfounded in this realm. If you help me return there to my home, I will share what I gain from my journey with you.”

      I raised a brow. “All right. You got me interested.”

      I wasn’t actually convinced, but it didn’t seem as though this hivemind would take no for an answer. The bug squirmed, shivering in place. “Then come hither, little one. I’ve found a gateway that shall free me from this prison, but there isn’t much time now.”

      I gave it a piercing glare. “What about Stacy and David? Are you going to eat them while I’m gone?”

      The insects trembled. “I planned on using them as a threat. I’m glad it wasn’t necessary.”

      I puffed my chest, lying between my teeth. “Eh, I care about them just enough to kill you over it. Would I put myself in harm’s way? No.”

      I didn’t want it thinking it could use them against me. The hivemind spoke with a sickening delight. “You’re a grim one, aren’t you?”

      I frowned. “It’s part of surviving.”

      “You are blessed that mere survival taught you these hard lessons.”

      “In my own way, I suppose.”

      The bugs crawled toward its main body as Baldag-Ruhl echoed, “Come then. We’ve much to do and little time for it.”

      I paced with the pile of bugs. Once outside the lit torch’s sheen, Baldag-Ruhl lit the cavern with glow worms and glowflies. The fireflies fluttered through the air in a hypnotic dance while the glow worms unveiled themselves from the gloom of the cavern’s ceiling. I gawked at the sight, stunned by the overbearing beauty in this desolate place.

      After an hour of walking, Baldag leaked out its words. “I wonder, little lamb…why do you listen to me? None have before you, so you alone have given me credence. Others blindly followed Schema, but you are different.”

      “Eh…you haven’t done anything yet. I’m well aware that you could’ve killed me easily before now if you wanted to. You didn’t. Based on what you said earlier, you even heard me and knew about my plans. Despite all of that, you still haven’t attacked me.”

      I shrugged, continuing, “So yeah, I’m giving you a chance. Don’t take it lightly.”

      I watched insects horde over the walls, the creeping tide of darkness wrapping around the cavern’s walls. Baldag echoed, “I will not. You have grown during your stay here. Your body turned from soft flesh to hard iron. Your mind evolved from the little lamb to the hungry wolf. That is why I need you. I cannot complete this ritual alone.”

      “Hm…what does it involve?”

      “The golem cores. I can kill any single thing in this cave, but unlike you, I don’t gain anything from it. The Schema, as you call it, it’s giving you your powers. It won’t give me any, since I’m the infection it wishes to stamp out.”

      I listened while Baldag stated, “So I will open the portal and go back to my own universe, where I am wanted and not abhorred.”

      I pursed my lips. “Then you need my golem cores for it?”

      “Yes. They act as conduits for mana. They will let me slip through the crack we create, and you can enjoy the mana that leaks during the process. Absorbing it should increase your mana by at least tenfold.”

      That sounded pretty suspect, but I played the situation by ear. “All right. Where and what do you have in mind?”

      The bugs reached one of the pools, the bright blue water still and shining. Baldag trembled over the glowing liquid. “You know of my domain’s shape, correct?”

      “Yeah. It’s circular.”

      “This was not intended by that AI, but I’ve recreated and burrowed out this husk from the stone around us. I’ve been biding my time and building a portal for decades. During these passing years, the Lord of Worms stole my glowing pools for its own purposes. It stole the mana I collected for myself, and that cretin corrupted itself using the ambient energy.”

      Baldag-Ruhl crept up the wall. “Its mana grew far too thick to pierce. My children and I could do little to stop him. You resolved that disturbance.”

      Bald-Ruhl towered over a cluster of boulders that rested on the wall. It crawled over the rocks, so I followed him. Getting over the mass, I leaped off and thumped hard on the ground where I landed. Without the recent dexterity, I wouldn’t have stuck the landing. I looked forward; a tall and wide tunnel loomed into the distance.

      The stalactites and boulder formations hid it along with the natural curves of the cave. With a begrudging nod, I raised a brow.

      “I can’t deny it. I’m impressed you hid something like this.”

      “Trust me, little lamb. You have seen nothing.”

      As we stepped within, runes coated the walls from ceiling to floor. They mirrored the runes on the Corundum of Souls. Unlike the gemstone, these runes dwarfed every other presence in the cave. The etchings covered every square inch, nook, and cranny of this place. Though I couldn’t read the lettering, every part of it flowed forth in a pleasing pattern.

      The formulas, incantations, and codes came together like graceful calligraphy. The sheer meticulous attention to detail amazed me. It was more a detailed work of art than mere words on rock.

      Baldag-Ruhl cackled. “You see it, and my creation has robbed you of your words, has it not? My children and I toiled on this for centuries. This is the fruit and meat and flesh of our labor. It has prevented my sanity from leaving me after all this time.”

      I whistled and mouthed, “Whoa.”

      Baldag swelled with pride. “And you’ve yet to see the masterpiece at my incantation’s center. It is glorious.”

      I nodded while we paced forward. I expected minutes of walking, but those minutes turned into hours over time. Despite the monotony, the walls never failed to amaze me. Every piece of this place was different, and somehow, I could tell with just a glance. The patterns just being carved created an ebb and flow of energy. It coursed across every surface, and it radiated through the air like electricity.

      The thing was I understood nothing about this place. Despite my ignorance, there was a fact that was simply undeniable—this was a construct of amazing power. That was an undeniable and immutable certainty. So much so, I could feel that fact even in my bones.

      I gawked at the majesty of it all; it reminded me of a fierce predator’s bones. Like those bones, this place was a lingering echo of potential. No, it was more than that. This was an insane, unmanifested cataclysm. In all honesty, I could spend years trying to describe its majesty, but words simply fell short of the masterpiece.

      And this hivemind crafted it all from walls of rock. It made me feel small.

      That being spoke out. “The inscriptions need liquid mana for their carving. I could refine a drop from each of those pools before waiting decades for them to return. That mana has radiated into the monsters here.”

      I glanced about. “Huh. The Schema mustn’t check up on dungeons often.”

      “Quite the opposite. They send hunter after hunter. I killed them as they refused to listen to reason. The AI would’ve sent stronger forces to cull me if it only understood the magnitude of this ritual. But it is similar to cancer under the skin. You may notice a tumor on your back that appears in a day, but what of ten years?”

      “Imagine several thousand,” I said with hatred. “That is the extent of my patience.”

      I frowned. “Gross example, but I get it.” I patted my sides. “So uh, these rifts must take a while to open, don’t they?”

      Baldag hissed, “Indeed they do. They’re slow and subtle, so you could barely tell they’re opening at all. They are like cancer growing under your skin.”

      I winced. “Man, you like cancer metaphors, don’t you?”

      “I speak of it, for that is how we are perceived. We monsters are simply creatures of mana that proliferate. A plague. A bane. A cancer.”

      With a dark resolution, Baldag-Ruhl rumbled, “But I will not be a cancer any longer. I am more than what that AI thinks of me. In my new home, it will be as if I live without limit. I will be able to feel the sun over my skin. I will feel fresh water over my face. I will taste delicacies and relish in an untamed and unset horizon.”

      His voice resounded around me. “For I exist in the shell of a monster, but I carry the potential of more than what it thinks of me.”

      Despite myself, I admired Baldag-Ruhl as we walked. Trapped in this cavern for centuries, he remained more than merely sane. He built this enormous monument, and he carried a deep conviction within him. He had something to prove, and I could get behind that.

      Those thoughts bounced around in my head while we walked in silence. That quiet turned natural and easy after a while. An hour or so later, Baldag-Ruhl said, “Can you run? This journey will take at least another day’s time at our current pace.”

      With all my stamina regen, I was primed for a marathon. I waved an arm in a circle. “Of course. Let’s go.”

      I fell into the rhythm of my steps tapping before releasing an echo. I kept in tune with the echoes, making for an almost musical run. That continued on for a long time. Hours passed in that tunnel, yet every inch of the enormous cavern stayed etched with runes. When we finally did reach the end, I almost ran straight off into the abyss at the center.

      Snapping out of my daydreams, we entered a room covered in the same runic passages on every surface. A colosseum-like structure dipped beneath us, and insects swarmed in all directions. Those minions carried miniscule pieces of light in their tiny arms. With those shining bits, they etched out diagrams at the center of the expanse.

      Within a few seconds, they all stopped, finished with everything. Baldag-Ruhl’s magnum opus was complete.

      I walked along the edge, finding staggered steps leading to the bottom of this place. These stairs marked down with perfect precision as if Baldag etched them in with a laser. Eight pillars with hollowed-out middles supported the room. At their centers, wiry claws opened up like hands, ready and waiting for the golem cores. A giant, blue fire lit the room at its apex. It casted a blue white light onto every surface.

      I turned to Baldag-Ruhl. “Why didn’t you just collect the golem cores yourself?”

      “I didn’t wish to watch my children die meaningless deaths. The Lord of Worms would never have stopped taking the mana I needed for this. Even with their cores, he’d have just prevented me from finishing the ritual by assimilating even more mana. So I waited.”

      “All right. Your insects can’t do too much, then?”

      “They are powerless without my direct control. We are legion. Without many, we are nothing.”

      I put my hands on my hips. “You know, I was wondering, what’s your level?”

      “Hm, level? What does that mean?”

      I weighed my hands back and forth, like a set of scales. “The Schema assigns a level for you. It really just tells you what your raw strength is compared with other monsters or people. I’d almost consider it a sort of mark of your past accomplishments, in a way.”

      Baldag-Ruhl’s writhing form trembled. “I don’t understand what you mean by level, but I can teach you a bit about perception, little one.”

      From his side, a pile of bugs appeared, amassing into a mount. They swelled into a ball, then melted away. A ring was there along with a fancy-looking monocle on the ground. Baldag spiraled away from the glasses.

      “Put these on. They will let you see more clearly.”

      I grabbed them from the floor and inspected them.

      
        
        Monocle of Foresight | Tier: Uncommon - A monocle enchanted with mana. +2 Perception.

      

      

      
        
        (Doesn’t factor into perk upgrades.)

      

      

      
        
        Soothsayer’s Lie | Tier: Uncommon - A ring worn by a now-dead soothsayer. It isn’t that he picked a fight with more than he can chew. It’s that he picked a fight with someone who can chew him. +2 Perception.

      

      

      
        
        (Doesn’t factor into perk upgrades.)

      

      

      I placed them on, and Baldag-Ruhl’s level appeared.

      
        
        Baldag-Ruhl, of Many | Level 152 - Baldag Ruhl is a hivemind that gained sentience hundreds of years ago. Slowly it has gained intelligence, learning to control more and more insects. Now it is a horde of flesh-eating beetles, centipedes, and locusts.

      

      

      
        
        This creature has a long and illustrious history of avoiding extermination within its rift. It evades destruction far better than other, equally powerful eldritch. Cunning, clever, and committed, Baldag-Ruhl has survived for well over a thousand years within its entrapment.

      

      

      
        
        Little is understood of his exact method of survival. Even further still, Baldag-Ruhl exhibits far greater intelligence than even monsters well over a designated danger level of 1,000. This hivemind has been noted to use traps of extreme complexity for its various schemes. It’s also one of the few eldritch that are truly malicious. It doesn’t attack on sight.

      

      

      
        
        It plans out each of its attacks, timing its assaults with excellent strategy and depth. Schema has designated its danger level to that of critical. Even though this eldritch’s combat power isn’t as strong or capable as other eldritch in the same rating, it is considered more dangerous.

      

      

      
        
        You have been warned.

      

      

      I swallowed before Baldag-Ruhl laughed. “Hah, has the lamb discovered that he has entered the wolf’s den? You never left, I assure you.”

      I frowned. “Well…that’s disconcerting.”

      “For you. It should put you at ease. At least now you comprehend what and whom you’re dabbling with.”

      I shrugged. “Once again, you could’ve killed me at any point by now. You let me live. There really isn’t much of a difference knowing the full extent of your mercy.”

      “You carry an uneasy sense of calm. Most of your kind lacks that trait, whether your species or another. Such powerful minds within each of you, yet they go to waste so easily.”

      He crawled toward the pillar nearest to us. I followed while keeping my guard high. Baldag gestured to the pillars using blots of insects.

      “These pillars and runes act as safeguards against the dimensional rift. Do you see that center circle? That is where the portal will open for a few seconds. I will crawl through, and you can absorb the mana that leaks out. I need the cores for my purposes. You have them in your possession.”

      I nodded, pulling the cores from my pockets. I didn’t touch the Corundum of Souls, however. He didn’t seem to know it existed, and I planned on keeping it that way. I tossed the cores into the coming piles of insects. They carried the golem hearts to the pillars before placing them into the clawed hands.

      I gave him what he wanted because I wanted to live. Baldag-Ruhl was stronger than I’d thought, everything else in this cave weak by comparison. Fighting him was no longer my first option. I considered smashing the cores, but he’d swarm me with his insects and eat me alive if I did that. David and Stacy would die as well.

      Wanting to avoid that, I did what the hivemind wanted. As we passed by each pillar Baldag-Ruhl gloated, “It’s interesting how dimensional travel works. Most processes merely fold space-time on itself, creating a wormhole of sorts. This shall be different. We will be crossing the vastness between dimensions, where energy is unformed and ripe. To facilitate that process, I require a catalyst…a holder of sorts.”

      I curled my hands to fists as Baldag hissed, “These cores will act as syphons, but I still need something more.” From the middle of the room, a mountain of bugs swarmed. Deforming like a nightmare, they huddled together, squeezing to a point. They kept condensing, wave after wave, until Baldag-Ruhl’s true form stepped out.

      I expected a strong, noble creature. Instead, an ancient, moldy shell walked out. It was a walking, insect-like abomination. Pieces of its carapaced skin fell apart, revealing bits of mushy flesh. Pus leaked from these open wounds, and its inhuman, alien face drooled from squirming mandibles. In a grim spectacle, Baldag-Ruhl spoke with agony in its voice.

      “As you can see, my body is failing. This dungeon has locked me here for longer than you may fathom, despite that Schema pulling me from world to world. I’ve grown so very old now. Older than the stone beneath your feet.”

      The insects swarmed around me, twitching and squirming in waves. I activated Agony, giving myself some breathing room. The insects remained unperturbed, and Baldag drooled out, “I have dwelled long on what to do while I’ve been entrapped here. I could have created many bodies from the monsters of this cavern. I have done so as replacements, but they haven’t sustained me. They would never accomplish my primary goal, either.”

      The monster spread its arms. “The cycle of hunting would continue. No matter my strength, I would still be trapped here. That is because escaping this place is beyond strength. That AI has made it so. I’ve reasoned that a vessel composed of other beings may be my escape from this place, however.”

      I leaned over, ready to duke it out. Baldag-Ruhl laughed before pointing at me. “But that Lord of Worms stood in my way. He was once known by another name: Alfred Worm, the son of another necromancer. Alfred’s summons and manipulation of mana has proven to be my undoing for centuries.”

      Baldag’s head twitched sideways. “But you killed him. His sacrifices, innumerable in number, have been undone by your lack of understanding. Indeed, I’ve watched you grow this entire time. You think you’ve hidden from me, but you have not. Your body metamorphosed before my eyes. You’ve grown into a fine, almost perfect container for me. For that, I thank you.”

      My blood turned to ice and my stomach sank. I put Agony over the insects, but they stayed squirming without so much as noticing the aura. A cold sweat dripped down my brow as Baldag spoke from all angles.

      “That Alfred Worm, he owned several cores that he held mana within. He was researching methods of giving them a holding cell, a sort of container. That research has been my downfall, even though I fooled him just as I fooled you. My failure came about for one reason.”

      Baldag-Ruhl took a step toward me. “I need a pure soul, one that is uncorrupted. As the ritual took place, Alfred Worm let the living spirit of those mana cores into his own mana. He grafted the ambient mana to his own soul. He let his mind be torn apart as it held the boundless mana he collected over his life.”

      I gulped while steadying my breathing. I wanted to hyperventilate, but I stopped that urge. Baldag’s body twitched as he spoke.

      “It corrupted him, forcing my ritual to fail. I had thought I would be trapped in this place for eternity, slowly falling apart. Even as the fragmented and tortured pieces of his mind shattered from holding the mana, he continued his cause. He took his cores, instilled life into them, and he surrounded them in pools of mana…mana that I needed for my ritual.”

      Baldag glanced at the blue fire. “He had come up with a method of turning my trap against me, taking my resources for his own. He trapped himself inside a pool of his own mana. He thickened it until I could no longer reach him. He had become a monstrosity, an undying guard against my plans.”

      The hivemind squeezed its hands at me. “Ah yes, I believed I would be trapped here for all eternity, stuck in this prison constructed by that accursed presence. But that was when I was moved to a new world. A world without any knowledge of mana or of the eldritch.”

      I grimaced. “My world.”

      “Precisely. I scouted the AI’s energy flows, uncovering where we would land. I scouted out the domain, and I plotted. Destiny was on my side. Two of you walked into this cavern, and each of you were going to be sent elsewhere.”

      My eyes widened. “Wait…you’re the reason I didn’t enter the tutorial? You’re the reason I was dragged into this hell on Earth?”

      “That is how you stayed here, yes. In this domain. My domain. I protected you as you grew, preventing you from dying to the mindless bats here.”

      I heaved a breath as I remembered how I survived. I grabbed the edges of my head. Baldag-Ruhl was why the bats didn’t eat me. He’s why the first bat was injured. Baldag said, “You were so utterly, abysmally weak. I had to injure the first bat’s wing for you to survive your first encounter. I then killed it before it devoured you. That was not all. I safeguarded you as you slept. I gave you a goal to push you forward, before others came and undid my plot. You accomplished more than I ever imagined.”

      Baldag-Ruhl laughed and spread his arms. “You killed what was left of Alfred Worm. You collected the cores for me, and you even filled them with the mana from each pit. My ritual strengthened even more from your actions.”

      A tiny slither of despair leaked into my chest as Baldag’s body clicked from moving.

      “Now your body is the perfect shell for me. You are strong, but most importantly, you are recognized by that presence. By Schema. It will let you walk out of this prison.”

      Despair turned into dread as it continued. “But you see, with the mana from the rift here, I can turn your soul into my new carapace. I can open the rift and channel the dimensional miasma to my own purposes. I will crawl inside you and wear you as my skin. I will walk right out of this prison, and Schema shall be none the wiser. Your very soul will be my body.”

      I glanced up into a pair of inhuman, twitching eyes. Baldag-Ruhl hissed, “Do not worry, little one. I will use your soul well. I will wear your flesh like my own.”

      Mandibles opened up as it spit, “Just let me crawl in.”
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      I glanced up, my brow rising. “Ah, yeah. No.”

      Baldag-Ruhl didn’t so much as flinch. The insects piled up around me, and Baldag-Ruhl hissed out his words. “Who do you believe granted you that ability, little lamb?”

      I blinked, raising my hands. “What?”

      “I know of the system. I am the reason you warped here in place of that…tutorial, as you called it. I did more. I gave you that aura of yours as well. It cannot faze me in the slightest.”

      Insects swelled around me. I stomped encroaching beetles, swung at ants, and mauled spiders. In seconds they smothered me, and their legs clittered around me from all angles. They threatened to crawl up my nose as Baldag-Ruhl said, “They will eat through your skin in seconds, little one. I may smother you as well, if need be. And know this—I have no qualms killing you. I have all that I need. I’ll just use one of your friend’s bodies instead of yours if you wish to die in this moment.”

      I smashed my hand into the stone beneath me and roared, “Fuck.” I hit the floor again with three blows, cracking the rock. I roared out obscenities of all kinds. Baldag-Ruhl shivered as he loomed over me. He smiled.

      “Now, kill that aura before I kill you.”

      I shut off Agony before Baldag-Ruhl waved me over with a twisted limb jutting from his back. “Come, before I chew off your limbs and drag your torso with me.”

      With a heavy heart, I obeyed. Around the room, the tunnels flooded with water, but every drop funneled into whirlpools around the golem cores. The water swirled into tiny drops of mana that created small streams of the glowing miasma. These eight streams flowed into the center of the room. The bottom tier of the colosseum filled with the shining liquid, and Baldag-Ruhl spread his arms.

      “Go there, toward the center.”

      I walked with a heavy head and slow pace, like walking toward my own execution. My hands grew numb and my eyes heavy. My throat burned as I pushed down tears of frustration. All of my fighting amounted to this, having myself turned into some kind of shell. Baldag-Ruhl spread out his hands.

      “You will first swim in this mana. That will form the blueprint of the shell.”

      I reached the pool of mana, terrified and desperate. I glanced around, looking for an escape. None met my eye. Baldag hissed, “Into the pool, little lamb.” A horde of insects formed a ball that shoved me into the pool. A cool, pleasing sensation wrapped around me from all sides. An earth-shattering boom sounded above the liquid, and the mana pulled toward me.

      The mana condensed, further and further until it changed into a solid around me. Needles of crystallized mana pierced into my spine, skull, and bones. They read my very being, and in an immutable manner, the energy tied itself to me.

      Once it finished its scan, the mana took on a rougher shape, like a frozen fire surrounding me. After a few seconds, the mana leached through to my blood. It swelled into my frame, and a palpable wave of energy coursed through the fibers tying me together. It imprinted every single one of my cells into its every drop.

      Pulling away, the mana condensed into a sphere above me. Everything came back as the liquid no longer covered my eyes. All of the runes of the room glowed a fierce white. As I glanced up, the giant blue fire lighting the room had turned into a blinding white light of pure, resonating energy.

      The ball hummed from the hidden power within it. Arcs of lightning streaked out in deafening booms, the density of it further mounting. Like a blue sun, the ball grew and grew until it collapsed on itself. An enormous, crystallized hunk of energy fell, strange runes littering its surface.

      The implosion it left behind generated a tear in space-time above me, exposing a dark, shifting outline. The formless contour seethed umbral energy out into this plane. My eyes locked onto it, unable to look away. As I gazed into that abyss, the abyss gazed back into me. It peered through me as if I weren’t there.

      Baldag-Ruhl pulled up his arms and weaved the leaking miasma into a single point. The slight, seeping flow turned into an unstable, rushing torrent. The flood of black created dilations in time, certain insects moving in slow motion while others sped along faster than normal. The crack in dimensions gushed out with energy unbounded, and it erupted forth with a coursing violence.

      The blue sun of before was nothing in comparison with this new blot of black. This was absolute darkness, the embodiment of umbral shade. It took the opposite form of light, and it absorbed the glow around it. Insects nearby died or went insane, the tiny lives driven mad. Their lives helped fuel the sphere as it drained life from the air.

      I ran toward the edge of the pool and jumped, but a forcefield met me, bouncing me back. Baldag-Ruhl announced his words with the weight of lead.

      “Shush, child. Lay down and fall asleep. The spell has your soul carved into it. This new carapace will accept your soul as its own. I will mold you into my own thereafter.”

      The ball of compressed black suppressed all near it. It crumbled me to my knees, and Baldag-Ruhl was rendered immobile as well. He growled out, his clicking, molded voice piercing across the chasm. The ball condensed and moved. With a deep scream, the ball ebbed out a sound like rupturing steel.

      Blood poured from my eardrums as the armor took shape. I didn’t have time to watch. My mind raced for anything, any lifeline or way of getting out. None came to mind until I remembered the Corundum of Souls. I glanced at it from my menu screen.

      
        
        Corundum of Souls | Tier: Legendary Unique - A mythical gem foretold to hold endless mana. The gem will gain life at 1,000,000, creating a living soul, trapped in the container.

      

        

      
        998,855/1,000,000 Mana Charged

      

      

      My mana drained the entire time during the last few days and while we ran. I had to have more, and right now. I reached for my mana, finding my pool full and my current mana regen being pulled into it. I pulled all of my mana into it. The crushing wave of exhaustion passed over me as my mana pool bottomed out.

      It wasn’t enough. I drained more into it, blood dripping out of my nose. My body rebelled, coursing with fire. My head screamed out in pain. My limbs shook with the effort. It wasn’t enough. No extra mana regen coursed out.

      I didn’t have the multiple hours I’d need for this gem to fill up. With desperation fueling me, I jerked at the mana with absolute abandon. No more mana came out, but wracking, heavy waves of pain radiated through my nerves. It was blinding and quick, like lightning coursing up my body.

      Each time I tugged at the emptied mana, my body disintegrated, yet no mana came to aid me. I peered up, and the black armor took shape. Baldag-Ruhl cackled. “Now, allow me to mold your soul, little lamb. You will become this wolf’s skin. You will become this wolf’s flesh.”

      I redoubled my efforts of adding more mana. My hands shook. My knees wobbled. Another vein in my nose burst as blood poured from it. My eyes grew bloodshot. I gritted my teeth. I clenched my fists. Sweat poured down my face as I struggled and struggled and struggled more still.

      As the black miasma floated down toward me, veins in my eyes burst from my sheer exertion. My shaking turned into a deep, untamed trembling. I shook in place as veins appeared on my neck and my face turned red. The fingers of my fist dug into my hand, blood pouring from them as I reached for more mana. I found none.

      Baldag-Ruhl continued, “Go ahead, child. Let me in. Let me into you.”

      Blood poured from my eyes and ears and nose. My teeth cracked, then broke, then shattered. I exerted with a will of steel, pounding against my mana. I demanded more. I commanded for more mana. I willed until the miasma hit me.

      The black miasma was a violation, something wrong, something corrupt. It crawled inside the very fabric of my being, bending me to its will. Despite the overwhelming energy and power, it met my soul like a wall of steel. I remained unchanged. Baldag-Ruhl drooled and frothed at the mouth, gurgling his words.

      “You cannot stop it. Everything you are will become mine. You will lose yourself and become nothing but a tool of my making.”

      I surged with a frantic panic. Wild and howling, I fought against the force with more exertion than I imagined I could. I became a pillar of willpower, a monument of human spirit. Baldag-Ruhl laughed at my resistance, but I kept struggling. I calmed, and my panic turned into a heavy resolve.

      The howling energies, the ripping winds, and the seething flow of insects fell to a nullness around me. I dipped into serenity, clearing my mind. As the miasma from all sides crawled into me, I defied it. I chose to swallow this darkness. It did not swallow me.

      Something within me snapped. A tiny dribble of mana poured out. With it, a raging torment flooded my body. The excruciation tore me apart. That torture was not the end. It was the beginning.

      This mana spawned from my blood. I sacrificed myself for it. I poured more of this new mana into the Corundum of Souls. The pain evolved into something sinister. It raged against me, a torment I’d never known. I drenched myself in its cruel embrace. This was my escape, my way out of becoming someone else’s shell.

      Pain was temporary, but victory was forever. Finding my path to triumph, I converted my flesh and blood and bone into mana. I trembled in place, my body disintegrating into mush. The bonds holding me together gave way, and blood leaked out of my veins. My gums turned to mush. My hair fell out. My fingernails snapped off.

      The pain became unbearable. It mounted into an immovable wall. I wanted so badly to just give in, to let go. I didn’t. I shocked myself with my sheer desperation.

      And so, the Corundum of Souls was filled.

      
        
        Corundum of Souls | Tier: Legendary Unique - Holds a pure and uncorrupted soul.

      

      

      With the last of my strength, I pulled the gem from my pocket. The crystals runes aligned into a pristine, innocent being. It rippled outward with a white energy. The miasma poured out of me and into the defenseless soul. It molded under the current, melting under the unimaginable pressure of the dimensional energies.

      Collapsing under the strain, I fell down, my face clapping against the stone. I blinked back white lights, and the corundum clattered on the ground as the black energy disappeared from around me. Baldag-Ruhl gawked. “W-what? What’s going on? Why aren’t you molding to my spell? How are you still here? What have you done?”

      The blueprint he made hovered into the air at the center of the arena. Baldag peered around, trying to uncover what happened. In a blinding flash, his blueprint of me imprinted onto the corundum of souls, drawn to its primeval power.

      Baldag-Ruhl pulled his hands up, pus leaking from his broken carapace. He screamed, “I-I will not lose my creation. I cannot lose it. All that I am is this one incantation. This is my only way out of this forsaken hell.”

      Tears poured from his eyes as he fell onto his knees. His emotions overwhelmed him robbing him of reason. “No. It’s all gone. All those centuries of waiting, of studying, and of planning…everything amounted to nothing… I am nothing.”

      His despair and confusion turned into my opportunity. I looked around, searching for the corundum. My eyes locked in on the now-dark stone. I crawled toward it, unable to stand anymore. Forces fought within the crystal’s center before they stabilized.

      A ripple coursed through our dimension, time slowing to crawl. A second passed like many minutes before the runes ceased shining any longer. The crack in dimensions snapped shut with a cleaving clash of sound. Baldag-Ruhl’s twitching eyes locked in on the black gemstone, now only inches from my hands.

      Baldag-Ruhl bellowed from his depths, “Stop. Do not touch that. It’s mine.”

      He dashed toward me, and his insects coursed from my surroundings. They flooded from all angles as I pulled myself forward. Baldag-Ruhl’s clittering stomps grew in my ears as he came near me. His insects reached my legs, chewing through flesh and bone, coursing under my skin.

      Before they reached the crystal, my fingertip touched the floating gem. All went black. An explosive torrent of energy consumed me. The exhaustion of before was replaced with a devastating power, a primal rush. The umbral blot formed around my entire frame, creating a set of armor.

      It matched me in a manner nothing else could. I found a missing half of myself, an extension of my soul. It had always been there; I just hadn’t known it. If I lost it now, it would’ve felt like losing a piece of myself. In all meanings of the word, the armor around me felt perfect and pristine.

      I clasped my fist. Strong. Stronger than stone or steel or this monster in front of me. A lingering aura from the armor’s reformation coursed across my skin. From my surrounding darkness, a slit opened for my eyes and light. From within, an ominous crimson glowed out. My armor flowed across my skin, never turning into flat plates.

      It was an organic, living thing. Along my shoulders and back, the dark metal ended with pointed spikes. The edges extended my sense of touch to the limit of those barbs. I reached up, feeling one. It felt back as if it were my own skin, hardened and smooth.

      Lowering my arm, I gawked at my wrist and hands. Thickened forearm plates molded there, extra weight added just for me. My arms became clubs, my fists the heads of sledgehammers. The armor would be just right for crushing bones.

      Especially Baldag-Ruhl’s bones.

      I glanced toward him, my gaze menacing and predatory. The blast from the armor’s creation embedded Baldag-Ruhl into the colosseum. Cracks webbed outward from where he sunk six inches into the wall. He pulled himself out, standing with shaking legs. He gawked at me, his eyes fluttering about.

      “Who are you?”

      I spoke out with my silence. Baldag-Ruhl shook off his confusion before gawking at me. When our eyes locked, he froze in place like a deer in headlights. A tense passed over us before he snapped, “Is that…my carapace? You…you thief.”

      I took a step toward him, and he shook in fear. I cracked my neck before rolling my shoulders. I paced toward Baldag-Ruhl, fury in my steps and iron in my voice. “Are you ready, Baldag? I’m going to turn your face to slush.”

      He couldn’t meet my eyes, and he peered away while roaring, “This changes nothing. I will still devour you, just as I devoured the others. I will start anew. I will learn of what you did to avoid the spell. This is not the first time this has happened.”

      “Oh, trust me, this will be the last.”

      I banged my fists together, a satisfying clunk echoing throughout the colosseum. Confidence oozed from me, a thick veil. Most of his insects nearby were dust from the shockwave earlier, but more poured in from every tunnel. Like a seething pool of limbs, they swarmed toward me. I clasped my hands into fists and activated Agony.

      Except it wasn’t Agony. Three notifications appeared.

      
        
        You have forgotten the skill Agony. One perk point refunded.

      

      

      
        
        Unknown ability unlocked, Oppression.

      

      

      
        
        Oppression | Tier: Legendary Unique Skill - Your body extends its presence beyond your physical form. This ethereal extension warps nearby space, terrorizing your enemies.

      

      

      
        
        Oppression | Damage - (15% of caster’s health/min + 5000/min) |

      

      

      When I activated the aura this time, the familiar pain of Agony was gone. Despite that lack of discomfort, my surroundings bent to my will. Baldag-Ruhl howled in pain. His insects pulled back, and the monstrous hivemind did the same. As he reached the arena’s walls, I took a few steps toward him and bristled.

      “It looks like you didn’t make this skill, then. You’re not immune anymore.”

      Insects nearby began dying under the influence of the skill. Baldag-Ruhl shouted, “This… Who did this? You couldn’t have warped my ritual. You know nothing of magic.”

      Baldag-Ruhl froze in place. He uttered, “Alfred.”

      I nodded, stomping toward him. Baldag-Ruhl trembled in place before roaring out with all his might. He thundered out to me, but his howls fell on deaf ears. I paced toward him, my dominance certain. He reached up his hands, sending wave after wave of insects. They died in droves before they reached me.

      As they did, I stomped onto the ground, creating cracks in the rock beneath my feet. The fissures grew underfoot, and the impact knocked the insects away. Before he smothered me, I stampeded toward Baldag-Ruhl like an angry bull. He raised his arms over his face before I threw my fist at him.

      He slithered sideways, and my fist lodged into stone. My bones hardened, and I set myself into my fighting stance. During the process, the armor fit me like slipping on a glove. I stepped forward, jabbing Baldag-Ruhl’s face. As I swung, no spikes or fancy pieces of armor got in the way.

      My fist met his shell. It cracked the edge, and he stepped back. I stepped forward. The joints slid like a well-oiled machine as I kept pace. I snapped a punch at his gut, and it sank in. His moldy carapace caved, offering little resistance. My own armor glided like a bird, making no sound.

      He swung a clawed hand out. I dipped down, launching an uppercut from my lunged position. The weight of the gauntlets let me sling much more of my body weight into the punch. My strike clipped his face, a mandible dislodging. Blood gushed from the wound before Baldag-Ruhl sliced at me again.

      I leaned back as his hand skimmed my armor. Sparks cascaded in a flash of light as I pulled myself upright, swinging an overheard right. I turned on my pivot leg, and my fist sank into Baldag’s collarbone. It snapped, and he gurgled on the blood from his missing mandible.

      He spit his green, frothing blood onto my face. My armor closed the slit over my eyes, stopping Baldag from blinding me. A looming sense of power coursed up my spine as I closed the distance between Baldag-Ruhl and me.

      This armor, it felt too good. With the added power, I reached Baldag like a coming storm. I kept my arms tight against my sides when I neared him. I stomped my heel, crumbling stone beneath my feet. The force traveled through my hips, then my shoulders, and into my hand. I swung the hook overhead, pulling my punch toward me.

      The compact, slicing swing slammed into Baldag’s little insect arms. His limbs cracked at the impact of my overhand right. A detonation of sound echoed like a car crash. The blow sank the hivemind into the earthen wall behind him. Pulling back, I lobbed another strike into his stomach, pivoting as I did so.

      Another bomb of sound ripped through the cave. Blood shot from his mandible mouth as my punch dug into his abdomen. His carapace cracked. He lunged out with his clawed hand. Vibrant sparks flared across the air as his claws scraped across my armor, but they didn’t pierce it.

      He swiped again, shooting off another series of sparks. I twisted my shoulders as I whipped another hook against his insect arms. The blow broke off bits of his insect shell. He lunged out toward my face, but I leaned backward. His mandibles clapped like two rods of steel above me. As he pulled his face back, I pulled back up with my arm dragging behind me. Inertia built into my fist before I curved another hit onto the arms protecting his face.

      Baldag’s limbs didn’t hold this time. They broke like cornstalks before I clobbered his disgusting face. His insects reached me, running up my legs. I unleashed a flood of crisp, biting hooks into his face while my health dipped below half.

      The insects ate away at my armor and skin, their claws and teeth harder than rock. I ducked underneath Baldag’s next swipe. While dipped down, I turned my torso, whipping an uppercut into his stomach. My fist impaled him, sinking a foot deep into his chest. Baldag-Ruhl’s mouth splurted blood like a fountain. He groaned.

      “Wait. Wait.”

      His insects stopped biting me, so I stopped punching. They crawled away as Baldag-Ruhl lifted his broken arms. “I-I can help you.” He gushed blood from his bizarre mouth. “You’ve already gained the armor. With my help, you can get even greater—”

      I slammed my fist into his face. I gave him a nod. “Sorry. I needed to do that. All right, go ahead.”

      He rose up his broken hands again and sputtered, “I-I can give you even greater gifts. This Schema, you will be its enemy. I will give you more help than you can know.”

      I pursed my lips, considering his offer. In all honesty, I got lucky here. Even if I killed Baldag-Ruhl, it was this Alfred Worm guy that actually beat him. That’s why letting Baldag-Ruhl live was foolish; I didn’t trust my ability to outsmart the hivemind. Like the ritual itself, this monster was unbelievably meticulous.

      He wouldn’t give me another chance like this. Knowing my limits, I took the simplest, most assured path—I reared my fist back and crushed his face, over and over and over again. He raised his arms at first, scrambling to escape. I kept smashing his face, a grim brutality overtaking me.

      He fell apart in my hands as I pummeled him into a thin gelatin. His body went limp. His arms fell to his sides. Baldag-Ruhl had used people, anyone he could get his hands on. That included me, and I would not become his tool. Not again.

      I kept beating his broken body after he was dead. I pushed the notifications aside after his death, continuing to pummel his remains. He may have a ritual to revive himself. He may have come up with a way to reconstitute his body. I’d make sure that never happened.

      So I left nothing solid remaining. My fists turned into a blender for his corpse. I stood up from the bloodbath and glanced at my health bar. A little over one-third of it still remained after the fight. Not bad.

      I took a few deep breaths once I finished. The insects around everything remained still. I stepped up, finding the insects dead after Baldag-Ruhl died. I was in a pile of their carcasses. The bats would feast tonight, that much was certain.

      After shaking off some bugs, I walked out of the colosseum like I was walking through snow. The bugs had piled up at least two feet high. I climbed up the staggered steps until I was standing on the outer edge of the colosseum. I laid down, grunting as I collapsed onto the etched stone. With Oppression active, I passed out before I hit the ground. I had done it.

      I killed Baldag-Ruhl, of Many.
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            Spoils of War

          

        

      

    

    
      My eyes snapped open, and I pulled myself upright. Bats swarmed in every direction, though they kept their distance. At this point, I barely received experience from killing them. I smiled at the thought. Oh, how the times had changed.

      I turned Oppression off. I’d be destroying them in mass but after they cleared out the bugs. With that handled, I sat up and glanced at my notifications. The first one already brought a childish grin to my lips.

      
        
        Baldag-Ruhl slain! Critical dungeon has been cleared! Remember to take your dungeon core before leaving the premise.

      

      

      
        
        You’ve done well.

      

      

      I balled up my fists, then laughed aloud. “I did it. I fucking did it. Hell yeah.”

      I peered down at the colosseum. A glowing orb of yellow hovered over the center of the dungeon. I hopped onto my feet before skipping down the broken steps. As I reached the bottom of the steps, the yellow sphere ebbed out a yellow mist. I reached it.

      
        
        Dungeon Core | Tier: Rare - Adds an additional perk or attribute point. Once taken, allows passage from and to the dungeon through the gate.

      

      

      When I poked the core, the energy coursed from its surface and siphoned into my body. It was a gentle warmth that passed quickly. Once the core’s energy depleted, it collapsed to ash, turning to powder. I watched the gray fade away, and I couldn’t help but have a giddy grin on my face.

      I was going to get the hell out of here, finally. I gripped my hand into a fist, putting it against my forehead. My eyes burned as a quick tear poured down my cheek. It had all been worth it. All the torture, all the loneliness, and even the dark gloom…I was finally free. I was going to get out of this hellhole, find Kelsey and Michael, and we’d laugh about this.

      Baldag-Ruhl’s twisted face flashed in my eyes, and I winced. I shook off the feeling before opening my status. I had points to assign. I placed two more points into strength, two into endurance, and two more into willpower. I wanted the two perks given from strength and willpower, and I hoped fifty endurance would give me another tier of perks or something.

      Even after investing all those points, I still had eleven attribute points left to my name. I rubbed my hands together, and I contemplated all my choices. I gained sixteen levels, giving me three perk points. I also got two more after that, one from the core and the other from the Agony refund.

      That resulted in five perk unlocks, a hefty boon. Aiming to unlock as many perks as possible, I  checked out my attribute screen. The values showed lots of even numbers, and that fact pleased me far more than it should’ve. After relishing that for a second, I weighed my options.

      For starters, I was about to be out of this dungeon, so charisma may become useful. That wasn’t a guarantee, however. Besides that, there was no way I could afford armor better than my own.

      With that in mind, I put six points into perception, unlocking the first tier perk. After that, I put the rest of my five points into dexterity. Wanting to feel the raw rush of attributes, I selected finalize. My arms and legs loosened, becoming more pliable. My nerves tightened their control of my body as well.

      Taking a moment, I lifted a foot. Underneath the pointed, smooth greaves, I could flex each toe in opposite directions. It was odd. The perception carried a more familiar sensation. My vision cleared some, and my hearing sharpened. I made out the disparate bat howls around me with greater detail.

      Underlying the obvious benefits of perception, a bizarre sensation crossed over me. I peered at some of the unmarred runes in the distance. I comprehended them more, like staring at a puzzle and knowing I was an inch away from seeing the solution. Other forms of awareness took hold of me as well.

      I smelled the toxic aroma of the bats’ nasty breath. I could see just how gross they were. I could hear their mouths smacking like an old lady’s gums. In a moment of lucid clarity, I willed Oppression back over the bats.

      The points in strength and willpower glossed over without the same kind of notice. I already owned excellent totals in both, so that seemed understandable. With the attributes assigned, the perk menu came up. A laundry list of powerful upgrades appeared.

      
        
        [Willful (Willpower of 10 or more) - Your willpower is good. Doubles mana regeneration.]

      

      

      
        
        [Disciplined (Willpower of 20 or more) - Your willpower is excellent. Willpower adds an extra 2% mana regen for every 1% missing max mana. Your mana can form a shield around you, blocking 2 damage for every 1 point in mana.]

      

      

      
        
        [Uncompromising (Willpower of at least 25) - Your willpower is incredible. Doubles mental resistance from willpower. Half of mental resistance from willpower is added to elemental, plasma, and radiation resistances. 1/10th of willpower is added to intelligence.]

      

      

      
        
        [Arbiter of Will (Willpower of 30 or more) - Your will can change fate. Another 1/10th of willpower to intelligence, +10 mana regeneration. +0.2 mana regen per level. Extra internal motivation and 0.2% mental resistance per level.]

      

      

      
        
        [Strong (Strength of 10 or more) - You are strong. Doubles bonus physical power.]

      

      

      
        
        [Powerful (Strength of 15 or more) - Your strength is admirable. Doubles carrying weight.]

      

      

      
        
        [Cataclysmic (Strength of 30 or more) - Your strength can move mountains. Doubles maim chance, adds 1% physical power bonus per level, Strength adds 5 health per point, and gives 1% total increased total physical power for every 1% of health missing. Doubles stamina consumption.]

      

      

      
        
        [Flexible (Dexterity of 10 or more) - Your dexterity is good. Doubles flexibility bonus.]

      

      

      
        
        [Lithe (Dexterity of 15 or more) - Your dexterity is admirable. Doubles reflexive and reaction time bonus from dexterity.]

      

      

      
        
        [Perceptive (Perception of 10 or more) - Your perception is good. Doubles sensory bonuses.]

      

      

      
        
        [Blood Magic | Convert health into mana - Note: Refunds Discipline and Willful perks, canceling their effects and perk point consumption - You have willed flesh into energy, and so now, you may convert mana into health and mana regen into health regen. You may use health in place of mana. You may use health regen in place of mana regen.]

      

      

      The list amounted to over ten choices. I gained some interesting perks in the bunch. I went ahead and picked up Uncompromising, Arbiter, Cataclysmic, and Strong. Those would add permanent, stacking bonuses that would make me overwhelmingly powerful at later levels. Parsing through my options, the most interesting perk left was Blood Magic.

      It just so happened that I had much, much more health than magic. I also owned a ton of pain tolerance and a ton of health regen. I picked that final perk and selected finalize. Like the clashing of planets, the perks took effect.

      I surged with a sudden, explosive strength. The armor and limbs lightened until I hardly noticed their weight. My understanding of my surroundings solidified. My memory cleared. I clasped my hands, my fingers clamping down like a lion’s jaws. My armor stretched as the metal thinned over expanding musculature.

      I quit shaking as the coursing energy passed. I took a breath before checking out my attribute screen.

      
        
        Level 82 Attribute Menu

      

      

      
        
        Strength [30] | Constitution [36.3] | Endurance [51] | Dexterity [15] | Willpower [30.3] | Intelligence [10] | Charisma [4] | Luck [3] | Perception [10]

      

      

      My attributes increased to exceptional levels. Despite the raw values, most of the recent surge in my strength came via the per-level perks. By now, they made the largest difference. I imagined that was how most higher-leveled people would handle the early system upgrades.

      They probably hunted down every level-thirty perk for the per-level bonuses of every attribute. After that, they grinded out levels while focusing on a few primary attributes. The first perk, Body of Iron in my case, decided those primary attributes.

      Those factors culminated until every level would extend far beyond a single attribute point. Thinking that through, I figured I’d do the same. With that handled, I checked out my player screen. A message appeared.

      
        
        You have reached an effective damage resistance cap of 95%.

      

      

      I leaned back, gawking at how high that number was. Ninety-five percent? Psh, that sounded absurd. If someone hit me with twenty points of damage, I’d only take one point in turn. Why wouldn’t everyone just bulk up beyond belief and be invincible?

      I narrowed my eyes, thinking of how quickly Baldag-Ruhl damaged me with his insects. If I lacked my 90 percent damage resistance then, I would’ve been eaten alive in seconds. Schema could be making everyone bulk lords, sure, but that seemed unlikely. If anything, it seemed like higher-level enemies might just put out absurd levels of damage.

      The kind of damage that required 95 percent damage resistance to be the standard.

      A chill ran up my spine at the prospect, but I kept looking through my notifications. Another one caught my eye.

      
        
        The Harbinger of Cataclysm | Body Type, Legendary - Armor mirroring eldritch skin and an unknown substance. This extension of your body can absorb rift energy, also known as ambient mana, for evolutions. These evolutions may add other special effects.

      

      

      
        
        Note: Cannot be removed, only altered. Armor is regenerated with health.

      

      

      
        
        0/2,000,000 Mana left till next evolution.

      

      

      
        
        Effects:

      

      

      
        
        A Harbinger’s Might - Increases your damage reduction cap by 1% | Current Max: 96%

      

      

      
        
        The Walking Calamity - Gives unique ability Oppression | Current Damage: (5000 + 15% of your health/min) within a 100ft radius.

      

      

      
        
        - From a different plane, I rise. I usher forth creation through ruin.

      

      

      I liked how the system laid out the effects, making it easy for me to understand. Oppression acted as a replacement for Agony, kind of like the skill fused with the armor. At the same time, the damage resistance seemed absurd as well, but like I mentioned earlier, I might need it in the future.

      A few other points that caught my eye was the name itself. It was, uh…a bit much if you asked me. I mean, I was a fighter, sure, but The Harbinger of Cataclysm? It almost made me laugh out loud at how overkill it was.

      Either way, I opened my character screen.

      
        
        Daniel Hillside, The Harbinger of Cataclysm | Character Screen

      

      

      
        
        Health - 1,490/1,490 | Health Regen - 323.6/min | Stamina - 1,004/1,004 | Stamina Regeneration - 27.7/sec | Damage Resistance - 96% | Mental Resistance - 93.6% | Physical Power - (+)327% | Damage Increase - 5%

      

      

      
        
        Aura - Oppression | Current Damage: (5000 + 15% of your health)/minute within a 100ft radius.

      

      

      I was a tough cookie, let me tell you. My physical power bonus went through the roof, my health regen doubled with Blood Magic, and the extra health from Cataclysmic gave me extra oomph. With Agony evolving into Oppression, I could afford to take more damage during my fights as well.

      Even if the whole Harbinger title was a bit excessive, the armor could evolve from ambient mana, so I might be able to make the armor worthy of its name one day. Getting the energy would be the problem, however. I peered around; most of the creatures and pools of mana would fall into the mana category. That meant the more monsters I killed, the stronger my armor would grow.

      I would build it up, brick by brick.

      With my status squared away, I stood up and started my walk out of the middle chamber. There were too many bugs for me to stay here, and Baldag-Ruhl lacked any physical possessions to loot, anyways. The bats changed their shapes, turning the bugs into mass. A few of the flying creatures even gained a few levels. I’d wait for them to really charge up for the extra exp.

      Peering around, I found the main thing I wanted to keep—the runes Baldag-Ruhl carved. It didn’t take a genius to recognize one; these markings were special. I resolved to one day come back once I knew something about them.

      Thinking of which, I reached for my mana. I found none waiting for me. I tried summoning the little blue mana stream from before. An almost nonexistent burn spread from my hand as a red fog appeared. I placed my hand over the reddish cloud, and the same cool-air sensation crossed over it.

      A notification appeared.

      
        
        New Skill! Blood Magic Manipulation | Level 1 - Some wield their bodies as weapons. Others use their minds. You meld the two, becoming greater than either possibility. +1% to fluidity and usage of Blood Magic.

      

      

      
        
        Skill deleted - Mana manipulation | Level 1 - Half of the skill’s ungained points convert into gained skill points.

      

      

      I grinned at the easy forty-nine skill points. I put them into Obliterator before I ran down the tunnel leading here from BloodHollow’s outer ring. Wondering where my party was, two red marks popped up in my status. It felt like Schema was looking out for me, and using that direction, I picked up my pace.

      Running fast, my feet pounded against the stone and wind passed by my face. I picked up ever-greater speed, running faster than I ever had. I kept running, finally free from the chains of my high constitution. My strength, dexterity, and other attributes came together at that point, giving me the mobility I so desired.

      I couldn’t believe how much fun just running was with the body I had. The rush of speed. The sensation of my body flowing as one unit. The rush of speed. All right, I said it twice. Sue me.

      I sprinted down the hallway, my feet cracking stone with each pounding stomp. Within an hour, I rushed out of the tunnel and crashed into a boulder hiding it. A thunderous explosion echoed throughout the cavern. I sunk into the rock, dust floating around me. Gaping fissures lined the boulder before I pulled myself out.

      I smiled at it before bending down and leaping up. I jumped too high before losing my balance. Falling flat on my face, I thanked my armor for the helmet keeping me from breaking my neck. This was more dangerous than I thought.

      I took a moment before trying again. This time, I got over it without taking myself out. As I landed on the other side, bits of boulder flung off my shoulder from smashing into it earlier. I brushed some powdered rock off my arms, grinning like a kid during his first sugar rush. I won’t deny it. The rush of power was intoxicating.

      It was a good day to be alive.

      But that was enough of that. It was time to find David and Stacy. They wouldn’t be able to get out without my help. I didn’t care too much about them, but I wouldn’t leave them here stranded.

      I sprinted toward our previous encampment, shutting Oppression down. I might have killed them in a few seconds with it on at this point. I couldn’t say, but either way, I wouldn’t take my chances. I didn’t want to murder someone if I could help it.

      Falling into the rhythm of running, my feet pounded against the stone as I ran. The pitter-patter ended when I caught sight of a glowing, fiery gemstone in the distance. Having sprinted in darkness, I fell a few times. Just sight alone bolstered my already high spirits.

      Stacy and David sat around the campfire, Stacy drying off from something. Between them both, a chest laid open while they read a book between them. Worn, ragged, and thin, the booklet looked more like a used napkin than a proper publication. Despite the book’s appearance, it enraptured both Stacy and David alike.

      Hah. I shouldn’t have judged a book by its cover. As I got within earshot of them both, they peered around and pulled out their bows. David shouted at Stacy, “I told you we should have never come to this godforsaken cave!”

      Stacy shouted back, “You’re the one that mentioned it before we left! I would never have thought of this if it wasn’t for you.”

      They shot right at me, their aim steady and true. Hitting a thickened chest plate, the arrows broke on the metal like throwing sticks at a tank. I slowed down as I reached them. I glanced up, slow and foreboding as I said in a deep voice, “I have come. Come to steal your souls and devour your bones.”

      David and Stacy screamed before I burst into laughter. They glanced at each other, confused, before David mused, “Wait a second. That voice is familiar.”

      I nodded. “Of course it is.” I pointed at myself. “I got this sweet new set of armor.”

      Stacy glanced at David before turning back to me. The oddest look popped up on their faces. I put my hands on my hips, expecting them to snap out of it. They didn’t.

      I spread out my hands. “Guys, it’s me. Daniel.”

      They gawked, and Stacy said, “Daniel? That’s you?”

      I leaned back. “Uh, yeah. The one and only.”

      She frowned. “What…what happened to you?”

      At this point, I got worried. I pointed a thumb at myself. “I killed the boss. I got some armor. We can leave now.”

      David took a step back. “Uh…uhm.”

      Fed up, I snapped at them, “What the hell is wrong with you guys? This is good news, isn’t it?”

      They peered at each other, worry spread over their faces. David grimaced. “I don’t know how to break this too you, man…but, uh, you’re the boss now.”

      My eyes widened as my stomach sank. “Wait a minute…I’m the boss now?”
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      My jaw dropped. “There’s no way. Naw. That’s impossible.” A surge of panic raced up my chest, and I began trying to find plates where I could remove the armor. I found none.

      Stacy raised up her palms to me. “Uhm, you okay?”

      My voice rose. “Okay? You think I’m okay? The last boss was trapped here for centuries. Centuries. I am not going to be stuck here like that. Do you hear me? It’s not going to happen.”

      David waved his hands. “Hey, man, nobody said it would.”

      I peered at them before realizing I was panicking. Stacy took a step closer. “It’s going to be all right. We’re here to help.”

      I put my fingertips against my temples. “Yeah, you’re right. Sorry. I just lost it there for a second.” I took a deep breath. “So…what does it say exactly?” The two of them gave each other a look, measuring if I could handle the situation. I raised a fist. “Guys, I’m all right now. I can take it.”

      Stacy spoke in a light, easy voice. “So, like, Schema is outlining your status in black like a boss. Your name is actually purple, though, so I don’t really know what that means.”

      I waved my hands. “Can I see it?”

      She walked back up. “Here, let me show you.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Wait a minute. You can look at someone else’s status? Really?”

      Stacy nodded. “Yeah, you just have to give them permission to view with your thoughts. Schema does the rest. It was in—”

      I crossed my arms. “The tutorial. Yeah, I figured. Go ahead and open it up.”

      She frowned at me. “Someone’s in a bad mood, huh?”

      I pursed my lips. “Uh, yeah. Apparently, I lost my ticket out of here.”

      She paced up, and her status came with her. I viewed myself from her eyes.

      
        
        Harbinger of Cataclysm | Level 82 | Status: Unknown - A powerful warrior possessed by an armor crafted from limitless eldritch energy and untold volumes of interdimensional energy. This being is an abomination, an incarnation of endless amounts of eldritch. With an aura that will kill most enemies in seconds and incredible durability, it is nigh immune to most damage. It carries a measure of strength as well. Most worthy of note, this creature’s tenacity is far above average.

      

      

      
        
        This creature is extremely dangerous to you, so avoid it at all costs.

      

      

      I spread my arms. “Why in the hell am I the boss? A boss with a purple name and everything.”

      David scratched the side of his head. Stacy cupped her chin, saying, “You’ve definitely seemed less human since we met back up.”

      I pointed at Stacy while looking at David. “But that’s the thing. She actually looks like a monster. Why isn’t she the boss?”

      David burst into laughter. Stacy rolled her eyes. “Real witty, boss man. Anyways, quit being a jerk for a second. We’re trying to help you out.”

      I shifted my weight from one leg to the other. “All right, all right.”

      David pinched the bridge of his nose. “I’m thinking back, and I remember Schema mentioning an ‘unknown status’ for certain creatures. It’s a punishment or something.”

      I blinked. “Punishment? For what exactly? Trying to get out of this place?”

      David shrugged. “Hell if I know, man. I’m just glad we’re finally able to leave.”

      Stacy scrolled through her status, and she sighed. “So, I reread everything. I think the unknown status means you’re not considered protected by Schema. It’s like you’re a monster that can still level up or something. For example, we could kill you, and we wouldn’t get in trouble. You’d actually give us doubled experience.”

      My eyes sharpened. “Kill me? For experience?”

      Stacy threw her hand at me. “It’s an example, okay? Anyways, Mister Demon Lord, how about you explain what happened while we were asleep? We waited a day for you.”

      I explained Baldag-Ruhl’s ritual and him trying to steal my soul. They ooh-ed and ahh-ed at some of my descriptions before David pointed at the rustic booklet. “Yeah…that matches up perfectly with this journal.”

      I frowned. “Journal?”

      “Yeah. When we woke up, you weren’t around. We went looking for you, and we shouted for hours. You were gone for over a day. We thought you just got tired of us and decided to leave.”

      Stacy crossed her arms. “I figured you just went off to kill the boss. David’s the one who thought you left us.”

      David gave Stacy an exasperated look before turning a hand to me. “Point is, we explored the cave, looking for the boss or some way out. The journal was back where you fought the Lord of Worms. He had hidden it at the bottom of the runic pool. It kept the bugs out, making everything in the pool invisible to Baldag-Ruhl’s minions.”

      Stacy raised her arm. “That’s why I’m soaked.”

      David raised his brow. “She lost rock paper scissors, but yeah, this was written by Alfred Worm. He was the Lord of Worms. It was kind of hard to read because he started writing it after the whole corrupted-soul thing.”

      I paced toward the book, picking it up with care. This guy saved my life. I clasped my hand. Technically, Alfred gave me my armor, too. I tried putting pieces of the torn cover together before giving up on that. I opened it, exposing the yellowed pages. In a neat cursive, I read what it held inside.

      
        
        Hello there. If you’re reading this, you’ve no doubt killed me and taken my diary from the pool near a corpse. My corpse, hopefully. If so, then a thank-you is in order.

      

        

      
        You see, I’ve been a part of a plan. A plan from well before either of us were born. It starts with a fascination of mine. That fascination rests over magic. To my undoing, I have a penchant for all things unknown, for the whimsical and bizarre. Those inclinations brought me here, to the BloodHollow Caves.

      

        

      
        Those inclinations are also why my remains haunt this abyssal place.

      

        

      
        Perhaps some context may guide your further understanding. Firstly, my father was a necromancer. He was known as Torix Worm, of Darkhill. He gave me a dark legacy, one riddled with things better left unspoken of and, moreover, unlearned. I despised him. He killed many out of spite, and now he twists their remains for his own devices. His magic and might, they left me in his shadow. And there is only one way out of a shadow.

      

        

      
        To the light.

      

        

      
        I reasoned that my father spent his existence stealing life, so I would spend my life giving it. The most reliable source for this exploration was from an unlikely source—ambient mana. This is because of the energies’ unique properties and the innate properties of mana itself.

      

        

      
        Mana, it is a representation of will and intellect. My father described it as the physical manifestation of one’s will and intelligence. Intelligence is the force one can output. One’s will is the duration one may extend said intelligence.

      

        

      
        Those are the attributes that guide ambient mana’s creation as mana is one’s consciousness given a form physical in nature. With this understanding, I searched out for better ways of understanding the mana lingering around us.

      

        

      
        When I did so, I found a world newly touched by Schema’s presence. Few sought after the depths of dungeons, and I was one of those few. With a satchel full of tomes and a goal centered in my mind, I entered this dungeon.

      

        

      
        I had one purpose—create life from the mana that Schema found so destitute.

      

        

      
        It was the will of minds left untempered. In my arrogance, I believed I was able to control those processes. To enact my will, I strengthened my magic over time, and like my father, I showed quite the talent for necromancy. However, I never killed for my materials. Most often, I used animals. Rarely, I would find the family members and ask for their permission.

        A timely process, but that was how I slept at night doing such dark things. When I reached inside the caves, I found the bats to be easy for my skeletons to handle. They released no mana I could hold, however. No matter how many I slew, I found none from them. Even more concerning, there was no ruler of this dungeon.

      

        

      
        No matter how many times I passed through this dungeon’s halls, the creature was nowhere to be found. That is, until I discovered how to produce the ambient mana I so dearly sought. With the correct alignment of runes, I could create a sort of pipeline from our dimension and the, for a lack of a better word, “darker” one.

      

        

      
        This was no true tear in dimensions, but a seeping of sorts. This process would create pools of glowing water, each shining pink. The bears of the cave enjoyed this light, basking in its glow. They were the only enemies I had found here, along with the umbral bats. Once the water of the cave filled, I discovered a set of beetles collecting on the edges of my pools.

        They would sit there with remarkable patience, almost as if they were watching me. As if they were waiting for something. Over time, they walked closer and closer. One day, I turned to them and shouted, “You are a rather peculiar pack of beetles, aren’t you?”

        In all my days, I have never come closer to a heart attack then when it replied with a powerful, ancient voice, “I am so much more.”

      

        

      
        I learned that this was the ruler of this dungeon. A hivemind of insects that called itself Baldag-Ruhl, of Many. We stayed on good terms for years after that. He was well spoken. At times, even more well spoken than I. We told tall tales of more than just this cave. We discussed a wide, open world with so much to see and feel.

      

        

      
        During those tales, I could sense an almost palpable hunger from him. I could not blame him. I had all I needed here for my research, and I’d always been a hermit of sorts. I owned plenty of stimulus from a steady supply of bear meat and my mana pools. He wished for quite a bit more than me. He wanted freedom.

      

        

      
        So he helped me with my research. With a fervor rivalling my own, he toiled day and night, learning the incantations, formulas, and runes. I would wake with him still working on new algorithms of the arcane. His sheer frenzy amazed me. In my eyes, Schema had been wrong all along. These monsters were no such thing. They had souls. Baldag-Ruhl was their shining example of such.

      

        

      
        It wasn’t until I began growing old that he changed. Less a student and more an equal, he and I spoke of magical theory for long stretches of time. He was my closest friend and the champion of my cause. Over the years, we crafted many of these pools. In the richer spots, a wondrous cyan color was created. No animal here could handle such strong light, so they wandered away from these basins. I enjoyed bathing and swimming in these during idle days.

      

        

      
        I had come so close to discovering some means for holding this ambient mana. That was when I had my breakthrough; I could tie the ambient mana to cores crafted from condensed balls of my own mana. This gave them purpose, a goal. Not quite life, but something akin to it.

      

        

      
        With the revolution in our process, Baldag-Ruhl began creating his magnum opus. An incantation of such complexity, length, and precision, it would open a portal into his dimension and let him escape here. I helped as much as I could. Hours we would toil on it, pouring sweat like oxen under a summer sun.

        It was during that work that I understood the extent of Baldag-Ruhl’s genius. He taught me that I merely dabbled in a watered-down version of the runes. Years passed, and I learned of the true runes he taught. They defied convention, able to break the laws of nature.

      

        

      
        Using those runes, we broached on the finalization of his ritual. I remember completing the center of the expanse. That was when Baldag-Ruhl betrayed me. He cast his spell, trapping me within the center of the spell. He exclaimed the sheer madness of using my soul for escape. However, there was but one flaw in his plan.

      

        

      
        I had brought the cores with me that day, along with the ambient mana. I assimilated it into my own mana, corrupting me. This resulted in the guardian Sentinel attacking me on sight. I also gained an uncanny amount of mana during that time.

      

        

      
        Mana I then put to good use. With a violent spell of my own, Baldag-Ruhl’s spell shattered, sending his grotesque form flying into a nearby wall. Using the chance, I escaped from his grasp and used the thickest pool of mana for my defense. The gray pools would leak mana thick enough for sustaining these cores, strengthening them over time. They would act as guardians of the mana locked there. Though my mind may fall apart, my will did not. I continued experimenting until I uncovered a magnum opus of my own.

      

        

      
        The Corundum of Souls.

      

        

      
        This gemstone accomplished my goals of using mana to generate life. I’ve fed mana into the construct since its creation, but the voices, they shout against me even now. As I write, my hands shake and tremble. They are not my own. They become someone else’s, a monster beyond reason.

      

        

      
        I will warp, in time. To any I kill that arrive here, I wish to offer my sincerest apologies. I beg you…please, forgive me for my sins. The mana seeped into my own, warping it, corrupting it utterly. My mind fades further as I write this. The ambient mana carries the fragments of madness within them like the minds of madmen. I am becoming…insane.

        I fear by the time of your reading this, I will have fallen into depravity. The necromancy I so desperately wished to reform is now my only defense. I find myself murdering any adventurers who enter this cave, terrified of Baldag-Ruhl using them.

        One day, an adventurer will come who can kill me. By then, this…Corundum of Souls will hopefully be complete. Baldag-Ruhl will attempt to use you for his own twisted goals. Please, I beg you, stop him. Do not let him ruin the world as he has ruined me. I give up the last vestiges of my fading soul for a chance at redemption.

      

        

      
        These will be my final few words. Let my father know…I understand him now. This world is not corrupted by people. People are corrupted by it in turn.

      

      

      I blinked, and the rest of the page was torn out. Peering closer, I found more notes, but they fall into the madness Alfred described.

      
        
        I hate this scratching…I want to eat. I will rule the dirt….Ruler of Worms. No. Lord…of Worms…

      

      

      I glanced back up. “Well…I’m glad we helped him find redemption after death.” I shook the book. “This would’ve been helpful to have before the final fight. There would’ve been fewer surprises.”

      Stacy and David shifted in place. We stood in silence for a moment. It was a respectful sort of quiet, the kind found at a funeral or graveyard. It passed as quickly as it came when I put the book on top of their packs. “Well, any ideas on what to do now?”

      David said, “You took the dungeon core, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Then we reach the Sentinel and leave.”

      I tapped the edge of my helmet. A sharp, metallic sound echoed in the cave. “Any plans on what to do as far as I’m concerned? I’m pretty damn sure the Sentinel will attack me on sight.”

      David narrowed his eyes. “You still have the golem cores, right?”

      “I do, but what about them?”

      A wicked smile traced his lips as he said, “Then I have a plan.”
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      Stacy crossed her arms and deadpanned, “Really? Let’s hear it, then.”

      David looked around with confidence. “So here’s what we’ll do. We can reanimate the golems and then set them off after the Sentinel. While the Sentinel’s distracted, we’ll sneak past the gateway.”

      An awkward silence passed over us before Stacy and I peered at each other. I raised my hand. “David…do you know how to reanimate golems?”

      David frowned. “Well, uh…no.”

      Stacy facepalmed. “And how long do you think the golems will keep the Sentinel distracted?”

      David blinked. “I’m pretty sure if it’s level one thousand, the golems might keep it busy for a few seconds.”

      I sighed before glaring at the guy. “Ahh, yes. He then kills the golems in a second before killing me. Of course, of course. An excellent plan, David, truly.”

      David pointed at me. “I don’t see you coming up with any better ideas.”

      I shrugged. “We don’t have the resources to pull off any crazy stunts. Let’s try talking it out, and I’ll let you guys lead the way.”

      David crossed his arms. “Why do you think that’s going to work but not using the golems as a decoy?”

      I gestured one arm to my left. “Because one plan involves not indirectly attacking the sentinel.” I gestured to my right. “On the other hand, the other plan does. That makes one of them intrinsically better.”

      Stacy shrugged. “Well, let’s get moving, guys. We won’t know until we show up.”

      David and I nodded before we started packing up. Peering at Alfred’s diary, I wanted to carry it with me, but my armor got in the way. Responding to what I wanted, a portion of my chest splintered open. A maw of metal reached out, wrapping tendrils around the book. It swallowed it before anyone could respond.

      It lurched back to me, pulling right into my chest. I gawked down at myself in horror. “What in the hell was that?”

      My horror paled when compared to Stacy and David’s own, and they stared at me, each of their expressions blank. I raised my hands. “Guys, I wanted to hold the book. That’s it.”

      Like galena crystals weighing us down, a heavy stillness passed over us. This was no simple silence. The quiet carried a cutting edge of wild fear in it, and as I stared at David and Stacy’s eyes, I found that terror. It oozed out of them. Then and there, a pang shot up my chest, and I peered down, cringing inside.

      They were going to leave. I just knew. David spoke first, his voice cold. “Uhm…Yeah. That… It’s totally fine.”

      Stacy raised her hands. “Absolutely. Hey, it happens to the best of us.”

      I furrowed my brow. “Yeah…for sure.”

      David waved his hands. “Yeah, so like, the Sentinel will definitely let you leave wearing something like that.”

      A weak smile traced my lips while I peered up. My new helmet covered it. “Good, I’m glad you guys agree. Come on. Let’s go.”

      They packed quicker than usual, and we walked off toward the Sentinel. After a while of fighting off the stronger bats, I paced ahead of the others. I shouted behind me, “Keep your distance.”

      I willed Oppression, and the aura reared out. A swollen bat swooped down toward me. I narrowed my eyes before catching it. I raised it up over my head and slammed it into the ground. Like a gelatinous blob, it exploded outward like a squishing watermelon.

      David and Stacy stared at me as I slammed my hand into the head of another bat. It splattered into goo before one of them tried diving at my back. It caught on my new thickened spines. The blood dripped down my back before I pulled it off and ripped it in half. Other bats withered to darkened slush in Oppression’s aura.

      David spoke to Stacy, thinking I couldn’t hear him. “Man, he does seem different, doesn’t he?”

      I frowned, my gaze turning hard. Another bat took the dive at me, and I growled while smashing its teeth in. I slung some gunk off my hand, speaking with a cool edge to my voice.

      “Sorry, guys, if there’s too much gore. It’s kind of hard to kill bats any other way considering I’m using my bare hands.”

      Stacy shouted back, “Don’t worry about us.”

      I didn’t anymore. I got them out of this damn cave, and now they treated me like a monster because my armor freaked them out. Yeah, it was scary, but that didn’t make me scary. I wasn’t my armor, after all.

      Either way, I made excellent time despite the two of them holding me back. We ended up spending several days walking on the outer edge of BloodHollow before reaching the Sentinel. During that time, their fear showed more, but so did my resentment of the situation.

      I tried taking the armor off, but it wouldn’t budge. There weren’t any plates to speak off, and the only thing I learned was how to get the helmet to peel back. It left an eerie impression even on me, having the metal glide backward like that. When it did cover my face, a crimson light ebbed out at all times, too. It did me no favors when trying not to scare people.

      Like before, I became accustomed to silence again. I trained as we walked, practicing punches and my footwork. It was calming for me like meditation or something. By the time we reached the sentinel, I could tell the two of them wanted out, and so did I.

      When we reached the Sentinel’s pit, David approached it. “All right, so here’s the plan—”

      Fed up, I leaped into the pit. I lost levity as gravity pulled me down. My stomach floated in my chest before I landed fifty feet down on the edge of the pit. I kept my feet steady, grinding my way down to the ground before landing several hundred feet below.

      I walked toward the sentinel, my damaging aura off this time. “Yo. What’s up?”

      It turned to me, whipping its spear. It crackled with violet lightning as the Sentinel glared at me. “You wish to come this close then, riftkeeper? Know that I have not chosen to let you live. Schema has done so.”

      In a flurry of spinning, the Sentinel cleaved the bladed edge of its spear through several nearby boulders. Sliced fragments slid down the crags, glowing magma left on their cleaved edges. The Sentinel scoffed. “But if you choose to die now, then let it be so.”

      I raised my hands, taking a step back. “Whoa, steady there, hoss. I’m back from earlier. I killed the boss, and I want to get out of here.” I grimaced at the boulders. “Not get sliced up for doing what Schema asked.”

      The Sentinel bent over and took a closer glance at me. After a few seconds, it planted its spear down.

      “You…you are the human I saw before. How have you devolved into this…Abomination?”

      A surge of anger coursed through my mind, but I held my tongue while saying, “Baldag-Ruhl wasn’t something I could beat without carrying a few scars. Now, do you mind letting me out now?”

      The sentinel stood back up, not quite twice my height anymore. He still dwarfed me while peering down. “Unknowns are normally allowed to leave, but based on your records, you are an exception. Your presence is too volatile.”

      It stamped its spear down. “I will destroy you if you attempt doing so.”

      I held my eyes shut for a second, a spiking, violent anger surging up my chest. This entire situation in BloodHollow, from start to finish, was unfair. I wasn’t given a tutorial. I got put in some armor I couldn’t take off. People, who I thought were my friends, were now terrified of me. Standing here after having pulled through it all, I was being told I couldn’t leave.

      I snapped at it, “What the hell is wrong with Schema? I killed the dungeon keeper like it asked. It’s dead. Me? I’m not the threat here. It was. I got the core and was told I could leave. I’m supposed to be able to get out of this dark, miserable hole now. I need to get out of here.”

      “You cannot.”

      I threw my hands up, taking a step closer to it. “Do you just expect me to stay here forever?”

      “Yes, unless you are authorized to leave.”

      I took a breath before opening my status, willing the Sentinel to see it. “What about this message? It says I can leave.”

      The Sentinel peered at the message. “Hm. That is the appropriate authorization. You may leave at your leisure.”

      “Then I’ll be going.”

      It raised a palm to me, announcing, “Halt. You are not allowed passage. I will only warn you once.”

      I showed it the message again, and the Sentinel replied with frustration, “Human, perhaps you are hard of hearing. I will repeat myself—you may leave at any time.”

      I tried stepping up to the gate, and the Sentinel lifted its spear. “You have chosen death.”

      I shouted at it, “Are you bipolar? Either that or you and Schema are lying to me.”

      The Sentinel slammed its spear back down. “Do not speak blasphemy in my presence.”

      I rubbed my temples. “But it gave me a message saying I can leave. Now, I can’t. Isn’t that lying?”

      The Sentinel leaned back. “Yes. Wait… But no… Fine. I will allow you to pass.”

      I spread out my hands. “It’s about damn time.” I turned to David and Stacy. “All right, guys. I’ll come get you guys down the wall.”

      Stacy and David had crawled about halfway down the pit, to my surprise. The steep slope didn’t really deter them, each of them feeling their way down. It reminded me of mountain goats. I pursed my lips. “Damn, guys. You never told me you were rock climbers.”

      Stacy shouted, “It’s the system! I got this dexterity perk, and that is the only reason I am doing this crazy BS.”

      David spoke with a shaking voice. “Same.”

      They got down about ten minutes later. As they got closer to the Sentinel, they gaped in awe at its majesty. Of course they would. I did, too. The carnage it left behind only added to its impression, and I was glad it was on our side. If anything, it could’ve cleared this dungeon with ease.

      Wondering why it didn’t, I looked up at it. “So, uh, Sentinel guy…why don’t you kill the monsters yourself?”

      It stated, “Ambient mana corrupts over time. You are a perfect example of this disgusting, abhorrent phenomenon. Schema cherishes us Sentinels, so it wouldn’t waste our might on something so paltry.”

      I put my hands on my hips. “Oh yeah, instead of killing the dimension-destroying monsters, Schema has you guys standing in front of doors. What a prioritizer, let me tell yah.”

      The robotic entity processed what I said over a few moments before gazing down at me. “Ah yes, I remember this emotion from long ago. I believe it is hatred.”

      I furrowed my brow. “Good. Let’s get out of here.”

      David peered at me like I was crazy. “Your balls are made of steel, man. I’d never talk to that guy like that.”

      I shook my head. “It’s not that I’m brave. I just know how these things work. They obey orders, and thoroughly.”

      The sentinel glared. “Lucky for you, simpleton.”

      I shrugged. “Last time I checked, standing in front of a door was a lot less complicated than killing monsters. You sure I’m the simpleton?”

      The Sentinel stared forward. “Yes. No more speaking.”

      I waved a hand at David and Stacy. “See you guys on the other side.”

      The doorway opened, revealing the outside of the cave. I paced out, finding myself on the edge of a hillside. A patch of green turf gave way to the vibrance of a forest. The warm wind hit my face. The sunshine beamed down on me. I could hear birds singing, and the rich smell of earth and trees hit me like a truck.

      I’d never missed the forest so much. I quelled a wave of emotion as I stepped out. The grass and dirt hugged my feet with a soft embrace when compared to the stone. I rubbed my feet against it, relishing the sensation as Stacy and David walked out from behind me. The Sentinel slammed the hilt of his spear, snapping the doors shut behind us.

      The Sentinel’s voice radiated from our surroundings. “I have decided that instead of making the decision on my own, I will leave it to Schema.”

      The Sentinel rumbled, “Remember this, human—Schema is much harsher than me. Disrespect it, and you will suffer.”

      That seemed like good advice, so I nodded before a voice popped up in my head. It was cold, the kind of cold that burns your hands and numbs your nose. The closest thing like it would be the eldritch energy that Baldag released. To me, this wasn’t something sentient. It was a machine through and through.

      “Unknown variable detected. Owns entry key ID 84295730549. Entry allowed. Access denied. Entry allowed. Access denied. Higher clearance required. Assistance request sent… Assistance request accepted.”

      Stacy and David sat in the turf as the biting cold stopped in an instant. A warmth came and replaced it. The voice like Morgan Freeman and an old British guy came back up.

      “You seem surprised. I’m Schema. Well, a portion of it. You just spoke with one of hundreds of personal AIs of mine. Unlike me, they are limited in scope. I automate most functions with them. Now, explain the situation in detail using your own words. I need to understand your situation before I can act.”

      Grateful for an outlet, I explained Baldag-Ruhl’s story in detail, along with Alfred Worm’s own take. Schema listened intently, asking pointed questions at times. He spoke with the familiarity of an old friend. By the end of the conversation, my animosity toward the AI melted. I just couldn’t bring myself to dislike him.

      After finishing with how the Sentinel sent the request, Schema sighed. “This is a difficult situation… On the one hand, you are a tremendous risk. I hope you understand that. There are volatile energies in that armor, and they may grow over time. You could very well unsettle the careful balance I’ve created.”

      My heart sank. I even mentioned quite a few heroic details about my time there. They obviously didn’t do much. Schema’s voice rose. “That is, unless you aim to help keep my balance stable.”

      I opened my status. “Check this out. I need ambient mana for my armor’s evolutions anyway. Surely that’ll help with the balance thing.”

      “Ah, your armor can absorb the rift energy? Interesting… I’ve decided what I’ll do. I’ll allow you to leave this place if you accept a detailed and extensive set of requirements. They will include the clearing of other rifts, killing less-stable Unknowns, and reaching a quota of ambient mana absorbed every month.”

      Hope rose in my chest as Schema said, “This is non-negotiable. If you choose not to accept, I will strip you from the system. You will become this rift’s new keeper.”

      As it appeared, I clicked the yes button to whatever terms Schema gave me. Staying in BloodHollow simply wasn’t an option. Schema radiated warmth. “Good. Your decisiveness will help you in the future. It will help me. Goodbye.”

      The presence left, snapping away in an instant. Without knowing it, I let out a huge lungful of air. I breathed out the tension as messages appeared.

      
        
        Proof of Loyalty - There are things that fall outside the realm of Schema’s control or even understanding. You are what is sent to kill these things, whatever they may be.

      

      

      
        
        0/3 Unknowns killed | Timeline (10 years left)

      

      

      
        
        Proof of Societal Adherence - Clearing a dungeon is a tall order, and many choose to avoid it. You have been commanded to destroy many.

      

      

      
        
        0/3 Dungeons cores obtained | Timeline (1 year left)

      

      

      
        
        Experimental Procedures - You are a monster. Become he who eats monsters.

      

      

      
        
        0/2,000,000 ambient mana eaten | Timeline (1 month)

      

      

      As I glanced at the requirements, I saw they weren’t bad by any means. In all honesty, I intended on doing this even if I just messed around. Well, besides for the Unknown part. I didn’t really know how to even begin looking for one, but I had ten whole years ahead of me. I’d worry about it if they turned out to be super rare.

      Turning to the doors, I shouted, “Yo, Sentinel! If you can hear me, I just wanted to say thanks for giving me this chance.”

      The Sentinel spoke from all angles. “I did nothing. Turn your praise from me to Schema. He is your true savior.”

      I gave that some thought, hoping it was true. Peering around, David and Stacy disappeared. I squeezed a hand into a fist, thinking they darted away while I wasn’t looking. I grimaced. I didn’t need them, then.

      They both walked out of some trees, carrying a few squirrels. I beamed a smile at them both, finding myself smiling despite myself. We roasted the squirrels over a fire. Simple as it was, the change in flavor made all the difference. We indulged ourselves on these delicacies.

      As we did, my armor peeled back without me thinking about it. It responded to basic needs so far, like, you know, using the bathroom and stuff. The only thing it didn’t do was peel off. Thinking about it coming all the way off, I shivered. For some reason, that thought disturbed me.

      As we finished the squirrels, David scratched the back of his head. “Hey, you know…we never really thanked you for saving us or getting us out of there. I mean, it’s like—”

      I put my hand on his shoulder. “Don’t worry about it. When I saw you guys looking so pitiful, I had to save you guys.”

      Stacy smiled. “Yeah, well, thanks anyways.”

      A camaraderie came over us, and the awkward tension from the last couple days just oozed into ether. We joked around. We talked about our builds. We just…had a good time. Ending the hoopla, Stacy leaned toward the fire.

      “What are you going to do now, Daniel?”

      “Hm. I’m going home to check out if anyone’s there. After that, I’ll probably look for my friends. What about you guys?”

      David winced. “I’m getting ready to get screamed at by my parents.”

      Stacy’s shoulders went slack. “Yeah. Same.”

      I shrugged as I said, “You know, maybe we can clear a dungeon later. If I’m looking for someone, I’ll hit you guys up.”

      An uneasy look passed over them. David gave a curt nod. “Uh, yeah. Sure.”

      Ah. They were just trying to leave on good terms. A part of me wanted to call them out, to make them say it out loud. I chose not to because I wanted us to avoid the drama. I took a breath and stood up. “I have to go, guys. This was fun.”

      They nodded, and Stacy said, “Looks like it’s time for our parents to kill us.”

      I banged my leg, a metallic ring echoing. “My old man’s going to need a miracle to get that done.” I raised hand, turning to my hometown. “See you guys.”

      I walked off while they gave me a wave. Moments later, I ran instead of walking. People walked because running everywhere came with issues like ruining clothes, getting sweaty, and destroying joints. Not worrying about all of that, I got moving. I dashed right through thick brambles and dense underbrush. I darted over thick boulders and fallen logs.

      I wielded my new body like a wedge, and I drove it through the forest with glee. It was fun just experiencing the system’s gains, and it let me wind down after all the pressure in the dungeon. I kept that pace for a few minutes before stopping far away from anyone. Surrounded by a sea of green, I wondered what Oppression would do here.

      Making sure no one was close, I activated Oppression. The aura’s impact manifested over a few seconds. The world around me died. All the leaves on the trees fell, brown and dried. The trunks twisted and contorted under oppression’s might. Brushes coiled into dead branches. The birds fell to the ground, turning to slush in seconds.

      I shut Oppression down. I shivered for a second, staring at my hands. What happened in that cave was no dream. It was as real as the wind on my back and the sun lighting my way forward. A part of me knew this was real even without testing anything. The system and Schema were as solid and substantial as gravity.

      And yet, a part of me denied everything up till now. After seeing the devastation somewhere familiar, the denial lodged in me withered away like the trees. Seeing an old playground fall apart like that tended to have that effect. It gave me a sense of urgency and unease as I ran toward my old home.

      I came across the first inklings of the city. There existed an old, industrial center on the way home. As I passed it, the system’s effects showed themselves. First off, no one dotted the streets. It was a ghost town outside of disparate campfires spread throughout the landscape. I found them via smoke plumes drifting in the air.

      Those drifting spots rose up from all angles. A few fires raged from those spots. Quite a few buildings burned down like barbecue joints or certain restaurants. I found factories standing amidst crumbled pillars. Adding to the emptiness, lots of empty cars haunted the roads, making them nearly unusable.

      Some of those cars showed scuff marks where people ploughed through blockages and sidewalks. Many cars smashed right into poles, other cars, and even buildings in certain spots. People left everything out in the open, from shopping carts to baby carriages. My stomach sank at the thought of what happened to those babies in the tutorial.

      I didn’t dwell on it.

      I kept moving. As I passed through stores, I found them already raided. People robbed the owners blind, taking anything that wasn’t bolted to the floor a while back. Some shopping carts went missing, the buggies used to carry the goods elsewhere. At least people weren’t starving. Yet.

      I passed the industrial district, getting more toward the suburbia of Springfield. It was wedged between the main town and the industrial sectors. People looked for leisure in the former and work in the latter. A lot of the factories were abandoned by now, the industrial jobs going elsewhere.

      Well, the suburbia followed suit in the system’s wake. There wasn’t any power, and cars still littered the streets. I walked over broken glass from shattered windows, and I found people using fires outside to cook food. I tried waving at one group, but they screamed at the sight of me.

      I gritted my teeth at that, a bit scorned by them howling despite my cordial wave. Either way, I kept to myself afterward. I didn’t have the energy to explain my situation to everybody, and despite only seeing that group for a few seconds, I learned a lot.

      Scars littered them, from their hands to their faces. I wasn’t the only one that battled it out. That was good. Lots of people weren’t adjusting well yet, but some made their mark already. The survivors would pool together, and like humanity always did, they’d make it happen.

      Hoping I’d find some people I knew among them, I found my father’s old apartment. Our apartment. The power wasn’t on, as I expected. Passing the parking lot, I found Dad’s beat-up convertible sitting in the parking lot. At the sight of it, fear raced up my chest. Leaving the car alone wasn’t a good sign.

      Don’t get me wrong, I hated my dad. He was a grade-A jackass of the highest order. My resentments aside, I didn’t want the guy dead. I ran up the exposed stairwell on the side of our apartment. The metal stairs clanked before I reached the second floor of the place. I found the doors to each apartment building broken down, including ours.

      I ran into the familiar studio apartment. As always, trash littered the floor, but the kitchen reeked like something died in it; Dad had left the refrigerator door open. Without the power working right, flies and bacteria were well on their way to making our food into a disgusting slop. I leaned over it, everything a bit smaller than it used to be.

      The ceilings were shorter than I remembered. I walked around, finding no trace of Dad anywhere. A pack of half-emptied beers laid beside his bed, and someone tore the place upside down searching for valuables. They didn’t find anything, of course, but it still felt awful having someone tear through our stuff.

      I reached my bed, the futon. I kept all my clothes folded under it, along with my school supplies. My boxing gloves were still squeezed between the wall and the sofa. I took them out, staring at the worn, faded leather.

      I took a breath, closing my eyes. What had I expected, exactly? A warm welcome? People glad I was home? It wasn’t going to be that damn easy. If Dad survived the tutorial, and that was a big if, he probably came home for a hot minute and left. He got what he could before bailing.

      Knowing he might’ve left, I searched for signs of what he did while he was here. I peered around, not finding his boots anywhere. He always came back from his construction job with mud all over them, and they left footprints on the carpet. Getting him to stop doing that was the same as getting him to clean up. It was a waste of time. That bad habit did leave its mark, however.

      I found those footprints leading outside. Using my better eyesight, I found some footprints less aged than others, still kind of moist. I also found the same boot marks on the doors of our neighbor’s apartment. The boot marks led inside each building. Walking out of a ransacked apartment, I leaned my head against a doorway before kicking in a nearby wall.

      My dad survived, all right. He came back here and looted our neighbors. I tapped my head against one of the kicked-in doors. Waves of burning, searing shame passed over me. Sometimes, I just wanted Dad’s blood out of me. It was like a festering infection under my skin. I wanted to just get the hell away from him, to be somewhere he wasn’t.

      I reared an arm back and smashed it into the doorframe of our apartment. The wood crushed in, sheetrock snapping like tissue paper. I smiled at the wounded entrance. I let out a laugh. An epiphany struck me, and it was so obvious after thinking about it.

      I never had to see him again.

      I reared a foot back, kicking into one of the walls of our room. My foot smashed through a stud, and my leg ended up piercing the wall halfway. I let out another laugh, pulling my foot back out. I never had to come here again. The world had changed in its entirety and I along with it. This place was me clinging to normalcy, but that was dead and gone.

      I let out another laugh. On impulse, I ran through our apartment, smashing furniture, our TV, and my old bed. I laughed so much I scared myself. I turned the fridge over, throwing dishes and breaking the glass. I flipped the sink, tearing the pipes with a heaving shove. I ravaged the walls, and I tore Dad’s mattress in half, too.

      It was a goodbye to this place. It was a goodbye to everything my life had ever been and would ever be. I ripped the walls off and smashed the windows. I laughed like a madman, the catharsis so sweet and intoxicating. This hellhole was where I got beat for so many years. Now, I returned the favor to the walls that watched me the entire time.

      As I walked out of that place, the roof caved in where Dad normally slept. Dust piled at the bottom of the room, and it looked like a molten hailstorm turned the place inside out. The mastermind behind it all, I wiped my hands clean of the place, smacking my palms together with satisfaction.

      Damn. I needed that.
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      Taking a step away from my old life and into a new one, I began my search for Michael and Kelsey. The first obvious place to search was where they lived. Kelsey stayed in a nicer part of Springfield’s suburbia while Michael was in a forested home. Choosing the closer of the two places first, I walked the streets in that direction.

      Passing the abandoned cityscape, I found a few loners or vagrants. Some of them looted shops or homes. Others searched for others while shouting aloud. On a street near Kelsey’s home, I walked up to one of these individuals seeking a loved one. It was an older man, mid-forties, with short hair. His clothes were covered in sweat and grime, but he cleaned himself up since the tutorial.

      He shouted the name Ashley over and over. Trying to strike up a conversation, I jogged up with a hand raised. “Hey, man, have you seen a girl nam—”

      His eyes went wild at the sight of me, the guy on edge. I stopped approaching and raised my palms. “Whoa, man, calm down.”

      He took a pistol out of his back pocket, and my blood froze over when he pointed it at me. Without any preamble, the barrel flashed several times. My chest thudded with several heavy impacts, blood seeping down my stomach. I spit up blood, peering down. Several bullets lodged into my chest, cracking through my chest plate.

      I glared at him, fear warping into fury. I darted sideways, moving my head and staying low. He fired twice more before his gun began clicking. I dashed toward him right after as he scrambled to load another clip.

      Before he could reload, I was upon him. I grabbed him with a hand, lifting him up. I grabbed the gun out of his hand, and as I pulled it away from him, several of his fingers snapped. He howled out in anguish as I threw the gun down. Parts flung in all directions before I stomped the plated steel. It bent underfoot, the barrel unusable now.

      I roared at him, “What the hell was that? Huh? Why did you fire at me?”

      My armor grinned a crimson red, the ominous light leaking out. Jagged, metal teeth lurched open, and the man I held lost the little reason he had left. He tried pulling and jerking at my hand, but he was weak. Holding him there, I watched his eyes go bloodshot as he scrambled for an escape.

      I wanted to give him a firm slap, but even now, I couldn’t really gauge my strength. I held a fully grown man up with a single arm. It required serious effort, but that wasn’t possible before the system. The man hadn’t invested in constitution yet, either, so he was soft and pliable like a loaf of bread.

      Unlike bread, he’d scream if I squeezed.

      So I dropped him. He fell down and back, scrounging for an escape. Like some kind of animal, he sprinted away while grasping his broken fingers. I peered away before spitting up some blood. Looking down, I swallowed before turning around. A few prying eyes peered on from within homes nearby, but they stayed to themselves.

      Not wanting to get shot again, I hopped several fences before laying down in a cluster of bushes. I looked down; blood dribbled from my wounds like dripping faucets. I shook off some fatigue before resolving myself. I took a shaking hand and reached into a wound.

      Like fire dampened with ice, a tolerable pain surged up through my shoulder. I reached around until I found something hard. Pulling a lead round out, I gasped as it fell onto the dirt beneath me. I followed the same process for all the other bullets, cringing as each metallic round fell out of my chest.

      By the end of it all, I heaved for breath. Pain Tolerance or not, this wore me down quickly. My chest healed up before I stayed in the bushes, afraid of other people at this point. If anything, it was a miracle I survived the six rounds in my chest. It left my health at around half, which meant a series of headshots could still kill me.

      After several minutes, I regenerated. Coming up with a different approach, I snuck through the suburbia’s back yards and foliage. It wasn’t the best cover by any means, but it was better than walking out in the open. I kept my helmet up as well, not wanting a stray bullet to kill me instantly. People seemed a bit too trigger happy to take that risk.

      I reached Kelsey’s house, and I found the upper class home in shambles. They used a cut-and-fill-style home, one built partially into the hill. Something pried a gaping hole into the bricks of their basement. It was like a giant creature erupted from the lower level of their home. That made the roof cave in on the upper floor, ruining the home.

      Creeping around and peering in windows, no one stayed within. I knocked on the door, breaking a window on accident as I did. It didn’t matter. No one was home, and walking in through the unlocked door, I could see why.

      Massive rats nested here. Peering at me as I walked in, they chewed at canned food and bagged groceries. The beady eyes locked with mine, and I inspected them.

      
        
        Sewer Rat | lvl 6 - Sewer rats are some of the weakest creatures to spawn from dungeons. They escape often and rise from the depths of different areas, oftentimes within days of the system arriving. While not dangerous alone, a pack of rats can swarm a sleeping or vulnerable adventurer, chewing them apart in minutes.

      

      

      
        
        You have nothing to fear from these creatures.

      

      

      They swarmed me. Rats crawled from all angles, knocking over furniture, antiques, and glassware. I kicked the first rat, and it splattered. The gunk got in the eyes of two other rats who let out tiny howls. I swung at two more rats, making them into a red paste across the room. Entrails and guts spilled as I culled the local population, and when half of them were dead, the rodents retreated.

      I followed them, inspecting rooms for clues about Kelsey as I did. I found little to work off of. I wasn’t as lucky here as I was with my place. Nobody owned a pair of muddy boots here. In fact, it didn’t look like they did more than peer inside and leave. That was why I couldn’t piece together anything tangible.

      Reaching the basement, I found a cavern leading underground. It reeked of sulphur and soil. Claw marks smothered the walls of the tunnel, and pieces of broken concrete and brick sprawled out into the basement. Something tore out of this place from the ground up, and it was loose in the neighborhood.

      I didn’t really care about the trigger-happy population here. I kept myself focused, trying to find clues about Kelsey. Peering into the tunnel, I found it fed into the sewer below the city. Curiosity flamed in my chest, and there might be hints about Kelsey’s whereabouts down there.

      Taking the dive into the unknown, I went back underground after having left it earlier that day. Unlike BloodHollow, this was an entirely different kind of dungeon. Nothing quarantined the beasts into the place, letting them run amok. This was where the rats in Kelsey’s home retreated to, so I followed the swarming tide.

      It was a different world down there. Vibrant greens grew all over the place. Glowing mushrooms lit the way as I crushed and pulped the rats nearby. As I paced down the tunnel and into the sewer proper, life overtook the concrete walkways.

      The foliage carried a neon shade to it, bright beyond belief. I gawked at the sight of everything, purple and violet flowers leaving glowing trails of sweet-smelling pollen. The rats feasted on this buffet of life. Along the way, I found glowing patches of green algae over the sewer’s waters. One patch of the algae shot out and pulled a rat into the water, disappearing into the depths below.

      I kept my distance, hugging the edges of the walkways. I killed rats along the way, keeping Oppression deactivated for now. I didn’t want to kill someone on the surface above me. Pushing forward, I left a trail of red muck and killed rats behind me. In this wondrous path, I forged a trail through the teeming life.

      I stayed on edge the entire time despite the low level of the monsters here. The reason for that was simple—my armor trembled. Like a stone landing in a well, tiny ripples crossed over my skin as I left corpses behind me. Unnerved but still undeterred, I pushed through the vines. Inevitably, I found crosswalks where portions of the sewer connected.

      Here, tiny wooden walkways built up between the gaps of water. I inspected one, finding crude knotwork holding it all together with vines. Trying to figure out what happened, I zoned out at the variety of miniature architecture I found here.

      From behind me, a whistling knocked me out of my trance. I covered my neck, and an arrow snapped across my shoulder. I turned around, finding rats on their hind legs. Standing upright, they glared at me while other members cruised in from all angles. Like little soldiers, they came at me with sticks, swords, and shields.

      I raised my hands. “Whoa now, I’m not here—”

      More arrows snapped against my chest. I pointed at a tiny archer. “Hey, stop—”

      A stick smacked against my cheek, a stinging pain dousing my mercy in an instant. The rat soldier swung at my face again, but I caught the stick. I pulled it to me before swiping my hand sideways. Its skull crushed against the wall to my left as I growled, “You want more? Huh?”

      They attacked in a swarm. I kicked them to pieces. I shattered their bones. I ripped them apart. Despite my dominance, they showed no fear. Something pushed them forth, but I wasn’t about to make excuses for my enemies. They chose to fight me, and I would crush them for it.

      Going deeper into this microcosm, I used my minimap for direction. Winding twists and abrupt turns followed the homes overhead. I followed the tunnels, finding endless waves of rats both standing and on all fours.

      But I found no trace of Kelsey or Michael. Getting ready to leave, I found a developed section of the rat’s civilization. Here, a gate stood between me and one of the sewer’s deadends. I kicked the wooden stakes apart, the wood splintering. A large rat wore a crown of vines and bioluminescent flowers.

      He screeched at the other rats beside him, and they tried defending themselves. I rushed them, goring them apart in sprays of blood and guts. Grotesque but effective, I left them and their bodies mangled. The boss was only level twelve at this point, after all.

      Peering around, I found trinkets from the surface littered about. Perusing it all, I got kitchen utensils, broken bottles, and a weaponized stapler. I shot out some ineffective staples from the jury-rigged junk before finding a pile of picture frames. In the pile, I uncovered a cracked frame with Kelsey on it.

      It showed her mom, dad, and extended family on it from a few years ago. I lifted it up, grinning at it. Instead of searching for only her, I could use this to find people related to her now. That opened up my inspection immensely.

      Finding what I really wanted, I walked past a chainmail vest not even worth carrying. Kicking it aside, I strutted past the rat king’s body. As I did, my metal chest plate crinkled before launching out. The jagged, crushing teeth chomped into the rat king’s body.

      I stumbled back as my armor tore the corpse into bite-sized chunks. Unable to stop my armor, it swallowed the rat’s body before I could even respond. A cold sweat dripped down the back of my neck as I stayed pressed against the wall of the dungeon.

      I peered down, disgusted with the armor. Looking around, I found one of the tiny swords the rats used earlier. I pried at a piece of armor on my arm, trying to get it off. I pierced into the flesh, trying to gouge it off. I tore off a plate, and it peeled off like a crab’s shell. To my horror, my skin came off with the armor. That was nothing.

      Peering under the plate, tiny, metal, and squirming feelers wriggled toward my flesh.

      I scrambled back to the edge of the wall, grabbing the sides of my head. The plate slapped back down, and it fused back to my skin. I didn’t feel the legs crawl into my arm. I didn’t even feel itchy, either, the plate’s return entirely natural. If anything, trying to peel it off had felt like flaying myself alive.

      And yet I wanted it off. I wanted the armor the hell away from me. Sitting there, panic turned into self-pity. I was a monster. I couldn’t find my friends. I couldn’t even talk to anyone anymore. I had hoped that getting out of the cave would’ve made me less isolated. If anything, I felt worse. People avoided me like I was some demonic creature.

      It…it was like I was howling at the top of my lungs in a crowd, but no one could hear me scream.

      I blinked away tears from shock before controlling my breathing. As I calmed down, I pulled myself together. I already put so much into surviving this whole process. I was sure as hell not going to let this armor stop me from following through. I held onto the hope that I’d get out of here, find my friends, and they’d help me.

      And I’d help them, too.

      Hoping for answers, I checked my character screen, wondering if it could explain anything. It actually did. I gained twelve hundred ambient mana from the rat king. It wasn’t much compared to what I needed, but it would be enough to handle Schema’s quest, in time. Well, assuming I faced stronger enemies.

      Either way, the flood of panic passed before I started looking for a way out of the sewers. Several manholes led up to the surface nearby, but dense underbrush smothered the exits. I kept wandering around for an easy one to pry up through before a few voices echoed from afar. Curiosity came over me, and I snuck my way up to the discussion.

      As I closed in, I realized the voices weren’t human.

      One wisped its words light like air. “Stay on your toes. You never know if we’ll need to kill a native.”

      Fear raced up my spine while another voice laughed. “There’s nothing here above level ten. Don’t worry about it. We’ll take a few cores, sell them, and live somewhere nice and safe. It isn’t like a native could… What was that?”

      One of the rats came running up to me from behind. I glared at it, wishing it would die. I kicked it into paste. Hearing the commotion, two reptilian humanoids ran in, each of them thin and gangly. They peered around with horned brows, needle teeth, and flicking tongues. One hissed, “Who’s there?”

      I hid behind a cluster of vines, my body blending in with the dark stone. Peering from behind the vine’s cover, I got a good look at them. Magenta scales covered one, sparks of violet energy radiating from its right hand. The other, a forest green color, brandished its claws while keeping a sword holstered. They wore gear crafted from monsters of all kinds, feathers and claws adding to their aesthetic.

      Schema finally identified them for me.

      
        
        Gelg Monok, Skeptile Scavenger | Level 112 - A scavenger of the Skeptile people. He roams newly assimilated planets, attempting to harvest dungeon cores before the native populace can. These behaviors have put a bounty on his head, foregoing Schema’s protection policies.

      

      

      
        
        Therefore, this creature should be killed on sight for experience and other rewards.

      

      

      
        
        Moronos Golgon, Skeptile Scavenger | Level 132 - Showcasing an affinity for arcane magic, this skeptilian mercenary inflicts unmitigatable damage. His class and build was designed for damaging and killing sentients. These behaviors have put a bounty on his head, foregoing Schema’s protection policies.

      

      

      
        
        He roams newly assimilated planets, hunting for unobtained dungeon cores. Therefore, this creature should be killed on sight for experience and other rewards.

      

      

      They met my eye before the pink one opened his right hand, the sparks coalescing into streaks of violet lightning. His hand thrummed with chaotic energy as if he held a ball of entropy in his hand. “Oh, an unknown,” he said. “This one’ll give us experience, unlike the last one.”
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            Magic’s Mark

          

        

      

    

    
      The magically imbued scavenger shot out a bolt of violet lightning at me. when I dipped behind the patch of vines, the lightning sunk into the greenery. Portions of the foliage disintegrated, patchy holes left of it. The other scavenger sprinted toward me, not even unsheathing his blade. The claw-happy one snarled, “You have to work on your aim.”

      The magic in the purple skeptile’s hand shook with energy. “You’re getting in the way. We have to kill this thing before that necromancer finds us.”

      I shouted back to them, “What necromancer, exactly?”

      Instead of answering, the purple one unleashed his magic once more. I dove into the infested water, preferring raw sewage to death. Above, a flash of power coursed through the cavern. I pulled myself up to the other side, my eyes locked in on the wielder of lightning. The magenta lizard man channeled his energies while his bruiser friend jumped toward me.

      I snapped a jab at its mouth, and he slapped my fist sideways. Heavy and hard like stone, his hand actually moved my own. A quick jolt, I whipped a right cross straight at his chin. He landed on his feet before my fist hit his teeth. A few of them snapped as he wobbled back. I went forward, hitting him the stomach with a jab before he swiped at me.

      I ducked beneath before whipping up. I hit him hard in his stomach, and the lizard man grunted as ribs cracked. He shoved me away while shouting, “He’s stronger than he looks. Kill him.”

      I moved my head at random, trying to be hard to hit. A coursing bolt whipped beside my head, striking stone and singing its surface. Lingering in place, the stone glowed yellow from the heat left behind. The green one charged me, taking his sword out.

      Impatient and eager, he aimed right for my neck. I leaned away, and the blade struck one of my shoulder spikes. Sparks flooded the dim cavern, and his sword struck the concrete wall. It sunk in. I tackled the handle of the blade, and it snapped as the skeptile jerked his hand away.

      The purple one shot another purple bolt toward me, and I jumped this time. I dodged the lance of lightning, but I hit the ceiling. Dust fell from the cracks I left behind, and I flopped on my face. The green skeptile ran up and kicked my face hard.

      His steel-tipped boot dented my helm, caving it in until it smacked me. My vision flashed white before I rolled back into the sewer’s center. I grabbed the other side’s grating and pulled myself up before lightning flashed into the water. It hummed and crackled before the green skeptile jumped toward me again.

      I jumped up, pulling my knees close to my chest. When the skeptile landed, I stomped my heels. The concrete caved beneath me, setting the green one off-balance midway through his landing. I grabbed at his throat, squeezing hard before rearing my fist back.

      The wind whistled behind me. Ice shards sunk into my side, and the cold pierced deep into my chest. Growling out, I smashed my fist into the other skeptile’s face, and his body went limp. Grabbing the back of his head, I pulled him into the wall before headbutting his face. It resisted my first strike, my vision going white. I slammed again. His head lurched with a sickening thud.

      I roared before smashing his skull again with my own. A crack radiated throughout the cavern while the other skeptile shot lightning at me again. I pulled his partner’s corpse in front of the blast. It singed and sparked before I dropped it and charged. I reached the mage, and he formed plasma knives in his hands.

      He swiped at my face, but I pulled back. The blade sliced through stone, leaving glowing rock wherever he scorched. Two swipes later, and a blade sunk into my shoulder. It burned like wildfire as I screamed out. The skeptile lunged its dagger at my exposed throat. I watched the dagger come at me, and fear soared into the forefront of my mind.

      Before it landed, my armor’s helmet opened, exposing the same jagged maw as before. It clamped onto the skeptile’s hand. The sorcerer dropped his blade as bones, sinews, and muscles snapped. The sorcerer pulled a handless arm away from me.

      Taking initiative, I dashed forward and hit him with two jabs. Sweat flew off the back of its head, its skull whiplashing backward. I kept my arms tucked against my sides as the lizard roared out in pain. It pointed its hand at me again, but I jerked his palm up.

      Purple lightning arced over my head, cleaving straight through a spike of my armor. I pulled him toward me with his arm. A quick haymaker cracked his cheekbone, knocking him unconscious. Like the last skeptile, I grabbed his face and headbutted it hard. Teeth fell off my helm. Another headbutt. More blood and teeth.

      I smashed my face into his like a hammer, pulverizing his skull into a thick stew. I let out an animalistic roar, tossing the headless corpse aside before turning around. The green lizard guy squirmed against the wall. I walked over before lifting a heel over its head. With a wet crunch, his face caved in as I stomped down.

      The concrete cracked beneath his head, one fissure forming. I heaved for breath before I wiped blood off my helm. Cracking my neck, I took a minute and let the adrenaline flow through me. Sometimes, fighting felt good, though I’d rather not headbutt everything to death all the time.

      Peering down at my armor, I gave it a begrudging nod out of respect. Yeah, it was creepy as hell, but the damn thing saved my life. In that same vein, I’d rather live as a monster than die as a man. Waving off some shaking hands, I searched for the hand my armor bit off, but I couldn’t find it. It probably fell into a null void or maybe my armor, but I hoped not.

      I chose not to think about it as a notification sounded.

      
        
        Level up! Five level-ups!

      

      

      At least something good came out of the blood bath, and I dove into any distraction from the blood on my face. Staring at my list of perks, I found my choice for my next level thirty attribute—dexterity.

      My choice was based on the fight. The stone still sizzled from the plasma blades of the mage, as did stone in the distance from his lightning bolts. Despite my armor, I wouldn’t be able to tank that kind of damage. If these scavengers had landed those bolts, I’d be dead.

      Thoughts of death passed over me, but I numbed to them somewhat. What was once trembling turned into a slight shake. It passed in a minute or two, and I moved on. The perk screen pulled up right after with fewer options than before. I had two perk points, however.

      To my utter disbelief, that pitiful rat boss had given me a dungeon core. My armor had eaten it while devouring the rat’s corpse. Thinking of the skeptile’s descriptions, I connected the dots. Bosses like that rat king were why those scavengers came here. They wanted easy dungeon cores for easy money, and I happened upon them at the wrong place and time.

      They mentioned a necromancer as well. Avoiding someone like that would take priority. Before checking out my status, I put my hands on my hips. I stared down at the bodies. These guys were literal aliens, and I just killed them.

      I shook my head, wrestling with that reality for a moment. The system and its changes happened so fast, and I couldn’t wrap my head around it. At this point, there was no telling who and what would land here soon. I glared forward, knowing I’d need to be ready when it arrived.

      Whatever it was.

      I put five points into dexterity and opened my perk menu.

      
        
        [Powerful (Strength of 15 or more) - Your strength is admirable. Doubles carrying weight.]

      

      

      
        
        [Smart (Intelligence of 10 or more) - Your intelligence is good. Doubles effective memory.]

      

      

      
        
        [Flexible (Dexterity of 10 or more) - Your dexterity is good. Doubles flexibility bonus.]

      

      

      
        
        [Lithe (Dexterity of 15 or more) - Your dexterity is admirable. Doubles reflexive and reaction time bonus from dexterity.]

      

      

      
        
        [Graceful (Dexterity of 20 or more) - Your dexterity is excellent. 1/10th of dexterity added to perception. Physical-oriented skills are learned twice as quickly.]

      

      

      
        
        [Perceptive (Perception of 10 or more) - Your perception is good. Doubles sensory bonuses.]

      

      

      I picked the perks Graceful and Lithe before finalizing. The change coursed over me like the euphoria of an amazing stretching session. Tugging joints and tight muscles lengthened, and no part of my body felt foreign. Every fiber of every muscle obeyed my commands. I didn’t feel jumpy, either.

      It was like I practiced every movement a thousand times. With limbs like water, I opened my attribute screen.

      
        
        Level 87 Attribute Menu

      

      

      
        
        Strength [30] | Constitution [36.3] | Endurance [51] | Dexterity [20] | Willpower [30.3] | Intelligence [10] | Charisma [4] | Luck [3] | Perception [12]

      

      

      I needed ten more levels before the per-level perks arrived in all their glory. I prayed I’d turn into a deft titan once the perk went through. Gawking at the carnage from our fight, I needed some oomph in my build. I mean, Oppression handled mobs and groups, so I kept my build and skills aimed at one-on-one combat.

      If it all came together like I hoped, I’d be airtight in battle. I liked that.

      Magic could come later, but for now, I stuck to the old tried-and-true strategy of punching things. It hadn’t failed me so far, and I doubted it would. My armor helped ensure that. Speaking of armor, I walked toward the skeptiles and checked their gear for something useful.

      Compared to my current platemail, their tanned hide bent like aluminum foil. Taking my time, I found nothing of note. They had no money, valuables, or anything on them really. I frowned at the bodies, thinking they put everything on the line to get here. Space travel might be expensive or something.

      Either way, I walked through the rest of the dungeon, killing rats for extra experience. The passive activity gave me time to think. I peered at my notifications, staring at the status updates for the scavengers. It mentioned a bounty system and how Schema protected normal people. Considering I faced no consequences for killing those aliens, having a bounty seemed pretty bad.

      Avoiding one on my own head took priority, as did learning Schema’s laws. I tapped my teeth together, wishing I went through the tutorial again. I needed every bit of information I could find because things were changing fast. When Schema came, so did a lot of differences in how everything worked. The possibilities were endless, and I didn’t want to get washed away in the chaos.

      I glanced around the sewer room for a bit longer, wondering if anything hid itself. While I’d been searching the place, the throne of the rat king looked strange. Surrounded by matchstick woodwork, its stony surface contrasted everything around it. I walked over, feeling around it. A stone panel pressed down as I did.

      Darts shot toward me from above. They bounced off my armor like rain on a window. I shrugged before a set of stone tablets lowered around the dungeon floor, revealing a spiral staircase leading down.

      Part of me wanted to continue exploring, but I needed to prioritize. Finding Kelsey and Michael took priority. I put a placeholder on my minimap for exploring this later when I had the time. Walking around, I found a manhole less covered by the underbrush. After climbing the stairs up, I pushed my legs against the cylinder of stone around me.

      That kept me in place as I shoved hard on the manhole cover. It shoved off with some effort, and I pulled it off before hopping onto a suburban street. Keeping myself somewhat hidden, I sprinted toward a backyard. As I did, a scream erupted nearby.

      I closed my eyes, sighing as yet another distraction presented itself. Not wanting to just let someone die, I hopped a fence or two before finding a home invasion. A pack of skeletons, blue fire glowing in their eyes and swords in their hands, raided a home by kicking the door down. They pulled people out of their homes, throwing them into a circular pit.

      I dragged my hands down my face, my helmet peeling away in time for me to do so. A piece of me just wanted to leave them behind to be butchered. I couldn’t save everybody, and my own friends could be getting killed. Even from a casual glance, Michael and Kelsey weren’t in the group.

      I turned to leave before a few children howled in the pack of people. The people’s levels sat somewhere between five and ten. The skeletons were in the mid-thirties. They stood no chance, but the skeletons would be child’s play for me. I took a deep breath before running in. It would be a quick adventure. In and out in twenty minutes.

      I got near the group, and of course, people screamed at the sight of me. Ignoring them, I smashed through a skeleton before another snapped his sword on my back. I grabbed his skull by the eye sockets, crushing his head into a different skelly warrior. Several packs of the creatures peered on from nearby houses, and they swarmed from all directions.

      I killed a few before pulling them away from the pack of people. Flying in from above, a skeletal dragon flew in, breathing plumes of blue fire. I gasped at the sight of it.

      
        
        Undead Korgah | Level 281 - This undead creature is controlled elsewhere, and its flames can melt metal.

      

        

      
        Run.

      

      

      I turned around and sprinted straight for the manhole I ran out of. Playing hero would get me killed, and it wasn’t like I could save these people anyway. I leaped right down the cylinder of stone; the metal stairs whipped by my vision before I clipped one of them. I banged backward, my head slapping into concrete.

      Like the ball of a pinball machine, I hit every side of the sewer entrance on my way down. Flopping onto the stone ground, I stayed there for a second while feeling pain from the fall. Dexterity or not, that wasn’t my smartest move.

      I pushed myself up with a grunt, looking up. Above me, the glowing eyes of a skeleton peered into the manhole. One leaped down, following the same pattern I did. Not quite as robust, its dry bones splintered before it collapsed beside me.

      I stomped its skull beside me before the army of undead came down the stepway. I gawked around, wondering where to run before smacking myself in the forehead. Duh, the dungeon entrance.

      I sprinted toward the rat king’s throne, my stomps echoing in the concrete tunnel. I ripped through a few vines and bushes before reaching the throne. I ran down the stairs as the clatter of bone on concrete filled my ears.

      I ran down the circular walkway, reaching a hallway, and ran down it, pillars of stone lining my sides. They carried glowing blue torches, spawned from magic. A cold, ringing silence filled the air along with a mist hugging the ground.

      Unable to appreciate the sights, I found a doorway with a circular slot on its surface. Ornate markings covered its surface, the patterns flowing like the growth of branches or roots. I rubbed my temples, looking behind myself. None of the undead monsters found this place yet, but they would in time.

      Racing for a solution, I looked around. Dark metal held the blue torch fires, and the mist moved when I kicked at it. Yeah, not exactly useful information. From behind, a few skeletons entered the hallway, swords brandished and eyes glowing. I wasn’t scared of them, but I was of what they omened.

      I rolled my hands before snapping my fingers. The circular slot was the same size as the dungeon core. As I thought about that, my armor deformed before revealing a pitch black orb from my chest. It glowed with a yellow outline. Plopping out, the core landed in my hand, and I held it like a tiny eclipse in my fingers.

      The dungeon cores looked as valuable as they were.

      Not having time to sit around, I put the core in the doorway, and the orb floated midair. Tendrils of light leaked into the patterns, energy coursing through them as light expanded all around the glyphs.

      The skeletons got close, the door taking its sweet time with this magical incantation. One of the creatures reached me, and I smashed its face into a nearby torch. The blue fire streaked across my vision as another swung a sword overhead. I grabbed its hand before another skeleton swiped at my side.

      The steel sank an inch deep before another skeleton jumped over the other two. I stabbed at my face, but I tilted my head sideways, my neck bending unnaturally. Dexterity already paying off, I slammed my fist into the side of a skeleton crushing its ribs. I tore a skeleton’s arm out of its socket before crushing its skull with its arm.

      Jerking the sword from my side, I slammed the metal edge into the other skeleton’s head before the door slid open behind me. I turned, running into a massive cavern. Skeletons fought their way inside, but I kept shoving them back. The stone doors slid closed while I kept the tide of undead at bay, powdering bone as they did. I turned away from the door, leaning against it. I took a deep breath, collecting myself after the chase. The incoming torrent of undead never stopped, meaning they could keep me held up until something stronger arrived, like the necromancer.

      If it summoned a level two hundred, well, anything, then there was no telling how powerful the necromancer was. A minute passed as I got a grip on my situation. I couldn’t get a break, that was for sure. Looking up for the first time, torches lit dozens of colossal pillars stretching from the top of the cavern to the bottom.

      Wooden bridges stretched out from these pillars, connecting makeshift shacks at the midway points of these massive columns. Gremlins, goblins, and orcs walked on these bridges. I gave myself a few slaps, kind of exasperated at the situation. Inspecting the beasts, I took a breath of relief.

      They maxed out at level twenty or so. Along the bottom of the dungeon, swarms of angular, sharp insects crawled on the ground. They carried antenna glowing like dim grapes at the tendrils’ ends. Colored a deep, menacing purple, these bugs reached up toward level thirty.

      I bit my tongue. More bugs. Great. In the distance, a gremlin laid on its knees in front of an armored orc. The orc kicked the gremlin down into the abyss, and when it landed, the insects swarmed it. It died in less than a second. I already could paint a picture of how this place worked.

      Orcs ruled over gremlin and goblins. The insects kept them fighting over the limited space the pillars offered. It wasn’t the best life. Unfortunately for them, they wouldn’t be existing for much longer. Being far down beneath the ground, I no longer worried about Oppression killing people on the surface.

      I activated Oppression and trotted forward. Several goblins and gremlins fell off the bridge leading toward the first pillar. Confusion spread across the populace, many dying in less than a minute of exposure to my aura. Moving onward, the goblins and gremlins died in waves.

      Their bodies would disintegrate into blue mana that my armor absorbed before reaching the bottom. The insects below cried out, screeches of indignation escaping their mandibles at missing out on the feast. The entire time, I inched closer to my next evolution while getting some easy experience.

      The orcs would charge at me, weathering the aura well. By the time they reached me, I mashed them like dropping an egg on a countertop. They gave miniscule experience. Still, they gave tiny bits of ambient mana. The boss could be different.

      He’d give me another dungeon core at least, and then I’d be able to get another perk. I paced on, eradicating the local population over time. About two hours later, I reached the fanciest shack here, with skulls, feathers, and totem poles jutting out from it. An ogre strolled out, a deep green compared with the lighter shade of his minions.

      Muscles rippled as he moved with a club of iron. His teeth jutted out from his bottom jaw.

      
        
        Cracole, Exiled Ogre of the Wild | Level 34 - An ogre that was exiled by his village for his cruel hierarchical methods. He was sentenced to become a bottom dweller, living in the darkness of the caves below the village. He slowly bided his time, trying to amass an army strong enough to overtake his village.

      

      

      
        
        After Schema moved his village, his plans fell apart. Now, he is a bitter, angry chieftain, who unleashes his wrath onto the weaker members of his village.

      

      

      It was a shame seeing the chieftain. He pushed two of his minions aside, killing them both as they screamed to their deaths. The ogre smothered anyone he deemed lower than himself. In a way, people were the same.

      You couldn’t judge a person’s character by how they treated those above themselves. What mattered was how they treated those below them. This exiled ogre was a great example of that. As I neared the boss, it contorted in rage. It banged its chest, roaring for me to come over, but I didn’t. There was no need. Oppression handled the monster for me.

      The ogre vomited a stream of blood before the veins under his skin turned black. His fingernails fell out, and his eyes grew bloodshot. I frowned at my aura’s influence, but then something odd happened. Claws expanded from the ogre’s fingers. Skin smothered its eyes and nose. Its arms lengthened, turning into poles of elongated bone.

      Its underjaw’s tusks turned into long, enamel knives while drool leaked from its mouth. Red drool sizzled on the stone beneath it. I kept myself firmly on a pillar while it snarled at nearby goblins. The black beast picked one up, regurgitating acid onto the goblin’s face.

      The goblin’s green skin peeled off, showing bone and blood from below. The goblin jerked and shivered before going limp. The dark abomination bit into the predigested corpse before turning to me. My eyes widened as I locked in on it. It roared out, ebbing forth an alien, eerie sound. Schema’s message of the ogre changed.

      
        
        Shapeless Horror | Unknown lvl 84 - A force unleashed this being’s inner potential at the cost of its mind. Be wary.

      

      

      I stayed back before it darted toward me. Sprinting forward, it stampeded through several goblins on the bridge before meeting me. We clashed like thunder, a booming echo surging from our impact. Stronger than I, it pushed me back. I reached the wooden bridge behind me, and the wood cracked as I pushed against its shoulders.

      We shook from struggling, each of us trying to get the upper hand. I gave in, no longer pushing against it. It pushed me back while I leaned down. As it came over me, I used the monster’s momentum to slam it against the twine bridge.

      It lashed out with claws like steel. They scraped my helm, and I kicked the beast. It flopped sideways before I cracked my neck. I raised my hands and grumbled, “Man, I can’t catch a break.”

      It reached me before I torqued my hips sideways and arced my fist forward. It traveled overhead, and right as the monster reached me, my fist collided with the top of its head. I nearly bounced backward at the sheer force of the impact. The creature crashed down into the bridge, crushing wood like dry leaves. The echoes boomed seconds later in the gargantuan cavern.

      I lifted both fists into the air and crushed the monster into the bridge again. Its tail whipped toward me, piercing into my collarbone. It whirled through the air again, snapping back. I reached out and missed it, the pointed tail piercing my chest.

      As the beast pulled the tail back, I grasped it. I put my foot onto its head and another foot over its back. Forced into an arch, the monster gurgled before I pressed with all my might. Its back popped, and the creature’s legs went slack.

      I let its tail go before lifting my hands. I battered its face, mauling it from above. The beast’s skull cracked open like a wet walnut. A few seconds later, it died. As I started wiping purple blood off me, my armor chomped on the corpse in a grotesque malformation of metal. The screeching of bending steel finally stopped when it finished eating the corpse.

      With the fight handled, I turned around, wondering what caused the change in the ogre. My guess at the time? The necromancer. Peering for the summoner, I darted my head back and forth. No movement rustled on any of the pillars. The only movement showed from the writhing of insects below the bridge.

      Beneath my feet, the wood creaked. I glanced down, noticing just how destroyed the bridge was at this point. I pushed off my feet to run off it, but the bridge collapsed as I did so. I fell downward for a few seconds. My skin pulled on me, and my stomach floated as I fell. A second later, my head whipped as I landed with a monstrous boom.

      Stone cracked, and bugs hissed in pain nearby. I lost my breath, my lungs and body beaten bloody. As I pushed myself off my landing spot, the insects swarmed toward me. I leaned down as they came, wanting to give in. The weakness passed, and I pushed through my exhaustion.

      Oppression smothered the insects, softening them before they got to me. I smashed the bugs like trying to kill cockroaches. I stomped the guts of one. I pulled another apart. Yet another I shelled like a crab. They popped with a satisfying crunch when I hit them.

      But they swarmed with fury. Covering me, they pincered at me from all angles. I kept them off my head, but they smothered me from all angles. The pile kept amassing over me, swallowing my body whole.

      I kept my mouth shut and my eyes closed, feeling for their bodies. In darkness, I lashed out. In the mass, I crushed. In time, the insects crawling on me died from Oppression or my swings. I hid in their bodies, using them as a shield from the other insects. The bodies dissipated as my armor indulged on them.

      My vision blurred. Peering at my status, a stacking poison debuff mounted. Willing my armor to stop, it let the pile of dying insects coat me. Like a pile of dead crickets, I stayed still while the others swarmed over me. It took over an hour of killing these damn things before they thinned enough that I could reach a pillar.

      As I climbed the column, I checked out my notifications. I gained a level, so I put a point into dexterity before my perk screen appeared again. I’d gotten another core from the chieftain turned abomination.

      
        
        [Powerful (Strength of 15 or more) - Your strength is admirable. Doubles carrying weight.]

      

      

      
        
        [Smart (Intelligence of 10 or more) - Your intelligence is good. Doubles effective memory.]

      

      

      
        
        [Flexible (Dexterity of 10 or more) - Your dexterity is good. Doubles flexibility bonus.]

      

      

      
        
        [Perceptive (Perception of 10 or more) - Your perception is good. Doubles sensory bonuses.]

      

      

      I selected Powerful this time just to climb the pillar. My body and armor lightened a tremendous amount, letting me get up this sheer face. My fingers lengthened into points, letting my stab into the rock a bit. Once I got back on the pillar, I sprinted toward the exit. Whatever unleashed that chieftain, I didn’t want to fight it. At least not here on unstable bridges.

      I reached another stone wall just like the one leading into this dungeon. My armor spit out the dungeon core into my hand. Holding the tiny eclipse in my palm, streams of light flowed into the gate. The glyphs on it glowed blue before the doors slid open. Dust fell from the corners and cracks of the ancient stone as they moved.

      The doors opened. All I could see was a wall of sickly, purple smoke as they did. This mist condensed into a single point. From it, the dried remains of a mummy walked out, wearing ornate robes, his arms interlocked behind himself. His body was dry as cracks in mud, and when he moved his hands, his flesh crinkled.

      Frail as it seemed, it leaked an aura of energy. The undead’s eye sockets were empty, each imbued with glowed plumes of navy-shaded fire. He let his mana ebb outward. When it crawled over me, I choked on it. This mana was thicker than the sand that the Lord of Worms released.

      I couldn’t even breath. He didn’t even need time to set this up. I gasped, “Please…stop.”

      He lessened his aura, letting me take a breath. He paced back and forth, considering me for a moment. Stepping up to me, it spoke with a gritty, archaic voice.

      “Ah, I see neither my minions nor my experiment caught you then, hm? That is more than merely interesting. No one on your planet should be powerful enough for these beasts. Not yet, at least. You seem rather ahead of the curve, I should say.”

      He raised a hand. “Pleasantries aside, I’ve a pertinent question to ask you.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, anything.”

      The dark blue fire turned a menacing red. “Would you happen to know of an Alfred Worm? I am his father, Torix Worm, of Darkhill.”
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            Torix Worm, Of Darkhill

          

        

      

    

    
      I gasped. “Could you let me down?”

      He tilted his head. “I shall whenever you cease that annoying aura of yours, whatever it is.”

      My eyes widened, and I shut Oppression down. He waved a hand, and I fell, collapsing to my knees. Like tiny eyes, the lich squinted his glowing fireballs. He kept his gaze steady, his eyes piercing. I couldn’t hold eye contact, but his glare burrowed into the back of my head regardless.

      Finally looking away, Torix pulled an ancient tome from his robes and opened it. A quick flash of umbral mana later, he cast a spell. Two shadows pulled at my arms, holding me up. He waved a hand. “Enough chatter of comfort. There is a marker of Alfred on you or within you. Now, you may believe that I don’t feel its presence or lack proof of its existence. I assure you, I am well armed with the required knowledge. You may choose to unveil what you have, or I will unveil it away from you.”

      His eyes flashed bright. “Whether that be via interrogation or dissection, you shall decide.”

      Still reeling, my head rolled before my armor spit out Alfred’s diary. One of the shadows caught the journal. It leaned onto one knee and held it out to its master. The lich put his glowing book in his robe before picking up the ragged journal.

      “Ah, that was simpler than I imagined it would be. Do stay as I read this ragged tissue’s contents. Perhaps I may even thank you for it. Now, let’s see what lies therein. Hm, it does appear to be his handwriting. It… This—”

      He covered his mouth. He took a step back, and his hands shook in place. He peered around as if looking for something before he fumbled with his bony fingers. His eyes dimmed after a few minutes, and he finished the book with a quick snap of the cover. His eyes fizzled out before he hugged the journal to his chest.

      A tense silence, thicker than oatmeal, smothered me. I stayed silent, not really knowing what was going through the lich’s mind. His eyes flared back to life as he stared off into the distance. He spoke in a small voice.

      “My son…my only son. He’s gone.”

      The pain pierced out in waves from the lich. Undead or not, the emotion was real and palpable and genuine. I didn’t really know what to say, but I felt like I had to say something.

      “I’m…I’m really sorry for your loss.”

      Tenderly and with care, he moved the journal into his robes before interlocking his hands behind himself once more. His composure reconstructed, and he returned to his previous self. The shadows waned beside me until they disappeared. I stood on wobbling feet.

      Torix’s tone shot out like ice. “I’ll assume you’re the one that killed him? And don’t attempt to lie to me. It will only dig this pit you lie in further down, and it lies six feet underground already.”

      I gritted my teeth before nodding.

      The lich trembled in place, weighing different options in his head. He turned his glance up before giving himself a slow nod. He centered onto me once more.

      “Based…based on the contents of the journal, his death was a release, given the mad ramblings at the end of this document. Tell me, did you stop this-this hivemind he called Baldag-Ruhl, of Many?”

      I nodded once more. Torix sat down on an umbral blot of mana, a living shadow holding him up. He shook his hands as if getting water off them. He steepled his fingers, keeping himself tranquil despite the squall of grief writhing under his surface. Torix offered me a dark mana chair before gesturing to it.

      “Tell me everything you know, from beginning to end.”

      Despite the commanding authority, the icy edge in his voice faded some. This was still no request; it was a command. I complied, sitting down. I spoke for a while, trying to explain who I was and why I was in the cave to begin with.

      It took a while, but I told him the story of how Baldag-Ruhl tried turning me into his armor. The riftkeeper ended up giving me my current form. I kept talking about how Alfred stayed committed even after going mad and how really Torix’s son was the one who actually stopped Baldag-Ruhl, not me.

      And to my surprise, the lich listened. He kept listening, in fact. So much so that I found myself gushing. I kept discussing what had happened to me, grateful and desperate for an outlet. Anything or anyone that would give me an ear, I needed it. It just so happened this undead lich I just met happened to be a great listener.

      He gave me affirmations as I unloaded all of my problems. My speaking turned to rambling, and I couldn’t stop myself. I needed someone to talk with, and this ancient necromancer offered insights and repose. I latched onto that serenity, going on about how demanding BloodHollow had been. I talked about how lonely I’d been since the system’s changes.

      I kept going until I discussed unformulated issues. For instance, I went on about trying to find Michael and Kelsey and how I didn’t see it happening anytime soon. I even chatted about my armor and how it horrified me. Torix didn’t rush me or seem perturbed with my situation. He showed no surprise and stayed calm. His only real reactions were when I mentioned the slice in dimensions, or at least that was what I guessed it was.

      What mattered was that since the system started, Torix was the first person I felt comfortable with. He didn’t make me feel like a freak. The guy just acted like I was normal. Considering how abnormal my situation was, I clung to that without really meaning to. That kept me going until I ran out of steam.

      A quick silence passed over us, and Torix deliberated. He turned a palm to me. “It seems as though your journey’s been long and hard, young one. I added to that with my minions, so do accept my apologies. You’ll find them plague you or your hometown above no longer. I merely wished to search out my son. This journal is his, as it carries his mana and handwriting. I also believe you’ve told me what you believe is the truth.”

      As an aside, he chimed, “And those civilians above, they’ve been treated humanely, so worry not.”

      I believed him more than I should’ve. The lich crossed a leg, leaning back and steepling his fingers. He oozed dominance and poise before sighing. “What would you have me do to you? On the one hand, you freed my son from madness, a madness not even I could fix. On the other hand, you’ve killed him, my only flesh and blood left.”

      I fumbled my words. “I…I don’t know. I-I never had a son. I am someone’s son, but he’s a jackass, so… Please don’t kill me, I guess?”

      The lich stared with unchanging eyes before bursting into laughter. He replied, “You’ve grown rather accustomed to death. To be so casual in the face of it… Even as a lich, I’m impressed. Who are you really, then?”

      “What do you mean? I told you. I’m Daniel Hillside.”

      Torix shook his head. “No, I mean who are you really? You can’t have already reached level eighty-eight in less than a month after Schema arrived. Not for a new species without guidance.”

      I frowned. “I’m not lying about missing the tutorial.”

      Torix scoffed. “You expect me to believe that you, a human, killed a ruhl? A genuine ruhl.”

      I threw my hands up. “I thought you said you believed me?”

      “I believe you haven’t lied to me. Whether you believe the truth or an approximation of it is something else entirely.”

      “I already told you, your son is the one that really killed him. I’m just the one who followed through with his master plan. The reason I succeeded and he didn’t was luck. That’s it.”

      Torix leaned over and tapped one of my shoulder spikes. “And this, this is supposed to be the Harbinger of Cataclysm? Quite the extravagant title for someone who has yet to reach even level one hundred.”

      I crossed my arms. “I do well for myself. You know, considering.”

      “Hm. Would you mind verifying all of this for me?”

      My eyes widened. “You want me to go back to BloodHollow?”

      “Yes.”

      I shook my hands. “I really, really don’t want to go back there. I just spent the first few weeks in the system stuck in that hellhole. I just got out, and I haven’t been able to look for my friends at all.”

      Torix lowered his gaze. “But you’re certain there’s proof of this all occurring?”

      I waved my hands, starting to ramble. “Yeah, for sure.”

      “Perhaps I shall go and inspect it myself to verify the validity of your claims. Should you be lying, then you understand what will become of you.”

      I waved my hands about, kind of nervous. “Then it looks like I’ll be fine. I mean, if you think about it, this armor is your son’s legacy. Killing me is like killing the last piece remaining of Alfred. Wouldn’t it be more fitting for your son to be remembered for this feat of, uhm, magic? You know, to be remembered for his sacrifice?”

      Torix turned a palm to me. “My son was a prodigy. While not gifted in combat, he showed an intuition for rune making that far exceeds my own. In that area, he was a well of limitless potential. He would have been an even greater sorcerer than I, if his character was better suited for it.”

      His tone grew wistful. “So dying like this isn’t something I wish to glorify. Rather, I’d keep this hidden. For now. In that manner, it is a shame beyond measure to uncover the situation as is. I searched for him for so long. I finally found traces of his mana signature on some backwater, newly systemized world. I come hither, and guess what I uncover?”

      “Uh, me?”

      Torix raised his hands. “Not at all. Alfred’s previous dungeon warped elsewhere as I traveled to it. It disappeared, and a century passed. I couldn’t find a trace of him, not until something strange happened here. A surge of energy pulsed out, unlike any I’ve ever registered, and on this backwater planet. I would have thought nothing of it, just assuming it was another anomaly. But, you see, at its very center was the slightest, familiar trace of mana.”

      Torix glared at me. “My son’s mana, the will of his mind manifested.”

      Torix glanced off at the vast cavern. “I hired a blackmarket warping specialist and arrived soon after. From that dungeon, I uncovered two humans. I interrogated them. It wasn’t difficult learning what I needed to know.”

      He found David and Stacy. I grimaced. Torix brushed off my concerns with the wave of his hand.

      “I’ve done nothing permanent to them. They are fine. Now, continuing my story, I followed the trail those two indicated, and I found a peculiar ability used within this forest. There existed a circle of dead fauna and a pair of stomping tracks.”

      He met my eyes. “Here I thought a scavenger had cleared the dungeon and killed my son. I came down, hunting for the user of the ability. I plotted several traps, such as searching homes and threatening the populace. I wouldn’t kill anyone for fear of the resulting bounty, of course, but my ploy worked well.”

      I leaned forward. “Damn. That was bait, huh?”

      Torix swiped his hand. “It was a simple and easy plot to enact, so I did so. You killed many of my minions, so I pursued you personally. I found the scavengers’ bodies and the dungeon below the sewers. I arrived after you killed the ogre I enchanted here. I watched you kill these monsters below effortlessly.”

      He pinched his fingers together, leaning to me. “You, an unknown presence at such a low level. I’d never seen anything quite like it. If what you’ve told me is true, you showcase potential. Perhaps a mountain of it, given time. The issue therein lies in your position. Being an unknown and so young means you will be killed soon.”

      Sweat crawled down my back as Torix gestured at me. “You also have other traits that make you targetable. For instance, that…Blood Magic you have. If one wished, they could hold you down and take pounds of your flesh, using it for mana. You would become a mana battery, a fate far worse than death.”

      Even more cold sweat fell from me as he pointed at my feet. “And that armor of yours…I’ve never seen anything like it. I myself am tempted to run experiments on it, and I’m rather benevolent compared to many. My kindness is why that armor remains grafted to you instead of being peeled off as we speak.”

      Remembering the feelers under my armor, I shivered. Torix stood up. “Don’t worry, child. I listened to you, and I do believe you. I will do my due diligence to make sure what you’ve said is true, of course. All that being said, I shall take my leave. I do wish you luck on your journey.”

      An idea popped in my head. “Wait one minute.”

      The lich tilted his head. “Hmm?”

      “I think we can make a deal.”

      Torix scoffed. “You? Make a deal with me? Oh, this is going to be entertaining to the utmost.”

      I stood up with him. “Okay, so the thing is, you have this undead army, right?”

      “Indeed.”

      “So you could find my friends just as you found me?”

      “Easily.”

      I turned my palm to him. “How about you help me with my friends, and I’ll help you understand BloodHollow, eh?”

      Torix gawked at me, stunned to silence. He let out a slight snicker before it turned into full on cackling. He shook his head. “That was certainly…something. What could you offer me in exchange? Undying loyalty? I have quite a few minions that exceed you in more than one domain.”

      I raised a hand. “But none of them were made with the ritual.”

      Torix withdrew a tad, taken aback. “Hah. That is certainly true. Why should I make a deal with you instead of simply forcing you to obey me? I am more than able to, I assure you.”

      I fumbled. “Uhm…I don’t know. Maybe it would be better for your experiments if I was willing?”

      Torix deadpanned, “You’re insane, you know that?”

      I let my hands flop against my sides. “Look, man, I’m desperate here. You heard me earlier. I’m going to be by myself for a long time if this doesn’t work out.”

      Torix gave me a nod. “I do require intricate knowledge of the comings and goings of my son’s demise. You’re the foremost expert of what occurred, so enlisting you may help me. I accept this little arrangement of yours.”

      I gaped. “You’re serious?”

      His eyes flashed. “Oh, dead serious.”

      I raised a hand. “Cause you’re an undead, right?”

      Torix remained still for a few seconds before pinching the bridge of his nose. “By Schema, who have I partnered with, exactly?”

      I stood up, banging my fists together. “Me. I’ll take the deal.”

      The lich interlocked his hands behind himself once more. “Well then, that’s a wise decision. Now, explain how your armor works, and all you know of it.”

      I explained how Baldag-Ruhl’s spell worked to the best of my knowledge. I described the walls of runes, miles long and utterly intricate. I described how I could show him the tunnels and how it would make an excellent evil lair for him. He even chuckled a few times. By now, I was warming up the cold, unfeeling lich. The guy had a panache to him.

      When I finished, he gestured to me. “I’ll assume you’ve marked BloodHollow down on your minimap?”

      I brought it up. “No, but I can. I’ve visited the cave before.”

      “Good. Send me a screenshot of it and the surrounding area. I will download it, then go toward this dungeon ahead of you. As for your end of the deal, simply come forthwith to BloodHollow within the next few days.” Torix gestured to our surroundings. “You may finish your dungeon delving here and get your dungeon core. I know it’s a high-value item for you at the moment, and I wouldn’t want to impede your progress.”

      He opened his status, and a request from him appeared.

      
        
        Torix Worm, of Darkhill | level 1,236

        Friend Request

        Do you accept? Y/N?

      

      

      I leaned back from my status. “What in the hell? Y-You’re over level one thousand?”

      Torix leaned back. “Oh, yes, of course. You’re just now entering the system, so you lack perspective. I am your first dose of said perspective, and allow me to add to it. My level is somewhat notable, but nothing worthy of reverence. You’ve simply seen very little of Schema-owned space. Know that you are strong for your level, but realize that there are beings of immeasurable power spread out across the stars. Many are much more powerful than me.”

      Torix stared down with pity. “You are a desirable treat for them. If they find you, they will violate you in ways you cannot even imagine.”

      I shivered before gulping. Knowing the necromancer hadn’t turned me inside out, I smiled up at Torix. “Then I suppose I should thank you for taking me under your wing. I really appreciate it.”

      Torix stood taller as I said that. He spoke with a touch of pride in his voice. “I suppose it is enviable to have one willing to learn and listen. It is quite satisfying to enlighten others.” Torix waved a hand, generating a portal leading about two hundred feet up to the suburbia above. Torix gave me a nod of acknowledgment.

      “Good luck with your dungeon.”

      I nodded. “You too.”

      He walked through the portal, and it snapped shut, leaving me alone. Accepting the friend request, I let out a gulpful of air, pleased and peachy about how that all worked out. It seemed too good to be true that he’d help me out like that. I could learn from Torix and get a grip on what was going on with Schema.

      Considering the resources at his disposal, finding Michael and Kelsey would be a breeze. And the lich was above level twelve hundred to boot. He could kill me with just a thought. The sheer, staggering potential he carried left me humbled. Having him more on my side was amazing, even if only a little.

      In a way, it gave me a goal, too. It would take forever before I could stand up against him, and the amount of levelling required defied convention. Thinking once more about how I’d level, I looked at the next stone doorway in this dungeon. It held the same core slot as the previous one, flowing marks making the door stand out.

      Placing the ogre’s core into the slot, I found the doors open up. As it did, the entire area changed. Giant pistons pumped scalding steam, with bronze metal plated over every surface. Walking onto an industrial factory’s catwalk, I explored the next section of this layered dungeon.

      Pipelines littered every surface, the steampunk aesthetic drawing my eye. Giant vats of molten metal poured out into molds, making parts for machines. Those machines rested on conveyors, leading toward tunnels of metal. I furrowed my brow as my eyes caught up with the change in scenery. Even from a cursory glance, the progression made no sense whatsoever.

      Based on everything I knew, it seemed like Schema organized the cracks of the dimensions however it had to. That resulted in chaotic mishmashes like this. While confusing at times, I couldn’t help but get swept away a bit in the excitement. This kind of variety meant each dungeon carried limitless potential, and that put a weight off my chest. I wasn’t going to be sitting in underground caverns each and every time.

      Sometimes, I’d get surprises like this. Letting myself get swept up in the moment, I let myself run wild a bit. My feet clunked with each step as I bolted down the catwalk. I passed hissing steam and pumping machines, and I dove deeper into this labyrinth of bronze. Further down, a machine with two sword arms dropped down from a pipeline above. It had three wheels for legs and no face. A few carvings on it mirrored a Greek mural.

      I inspected it.

      
        
        Trolm Guard Bot | Level 31 - A guard bot made for defending trolm factories. Basic and easily dispatched, this sturdy design is a result of the trolms themselves. A race of evolved trolls, trolms are a hardy, powerful race with intricate technical knowledge. With powerful regeneration, tremendous physical stature, and mastery of basic machinery, they are to be feared.

      

      

      
        
        But their guards are not.

      

      

      Reading a history of the bot reminded me of diving into the lore of some games I played. I couldn’t help but smile as the ball of bronze rolled my way. For once, I chose to go into a dungeon. Instead of some harrowing trial, this turned into a fun adventure. Knowing it stood no chance, I charged toward the bot, meeting it head on.

      Swiping my arms diagonally, I struck the swords at an angle, breaking them. I raised my knee, and the bot met it. It crushed against me. Tumbling back, it slowed down while I rushed forward. I turned my torso sideways, then kicked the robot with a sling of momentum. The robot flew off the catwalk, falling into a machine’s grinding gears below. It crumpled like a tin can.

      Another bot fell from above, and it slashed its swords. I darted away, evading the slashes. It stuck with a routine pattern, each attack at a set interval. I waited, getting the timing, before grabbing an arm mid-swing. The other blade came down, but I tilted my shoulder up. The edge skidded down my shoulder and into the metal railing.

      I pulled its other arm, and it pulled apart, leaving it armless. I lifted a hand up before squashing it like an amber, metal tomato. More guards arrived, and I grinned.

      I decimated them. I crushed guard after guard for over an hour. It felt less like a dungeon and more like a playground, and I relished in my improved strength, appreciating it. For the first time since systemization, the future excited me. After a while of destroying bots, I ran into the boss of this factory.

      Standing at the center of a circular platform, a spider robot waited for me. It walked on four limbs and held weapons in its other hands. A giant eyeball centered on me, metal folds interlacing as it squinted. The blue iris and pupil turned red, and it raised its armed hands.

      Knowing it didn’t outlevel me, I stampeded toward it like an angry elephant. I dodged one of its sword limbs before grabbing a leg. I jerked with explosive strength, ripping the leg ripped off. My legs needed a moment to recover, so I used its torn leg to block a rain of swords, hammers, and saws. Dented and falling apart, I tossed the ripped limb at the eye of the creature.

      It raised its four weaponized arms to block. As it did, I dashed forward. The lobbed metal bounced off its weapons, and the beast peered at me as I swung at it. Throwing my fist like a baseball, I shattered the glassy exterior protecting its eye. Cracks radiated up the brittle glass, and its vision deteriorated.

      It swung at random afterward, and I kept my distance, waiting for a time to strike. A few minutes passed, and the joints began glowing from building heat. It paused mid-attack, steam billowing from its robotic innards. Crawling on top of it, I gripped its arm joints to get on top of it.

      I gripped my hands against its bronze body and pulled apart. The metal screamed and crumpled as I strained with effort. Taking a few breaths, I caught my breath as it cooled itself off. Rearing its limbs back, the spider bot swung them down at me. I fell into the opening I just sheared. Tearing wires and pipes apart, I jerked and slammed my fists in every direction.

      Oil splurted everywhere as I gouged out its insides. When I forced myself out of the robot’s eye, it stopped moving. In a less disturbing manner than eating flesh, my armor gobbled up the robot. The armor over my skin outdid bronze, apparently, so I just waited until the bot’s body was devoured. While I waited, I checked out my status screen. There was another perk from where my armor ate another core.

      
        
        [Smart (Intelligence of 10 or more) - Your intelligence is good. Doubles effective memory.]

      

      

      
        
        [Flexible (Dexterity of 10 or more) - Your dexterity is good. Doubles flexibility bonus.]

      

      

      
        
        [Perceptive (Perception of 10 or more) - Your perception is good. Doubles sensory bonuses.]

      

      

      I was almost out of perks at this point. I figured I’d be listening to quite a few lessons from Torix, so I selected Smart. It seemed like a, well, smart decision. Terrible jokes aside, I waited for a sudden shift. I didn’t really notice anything, but I also wasn’t straining my memory yet, either.

      Wanting to feel Smart’s effects, I tried recollecting some childhood events, and they remained as foggy as ever. I hoped the perk helped forming memories more than past ones as I closed my status. Reaching another doorway at the end of the bot’s room, I found another slot for a dungeon core.

      I couldn’t read the glyphs above, but it didn’t matter. I already knew the gist of what it was saying. Having a handle on the situation, I put another core into the doorway. When it opened, it acted the same as BloodHollow’s gateway. Warping reality, these doors opened to a ladder and manhole. Bewildered by the view, I put my head through the doorway, and gravity shifted.

      On the one hand, my body pulled down. On the other hand, my head weighed down in a different direction. Taking the next step, I grabbed the ladder so I wouldn’t fall. Gravity finished changing as I climbed through the doorway. I crawled my way out the dungeon, the warp snapping shut behind me. I blinked a few times while holding the ladder in the sewer tunnel.

      Man, dungeons weirded me out.

      I shook off the surreal feeling before getting out of the sewers and pulled my head out into some fresh air. The streets remained dead silent. I hopped out before sprinting toward a backyard. Hiding behind fences, I opened my minimap. I was right where I thought I was. Just like Torix, I did some due diligence myself.

      I ran toward the place where the skeletons piled people together. I found no bodies or blood lingering around. Still not convinced, I turned to the nearby houses. People closed their doors, but the broken windows still whistled as wind leaked into each house. Freshly broken glass sheened on the porches and yards while I approached.

      When I peered in, a few people gawked at me in horror with makeshift spears or kitchen knives in hand.

      One tried poking me, but I slapped the blade aside. Knowing Torix could’ve let only one family go, I investigated three other homes, finding familiar faces in each of them. Torix made good on his word, so I would do the same. Knowing where to go next, I sprinted back toward BloodHollow yet again, dreading my quick return to the dim, dank caves.

      Keeping my pace rapid, I darted over fallen logs and charged through vined bushes. The faster I handled Torix’s demands, the faster I’d find Michael and Kelsey. My minimap’s direct route also made my return simple. Those thoughts pressing me onward, I sprinted like a man running from a tsunami. It was mostly for fun.

      I could, so I figured, why not?

      Twenty minutes later, a sunset signaled the day’s end. I reached the caves that trapped me for two weeks. The opening changed some, showing ornate pillars and the other side of the Sentinel’s doorway. A walkway led down to those doors, torches lit along set intervals leading to BloodHollow. Trotting down those steps, I got to the entrance.

      The doorway opened, and I winced as recognizable darkness showed itself once more. Bats flashed their fangs at me, and the Sentinel peered down.

      “Know that should you enter this place, you will not be permitted to leave until… Wait, you’re back? Already?”

      I grimaced at my surroundings. “Yeah. Unfortunately for me.”

      The Sentinel slammed his spear down, the doorway closing behind me. “It’s unfortunate for us both. You’ll be permitted to leave whenever you wish, preferably sooner rather than later.”

      Letting his jabs slide, I passed by him toward the marker on my map. I didn’t have time for banter. Torix had a little icon for his name and everything now. Taking an hour of running and killing bats, I found signs of the lich’s presence everywhere.

      Undead raided the cavern from head to toe. Creatures of darkness walked while swollen zombies shambled in all directions. These zombies carried enormous, bulbous sacks of bioluminescent material. They lit the surroundings while undead knights ran their bony hands along the walls.

      As I neared Torix himself, shadow monsters created patches of darkness in the zombie’s blue glow. Undead Korgah’s sat as guardians, decimating the local bat populace, one of the dragon-size creatures holding a crimson bear in its maw. It chewed the bear to bits in two bites, tossing the entrails and organs into a pile of other corpses.

      My armor trembled as I passed the bodies. A few of the undead knights took a dive in a nearby cyan pool, other knights watching the descent. These underlings hunted in every direction, and Torix kept them contained with ease. A bit disgusted, I approached the necromancer in the distance. Torix himself laid at the center of all this carnage. He ran his hands against the walls, looking for the runes I mentioned.

      As I walked up beside Torix, the lich murmured, “Hm, you work quickly. Excellent. Now, perhaps you may show me where these runes are?”

      I nodded and ran toward one of the tunnel entrances. Torix followed behind me, riding on a ball of black he summoned in a second. We approached a tunnel where boulders piled high, interlacing with the wall. No transition exposed where these tunnels began and ended, masking them well. When we reached an entrance, Torix peered at it.

      “So this is how that rift holder lived for so long. I must say, masking himself so utterly and by design alone…impressive.”

      I jumped onto a boulder. “You haven’t seen anything yet.”

      We entered the tunnel, and Torix’s jaw dropped. The necromancer marveled at each intricate and meticulous rune, peering at their depths. Torix stammered, “I…I don’t understand any of this. Is this an eldritch language, perhaps? It doesn’t match any linguistic pattern I’ve learned before.”

      Finding a marking that radiated curiosity, Torix murmured, “My son was able to read all of this?”

      I nodded. “He could, but we’ll need to go deeper into the cave to see it all. This is a drop in the ocean.”

      Torix scoffed. “There’s more than what’s present here?”

      I smiled. “Oh, a lot more.”

      We passed by several miles of the tunnel, Torix’s surprise mounting with each passing moment. It made the entire ritual take a step up in my mind. I knew it was impressive, yeah, but having this knowledgeable and ancient necromancer marvel with me…well, it put the incantation into perspective.

      After half an hour of sprinting, we eventually reached the colosseum’s center. The bats had already cleared out the bugs, revealing the majesty of the spell Baldag-Ruhl cast. I gestured at it.

      “This is the culmination of your son’s work. He and Baldag-Ruhl created this…whatever it is.”

      Torix rubbed his hand against the wall, in awe at the complexity. He spoke with reverence. “To think my son had such an understanding of these markings. Perhaps you were right about your armor being his legacy. This…this is something I can take pride in. It’s something he would’ve relished doing.”

      Torix’s eyes dimmed. “Perhaps…perhaps his life wasn’t as full of suffering as the journal indicated. I can only pray that is the case.”

      I sat there waiting for him to finish his remembrances. After many minutes, he walked at his full height, no hunching whatsoever.

      “I can gather the formatting of the spell, though I lack the insight to gather its context. Some of this is my son’s handwriting. You can tell by the curves, as they hold more flow to them than Baldag-Ruhl’s carvings. I wonder… Ah, ingenious. Bypassing the limitation of internal mana by drawing from dimensional space… But how could you control the energy, let alone form it?”

      Torix peered around. “They—they used a blueprint of another’s soul for grounding the innate chaos of the working mana. I’ve no idea how. Color me surprised… And this, I can’t believe they used a weighting algorithm for displacing the interdimensional pressure, then correlated the flux in time with a quantum stabilizing function.”

      I stayed quiet, not wanting to expose my immense ignorance. When Torix finished studying the runes, he put his hands on his hips. “This would take a thousand years to carve if you had a thousand people doing it, all without a moment’s rest. The hivemind handled the bulk of this project if I assume correctly?”

      I pointed at a few of the bugs still lying around. “Yup. Those are his little minions.”

      Torix pressed on his temples with his fingertips. “This hivemind was a prodigy all his own. It really was a ruhl.” Torix turned toward me. “And your armor is the product of all this. I would’ve assumed it would do more than that.”

      I shrugged. “It can evolve. I think that’s the dealbreaker.”

      The lich paced back and forth. “Ah yes, that is worthy of note. Precisely how much it evolves is the true question then, isn’t it? Tell me, how much mana is left before its next evolution?”

      I checked, finding thirty thousand from all the rats, bats, and machines I killed. I tapped my chest plate. “Pretty much two million. I have thirty thousand stacked up, but most of that came from the purple insect swarm.”

      Torix continued, “Then, in order to understand your armor’s properties and the ritual’s full implications, our first objective is evolving this armor. That shall coincide with leveling you over a hundred. At that point, scavengers and bounty hunters will be less of a concern. Otherwise, I’ll need to guard you every second of every day.”

      He waved a hand. “That will simply not do. During that time, I’ll inspect this ritual.”

      I put my hands on my hips. “Any ideas on how to gain those levels? Finding a difficult dungeon here is actually harder than the dungeons themselves.”

      Torix raised a hand. “Not a usual problem, but one that is rectifiable no less. On my own planet, you’d find many dungeons, some harboring creatures over level one thousand.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “So, what planet are you from?”

      “Xanathar. It’s a peculiar world, tidally locked so habitable land is sparse. The weather is quite harsh as well. Perhaps you shall see it one day. Now—”

      He pulled out his grimoire and used a magical incantation. The lines across the pages glowed a dimming black, one that siphoned light from our surroundings. After a few minutes of channeling, a portal appeared, wide and black and null, more like a void than an opening. Torix pointed at it.

      “From this portal, my personal monsters will come. You can gain experience from killing them.”

      I clenched my fists. “All right. I’m always looking for a good fight.”

      Torix gave me the look of a stern librarian. “That can be arranged quite easily. For instance, these creatures will be above your level, as that most efficiently grants you experience. You’re fine with the risk that entails?”

      A part of me held onto some fear. I lifted my hands, and a part of me just let that fear go. My adrenaline spiked. The same part of me that liked boxing told me I enjoyed fighting like this, too. In a way, I relished it. I peered between Torix and the portal.

      “Yeah, I am.”

      Torix clapped his hands once. “Quite the show of bravery and decisiveness. That is an excellent quality in any aspiring pupil. Now, it is time to test if it was truly bravery, or perhaps simply foolishness.”

      From the portal, a howl like screaming children and the sloshing of torn organs echoed. My gaze hardened as a set of claws grasped at the portal. I leaned over while raising my hands. Torix raised a finger, lecturing at me.

      “Now, Daniel, there is something to be said for joy in combat. That being said, I am of the opinion that the concept of a good fight doesn’t exist. There exists only slaughter. Hear me, child: you can choose to slaughter or become the slaughtered.”

      He eyed me. “In that manner, you embrace brutality or become the product of it. Tell me, will you become a monster, or will you be eaten by them?”

      An eye the size of a dinner plate opened inside the void. Streams of red came together into a blot of blood at its center. An amber iris opened from the red sphere, and a red pupil laid within it. The feral eye locked with mine. I riled myself up, tearing down the fear in me. Getting ahead now meant easy times later.

      I banged my fists together like blocks of iron, speaking from a primordial place.

      “I will be no monster, for I feast on them.”
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            Feasting on Monsters

          

        

      

    

    
      Torix stepped back. “Let’s see if your actions speak as loudly as your words.”

      The monster squirmed out. A ball of writhing limbs and human teeth, the abomination swelled toward me. From its sides, tentacles shot out, hungry and wanting. They launched like lightning and thunder. I ran forward, making them miss. They stabbed into the stone beneath me, where no runes lingered.

      As the eyeball darted above me, a green blob plopped out of the portal. It slapped the floor with a wet thud. Meeting it, I smashed my fist into the monster, busting the sac of blood. From the wound, intestines flew outward. They latched onto me, crawling over my skin. Tiny needle prods pierced at thinner spots of my armor, searching for my skin.

      I shouted, “What the hell is this?”

      Torix stood with his hands interlocked behind himself. “This is a lesson. You may not always be able to fight monsters in hand-to-hand combat. Innovate to some degree, and you will become better for it.”

      I pulled the mass off me, ripping the bloody bowels. It scrambled on the ground, lurching out of instinct. The intestines found me before launching out like a dozen spears. I covered my face, waiting for a spray of needles and flesh.

      Instead, a mouth opened from my chest plate, the teeth like broken rebar. They crunched into the tentacles, spilling blood like water hoses. Torix’s eyes flared. “Oh, now that is interesting.”

      The monster’s bowels cut before it scrambled toward me. Taking charge of the situation, I stepped back with controlled, timed steps. I jabbed out at nearby tentacles when they lashed toward me. Keeping my distance, I kept my peripheral vision on the floating eye above us.

      Oppression would’ve simplified the battle, but Torix investigated runes on a nearby wall. Damaging him wasn’t an option, and even if jabbing slowed this thing’s demise, it would eventually kill it. Doing just that, I executed my makeshift strategy.

      Blood gushed in directions, slick and slimy like egg yolks. It drenched our surroundings, and I couldn’t believe how much blood this creature had, almost like there was an ocean inside it. That blood loss meant it couldn’t fight forever. I could.

      So I kited the beast with condensed strikes. Short and sweet, just like I was coached in boxing. I even let out a few kicks here or there. Once the monster slowed down, I packed on more and more heat. I wouldn’t waste my chances of inflicting damage. When I committed to a strike, the hovering eyeball shot out a beam at me.

      It pierced several inches into one of my shoulders, spines erupting from the wound. A quick jerk and the growing, green mass of spines fell to the ground. It squirmed before I stomped it. I grimaced as the intestine monster got on me again, searching for a way into my body. Slamming it off again, I regained distance.

      Paying closer attention to the eyeball above, I kept my diligence and patience high. Over time, the bowel beast stopped writhing with violence. When its movements turned like sludge, I charged into it. The eyeball above caught the opening, but I lifted the viscera monster as a shield.

      Blood gushed before I turned my hips. I torqued with my whole body as I slammed the guts into the ground. They splattered, and I lifted my hands. I mauled the goopy aberration into a thin liquid, taking two beams to my back in the process. I crushed and crumbled the viscera first before reaching around my back.

      Alive and growing, I dislodged the two parasitic incarnations infesting me. They splattered down before squirming back to me on tiny legs. The eyeball above charged once more, but I dodged its laser by rolling to the parasites.

      I grabbed them before chunking them at the floating eye. They tore into its body before I sprinted at it. With a growl, I leaped and stabbed my fingertips into its iris. It fell down, leaving a crack in the rock. In a primal rage, I ripped and roared. I punched and pummeled. I gouged it apart, and by the time I finished, blood soaked between the cracks of my armor.

      It dripped off me as I turned to Torix, a wild look in my eye. “Who’s next?”

      Torix laughed. “You really do feast on monsters. How about something less monstrous, then, hm?”

      I caught my breath as a knight of shadow walked from Torix’s portal with a sword of night and a cape darker than coal; its red eyes glared out from behind its helm. I shook blood off my hands and legs, frowning at it.

      “A knight, huh?”

      It lifted its hands over its head, angling its sword downward. Taking steps at me, it maintained a steady progression before getting close. As it did, I charged. It stabbed forward when I got close, slipping its sword inches into my armor. When I tried grabbing the blade, it darted back, pulling its sword with it. As it did, the blade hung in my wounds, the knight having to jerk the edge out.

      It littered me with injuries, the reach of the sword difficult to deal with. Not knowing how my build worked, the knight let me trot backward, giving me time to heal and reassess. After the reset, I bolted toward it once more, feinting to slap the blade aside. The knight stepped back, sweeping its feet in an arc. Its sword swung as it did, building momentum in the weapon.

      When the blade got close, I stood there and braced myself, letting it dig into my side. The blade sliced several inches into my chest. Torix scoffed. “An expert in unarmed combat, are you?”“

      I lifted my elbow and put a foot forward. Jerking my elbow down, I pulled my knee up against the sword. The clashing forces shattered the blade. The knight stumbled back as I picked pieces of umbral metal from my side. I smiled underneath my helm, and my armor grinned with me. It ebbed out with the sound of shearing metal, relishing the battle.

      A piece of me enjoyed it, too.

      The knight threw the handle of its sword at me, but I ducked under it. I pounded my fists together while walking toward the knight. I growled, “Come on.”

      I got close, and when I punched forward with my right hand, the knight ducked below. It shot a left hook right for my gut. Years of training kicking in, and I snapped my right hand back and down in an instant. My right elbow blocked its left body blow. The force of its strike dented my armor, but it left the knight vulnerable.

      I turned on the balls of my feet, slamming a left hook into its face. The helm of the knight dented as it pulled its arm back and shot another haymaker at my face with its right arm. I tilted my head, his armored hand scraping the top of my helm.

      Reaching out my left hand, I countered its heavy haymaker, crushing into its face. It stumbled backward while I kept close. Getting overwhelmed, the knight covered its face with its arms. I unleashed a slicing hook toward its exposed stomach. The weighted blow clapped against his armor, bending the plates.

      Two more body blows later, the knight sliced a left forward. He caught me, my vision blurring white. My assault stopped, and it got its bearings and fired a left hand right at my jaw. I tilted my head again, and the blow slid past my face as I clapped him with a left straight.

      He swung wild and wide, making even my counters land well. A few cringe-inducing blows later, the knight hobbled on its feet. He lost his legs by now, so I closed in for the kill. Turning like a tornado, I fired off strike after strike, wailing on the guy.

      He hit me without any weight in his punches or kicks. The knight was well versed in fighting through a controlled, rigid manner. In order to win, I injected a frenetic pacing that eliminated his best assets. After a minute of my fists clanging on steel, the knight slowed. After two, the knight let me land blows into its sides.

      After three, I ducked and weaved around his blows, smashing him with heavy hooks. I mauled through the metal shell carried as his shield. I smashed through his helm. I grinded his teeth to powder. I broke his ribs to shards. In time, I cracked his face to mush.

      When it fell, I stood over him. From above, I whipped my entire body weight into every hit. As it finally died, I fell backward, taking deep breaths while sweat poured from my brow. My helmet flowed off my face while I gasped between breaths, “Who…who’s next?”

      Torix scoffed. “Let’s wait until you’ve at least caught your breath. There’s plenty of time for this.”

      I turned to him. “I can keep going.”

      Torix’s fire eyes flared. “But must you?”

      I blinked, thinking it over. Did I have to keep going? I didn’t, and rest seemed so pleasant right now. The familiar lich even offered it without any cons, outside of time, of course. However, that was the crux of the issue. Thoughts of my friends passed over me, along with my own close calls with death.

      I wanted to rest, but I didn’t require it to keep going. I pushed myself upright, a surge of excitement racing up my spine. It surprised me how exhilarating the battles were and would be. I lifted myself back up, my helmet flowing back over my face. I banged my chest for a second, psyching myself up before raising my hands.

      “Yeah, I’m ready. Let’s go.”

      Torix gawked at me as if I were crazy, but he let it go as he shook his head. “If…if you wish. Let’s find another beast to demonstrate adaptability in combat. Hm, try your fists against this creature.”

      From Torix’s portal, a ghoul slinked out. Spectral and immaterial, I couldn’t even touch him. He unleashed bolts of lightning, streams of ice, and plumes of fire. The elemental clouds raged around me, and I swung at the monster with no mercy. Well, mercy or no mercy, I hit air with each punch.

      Lacking a physical form meant fist-fighting fell flat on its face. That was when an idea snapped into my head. Enchantments let people hit ghosts in most games, either that or magic. My magic, weak and elementary as it was, still existed. Wielding those mana plumes, I channeled my blood into my fists.

      Bursting forth from my hands, tiny, miniscule breezes oozed out. Red and not exactly menacing, my hands turned into air conditioners as I swung them. Despite the magic’s lack of oomph, it still let me hit the ghost. Upon contact, the ghoul splattered like hitting a sack of toothpaste. Torix cackled at me. “And you call that magic?”

      I smashed the ghoul against the enchanted wall. With a few more quick strikes, the ghoul splat into dead ectoplasm. I spread my hands while gazing at the lich.

      “It got the job done, didn’t it?”

      “I suppose, but there is magic that can make you far more deadly than whatever that is you wield currently.”

      I shrugged. “You know, it’s a work in progress.”

      The lich scoffed. “Oh, I beg to differ. Your magic, as is, is more representative of a lack of progress.”

      I frowned. “Well, I haven’t had a thousand years of experience, unlike some people.”

      “That’s quite apparent.”

      I crossed my arms. “It’s easy to criticize but hard to help. Can we just have the next beast come out?”

      “Ah, certainly. And do take my teasing with a grain of salt. Your lack of knowledge is understandable, given your circumstances. Perhaps I shall give you a bit of a lesson later, should I find the time. Having an ally this…ignorant, it implores me to fix the issue.”

      Another horror spilled out of the gateway, and I gave him a begrudging nod. “If you talk, I’ll listen.” I glared at the monster. “But this first.”

      The fighting continued, and I fell into a rhythm for it. By the time we finished the undertaking, a growing pool of blood filled the bottom of the colosseum. Disgusting me less than I’d like, I wallowed in it without much worry. The depth of the pool stagnated as my armor devoured many of the corpses, clearing the place out some.

      But blood still flowed like floodwaters. At one point, I even splashed it into one of the creature’s eyes. Torix applauded my creativity there. By the time I finished, I gained thirteen levels of experience. I put points after getting all those levels as it allowed me to change the order than I gained perks.

      I wanted the per-level bonuses right then and there, so I put ten points into dexterity, then the rest into perception. That gave me just shy of enough for the level twenty perception perk. I opened the perk menu, checking out the benefits once more.

      
        
        [Masterful (Dexterity of 30 or more) - Your dexterity is a monument to potential. Adds extra balance, reaction time, and physical control per level. Each point in dexterity adds 5 points of health. Movement of any kind requires half as much thought and focus for their execution. Double’s stamina consumption.]

      

      

      
        
        [Effortless (Dexterity of 25 or more) - Your dexterity is incredible. Adds another 1/10th of dexterity to perception. Doubles effects of physical-oriented skills. Body weight and armor no longer affect balance.]

      

      

      
        
        [Flexible (Dexterity of 10 or more) - Your dexterity is good. Doubles flexibility bonus.]

      

      

      
        
        [Perceptive (Perception of 10 or more) - Your perception is good. Doubles sensory bonuses.]

      

      

      
        
        [Discerning (Perception of 15 or more) - Your perception is excellent. Double’s comprehension bonuses.]

      

      

      Before I selected my perks, Torix paced up. “Are you allocating your resources? Don’t. Let me see your choices first. Allow me to counsel you.”

      I nodded and showed him the perk screen. His eyes flared. “You’ve already gained the perks for endurance, constitution, and strength, I presume?”

      “Yup.”

      “Then don’t put your next leveling point into dexterity. You’ve already quadrupled your stamina consumption. Any veteran will tell you about the setbacks that too many leveling perks will give you.”

      I frowned. “I’m not that worried about it. I just fought for a while just now, and I’m fine. I’m pretty sure I can handle it.”

      Torix shook his head. “At this point, certainly. For most, investing a perk point into a single leveling perk is all they can do. That is, until they unlock the endurance trees. Then some choose another leveling perk, further doubling stamina consumption. Anymore stamina consumption simply isn’t feasible.”

      I spread my hands. “The thing is, I have a tree called Determinator. It doubles my regeneration and enhances my endurance and willpower dramatically. Stamina consumption isn’t an issue because of that.”

      Torix’s eyes narrowed. “Would you mind showing the tree to me?”

      I opened the tree menu along with the skills required for it. Torix crossed his arms after reading it. “I must say, that’s quite the interesting tree. It explains a lot of your combat tendencies and why you rely on regeneration so much.”

      I put my hands on my hips, grinning. “Yeah. I put everything into endurance because I didn’t want to die. It gave me a lot of rewards.”

      Torix leaned toward my status. “It’s quite interesting, actually. You know, normally, a person won’t invest heavily into endurance. It is an attribute that enables other attributes to shine. By itself, it does very little. With this tree, however—” He pointed at my status screen. “There’s a sort of loophole you could take advantage of. Attributes feed one another, and they exist as two chains. One of those chains begins with endurance, and the other begins with constitution. If you feed points strictly into endurance, you should be able to hyperinflate your attribute growth.”

      I listened as Torix grabbed his chin. “The more I read of this tree, the more strange it appears. If you had spawned in the tutorial as all other sentients had, you’d have been forced to take Fledgling and Beginner. That alone makes this Determinator tree impossible to obtain. Its bonuses far exceed a normal tree as well.”

      I pursed my lips. “Eh, I guess I have Baldag-Ruhl to thank for that. In a twisted sort of way, you could even call me lucky.”

      “No. You were quite unfortunate. Your luck must be below five.”

      “It’s three.”

      “That explains why you were chosen instead of your friend then. With that tree, though, you’ll be able to invest in as many as three leveling perks for both the physical and mental attributes. I invested my leveling perks into willpower, intelligence, and charisma. It’s a nonstandard setup for a mage.”

      Torix raised a hand. “Most mages prefer perception over charisma. I wanted to lead armies, however. Why fight with one when you may fight with many, after all? Even if they are undead, a high charisma can shake the risen souls from their slumber. The leveling perks for intelligence and charisma both doubled then redoubled my mana costs.”

      Torix tapped his cheek. “I can’t afford doubling my mana costs further. No one has found a way around this. I maxed out dexterity and constitution thereafter. That layout matched my goals of becoming an immortal scholar. It’s the generally accepted build for mages.”

      I leaned back. “Why, exactly?”

      “You have the two regeneration stats, willpower and endurance. They gauge and control six of the other attributes, three apiece. For willpower, it controls charisma, perception, and intelligence. For endurance, there’s strength, constitution, and dexterity.”

      “What about luck?”

      “That is the only attribute that no one truly understands outside of Schema. Many a scholar have tried dissecting how Schema affects such an ephemeral quality. None have succeeded so far.”

      Deep in thought, Torix pushed up an imaginary pair of glasses. “You could gain leveling perks in all the attributes. That, in itself, can set you apart from others. It won’t make you into an outright anomaly, but it shall put you far ahead of most. Combine that with this armor of yours, and you carry an enormous potential, child.”

      He put a hand on his shoulder. “Do use it wisely.”

      I looked down at my hands. “You really think so, huh?”

      He walked off. “Yes, I do. It’s quite fascinating, peeking at your build. It was designed as if someone aimed to make it as powerful as possible.”

      The cavern echoed as bats died in the distance. I listened and said, “That’s because Baldag-Ruhl’s the one that set it up. I’m guessing he was trying to make himself as strong as possible. In the end, his success became mine.”

      “Count your blessings, then.”

      My stomach rumbled as hunger spiked in my chest. I sighed. “Thanks for the info and all, but I’m starving. Let me go kill one of the bears real quick.”

      Torix opened another portal, reminding me of space. Tiny glints sat in a pool of liquid darkness, and Torix willed out a clear pouch full of milky liquid. He tossed it toward me. “I own many of these rations. Use this to alleviate some hunger before you go on your hunt.”

      I caught the milky liquid, peering at it. “How would I eat it?”

      “Simply tear the pouch and pour it onto your face. It shall absorb through your skin.”

      My skin crawled at the thought, but I tried it before dismissing the gift. I lifted the pouch in front of the eye slit of my helm. When I opened it, the liquid poured onto my face and disappeared into my skin as quickly as it landed. I shook my face as my hunger dissipated. It left a dry, earthy scent lingering behind.

      I blinked, wondering if poisons were this quick to absorb. I gawked at the empty package. “What is this?”

      “That is an edible container you may eat or toss out. The actual rations were found on a desert planet I passed by while researching water magic. Interesting places, desert worlds. You’d think you’d find the most information on water in worlds dominated by vast seas, but no. Any desert world I’ve visited, they cherished water, even worshipped it. Alas, that is a story for a different time.”

      He closed the different warp. “These pouches were quite helpful for keeping me sated during my travels throughout numerous worlds. They are very efficient. No chewing. No swallowing. Just consume and move along your way.”

      I looked at the packaging before trying a bite. Tasteless and melting in my mouth, it acted as Torix said. Contemplating the uses for this stuff, it saved me a lot of time. Thinking about it, most people spent about three hours a day preparing, eating, and gathering food. If I ate this stuff day in and day out, it would give me those hours for other tasks.

      For now, that meant training myself up and handling my business faster. I spread out my arms. “Torix, how much of that stuff do you have, exactly?”

      Torix pressed a temple with two fingers. “Hm, much more than I’ll ever need. I bought it in bulk when I visited the planet, and I ended up becoming a lich soon thereafter. I still haven’t found a use for it after all this time.”

      I pointed a thumb at my chest. “Do you mind if I take it?”

      Torix scoffed. “All of it? For free?”

      I swiped a hand. “The thing is you’re having to handle my training right now. If I save time, you save time, too.”

      Torix let out a laugh before shrugging. “Why not?” He tossed me a few more bags. “I’ll keep giving them to you until you’re sick of them.”

      I gave Torix a nod. “Yeah, I’ll see how long I can hold out. Thanks.”

      Torix brushed me aside. “Yes, yes, now handle your status.”

      I put perk points into Effortless and Masterful. Finalizing them, my body altered once more. In one way, my movements no longer required thought. I moved around for a while, finding my body shifting with fluidity and grave. Even difficult and complex combinations of punches required no effort in my mind.

      My body obeyed me, made to be mastered. My nimble hands and fingers shifted like water. My feet and legs skid over the ground with masterful balance. Even my eyes and neck shifted with resounding clarity. I smiled while trying out a few acrobatic stunts. I did a somersault before trying to front flip.

      I flopped onto my back, not pulling my legs in properly. I spread out my hands and legs as Torix cackled in the distance. Perks or no perks, skills mandated practice. Pushing myself up, I ran for a bit. All of the physical activities mounted, and a familiar tug pulled on my lungs and legs. They burned from being tired.

      In a way, the fatigue refreshed my mind some. Weird as that was, I compared it to space travel. Sure, weightlessness was novel at first, but losing levity lost its charm after a while. I missed being tired in much the same way.

      It wasn’t an issue yet, as I could punch for a while before facing exhaustion. The Determinator tree helped stop the issues I’d otherwise face. Finding myself finished relishing in the power spike, I glanced at my attribute and character screen. I hit level one hundred.

      
        
        Level 100 Attribute Menu

      

      

      
        
        Strength [30] | Constitution [36.3] | Endurance [51] | Dexterity [30] | Willpower [30.3] | Intelligence [10] | Charisma [4] | Luck [3] | Perception [19]

      

      

      
        
        Daniel Hillside, The Harbinger of Cataclysm | Character Screen

      

      

      
        
        Health - 1,677/1,677 | Health Regen - 352.4/min | Stamina - 1,040/1,040 | Stamina Regeneration - 30/sec | Damage Resistance - 96% | Mental Resistance - 96% | Physical Power - (+)327% | Damage Increase - 5% | Evolution - 1,679,254/2,000,000

      

      

      Every stat in the character screen increased some, though not by an enormous amount. The main change happened outside the screens and menus from the per-level bonuses. My mental resistance capped out, though, and my armor closed in on the next evolution. After another few hours of fighting Torix’s summons, the armor grafted onto me would change.

      I didn’t know how to feel about that. I shook off a sense of unease before my eyes set forward.

      “Let’s continue the training then.”

      Torix crossed his arms. “You don’t have to pretend you’re not tired, child. I can feel the mental exhaustion oozing from you. We can wait for you to recover.”

      I shook my head. “I’m good. I can keep going.”

      Torix sighed before resting his face in his palm. “What force is compelling you to do this and at this frenetic pace?”

      I furrowed my brow. “I don’t know.”

      “So why do it?”

      Standing there for a moment, Torix let me collect my thoughts. I raised a fist a few seconds after.

      “I mean, I spent my entire life getting dragged around. I had to go to school. I had to wake up at a certain time. I even had to think about a steady job. It’s different now. I get to choose what I’m doing right here and right now. Every time I think about that, it’s motivating as hell.”

      I rolled my fingers into fists. “So yeah, I want to keep going. Why? Because I can. Because I’m choosing to.”

      Torix leaned back, raising his hands up. “Oh, well now, it appears we have someone special on our hands.”

      I frowned. “Thanks for the sarcasm, but I’m not special. I’m motivated. There’s a difference.”

      His eyes flared for a moment before Torix gestured toward one of the tunnels leading out. “I’ve amassed a pile of BloodHollow’s cretens for you and your armor. Feast on them before returning. It shall save me a few minions.”

      I narrowed my eyes, surprised that Torix got what he wanted. He worked in a little break for me while wrapping it up in ironclad logic that I couldn’t deny. A curt nod later, I passed through the tunnel, sprinting full pace. Finding an army of undead pacing over, they carried the corpses of bats and bears.

      My armor went through the rounds of eating them before I returned back an hour later. As I did, Torix peered at me. “Ah, you’re back already. Let us resume your training once more.”

      He opened his horror portal again. Torix looked down at me, his chin raised. “Let’s see just how long this perseverance of yours lasts then.”

      The portal rippled, a rumbling sound echoing out. A small part of me wanted to slink back into normalcy where I could relax and let go. A growing part of me, one filled with ambition, desired something more. That fuel gave me an energy I’d never known, and I wielded this growing momentum for all it was worth.

      Before Schema, I was no one. Now, I could be somebody. I glared forward, ready to make it happen.

      One cracked skull at a time.
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            The Evolution

          

        

      

    

    
      From the gaping portal, a twisted, gnarled mass of branches and roots crawled outward. The monster of bark and wood expanded in my vision, thousands of empty eyes staring at me from its spiny body. At the tree’s center, the trunk caved in, creating teeth of wood. It twitched as it squirmed, more like an insect than a beast.

      Its size and stature dwarfed me. From the eyes, a hallucinating aura ebbed. Torix spawned something with a much higher level than me. Proceeding with caution, I inspected the creature.

      
        
        Corrupted Treant | Level 150 - Once a member of sentient plants, this being has fallen from grace. Where it once basked in the sun, it now squirms in the shade. The treant race fought against the dominant species of their planet and won. They enslaved the humanoid race, ruling over them for hundreds of years.

      

      

      
        
        The treants’ opinions split, one side for the continued enslavement and the other against it. Much like wars throughout your species’ history, a civil war erupted between the two opinions. This particular treant was a nameless soldier, a member of the treant force siding for enslavement.

      

      

      
        
        With hundreds of roots and branches, this treant pummels targets with innumerable blows from above and below. It strengthens in darkness and grows weaker in sunlight, designed as an assassin for other treants.

      

      

      
        
        Be careful of its onslaught of attacks, or else you will be overwhelmed.

      

      

      I rolled my shoulder, ready to test my newfound agility. The monster whipped a wooden branch toward me, the air hissing as it gained speed. I shot toward the attack, dodging by a hair underneath it. That hair’s breadth extended far beyond what it once was. The distance no longer unnerved me, saving me time and energy with my movements.

      All this I gathered from the wind of its attack. Seven more strikes lashed out toward me, but I slipped past them, moving just enough to dodge. I wasted no movement, no lapses in my balance holding me back. As I weaved around the onslaught of strikes, Torix gave me a begrudging nod.

      “It always amazed me, watching a warrior fight with all three attributes unlocked. Any one I watched who did so couldn’t maintain it for long. With how subtle and slight your movements are, you might be able to extend your stamina further than most.”

      A reluctant grin traced my lips as I closed the distance between the treant and me. Knees bent, I kept my arms close to my sides. My jaw clenched square while my chin tucked down. A tentacle of wood lashed toward me, but I tilted my body. It swished past my face before I shifted around three more strikes.

      The speed of the encounter left my mind reeling and unable to catch up. Despite the disorientation, my body reacted in time. Instinct and reflexes controlled me, letting me evade several strikes each second. Whipping toward the wood, I landed my first punch. Chips of wood splintered as force traveled down my wrist, into my shoulders, and back into my heels.

      The connection point locked in without any wasted energy. As with all strikes, the impact blew back into my arm, and I almost fell backward from it. The timing of the swing, the angle of the blow, even the way I braced myself, it came together like cogs in an oiled machine. The impact timed so cleanly that my heels left tiny cracks in the stone beneath me. The echo of the blow was like shattering a bottle full of thunder.

      But this monster survived with ease. As the next vine snapped toward me, I sank a fist into the beast’s lower bark. My fist’s rebound blew back into my shoulders. It pushed my back like I wielded bombs in each hand.

      The snapping vine sank into the rock in front of me. The blowback dodged the attack for me. Lucky me, as I lost my focus for a second, staring at my hands. I marveled at them and the destructive potential therein.

      The density of my armor stopped my bones from crushing, even as I slid back from my hits. My skills came together by then, and the wood smashed to ruin at my touch. I gazed up at the treant, shifting wood and toothy bark raging. I grinned as it sliced four of those tendrils at me.

      I whipped out four rapid strikes in quick succession. Each attack cleaved off branches with momentous impacts, spilling sap and sawdust poured out in each direction, splattering onto my face. Splinters inched into my hands, but the monster reeled back, surprised by my retaliation.

      It reassessed its position, trying to come up with a plan. I came at the creature, dashing toward it before it could. I snapped out my punches like a volley of sonic bursts, tearing through its tentacles. I overwhelmed it for a moment, chopping wooden vines with my fists. After rupturing a few more branches, the tree’s sap came to life.

      The beast’s eyes locked in on me, and the tan ooze coursed over me. It created a solidifying gunk, congealing into a mass of amber. I solidified before it reared its branches back. A hailstorm of spears, the branches came at me. They tore through my armor, sinking in several inches before roots expanded out.

      However, they left cracks in the stony amber. I shattered my confines, grabbing several clusters of roots. The maw of my armor opened, and it bit through the barky mass. Jerking the roots from my chest, the roots writhed in my hands before I squished them.

      I grunted out from my nose, blood spitting out onto the ground beneath me. The twenty-foot-tall behemoth ripped out several more vines, but I mastered my countering already. I pressed it back before it reached the colosseum’s wall. Torix protected it with a shield of mana, keeping the runes intact.

      Not needing to hold back, I pressed the tree into that barrier. It opened its toothy trunk and squealed out. It snapped those jaws at me, but I bit back with my hands. I crushed its teeth. I snapped vines to slop. I burst eye after eye of the horrid beast, approaching it like a guillotine racing toward an exposed neck.

      Each root that came within my grasp, I eviscerated. Every vine that squirmed near me, I sheared. Every branch that attacked, I retaliated with an unwieldy force. The monster pushed itself up the wall, scrambling for further distance. It found none.

      It fell sideways and timbered down. It pierced the ground, creating a barrier I couldn’t leave. I glared at it on the ground. “Come on. Who’s trapped in here with who?”

      I pulverized the tree with gauntleted fists. As the tree monster died, chunks of wood and splinters littered the ground. Torix nodded his head in approval. “It’s rather interesting how well your blows connect. It creates a kinetic blowback that’s intense. Perhaps you could use it for evasion and such?”

      I clanked my fists together, and they bounced back. “That’s a good idea, just like this training. I mean, if I’m honest, I can’t believe I’m having fun with this.” I spread out my hands. “But I am.”

      Torix nodded before snapping his fingers. In an instant, the blood dissipated. The splinters dried, the wetness on my feet no longer pressing. Torix sneered. “Let’s get that filth out of the way. It was beginning to congeal. Grotesque.”

      I gawked at the visual transition. “You… Wow, that happened faster than I could blink.” My armor bent out to consume the tree. Lying beside the treant, I raised a brow. “So, what kind of magic was that?”

      “It was a basic cleaning magic, one that works off of known Schema algorithms. It combines silent casting, the perk for thirty intelligence, and some complex computations offloaded to my status. Interestingly, that kind of spatial warping is highly advanced, and I’m not particularly capable of it.”

      Torix raised a finger. “Schema is, so I lean on him to ease that somewhat. That being said, it only works for cleaning debris. It’s an efficient spell for saving time, something Schema has many tools to assist with, should you use them.”

      I listened, opening my status. “How would I get something like that?”

      Torix’s eyes flared green. “Credits.”

      “So money?”

      “Something you likely have very little of. Worry not, as you’ll obtain these utility spells without needing to hunt them out directly. For now, your primary concerns should be building up your own offenses and creating multi-layered defenses. For instance, your mental resistance should be heightened as much as possible.”

      Sitting cross-legged, I put my hands on my knees and leaned forward. “Any reason why?”

      “Mind magic. It’s difficult to learn, but it’s highly effective on anything that can be reasoned against. One day, you may come to rely on it.”

      “Well, it’s good my armor helps me out there.”

      Torix tilted his head. “Wait. The armor affects other resistances besides physical ones? How is that even possible?”

      I shrugged. “No idea, but it definitely does. It raises the resistance cap and everything.”

      Torix grinned, his teeth yellow as parchment. “Then understanding these runes has become my new priority.”

      He snapped his fingers and a chair formed beneath him, more a writhing shadow than a seat. It held him up as he leaned close to the runes. After a few moments, he shook his head in distaste.

      “Every time I glance at this, my understanding of it lessens. Questions are answered with even more questions. Gah, I never held much talent in this particular field, and now it’s a point of contention for me.”

      Torix leaned back into his chair. “This will take…time. A long time.”

      Before replying, I placed three points into intelligence. Unlike before, it no longer affected my mind. Instead, the intelligence pulled my flesh together. The density of the arcane bonds in my blood and bones thickened. It acted like a magical pressure, a center of gravity holding me together.

      I raised my hands, a subtle red aura spilling out. My air conditioner hands pulled at the arcane bonds within me, disintegrating sinews and tissues alike. Using magic tore apart the basic bonds that the mana created within me. In essence, I sacrificed my body for the magic I casted, and it didn’t fatigue my mind as much.

      Instead, I converted my body into magic. At that point, I pulled at those mana chains holding me together. A painful surge ushered out from my hand, the red aura spilling out. Like leaving my hand on a stove, I jerked it back and winced, more out of surprise than pain. I clamped my fist, killing the cast quickly. A notification echoed out.

      
        
        Breakthrough achieved! Apprentice level unlocked for Arcane Blood Manipulation

      

      

      
        
        (lvl 1) ----> (lvl 26)

      

      

      I tilted my head. “Torix, have you ever heard of breakthroughs?”

      He waved me off as he stared at a jagged character on the wall. “Of course. They aren’t that uncommon.”

      “All right, cool. Can you spawn another monster?”

      “Sure, sure.”

      The cycle continued like this for a while. Torix spawned abomination after abomination, and with my improved dexterity, I ripped them apart. He kept them around the same level as the treant, slowing my level gain, but we achieved the level we aimed for. Popping up in my status, our real goal’s completion cropped up.

      
        
        Evolution gained. Harbinger of Cataclysm II unlocked.

        Evolve Y/N?

      

      

      My hand lingered over the notification. Memories of the armor and how it terrified other people rushed into my mind. The horror of the feelers of my armor filled my chest, making me itch for a moment. I even envisioned Michael and Kelsey disgusted with me. My hand hovered over the no option for a while.

      Before I pressed down, other thoughts ran into my mind. I remembered the plasma knife coming at my throat and my armor saving me. My armor helped me at pivotal times, making a huge difference for me. More than anything, my fears guided me.

      My eyes widened as nightmarish imagery flooded into my head. Kelsey and Michael gurgling on their own blood. My body swelled and split as monsters infested under my skin. I covered my mouth, overwhelmed by those possibilities. After I collected myself, I put my hand over the notification once more.

      I selected the yes icon.

      There would be no more heading back any longer. I trembled as my armor clasped deeper into my body. I grabbed the sides of my head, stumbling backward as Torix turned to me. “What’s going on? Is something in your eye?”

      I writhed as thousands of needles from my armor stabbed deeper until they reached my bones. I scream out, the sheer torment unbearable. It flashed in my vision, a wave of torment. All became pain once more. I could do nothing but convulse on the ground.

      Torix paced over, recognizing something was off. “Daniel, what’s happening? I’m about to sedate you if you don’t calm down.”

      I thrashed on the ground, grabbing the sides of my skull. Every inch of me burned like I dove into a pit of magma. A pit of acid. Of fire. Of pure pain. My flesh eviscerated as the armor squirmed deeper, tearing into bones. In a panic, Torix created a green ring above me, lined with incantations. He generated a spell with his giant tome.

      “I’m taking you to a healing center. You’ll be responsible for the payments thereafter.”

      I raised a hand, gasping, “Evolution.”

      His eyes flared bright. “Oh…that’s what this is. Then I suppose you simply must bear through it. I shall stay here until it is over.”

      The pain lessened, and it allowed me to think again. My armor kept eating my flesh for an undetermined amount of time. When it finally stopped, I laid in a pool of my own blood and sweat. I stared at the ceiling, not knowing what happened. I turned toward Torix.

      He sat on the ground, reading a dusty, ancient book. I glanced back at the ceiling. Lamps made of mana kept the room lit, along with Torix’s shambling zombies. I rolled onto my front. As I did so, I noticed my gauntlets. They were smoother, more like skin. An intense, red light reflected off the stone floor from my helmet’s slit.

      Despite its radiance, the red glow left my eyesight unaltered. Laying there, Torix turned to me. He closed his book. “Ah, you’re awake. Finally.”

      I pushed myself upright, wobbling onto my knees. Torix grabbed one of my arms, steadying me. He said, “Come now. You’ve just undergone some sort of agonizing transition. Surely standing so soon benefits you little.”

      I shook my head, nothing hurting. If anything, my mind cleared and my body strengthened. I took a deep breath, trying to breathe out that experience. My expression numbed. “Ah…that was awful.”

      “It appeared like something atrocious, most certainly, as though your armor blended with the body beneath it. To what end? I’ve no idea.”

      I got my bearings, and Torix let me stand on my own. I opened my status screen, inspecting the results of that spine-chilling experience.

      
        
        II The Harbinger of Cataclysm | Body Type, Legendary - Armor mirroring eldritch skin and an unknown substance. This extension of your body can absorb rift energy, also known as ambient mana, for evolutions. These evolutions may add other special effects.

      

      

      
        
        Note: Cannot be removed, only altered. Armor is regenerated with health.

      

      

      
        
        0/4,000,000 Mana left till next evolution.

      

      

      
        
        Effects:

      

      

      
        
        A Harbinger’s Might - Increases Damage reduction cap by 1.5% | Current Max: 96.5%

      

      

      
        
        Shell of Eldritch - Additional 10% increase to total health | Current Total Health: 110%

      

      

      
        
        The Walking Calamity - Gives unique ability Oppression | Current Damage: (6000 + 20% of your health/min) within a 120ft radius

      

      

      
        
        Abhorred - Decreases Charisma by 10% | Current Total Charisma: 90%

      

      

      
        
        - From a different world I rise. We usher forth creation through ruin. Our might is our union, our hunger a weapon. All crumbles in our wake.

      

      

      These bonuses accentuated my bulk and longevity, but having an attribute lowered, well, it sucked. In the grand scheme of things, it wouldn’t matter much. I planned on increasing my charisma to over thirty, get the leveling perk, then not worry about further investment. So, despite the hit to charisma, the battle bonuses more than compensated.

      The last lines of the armor gave me chills, however. It spoke as if two people existed, me and my armor. The metal reacted to its environment, even showing emotions with its wicked grinning. Evolutions might strengthen that personality, but whether that rang true in the future, only time would tell.

      Centering back in the moment, I turned toward Torix. “All right, let’s continue the training.”

      Torix raised a hand to me. “You’ve risen to a suitable level of strength now. There’s really no need to be fearful any longer, as you’ve filled out your combat perks for the most part. You should go find a nearby dungeon. The cores are simply obtained and can be exchanged for powerful artifacts. You’d be gaining resources rather than depleting mine as well.”

      I put my hands on my hips. “Huh. When you’re right, you’re right. Any pointers for where dungeons could be?”

      Torix gestured around. “Look for any nearby physical features of interest, as there will likely be a dungeon of some sort there. The more extraordinary the feature, the more likely a dungeon exists of a high level. Considering the brevity of your world’s systemization, the monsters will be easily dealt with.”

      “You make it sound like they’ll get stronger.”

      “They will. Much, much stronger, in time. This dynamic creates a power curve. Should you fall behind it, you will be at the monster’s mercy. If you stay ahead of it, you will gather immense resources. This has and always will create a feast and famine way of life for anyone in Schema-owned space.”

      He turned toward me. “You lie well ahead of this curve because of your unique circumstances.”

      I flexed my arms. “Hell yeah.”

      Torix’s fire eyes rolled in his head. “Do keep the bragging contained to those that will be impressed. Now, as unlikely as they may be, do be aware of scavengers or scouts from various guilds. They will target you as an unknown. Your death is mere experience to them. Also, that aura, you may wish to use it only when necessary. It sterilizes your surroundings, leaving notable traces of your presence.”

      I gave him a nod. “All right, sure thing. Anything else?”

      He placed his hands behind himself. “You wish for more advice?”

      “Absolutely. You know what you’re talking about.”

      His eyes flared red for a second, and the lich coughed into a hand. “I-I do pride myself in my knowledge. It’s good you can see the value in it. For now, there’s nothing else you need to know. Good luck with your dungeon delving.”

      I left out of the BloodHollow, pacing past the undead and the Sentinel. Once in the sun, I stretched out my arms. The smell of rich earth, fresh wind, and sun-baked trees refreshed me. The sunshine warmed my armor while the soft grass cushioned my feet. Man, I loved and love nature.

      Speaking of nature, I opened my minimap to remind myself of my surroundings. A few places like Pier’s Creek or Red Hill came to mind, but they loomed in the shadow of the Evergreen Ravine. The fifty-mile trench cut a path through the hills and caves, hosting pine trees on both its sides.

      I mentioned trees because they didn’t grow outside of the ditch. The water level raised as you went deeper in the ravine, some spots even holding a few natural springs. They stayed in tiny grottos spread throughout, but that let the larger plant life thrive. Michael and I visited there several times.

      Michael helped me out each time because he lived in the woods with a camper’s family. They went toward all kinds of landmarks, and that’s why Michael and I went caving in the first place. I frowned, wondering where the guy was. Peering down at my armor for a second, I regretted evolving it.

      That passed as I imagined the monsters I’d fight in the future. Going into that future, I sprinted toward the Evergreen Ravine. My feet tore clumps out of the earth as I ran. The wind pressed against my armor with a comforting cool. Birds sang songs in trees while I passed by wildflowers of all kinds.

      Baneberries, bee balms, and bloodroots littered the forest floor. Mushrooms marked rotting logs, and Pier’s creek shined toward the sky like beaten silver. Keeping my pace high, I traversed twenty miles of the forest. As I did, less wild game roamed the area. Deer stayed on edge, guarded and afraid. The squirrels darted away long before neared them, and even birds flew off.

      Wondering what was up, I spotted species I didn’t recognize in the woods. I wasn’t exactly a pro or anything, but anything unusual caught my eye. Some of the plant life near caverns carried the bioluminescence I came to expect from dungeons. If anything, the rifts leaked out with new wilderness.

      Those batches of oddness kept me entertained until I found the beginning of the Evergreen Ravine. As I closed in, the trees and forest gave way to a hill. I paced up the slanted plain before reaching an overlook. Even a cursory glance confirmed my guess. Schema transformed the pine forest into a thriving jungle, wild and shaded like an emerald in sunlight.

      Flowers of all kinds bloomed in that vibrant green, bright and beautiful. Batches of glowing orange and yellow lined the tops of trees. These shining fruits lit the forest as I jumped down into the expanse. Sliding down the stiff cliffs, I got my first good look at the forest floor.

      Glowing wildlife created pockets of light in the shadowed darkness. I paced around before a hulking lizard walked out. Lean, muscular, and powerful, its muscles rippled under its scaled skin as it walked. Orange stripes lined its sanguine sides. Black drool leaked from its mouth like motor oil.

      It locked eyes with me. We stood as predator and prey for a moment, not knowing who was who. Making a decision, it roared at me, four rows of teeth lining the bottom and top of its mouth. Its legs lifted out from its body, hobbling sideways as it charged me.

      When it neared me, I slammed my fist into its face. It blew back while the ground gave way beneath me. Armored orange plates cracked around its head, and the eyes of the creature opened wide. Those eyes pulsed as veins bulged in the irises of its eyes. The bull-size lizard charged me once more, its tail swinging back and forth.

      I tucked in, keeping my arms close. I walked toward the beast with patience. It snapped forward, the disgusting maw gaping open. I lifted my foot onto its bottom jaw as I grabbed the creature’s tusks with both hands. With a quick stomp, I ripped off its jaw before shoving it aside.

      The bloody jaw crushed under my foot, and the creature stumbled into the ground, gurgling while its tongue flopped in all directions. I lifted my right hand and struck the creature’s head. Bone cracked, flesh tore, and skin split. With a few mauling strikes, the creature fell limp. Curious about it, I rubbed my left hand against the creature’s plates, marveling at it.

      It was a bona fide dinosaur, and according to my calculations, dinosaurs were awesome.

      I culled a few more of the lizards after that. They stood no chance, my level too high for them to really take me down. I got into a rhythm that way, and in that sort of haze, a whistling entered my ears. The squealing sound gave way to a wet gush, pain roaring up my chest.

      I spit out a bit of blood, a metal harpoon slicing straight through my chest. It lodged me into the ground, my vision jerking down. I peered around before another spear sliced straight into my hand like nails through wood.

      The deafening crack registered in my ears this time, and I turned to the sound. In the distance, a thin, lithe figure wore a suit of metallic armor. Nestled between glowing fauna, the armored person aimed a massive gun at me, a clip of harpoons resting above the barrel. Clear cases full of red goop pumped the crimson liquid into the individual.

      It pulled a trigger along the side of the gun, a spear chinking into place. As it did, tubes siphoned the red fluid straight into the figure’s arms, shoulders, and chest. The armor’s mechanized hydraulics glided smooth as snakeskin when she aimed at me.

      Crack.

      Fast as a lightning bolt, a lance plunged into my other hand, pinning me down. The recoil of the rifle lobbed straight into a momentum sink in the back of the gun. It hissed steam, and the individual pulled another spear, aiming it at my face. I glared at her, and Schema gave me her inspection.

      
        
        Althea Tolstoy | Level 123 | Status: Unknown - Althea is a scout working for a dark, powerful force. She’s receiving training in a newly formed world where someone is attempting to turn her into a powerful fighter. Her unknown status makes the resulting bounties irrelevant, as she’s already rewarding to kill.

      

      

      My eyes widened as I gritted my teeth. She used me for training, huh? I clenched my hands onto the spears pinning me down. Jerking them from the ground, I stood up with the third lance sliding out of my chest. Sliding the spears out of my hand, I reared an arm back, harpoon in hand, throwing the lance with a burst of effort. The scout rolled sideways. The rod stuck into the ground as I reared my other arm back, the other spear above my head.

      “Where do you want it? Through your chest or through your face?”
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      She ran into some bushes before I tossed the spike where she hid. The metal left my hand, and I blistered toward her with clumps of grass flying off the backs of my feet. I crashed into the greenery, but the scout disappeared. Resounding through the bushes, another destructive detonation of sound boomed in the distance.

      A tree beside me splintered as another harpoon disappeared into the soil below. I gawked at the impaled dirt, grimacing at the damage done. Hustling toward the source of the sound, I broke branches, the bark bouncing off my face. The plants obscured my vision while vines whipped my chest. I lost track of her. The forest silenced.

      Another lance pierced through the woods, sinking beside my foot. Racing toward the source of the sound, I pounded my heels into the forest floor, briars and bushes slowing me even further. The terrain fought me harder than she did. Popping into my vision, Althea’s cannon ejected the heavy, kinetic bouncer in the back.

      The steel sank into the dirt as she pulled out a smaller tactical rifle from the cannon’s insides. The barrel flashed as shots zipped my way. The bright, red flashes dug straight into my chest. Pain exploded out like a hornet’s nest. Skin seared as my flesh cooked. Ignoring the discomfort, I wove back and forth, moving my head in a chaotic flow. She remained calm, standing her ground and firing burst after burst at me.

      I quit moving my head and shifted my body instead. Getting turned into swiss cheese while closing the distance, I changed tactics. I hid behind a boulder, waiting for my wounds to regenerate. I inspected the holes in my chest, finding no rounds left in me. Based on the red flashing, her rifle fired some type of energy munition.

      It hurt like wildfire, but it inflicted little damage. Even when we met, her first few shots immobilized me, but they missed my vitals. Given her accuracy now, she chose debilitation over bloodshed. She aimed at taking me back toward her employers or something worse.

      Whizzing rounds stabbed into my boulder barricade, interrupting my thoughts. Powdered rock floated in the wind as she walked around the stone toward me. Staying in place, I pulled my arm forward. I clapped my elbow into the rock, chunks of it falling out. Grabbing an armful, I waited for her to change her angle of attack.

      I waited until she got near my side of the rock barrier before running out the other side. Right before stepping into her view, I tossed a rock in the direction where she expected me to come out. Her reflexes snapped into action, and she tore through the boulder piece I tossed up.

      It disintegrated before I barreled toward her. She aimed at me right as I chucked another rock at her. The sharp piece snapped into her helmet, breaking several tubes leading toward her neck. She pulled back while I dashed closer, but the jungle impeded her as it had impeded me. She aimed once more, and I threw a stone again.

      It snapped into another tube, more red gunk spilling into the jungle. She scrambled for escape after a few aiming attempts. No longer walking into a firing range, I closed in on my dashing distance. As the crimson fluid leaked from her armor, her hands shook. She pulled out a syringe from her side and stabbed herself. It stabilized her, making her sprint and run faster.

      She aimed back and fired quick bursts, tagging me. I ripped the underbrush apart on my way over, my health dwindling to half. One option showed itself, so I leaned below a burst of fire before pushing off my heels. I shot toward her, wind rushing past my helm. Her knees wobbled as she unloaded a full clip into my incoming chest. It burned and raged like fire, but I kept upright, reaching her. Grabbing the end of the rifle, I jerked the weapon from her grasp.

      She let it go, punching at my head. Her fist smacked into my helmet, denting it and whipping my head back. I grimaced at the sheer power she held in her tiny frame. Stunned for a second, I stumbled back while getting my bearings. Worried of her rushing in, I kept my arms high. Instead of capitalizing on my vulnerability, she let me go. Peering at her, I discovered why.

      The arm that struck me mangled into a broken mess of blood and steel. A series of spiral fractures eliminated her usage of the limb, and the metal crumbled with it. My armor outdid hers, so despite Althea’s physical power, her bones shattered before mine did.

      Taking the moment offered to me, I shook off my dizziness. I came in once more with a short jab. Althea reacted like lightning, tilted her head sideways. My fist brushed past her face as she countered my strike with her unbroken hand. She smashed a fist into my face, and my head bounced back as if running into a wall. My vision blurring, I buckled back, my knees wobbling.

      I got my bearings, gawking at her in surprise. Her power and speed roared out like fury and fire. She aimed for strength and dexterity, her reaction times and power both first class. Taking another second, I let my health return to normal. My vision cleared, spots dissipating in my peripherals.

      The armor over Althea hampered her regeneration, unlike mine. The twisted metal prevented her arms from reassembling. She heaved for breath from under her armor, both her arms resting on her sides and shattered beyond repair. Red fluid leaked from both of the broken tubes, no longer giving her an artificial rush of adrenaline. The goo pumped out of the suit, and once I healed up, I closed in.

      I ducked under her desperate punch before snapping a quick hook into her side. She keeled over, her armor denting. Chaining my strikes as a combination, I lobbed a heavy uppercut as she slumped down, her head whiplashing up. Glass cracked, and she stumbled away from me.

      I lunged forward. She pulled out knives of red energy. She sliced at my throat, but I weaved between her slow slashes. Her broken arms refused to listen to her commands, all agility having left her. She compensated mid-fight, holding the blade backward. Whipping the knives, she slashed right at my vitals. Deadly but predictable, I kept myself calm and stayed close.

      Althea struggled on, her willpower keeping her conscious. I pressured her back, keeping my attacks light. In time, her strikes turned desperate and wild. She trembled and shivered. When she stumbled back, I charged toward her for the killing blow. Midway through my strike, she changed directions.

      She bounced off her heels, and a loud clamp echoed in my ears. Debilitating misery thundered up my leg as something clamped onto my foot like a viper’s fangs. I howled out as she bolted toward me, lunging at my neck. Her blade slid forward with a smooth agility.

      The fumbling chaos of before formed into a ruthless rigidity in an instant.

      She played me, and I fell right into the trap. This entire time, she baited me around, pretending like she worked off desperation alone. Even in the moment, I admired the plan. It required guts, effort, and tenacity. However, it lacked an awareness of my abilities.

      Her knife sliced at my neck, but I cranked my face toward her arm. Like a monster from hell, my helmet split open and chomped onto her crumpled limb. Metal pierced soft flesh, a torrent of blood flowing into my helmet as her armor crumpled. Holding her like a pitbull, I jerked her back and forth before pulling her down.

      She lost her balance, her body lighter than mine. The red knife of energy fell from her hand as a high-pitched voice screamed through her voice intercom. On the ground, I tore a chunk off her armor and forearm. She howled out before kicking at my injured leg. I ignored the pain, snapping her head back with a fist.

      Her head bounced off the dirt, and she stopped moving as much. I peered down, finding my leg bit into by a bear trap. The metal teeth carried a laser-lined edge, the red glow intermingling with my blood. I closed my eyes, jerking the trap off my leg. The trap tore out chunks of flesh, cooking and cauterizing the wounds.

      I winced at the medley of blood and metal my leg turned into. The crumbled, umbral steel kept my weight up like a spiral peg leg. My regeneration came into its own once the trap fell down. Unlike Althea’s armor, mine reconstituted with my own health. Returning to normal, I grimaced before lifting the leg. No pain shouted back, so I turned back toward Althea.

      I stomped down, and bones in her legs cracked. She screamed, and I winced at the sound of it. Standing over her, I lifted my hand high. She pulled her arms up. “Stop! You don’t want to do this.”

      Pausing for a second, I agreed with her. The two scavengers treaded farther from being human, but this woman sounded like a person. Like anyone I’d find on the street. That undue mercy of mine leaked into my words as I said, “Why not? You tried killing me.”

      “I could’ve killed you with the first shot. I didn’t.”

      I narrowed my eyes, keeping my fist high. “Start talking, then.”

      “I-I’m here to scout. I was trying to take you back with me.”

      “Where?”

      “I can’t say.”

      I frowned. “That’s convenient.”

      She wrenched under me, her body convulsing. She winced. “Get away from me.”

      Chips of glass fell from her helmet. A pair of deep, purple irises looked at me, fear-stricken and panicked. My hand lowered to my side as I peered at her. I grimaced. “You’re going to need to give me some answers.”

      Two thin veins grew over her irises. An eerie feeling raced up my spine. Her voice deformed. “Get. Away. Now.”

      Fear laced her voice, not toward herself but for me. The vibrant red mixture she pumped herself with mixed with my blood beneath us. I dipped my hand into it, rubbing it into my fingertips. It numbed wherever my skin touched. Slinging it off, I raised a brow down at her.

      The goo anesthetized instead of invigorated.

      I stood myself up before her body splintered under her helmet. A black tentacle shot out of her face mask and grabbed my neck. Like a tendril of steel, the limb lifted me upward. Other vines of black extended from her metal shell, rooting into the ground. As I rose up, her mechanized armor bulged outward, the metal squealing as it bent.

      With a sharp pop, the metal ripped open, revealing horror. Eyes opened in sporadic places, glancing around in a frenzy. Her stomach opened, intestines writhing outward. Her flesh reformed into arms and feet and teeth. The abomination kept growing from the power armor toward me.

      I bit through the tentacle holding me with my helmet. As I landed on the ground, I rolled away before standing up. The mound kept expanding in all directions as I lowered my hands.

      “What the hell’s going on here?”

      A ball of shadow radiated outward before Torix walked from it. The lich gave the grotesque mass a knowing glance,

      “What the hell indeed.”

      Torix reached out a hand, freezing the creature in place. His palm shook as he squeezed a fist. The mound of meat retracted back into the torn armor. It stabilized, revealing a woman underneath the once-writhing mass. She laid there, sleeping in tattered clothing. The sight of her struck me—she contrasted the deformity like night from day.

      Her eyes and hair shared the same shade of lavender. Her skin shone silver in shade, though it only glistened from sweat. She laid out in the sunshine like an amethyst in a silver ring. As I gawked, Torix scoffed. “I suppose you are rather young. Perhaps you’ve never seen a woman’s form before?”

      I flushed under my helmet. “Of course I have, but come on, man—” I pointed at her. “Having that come out of that hideous blob, it’s, well, it’s insane.”

      “Perhaps, but staring a little less would serve your dignity well.”

      Ignoring the jabs, I said, “I wonder who she is?”

      “We will discover that once she’s been stabilized. Now—” Torix created a portal and shoved her into it. “Even a superficial glance exposes wells’ worth of eldritch energy oozing out of her. I’ve never seen anyone this contaminated with the eldritch yet still remain a system dweller.”

      Torix turned and faced me. “She is still an unknown, however. This reformation process explains the reasoning behind that well enough.”

      My eyebrows raised. “Why do you think she changed into that glob?”

      Torix rubbed his hands together. “That is precisely why I am here. Uncovering life’s mysteries, why, that is my most consistent source of enjoyment by far.”

      Realizing Torix dove in from nowhere, I leaned back. “Speaking of mysteries, how and why are you here?”

      Torix stared forward. “I sent several of my summons to monitor you after you left. They diverted portions of their consciousness toward me, giving me a view of you. I ensured you didn’t run off after I gave you so many resources.”

      I put my hands on my hips. “You kind of found me from off this planet. I don’t think there’s a chance I can hide from you now that you’re on it.”

      Torix’s eyes flared red. “I thought the same of my son, and look where that has left me.”

      I frowned, his words piercing himself more than me. We watched the jungle of the Evergreen Ravine, taking a second for silence. Torix interlocked his hands behind himself.

      “My emotions for that matter have been settled, but the lessons learned still shout in my mind. I knew Alfred was likely to have passed before I found him. I spread the grief of his demise out over decades, though the confirmation of his passing was still a blow.”

      Torix grabbed his hands behind himself. “Alfred taught me caution and foresight, and now, they are my greatest strengths. Should I wield them, they shall guard me. Those lessons guard you now as well, and by Schema’s grace, you need it.”

      Torix peered in every direction. “The energy signature from your stunt with Baldag-Ruhl is attracting other presences from across the stars. This scout is likely one of those interested parties, so I’m going to see what she knows. Perhaps some experimenting shall take place, should she prove that she isn’t useful in other ways.”

      I winced at the thought. My eyes set where she was. “I know it’s not my place to say this, but she did try warning me about her transformation. I don’t think she deserves torture.”

      Torix rolled his fiery eyes. “Hah, she forfeited her life the moment she tried taking yours.”

      “She didn’t try to. She could’ve killed me if she wanted to.”

      Torix shook his head. “That undue mercy of yours is far more grotesque than even this woman’s body.”

      My eyes widened. “Would you say the same about me and my armor?”

      Torix turned a palm to me. “Of course. If you allowed that eldritchian skin to overcome you thusly, then yes, I would say the same about you and your situation. You’ve contained it, however. She has not, and that makes all the difference.”

      I flinched. “You—you think I could end up like that?”

      Torix lifted his chin. “Likely not, though I can never be too certain. In all honesty, your armor’s stability is remarkable. Baldag-Ruhl’s work exemplified a relentless pursuit of perfection. Whoever tampered with that scout acts as a potent opposite; they demonstrate amateurish chauvinism.”

      Torix sighed and peered down at me. “Regardless, I’m returning to BloodHollow. Do finish this dungeon and return forthrightly. I may have unlocked Miss Tolstoy’s secrets by the time you arrive…preferably without torture.”

      Torix took off on his dark cloud of mana. I stared as he darted off with Althea. Lowering her chances of being tortured was about the best I could do for her. That repaid her for earlier.

      Taking a breath, I shook off the jitters from the monster situation. Settling myself down, I slid toward the bottom of the ravine again. Taking my mind off that dire situation, I met a few more komodo tigers. They offered little in the way of anything useful, including a good fight. They only gave me ambient mana, and by no means an enormous amount.

      By comparison, the jungle itself was a wonder to behold. I picked a few of the stranger-looking flowers and plants, hoping for maybe an alchemy or harvesting skill. Nothing happened, so I tried eating one of the glowing flowers. It burst out with a rancid mucus as I did. I spit it out, nearly throwing up. Vowing to never tell anyone about that, I marched onward.

      I stumbled across a small cliff at the ravine’s center. There, a giant red eagle lounged with orange wings scorching out fire. Its chest puffed out with pride at its own form, an innate majesty oozing from it. The breathtaking beast spent a bit too much time looking dominant instead of being dominant, however.

      I got one of the spears I tossed at Althea earlier before chucking the bolt at the eagle. It snapped one of its wings into the ground, and I charged it right after. I shattered the pinned wing. Flopping with its talons and pecking with its beak, it left a scrape or two on me before I crushed it to bits.

      With the dungeon core ready, I handled more of my business.

      
        
        [Flexible (Dexterity of 10 or more) - Your dexterity is good. Doubles flexibility bonus.]

      

      

      
        
        [Perceptive (Perception of 10 or more) - Your perception is good. Doubles sensory bonuses.]

      

      

      
        
        [Discerning (Perception of 15 or more) - Your perception is excellent. Doubles comprehensive bonuses.]

      

      

      After selecting Discerning, I finalized my choice. For the moment, nothing popped into place. I’d select the Beginner perk soon for the experience if no other perks showed themselves. It made me think about my quests. Not needing to complete them in one go, I ran back toward BloodHollow to cash in Schema’s rewards.

      While running back, I checked out my tree menu. I’d stockpiled 233 points, so I put them into the Obliterator tree. Amazingly, I got nothing from it. Even with just shy of 250 points in it, I gained nothing. That being said, all of the other trees distributed rewards at set intervals. If this tree worked like the others, it could reward something at the quarter mark of the tree’s total, meaning 250.

      Leveling toward that quarter mark took priority as I ran back toward BloodHollow. Noting the skill’s utility against Althea, I trained my Throwing during my journey back. To level the simple skill, I ripped off branches and tossed them at pinecones or the middle of trees. I missed less often than I expected, my finesse a far cry from my pre-status self.

      By the time I reached BloodHollow, I gained three points in Throwing and one point in Physical Fitness. While sitting outside BloodHollow’s sheening doors, I placed my points into Obliterator. The satisfying ding of a notification rang in my ears along with the resulting rush.

      
        
        An obliterator destroys, but all destruction ushers forth growth. The reason for that primordial principle is simple; for change to occur, the present must be wiped clean. An obliterator is the living omen of change for that reason. You bring that omen with you as well.

      

      

      
        
        +1 attribute point per 5 levels. Effect is retroactive for all levels before 100.

      

      

      The tree baffled any expectations I had prior. It gave me extra attributes permanently, and attributes always mounted to exceptional gains overtime. Ogling the bonuses for a moment, I took a moment to appreciate what this skill tree meant. If all four of the tiers acted like the first, I’d nearly double my attribute gain.

      Combine that with my other trees and my raw stat total exceeded others by leaps and bounds. Other people might get this same tree, however. In fact, there could be more people out there than me getting more trees at a lower level. If anything, families born into the system could pass down knowledge about what trees to unlock and when.

      That knowledge might result in dynasties of individuals standing far over others. While ahead of normal people, I may not own an advantage over many of the elite out there in the stars. I smiled at the thought, the ceiling over me vast and infinite. Schema’s universe seemed that way, and Torix acted as the reason I pondered these ideas in the first place.

      The old lich opened my perspective to the world beyond my own. I’d repay him for that one day.

      Snapping back into the real world, the attribute screen popped up. After rereading Obliterator’s bonuses, I rubbed my temples in confusion. It worked for levels up until one hundred, meaning level-ups from here on out wasted attribute gains from the tree. Of course, that assumed Obliterator kept giving the same style of reward for ascending ranks. All other trees acted like that, however, so I worked off that hunch.

      Shifting my focus from leveling to skill gaining would grant me higher attributes in the long run. Considering the power of trees, focusing on leveling skills empowered me either way. Gaining attributes helped as well because of Obliterator’s bonuses. I stared at those bonuses, twenty attribute points waiting for allocation.

      I put a whopping seventeen points into intelligence and three into perception. I gained the requirements for intelligence and perception’s perks that way. Unlocking perks and perk points were different matters altogether, however. These attributes came from Obliterator, so I couldn’t unlock these boons yet.

      Getting those perks required dungeon delving for cores. After handling Torix’s request, getting cores while training took priority. Arriving at BloodHollow, the sentinel and I exchanged some snappy words. I sprinted back toward the colosseum, trying to train different skills. Unsuccessful but still working on it, I arrived with Torix leaned over the scout’s body.

      Althea rested on a runic table. Innumerable devices of metal laid at Torix’s side as he carved a small slit into her skin. I grimaced while walking up.

      “I thought you said you’d avoid torture?”

      He spoke between measured slices. “Always take heed of context clues, little one. Do you hear screaming, perhaps writhing or sweating?”

      Peering at Althea, I shook my head. Torix used a bit of mana to clean some blood. “Therefore, the elements of torture aren’t present. This is surgery, and I’m carving a stabilizing rune into her skin. Do you recall the armor she wore before?”

      Those crumbled plates laid in a corner of the colosseum, the metal shattered beyond recognition. I squinted at the pile. “Yeah, I remember. I thought it pumped some kind of stimulant or something. It numbed my fingers on contact, and she pumped a lot of it in her all the time. I’m guessing that gunk kept her from turning into an abomination.”

      Torix’s fire eyes narrowed. “Wait…how did you guess all that?”

      I tapped the side of my head, giving Torix a smile. “I took heed of the context clues therein.” I interlocked my hands behind myself, pretending to be Torix. “You see, hm, the glass tubes busted behind her, hm, while I punched her, most indubitably. She started transforming rapidly thereafter. Therein and therefore, I thus connected the two dots.” I dropped the facade. “Eh, it made sense, yuh know?”

      Torix reached out his hand, giving me a telekinetic flick between my eyes. I rubbed the spot as Torix scoffed. “You deserve that for the taunting.” He leaned back over. “Though it wasn’t the worst impression I’ve heard of myself, so there’s that.”

      I touched where the invisible flick made contact. “Hah. Thanks.” Pacing over, I watched him work. He carved out tiny marks into her skin. He dabbed his instruments into pools of liquids, each colored a different shade. They carried varying consistencies, herbal and chemical smells wafting off each bowl.

      The shining blue one reminded me of BloodHollow’s cyan pools. The others differed in texture, smell, and appearance to the other pools in this cave. These liquids covered a variety of needles and other warped pieces of a silver metal. With all these colored pigments, Torix created the lines for a tattoo of runes. Torix reached out a hand.

      “Would you mind being a part of an experiment of mine? The risks are rather low, and they should enable us to speak with this individual.”

      I crossed my arms. “Uh, sure. As long as it isn’t anything crazy.”

      “Good. Give me your hand. I need your blood.”

      Hesitation ran through me before I reached out my hand. An aura of orange suffused Torix’s hand, and he brought my palm over the shining blue bowl. Slitting my palm, he eased blood into the bowl, and I winced, more out of habit than actual pain. Drops dabbled into the basin, changing the color of the mana to purple.

      The bowl’s contents reminded me of Althea’s hair and irises, just brighter in shade. Torix leaned back from the saucer. “That is quite interesting. I imagined that her biology resulted from experiments with the eldritch. Her mind remains utterly uncorrupted by their influence, however.”

      Torix grabbed his chin with a hand. “It produced eldritch energy mixed with something else, and this production continues even when her mana is full. That oversaturation causes the energy to deform her.” Torix tapped his chin as he said, “She’s unconscious, and so her mana has ceased production. Once awake, she will need a conduit for stabilizing her.”

      Torix turned toward me as he said with a dark smile, “Do I have any volunteers?”
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      I pointed at myself. “You mean me?”

      Torix spread his arms. “Who else is here?”

      “Okay, first off, what’s a conduit?”

      “A way of channeling energy. In your case, you will act as a reservoir of her excess energy.”

      I raised my hands. “You want me to take in the energy that turns her into that deformed, disgusting, and horrific abomination from earlier?”

      Torix raised a finger. “Yes, but allow me to explain. I wouldn’t imagine doing this to you if not for your fight earlier. You were covered in her blood numerous times, and you even swallowed a portion of her forearm using that armor of yours.”

      I flinched while remembering that. Torix waved his hands. “You’ll find no judgment from me for your fighting methods. My main point is that you’ve already dealt with quite a bit of the energy that deformed her, yet it took no toll on you whatsoever.”

      I frowned. “What? I have?”

      “Yes.”

      “But that’s her body, not her mana.”

      “She has blood magic just as you do.”

      I furrowed my brow. “I thought blood magic was rare?”

      “It is, but it’s by no means nonexistent. Regardless, she’s here with that quality. I tested her blood on a minion of mine, and it had to be destroyed. That underling devolved into a monster and with far less of her energy than your own exposure.”

      I lifted my hands, my palms facing me. “So…so this armor just ate the energy.”

      “Indeed. From what I’ve seen of it, it absorbs any kind of energy it’s exposed to. Remember those evolutions you mentioned? This conduit will allow you to evolve faster and stabilize her condition at the same time. We may keep tabs on her via that conduit as well.”

      I narrowed my eyes at Torix. “Can you actually stop this, um, conduit if it begins going awry?”

      Torix nodded. “I may, thought at a cost. I did so to Althea earlier, as you saw. I could do the same feat for you as well, though I’d never allow the energy to go haywire for that length of time. I’d step in the moment anything amiss occurred.”

      I leaned back. “That’s going to be a lot of risk you’re asking me to take on.”

      Torix shrugged. “It’s part of the process for understanding your armor. Remember, you offered your services as an exchange for finding your friends. This is a part of that. I understand it’s rather distasteful, but so is peering out at random in search of those close to you.”

      I rolled my shoulders. “Yeah, you’re right. We’ll…we’ll do it.” I raised a hand at Torix. “But you’d better stop it if anything starts going haywire.”

      Torix steepled his fingers. “Remember who you’re talking to. I treat my experiments like I treat my plans; they are always under my control.”

      That  was equal parts unnerving and reassuring. I spread out my hands. “So, what do I need to do for this conduit thing?”

      Torix picked up the bowl, swirling it some. “You’ve handled all of the necessities already. This is the most vital aspect of your assistance. I merely wished for your verbal agreement before treading onward. This will take days in order to finalize, after all.”

      I grinned. “So I’m free to go for a while?”

      He dabbed an instrument into the bowl of bright purple. “Absolutely. Do stay alive, as other scavengers might be out and about at this point. You’re quite unfortunate to have met so many already, but I’ll continue safeguarding you while you search out your dungeon cores.”

      Torix stabbed Althea with tiny pricks of a needle, coloring her skin. He continued, “Be careful, and I’ll send you a message when you need to return henceforth.”

      I squeezed my hands to fists. “All right, cool. I’ll be off then. See ya, Torix.”

      “You as well.”

      I ran past zombies, knights, skeletons, and a variety of undead before finding the large loop of BloodHollow. Nearing the doors out, I strolled up to the sentinel. I raised up a hand. “Can I complete two of the quests sent by Schema?”

      The sentinel peered down at me. “Ah, yes. I’ll connect you with one of his AIs. They should be able to handle your trite little quest.”

      I blinked. “Uh, yeah, I know what you mean. A quest personally given by Schema himself. Psh, how trite and little.”

      The Sentinel froze in place. He simmered. “Just get your rewards and leave me.”

      A robotic voice sounded in my ears. “Two quests completed. Rewards will be received via notification. Thank you for your continued assistance. Goodbye.”

      The servant AI for Schema spoke in absolute monotone. The voice justified Stacy and David’s assumptions about who and what Schema was. I knew better now, after having spoken with a fragment of its mind. Either way, I scrolled through my menu, finding the notifications.

      
        
        Gorge on Horrors | Unknown Tier Quest - You are a monster. Become the eater of monsters.

      

      

      
        
        0/4,000,000 ambient mana eaten | Timeline (2 months)

      

      

      
        
        He Who Slays the Eater of Worlds | Legendary Unique tier quest - Most never enter a dungeon in their lifetime. You have been commanded to destroy many. Good luck.

      

      

      
        
        0/6 Dungeons cores obtained | Timeline (2 years left)

      

      

      The quests changed their names, sounding much larger in scope. Inspecting each update, my brow crinkled. I spoke out. “All I got was a notification to complete the next tier of the quest. What the hell is this?”

      The Sentinel stated, “That is your reward. The opportunity to further serve your savior.”

      I rolled my eyes before walking out of the dungeon. After grumbling for a few minutes, I opened my minimap. Finding dungeons of any quality and caliber proved simple and easy. I passed several of them on my way to the Evergreen Ravine. Taking a few laps of the nearby forest, I found a dozen just chilling in the middle of nowhere. On the one hand, a part of me heartened at how easy they were to find.

      Another part of me dreaded the idea of dungeons dotting the countryside everywhere. If the monsters within escaped, the consequences made my skin crawl. I pushed the thought aside since I struggled to find two friends, let alone save everyone. Keeping my head down and focusing on myself, I inspected my minimap, finding a dungeon about three miles away.

      I passed it on my way toward the Evergreen Ravine where dinosaurs and phoenixes roamed. A few minutes later, I traveled toward the nearest landmark, Pier’s Creek. As I stepped up to it, a few new fauna darted around the countryside nearby. The creek’s surface rippled with smooth, dark stones littering its bed.

      I hopped into the stream, and the water plopped from around me. No water seeped into my shoes, the armor airtight in all respects. As I traversed the crevice, different mushrooms, algaes, and crawfish darted around. These tiny mushrooms hopped every few seconds, jumping onto nearby algae.

      The algae kept near the water’s edge for that reason, staying in the wet shelter of the stream. This shimmering, blue-green muck swallowed any nearby crawfish, melting the shell and devouring the meat under the chitin. To my surprise, the crawfish indulged on any mushrooms falling into the water. This consuming cycle kept each piece of life at bay.

      Following these strange lifeforms, I followed Pier’s Creek before finding a waterfall. About half my height, the series of rapids stuck out like a sore thumb. I followed this stream for miles in both directions, and without a doubt, this stream lacked anything resembling a waterfall. Getting near it, I listened. Flowing water hummed in my ears like the engine of a car.

      Beyond the gush, a slight clicking echoed from beyond the water wall. I passed through the waterfall, finding myself drenched and facing a tiny cavern. Bingo. I crawled into the tunnel, claustrophobia pressing in from all sides. That fear surged from the idea of a creature finding me, not the walls themselves.

      No cretin found me helpless, so I passed beyond the tunnel and into an opening. The water below carved a middle to this place, two walls of rock wrapping around it. Glowing seaweed lit up from the stream, offering light into the entire hollow. Massive crabs walked around the currents, snapping for fish and nibbling on the glowing seaweed.

      Offering more light, crystals lined the wall, glowing azure as an untainted sky. As I paced toward these crystals, my armor squirmed in place. A shining mist flowed off the glowing gems and flooded my armor. The once-shining crystal dampened its glow. Finding more ways of fueling my armor, I turned to the crabs.

      
        
        Baby Deep Dweller | lvl 14 - This is essentially the larval state of the deep dweller. They feed on algae and various fish until creating a cocoon and transforming into their adult state. They can then feed on much larger prey before growing once more. This molting process continues until they reach behemothic sizes, able to tear down skyscrapers in a single hit.

      

      

      
        
        This is a new colony without any adult deep dwellers. Fully grown deep dwellers can snap their claws with such speed and power that they create sonic booms with resulting explosions. Other variants can snap out their claws with an intensity few creatures can match. They are heavily armored and muscled creatures in this state, with a variety of violent, effective attacks.

      

      

      
        
        These little guys, however, can’t do any of that. They are just the inklings of a much grander species. Face this inkling, you will never face their true horrors.

      

      

      The deep dwellers followed an evolutionary path, one requiring time to incarnate. Robbing the creature of said time, I crushed the closest crab under a heavy heel. One stomp led to another, and I chained a series of hops together. By the time I left, the cavern carried more seafood than a fish market. The perks and stats coordinated together, making my leaps land with devastating efficiency.

      Further benefits mounted.

      
        
        Skill Unlocked! Stomp | Level 1 - The lifting of one’s heel and driving it downward: that is a stomp. This simple, unrefined attack defies its simple origins, becoming an attack worthy of fear. Levels add additional stomp speed and force.

      

      

      Making the most of my time, I tossed rocks as I stomped from crab to crab. Balancing while aiming stones took some practice. I wobbled on the monsters, the caving of crab shells and throwing of small stones exhausting me. I gained a grip on it after a while, timing the tosses with the landing of my feet.

      I levied the contrasting forces so they evened out more, and after several hours, the tiring turned into tedium. Willpower and the resulting perks from it kept me sharp and focused during this time. A bit of skill leveling later, I reached the boss. As expected, an older, adolescent deep dweller stood at the end of the subterranean stream.

      Less a normal crab and more a shelled spider, its twitching eye stalks zoned in on me. Streaks of blue trailed down the orange top of the creature, zigzagging its surface. It raised clawed hands, one far bulkier than the other. It snapped the larger limb, a clacking sound rippling out. Water nearby cascaded away, the flow of water reversed for a moment.

      I picked up a rock, throwing the stone against the crab. It blocked with the thickened shell of its arms. Jumping off my feet, I closed the distance and tackled the monster. It dragged back on its feet, portions of its body cracking. I whipped down, avoiding a snapping claw, and I picked up a rock at the same time.

      I lobbed the rock into one of its eyes, and the eyestalk broke. The crab covered the wound while I rocked a heavy hook into its exposed gut. The belly of the beast crushed, my hand dashing through the flesh and chitin. I gurgled on its orange ooze while I reached in and up its chest. Grabbing a mass of organs, I pulled its insides out.

      It squirmed as one eyestalk submerged into the shell, a pit of steaming entrails lying at my feet. The creature died seconds after. My armor ingested the nearby creature, and the dungeon core popped up in my inventory. I smiled at my notifications.

      
        
        [Brilliant (Intelligence of 20 or more) - Your intelligence is amazing. 1/10th of intelligence added to luck. Mental skills are gained twice as quickly.]

      

      

      
        
        [Genius (Intelligence of 25 or more) - Your intelligence is incredible. Another 1/10th of intelligence added to luck. Doubles effect of mental skills. Level of mana (Health due to Blood Magic) no longer affects mental acuity.]

      

      

      
        
        [Omniscient (Intelligence of 30 or more) - You are all knowing. +5 mana per point of intelligence. +2 mana per level. Increased critical thinking and memory per level. Emotional tolerance doubled. Spells may be cast silently. Doubles mana costs.]

      

      

      
        
        [Piercing (Perception of 20 or more) - Your perception is amazing. Levels can no longer be blanked out, unless the target is unknown. Extra data on enemies is categorized into your personal archive. Minimap data improved to include terrain, obstacles, and enemies.]

      

      

      
        
        [Flexible (Dexterity of 10 or more) - Your dexterity is good. Doubles flexibility bonus.]

      

      

      Hoping the mana turned into health, I selected Omniscient. Hitting finalize, my anatomy shifted. A primal change rushed in like a tempest, my thoughts clearing up a bit. Blood Magic altered the perk’s impacts, turning the mental into the physical.

      Arcane bonds spread throughout my skin, bones, and even blood. I increased my entire body’s density from these matrices of magic. When I clenched my fist, they bent with me. When I breathed in, these magic circuits coursed through my veins. Like another layer of protection, they held me together, solid as any substance.

      That arrived with a subtle shift in my clarity and togetherness. Wielding the refreshing mental change, I analyzed my character screen.

      
        
        Daniel Hillside, The Harbinger of Cataclysm | Character Screen

      

      

      
        
        Health - 2,456/2,456 | Health Regen - 357.2/min | Stamina - 1,040/1,040 | Stamina Regeneration - 31/sec | Damage Resistance - 96.5% | Mental Resistance - 96.5% | Physical Power - (+)350% | Damage Increase - 5%

      

      

      
        
        Aura - Oppression | Current Damage: (6,000 + 20% of your health)/minute within a 120ft radius.

      

      

      My health augmented from the mana bonuses of the intelligence perks. Combined with my armor’s health and resistance bonuses, my generic bulk rose well beyond a normal system dweller. Thinking of Althea’s spears, I frowned. Metal or not, they shouldn’t have pierced me with that kind of ease.

      I clanked my fists together, my blood thick and my flesh thicker. Normal spears would’ve rebounded off my armor, but the scout’s could kill me. More mysteries mounted around her and her origins, but I held my curiosity at bay. Dungeons required clearing, and so far, no dungeon since BloodHollow even touched me.

      My situation stemmed from being overleveled, mostly from spawning in a dungeon but also from Torix’s help. Unlike my circumstances, Michael and Kelsey might not be ahead of the leveling curve. Setting them up with controlled or weakened enemies might work, but how I’d do that, I had no clue. Getting Torix’s insights and methods could help me out there.

      But maybe with a bit less blood and guts involved.

      Those thoughts drifted through my mind while I traveled toward the next nearest dungeon. For now, getting myself up to speed took priority.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Roots peeled from the ground, wrapping around my neck. They flooded toward my mouth, my ears, and my eyes. Rushing into my helm, I stayed calm as the center of a storm. The teeth of my helm snapped shut, and I pulled out the creature below. A cluster of plants darted in and out of a mole’s back, some kind of virus having overwhelmed the creature.

      Now subservient, this mole corpse snapped its teeth at me. I tore out its bottom jaw, rotten sinews and joints pulling apart with ease. I hooked the jawbone into its eye socket, and the controlled body died. With no control center, the root cluster crawled from the mole’s back. It raced up my arms toward my face before I popped a sweet-smelling core at its center.

      The cluster fell apart, ropey tendrils collapsing around me. My armor consumed the wooden remains, turning the chaos in my wake into energy for its evolution. Stomping out with another core in tow, I dove out of a mammoth tree on Red Hill. Splinters rained down from my descent, my feet lodging into the dirt below.

      My armor swallowed the dungeon core in my palm before a ding echoed in my status. It wasn’t from the core.

      
        
        Torix Worm, of Darkhill | Level 1,236 - I’ve finished the procedures necessary for the conduit’s completion. You may come back and we’ll commence with the procedure.

      

      

      I frowned at the message, unnerved but still motivated. I fought over the last few days, getting all of the missing points required for my perks. I gained Brilliant, Genius, Piercing, and Flexible. The perception perk, Piercing, let me find other dungeons, and the extra luck from the intelligence perks may have helped me out already.

      It was hard to say.

      Those same intelligence perks showed few changes for me. I expected a pretty significant alteration for my mind, yet no true change exposed itself. Even thinking of the increasingly complex system formulas left me overwhelmed. Taking the sting off those unmet expectations, the cores themselves took little time and effort to collect.

      The reason for that came from how fresh the dungeons were; most of the dungeons and rifts held babies or larvae from different species. Just reading the statuses, each species carried immense potential given time. I could imagine myself falling behind their growth rates if I stood still system wise, but that wouldn’t be a problem. Ever since the system started, I hustled.

      Something about the change motivated me.

      Apparently, no one else shared my sentiment. I found no one else running around and clearing dungeons. David and Stacy proved to be exceptions to the norm as most people searched for the missing and dead. It left me thinking about humanity’s future as a whole. If we, as a species, took our sweet time organizing against these dungeons, they’d snowball out of control.

      Of course, I didn’t fault anyone for searching people out. I did the same. During my dungeon hunting, I set up a route to cross by Michael’s house. Searching his country cottage up and down, I uncovered an abandoned home. Unlike Kelsey’s residence, no creatures invaded to force Michael’s family away.

      In fact, no sign of Michael’s family materialized at all. No piece of furniture or hunting prize moved at all. I found their kitchen untampered with, their hunting supplies unmoved. I considered taking one of their bows, but I lacked any training for it. If they came back, they’d find more use from the weapon than I would.

      But that assumed they ever came back. With multiple weeks passing since the system arrived, I doubted that possibility. I dreaded the other explanations for why Michael and his family disappeared. I considered Torix abducting them as a leverage point, but that didn’t add up. The almighty necromancer could just run his experiments on me by force at any point. Going through the trouble of hiding my friends required more effort than simply overpowering me.

      As for other outcomes, they haunted me. Michael and his loved ones could’ve died during the tutorial like plenty of other people. That fear stuck out in my mind like a festering wound on someone’s face—an ugly yet undeniable reality. I held that apprehension back like holding a fiery coal in my hand. Barely tolerated, the dread would overwhelm me if I didn’t resolve my fears soon.

      That was why I tore through the forest floor as I raced toward BloodHollow. Roots snapped under my stomping heels and branches cracked on my swinging arms. Thirteen dungeon cores rattled somewhere within the depths of my armor, stored in an unseen place. I used up four of them, leaving me plenty for getting the perks related to luck, perception, and some from charisma.

      Progress amassed elsewhere as well. I trained various skills while handling the dungeons, from throwing to stomping to jumping. I collected about five hundred thousand ambient mana during the process along with eighty-seven skill levels. I put them in Obliterator as I strode into BloodHollow. The Sentinel and I exchanged the usual banter, and I reached Torix an hour later.

      In the center of the dungeon, Althea hovered over the ground. Torix had dressed her in a pair of fitted robes, like something he’d give an acolyte. A new tattoo covered up toward the back of her neck, disappearing into her flush hair. Peering at the markings, they imitated the runes on the wall, though Torix’s lacked the same complexity.

      I walked up. “So what’s the plan for Althea?”

      Torix pulled out a clear crystal from his bag. “The conduit’s creation has been finalized for her, and the last steps lay with you. We’ll set the energy to fill into this empty mana gem. The crystal shall then fill up in time. You simply must attempt to absorb the energy within the crystal. If anything goes askew, simply cease the mana absorption. I shall pull the energy’s impact from you thereafter.”

      I leaned over the clear, glassy stone. “Damn. That actually doesn’t sound as crazy as I first thought. This sounds about as safe as absorbing mutating energy can be.”

      Torix shrugged. “You mentioned apprehension at the idea, and I had the time to set a test parameter first.” Torix tossed the gem at me, and I caught it. Torix paced up to Althea. “Ready yourself for her awakening, as the mana shall then begin its production. Speak up if you feel odd.”

      Torix raised his hands, his umbral, dark mana oozing from his fingertips. It leaked into the table, charging the runes and incantations. Torix talked as he channeled energy. “Likely the person with a vested interest will send others to come collect Althea. They won’t let her go without at least some resistance, surely. Be prepared for the impending force, though given her level, I doubt anyone worthy of repute shall show.”

      Althea twitched before her eyes slid open. She pressed her hand against the cave floor before glancing up. Her eyes glazed over, the comatizing magic ambling out of her. Pulling herself up, she glanced around before her eyes set to mine. Her expression of wonder took me back for a second, but the curiosity crumbled into abject horror.

      Her eyes widened. “Wait, what’s going on?”

      Torix gestured around himself. “You’re in my lair. I’ve captured you to uncover what you know—”

      She raised her hand. “I-I need my armor. I need the medicine. Give me my medicine.”

      Torix waved a finger at her. “There will be no need for that, and just as well, don’t interrupt me as well when I’m speaking.” Torix’s eyes flared bright. “Or I shall remove your ability to do so.”

      Althea’s chest heaved as she held back the urge to vomit. Glaring down at her hands, she trembled. “Leave. I’m going to change. I-I don’t want to rush under your skin.”

      The tattoo along her back sheened purple. A violet fire, it dimmed the room as if absorbing the light around it. Althea panicked, grabbing around herself.

      “Did…did you not hear me? Run.” She pulled herself into a ball, her whole body convulsing in fear. “Away. Any second now and…I’m going to turn.”

      After a few seconds of trembling, nothing happened. The conduit worked, and her mana pooled into the small gemstone in my hand. Before I could even connect with it, my armor swallowed the crystal. I took a step back, and Torix spread out his arms. “What have you done?”

      I put a hand to my chest. “Me? I didn’t do anything.” I hit my armor. “This did it.”

      Althea winced. “Wait, what happened? Why isn’t it coming out? I should already have changed.”

      Torix and I met each other’s eyes, a silent conversation taking place in a moment. Torix interlocked his arms behind himself, and I stood tall. The lich stated, “Why, my plan has all worked out precisely as I intended it to.”

      I nodded. “Oh, most definitely.”

      Torix raised a hand. “This conduit has created a permanent connection between you two, siphoning excess mana from you to his armor.”

      I spread my hands. “Yeah, so you don’t need to pump yourself with that gunk anymore.”

      Torix took a step closer to Althea, hovering over her with an aura of dread. “And therefore, you will tell us what you know of both your employers and reasons for being here.”

      Althea blinked, tears tracing down her cheeks. Torix stepped back as Althea heaved deep breaths and coughed. Ignoring us, she raised trembling hands. “I…I’m not turning. I’m here. I’m me.”

      Torix and I glanced at each other again, and we gave her some space. We’d get our answers, but we let her have a second to herself. I watched as waves of emotion coursed through Althea, the scout overwhelmed by new sensations. She raised her hands.

      “I can’t believe it. I-I can feel the air and the stone. Hah. Hah.” She smiled, touching her robe. “This is incredible. This…wow. I can’t believe it. I’m not turning.”

      With light steps like someone in ballet, she hopped across the stone. The robe flowed around her while she spun in circles, spreading her arms and staring up. She rolled over the ground, meandering her form in different ways. A light hop followed a heavy stomp, and she shifted around with a childish glee.

      Her wonder proved infectious, and I found myself having a small grin on my own lips. Torix leaned to me. “It would appear she’s never tasted freedom before, hm?”

      I put my hands on my hips. “Yeah, it would seem so.”

      Torix stepped up to Althea after letting her run wild for a while. He stood a head taller than Althea, Torix’s form imposing and noble. Torix glared down with his fiery eyes.

      “Enough fun here. Answer my questions.”

      Recognizing our presence for the first time, Althea stared at us like a deer in headlights. She made herself smaller.

      “Uh, who are you guys?”

      Torix placed a palm to his chest. “I’m Torix. This is Daniel. Now, why are you here, and who sent you here as well?”

      Althea squinted, searching her memories. “I’m here for training. I’m supposed to become someone’s follower, in time.”

      Torix’s eyes flared bright. “Follower? So it’s a guild leader, then?”

      Althea blinked, confusion spreading over her face. “I-I think so. Maybe?”

      Torix sighed before turning a palm to her. “You may play out your ignorance as you’d like. I shall not believe this charade of bewilderment.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “I’m not lying. I don’t know.”

      Torix tilted his head. “What of your employer?”

      Althea peered down. “He’s a plant. Alm? Awm? Something like that.”

      Torix remained motionless before seething, “If you think I’m a fool, simply say so aloud. I shall prove you wrong thereafter should I be required to do so.”

      Althea took a step back in fear. “I’m telling you what I know. Why would I want to lie for him? He lied to me about what and who I am. They told me I needed the armor and my medicine or else I’d turn.”

      She stared down, her hands trembling. “They lied to me, so I’m not about to lie for them.”

      Like a spreading infection, the shaking of her hands travelled up her arms. It hit her chest, and she gasped. One of her hands swelled before her back shifted under her robe. Torix stepped away from her.

      “It would seem even a conduit isn’t enough for you to fully control yourself. Your mastery of your mind and body is rather lacking, isn’t it?”

      She snapped, a claw rupturing from one of her fingertips. She growled out, “Leave. I still can’t control it.”

      I walked up, turning a hand to her. “You can. You wouldn’t have stayed stable at all if you couldn’t.”

      She snarled at me, her voice deforming again. “Well, I can’t anymore, so run. It’s taking me over.”

      I raised my hands. “You sure you’re not just letting it? Have you ever tried controlling it before?”

      “Of course I have. I can’t do it. It runs over and spills out. I spill out.”

      In the back of my mind, I found a flow of mana coming in from her mana crystal. It channeled her excess mana into my armor without any issues. Armed with that knowledge, I crossed my arms. “There’s nothing spilling out. My armor’s handling it.”

      Torix pressed the sides of his temples. “Althea, you’re telling me that your control of your own mana is so poor that just a normal amount overwhelms you? I’ve heard of mana devolution but never with someone owning Blood Magic. Have you never lived without sedation before?”

      Althea’s eyes shifted in color, her voice a grating drone. “Not since my change.”

      Torix dragged a hand down his face. “I suppose I shall contain it for you, then. I do wish I could spend my time studying the runes instead, but alas, you’ll devolve if I don’t contain you any longer.”

      Knowing that added time to finding Michael and Kelsey, I stepped up. “Wait a minute. Let me handle it. I’ll keep her detained until she gets a grip. You just study the runes.”

      Torix gave me the look of a skeptical librarian. “That’s quite the undertaking you’ve decided to take upon yourself. Aren’t you supposed to be leveling?”

      Obliterator’s constraints changed my priorities, giving me some free time. Althea shivered as her arm finished deforming into a tendril of meat and sinews. I walked up with my fists clenched. “I have enough dungeon cores for what I need. I’m not trying to level up right now, either. Just think of this like it’s training my combat skills.”

      Torix eyed me up and down before giving me a slow nod. “If…if you are willing, I shall not refuse your good will. Do as you wish.”

      He stepped toward the runes, creating another mana chair. After erecting a barrier of energy around himself, he shouted, “Do let me know if she overwhelms you?”

      “I will.”

      Althea’s other arm trembled into a rack of spikes and bones. Skin split and blood gushed as it did, and she howled out in agony. She spread her arms, her mana overwhelming her. Althea roared before charging at me, pulling herself forward with engorged arms. I raised my hands. “You’ll get your senses back.”

      I grimaced. “Whether I have to beat them into you or not.”
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      I shifted sideways, my feet dragging on the ground. Where I stood, Althea clashed her upper limbs into the ground. Cracks ebbed from the dirt, her arms broken. I snapped a few potshots into her side before she swung an arm at me. I braced for the impact, and it slammed into my blocking arm.

      A ringing, skin ripping impact raced through me. My vision flipped while I spiraled through the air. I flopped sideways, rolling on the ground. Pushing myself up, I spit out some blood from my mouth. The transmogrified Althea whipped her arms, straightening the bones out. She gurgled out in pain as her bones healed.

      “I hate. Hate. Hate. Hate.”

      I shook my head. “Okay, well, it’s obvious you’re not all there just yet.”

      Black veins crawled up the sides of her face. “This is no game.”

      Her head twitched, and she charged again. She slammed another hand at me from overhead. I leaned sideways, her arm scraping my shoulder spikes. Blood dripped down my shoulder as I hit her stomach. The flesh caved in, but she slung her other arm into my exposed side. I dragged on my feet, ribs breaking out like a chorus of screaming in my chest.

      Blood spilled out from between my teeth. I grimaced as she came at me again. Instead of waiting, I charged at her. My fist clashed against her face, snapping bones and hurling her sideways. She growled out while trying to hit me again. I dipped under her attack, snapping two quick hooks into her side.

      Blood sprayed over me, raining from her monstrous form. She howled out, “It hurts. Hurts. Pain.”

      I glared up. “Good. Snap the hell out of it.”

      She took a step back, her form rippling like waves in an ocean. I gave her some breathing room before her jaw opened wide. It kept sliding open, her neck exposing veins and shifting lungs. My eyes twitched as fear raced up my spine. My knees wobbled as she spread her arms toward me, veins springing to life in her exposed chest.

      I activated Oppression, Torix well out of the aura’s range. Althea bellowed out in torment, her eyes bleeding, her form quivering. She slurred her speech. “So much pain. So much.”

      I walked up. “You can stop it. Pull yourself together.”

      Her jaw reattached to her head, so I stopped Oppression. Her open chest healed. She held up her arms before her eyes widened. She whipped her gargantuan limbs at me. Well out of range, the air whirled around her arms. Shaking my head, I put my hands on my hips. The animalistic, instinctual attack didn’t even account for range.

      Tearing my nonchalance apart, a vibrant pain ripped through my chest. Several small spines slid through my armor. I took a step back, finding lances of bone having torn through my armored skin. I grabbed each lance, jerking them out before seething, “So you’re still in there, unless your monstrous half is where you get your good ideas.”

      Althea heaved. “I…It’s over me.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “For now.”

      I got close, Oppression coming back on. She winced, exposing herself. I snapped a hook into her side, then head, her body tearing at each hit. She stumbled back before I dashed forward. I slung my fist at her head, ripping and gouging out chunks of bone and skin. My next few strikes, she dodged by weaving her head.

      A realization popped in my head at that. So far, each time she experienced pain, her sentient side avoided it. While I didn’t enjoy tearing her down like this, no other alternative presented itself. I kept the pressure high, bolting forward and hitting her anytime she exposed herself. As I hoped, she reacted and learned how to handle my basic punches.

      The gorefest turned into a more tactical combat as I forced her to adapt. Each adaptation resulted in her mind coming back, piece by piece. In time, minutes of fighting turned to many minutes and then eventually hours. We created a meta of combat, each of us gaining different rotations for varying styles of strikes.

      By the time she got her body back in order, I gave her a begrudging grin. “You like fighting, huh?”

      She sweat while dipping under one of my jabs. “I-I guess so.”

      I parried one of her punches before giving her chest a kick. She followed the inertia of the attack, sliding back. She stared down at herself, her form reconstituted. “Hah…I did it. I can’t believe it.”

      I stood back up, letting my hands fall to my sides. “See? You got this.”

      She rubbed the sides of her face. “You know, I never had this happen before. The scientists told me I’d never have a chance at controlling myself without the sedatives.” She frowned at me. “Though the medicine was never this painful.”

      I shrugged. “If I had a different way of doing this, I would, all right?”

      She narrowed her eyes. “Hm…if you say so.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Look, here’s the thing. I need to get answers from you. I want to find some of my friends, and to make that happen, I have to satisfy that lich’s curiosity about this ritual and my armor.”

      I turned a palm to her. “So start talking. Where did you come from?”

      She leaned back. “I don’t know. I’ve always been in a lab until something happened to me. After that, I was, uhm, experimented on…I think.” She shivered. “So it’s like I was living a haze, a dream of some kind. This is one of the first times I’ve been fully awake since before the change.”

      I rolled my hands. “You keep mentioning a change of some kind. Any idea what it was?”

      Her eyes went distant. “I don’t know what it was, but I know that after it happened, things changed. After that, I started…turning. I had no problems before, but now…I can’t control myself.”

      She peered off, grabbing her elbow. I raised my hand. “No, you’re wrong. You couldn’t control yourself. Look. You’re talking to me just fine right now.”

      She looked up, blinking in surprise. I raised a fist. “Don’t sell yourself short. People will do that for you already.”

      Her brow furrowed. “Huh. I guess you’re right. I, hm… If I keep myself together like this all the time, there’s all kinds of stuff I could go and do.” She smiled, staring at her hands. “I wouldn’t have to go back.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Wait a minute. You don’t want to go back?”

      She took a step back, her body shivering again. She lifted her neck, and she rumbled, “I…It’s happening again.” She fought the energies in her head, the palpating, pulsing mana coursing through her, deforming her, muting her. She gawked into the distance, her eyes glazing over. Terror leaked into those eyes, tears welling in them.

      She growled, “Do you think I can control this?”

      Wanting her sane so I could find Michael and Kelsey, I stated with a voice like stone, “I know you can. You will.” I clanked my gauntlets together as she let out a low rumble. I growled back, “All right, then. Round two.”

      She charged at me, her body swelling in size once more. I met her in the middle, and we collided like two bullets. As I pushed her shoulders, I forced her back. Though larger, she weighed less than me. I tried smothering her into the ground, but she strained while pushing me back, my feet dragging on the stone. She gripped on my shoulders so hard that my armor bent.

      The metal squealed, and a deformed voice lurched, “Is this all the strength you have, weakling?”

      I bent down while pulling her up, forcing her off her feet. I grunted while grabbing her shoulders. I slammed her into the ground, and the echo exploded outward across the cavern. Before she could recover, I picked her up once more and slammed her into the other side of the ground. When I lifted her again, she pushed her feet against me.

      Her heels pressed against my neck, prying her from my grip. She shot off me before rolling back onto her feet. I stepped toward her, my feet firm like pillars. Her eyes narrowed before she sprinted away toward a back wall. I smiled at that. She regained some control faster this time.

      She ran into the wall but bounced off a barrier of mana. Torix waved a finger at her while staring at the runes. “You won’t break what remains of my son’s work. Stay in your playground, child.”

      Althea’s monster half screamed at Torix, scrounging at him. I clomped my foot into the ground, throwing a chip of stone at her. It snapped into her face, grabbing her attention again. She peered at my feet, then a low clicking ebbed from her chest. She pounded a fist into the ground, grabbing rock chips and tossing them toward me.

      When the rocks smashed into me, they crushed into powder, like bombs of dust. Unlike her bone spears, these left no mark on me, aside from a thick, brown cloud. Smothering me, the dense fog blinded me before she darted forward, fast as a speeding car.

      She tackled me. My feet left the ground, and my vision blurred. Her flesh tore as she shapeshifted, and she got over me. Pinning me down, she clawed at my armor with long talons. Flashes of light brimmed from the cloud of dust as the claws scraped across my skin. Like fighting in a thunder-soaked cloud, sparks rained from her gouging at my chest with sweeping strikes.

      Desperation and panic flooded me. My helm ripped open with jagged teeth of armor. They clamped onto her thigh before I stabbed my hand into the stone. The tips of my gauntlets bent, but they dug several inches into the rock. With my fingernails peeled back in pain, I pulled myself sideways while jerking with my neck. I turned her off of me before scrambling on top of her once more.

      I reared back my fist before hammering her face with my fist. Panic gushing in me, I clapped Althea’s head against the stone floor with savage, brutal blows. Her legs bent backward, the tendons within them snapping. Like a human made of gelatin, her lower limbs coiled around my head before she pulled me down.

      My head whiplashed against the ground, a hunk of her thigh within my helmet’s teeth. Her spine broke backward as she contorted, eerie and disgusting. Her eyes flashed black now as she grinned with long, sharp canines. She slithered her arms into the slit of my helmet as a deformed voice laughed.

      Her arms squeezed into my helmet before covering my face. All of a sudden, I couldn’t breathe. The panic doubled as the flow of flesh reached my nose. I squirmed and writhed, pulling her off me, but she kept forcing more and more of her arms into my helmet. Pressure built on my nose and mouth. My lungs screamed for air as my struggling turned to a frenzy.

      The slit of my armor chomped onto her limbs. She fell backward, her arms severed. Needles formed inside my armor, mincing the goopy arm she forced into my helmet and nose. My armor indulged itself on the blood, soaking it in. Air rushed into my lungs as I breathed with blood smothering my face. My jaw slackened, and I gazed at the roof.

      That terrified me.

      Swallowing that fear, I turned toward Althea. She laid with her head against the stone floor, her arms gone. She hissed and gasped as blood retracted back into her wounds, regenerating her with a pace even I couldn’t match. Within thirty seconds, her arms returned and she stood once more. She lay there heaving for a few minutes, her monstrous form retracting. She murmured, “I’m sorry.”

      My face turned cold, my helmet covering the stony expression. Not trusting her anymore, I stayed silent. She turned herself over, and a frigid silence passed over us. She raised a shaking hand.

      “Uhm…what is that armor of yours?”

      I stood, pushing my fear and pain down. I spoke with nonchalance.

      “It eats monsters. That’s probably why it eats you.”

      She recoiled at my words, each of them landing like the strike of a whip. She frowned. “I wouldn’t have done, uhm, whatever that was if I could help it.”

      I glared at her. “You tried to strangle me with your arms.”

      She pointed a finger at me. “And you bit them off.”

      I closed my eyes, remembering the goal of this entire process. Taking a breath, I raised a hand. “All right, I’ll let it go. Back to questioning. Where are you from?”

      She stood herself up. “You tell me first.”

      I raised my brow. “Huh…I’m from this planet.”

      Althea peered around. “Is this a cave on the planet?”

      “No. It’s a dungeon. I killed the monsters and boss here.”

      She blinked at the runes on the walls. “It looks like it was busy.”

      “Yeah, a little. Now answer my question.”

      Althea met my eye. “This looks like an old dungeon. I thought this planet was a newly systemized world. It shouldn’t have had time for something like this to develop.”

      I put my hands on my hips. “Every other dungeon wasn’t like this. They’re like what you’re describing. This, well, it’s a unique rift. I spawned here.”

      She raised an eyebrow, her own curiosity piqued. “Oh, really? That must have been hard.”

      Flashes of Baldag-Ruhl’s insects smothering me stormed in my mind. I shut them out while crossing my arms. “Yeah, a little. What about you?”

      “I can’t remember anything before the lab, like I told you. I’ve never been to a world this young and green. Normally, even the most tame of forests hold creatures that move like walking mountains. Without a guild behind you, most cities are swallowed whole by those colossi.”

      My eyes widened. “So you’re telling me the monsters…they just keep growing?”

      “I think so. The culling is hard, yeah, but being born in an aged world is like being born in a war zone. Education, training, all of that is necessary to even be independent.”

      “I’m guessing you came from one of these guilds, right?”

      Althea’s face shook. She nodded. “I… Yeah. I think so. I don’t know what else could support…a lab—” A large canine expanded out of the side of her face. She retched out before I closed my eyes. This again. I opened them, and Althea grabbed the sides of her head. She squeezed while straining her face. She murmured, “Ah…Stop. Not again.”

      She wrestled with the demons under her skin, the internal struggle like a war waging. A few minutes passed, and the monsters within overwhelmed her. As they did, she growled out, “Sorry.”

      I cracked my neck, steeling myself. “No problem. It’s good if I let out some steam anyway.”
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      We fought for several hours before our minds were so exhausted that we just ran into each other. Althea needed rest at some point, and she collapsed midway through one of our bouts. I carried her toward Torix’s table, setting her down there. With nothing else to do, I walked toward Torix.

      The lich turned to me, crossing a robed leg over another. “Ah, I see you’ve finally exhausted her. I’ll assume you’re looking for somewhere to rest, perhaps? Such are the limits of a blood and flesh body, after all.”

      I shook my head. “I want to read some books about mana. I want something basic, if you have it.”

      Torix leaned back in his mana chair, his eyes flaring green. Shifting back to blue, he gave me a slow nod. “You know, you’re not normal.”

      I furrowed my brow. “What? You’re telling me other people aren’t interested in magic?”

      “Certainly they are, but I’m more specifically referring to the pace you set yourself at. You move from one activity to the next, on and on and on. Admirable, yes, but also destructive. It’s almost as if you’re running to escape something, perhaps time to think? It could be more productive than you’d first imagine.”

      I put my fingertips against my temples. “Look, do you have the books or not?”

      “Testy, aren’t you? That’s the lack of rest, I’ll assume. I have many books on hand, including several classics on the matter. I’ll give you several for safekeeping, though do keep them undamaged. I’ll take any deterioration on the books as a personal slight.” Torix leaned closer, his glare piercing. “And I’m certain you understand what that entails, correct?”

      I leaned back. “I do.”

      “Good.” Torix whipped some books from his portal. “Here’s a few choice selections you may peruse from. I’d recommend brushing up on your fundamentals before attempting more advanced magic. Many magicians believe they may skip the elementary basics via practicing advanced methods.” He scoffed. “It’s like trying to sprint before you can stand.”

      I took a book, the runic glyphs in a different language. Melting in my eyes, the language molded into a visual of English. I pushed the book back, gaping at it. “What the hell? It changed shape?”

      “Ah, your first book in a different language, then? Schema has quite an advanced language algorithm at its disposal. Rely on it, and it shall save you more than a mere inkling of time.”

      I turned to Torix, glad he kept giving me advice. “Thanks for the tips. And sorry for being snappy earlier. I’m just a bit on edge after the fights with Althea. Do you have any other tidbits on how to follow magic?”

      “Certainly. Be prepared for advanced incantations and grafted series of thoughts. Coordinating those attempts will be the primary driver for converting your mind’s power into actual sorcery. That, and reading.”

      He waved me off. A bit confused yet excited nonetheless, I waved goodbye while stepping away, peering at the ancient tome; its title read The Makings of Mastery. I opened the pages, beginning my journey into magical wonder. Turned out, magical reading was dry. Like, real dry. Within a few minutes of peering at its contents, my eyes glazed over.

      The exciting pieces of magic stayed dormant, lying under a grim, expository surface. Taking the forefront, the canonical knowledge and philosophical preamble rambled on for over a hundred pages. Torix scribbled dozens of notes and thoughts on the margins, too, the wizard having parsed the contents of this book long ago.

      Finding no end to his notes, the lich’s mind relished in details where mine did not. Still, I kept my head down and trudged through. The book mentioned bits about mana and its nature. The primary focus dwelled on the conversion of mental energy into the physical. I took time here or there to exercise what the book explained, but the contents never worked out.

      I met a wall when trying the book’s methods on myself. Esoteric and enigmatic, the book’s explanation of magic reminded me of using rocket science on a slingshot. Sure, you could calculate and analyze the trajectory of it all, but what was the point? Summoning a stream of red from my palm, it burned my hand. Closing my eyes, I felt out how mana flowed.

      It was a sacrifice for me, one where I did the opposite of what the book described. It mentioned thoughts converting into mana, but I converted my actual body and blood into energy. Blood Magic explained all that. Torix lacked any books for Blood Magic, so I was on my own there. Despite the impracticalities, the book nested interesting tidbits in its haze of drudgery.

      It examined the eldritchian mana, for instance. Ambient mana infected and contorted the will of the user, more like a hungry parasite than a fuel source. It carried an amalgamation of different minds, a primordial thought soup. This thought soup held chaotic properties, ones that few could master.

      Peering at Althea sleeping on the table, that explained her lack of control. She struggled with dozens of different voices and motivations pulling her mind apart all the time. Her transformations stemmed from the eldritch energies’ untempered effects as well. They gave cause for her reformations.

      Even with several hours of reading, the text never gave a source for Althea’s piercing, however. It was a mystery for another day, and the book detailed several historical mages that advanced the field of eldritch magic. They faced heretical accusations from Schema, and each one of them ended up isolated and alone.

      And in time, none of them survived the effects of the magic.

      They all died horrific deaths at the hands of their own experiments, oftentimes fates worse than death. A few even evolved into advanced-level bosses. As I read these books and applied the knowledge to my own stream spell, I collected a few other skills. Mana Theory, Reading Comprehension, and Blood Magic Manipulation.

      Finishing my reading, I found Althea stirring from her rest. She pulled herself up, and once cognizant, she panicked about her lack of armor once more. Memories of yesterday surfaced before she peered forward. Her head twitched, but she kept herself together. A claw expanded from one of her hands, but she willed it back under her skin.

      Her face turned like steel, and she resolved herself. In that mindset, she stayed in control for ten full minutes, a new record. She succumbed once more, and I handled the situation by literally beating sense into her. The fights still dragged on, and I got used to her monstrous form and abilities.

      At this point, I considered the bouts as spars, and I practiced against her. My fighting style honed down as minutes of fighting dragged on into hours. Althea’s focus unfolded, and she turned into a motivated machine. She wanted her monstrous half tamed, and she kept hammering away at it each time she regained control. It made our fights less terrifying as a whole.

      Althea and I repeated this cycle of battle several times until she fell asleep against a mana barrier. Placing her back on the runic table, I stopped myself from staring at her before walking up to Torix. I turned a hand to him.

      “Mind talking for a minute? I’m sure a break from staring at the wall would help.”

      Torix stared up at the ceiling. “Schema forbid it, I can only hope that is the case. What is it you wish to discuss?”

      “Uhm, I just wanted to know more about the system and Schema. So like, why are dungeon cores so valuable? I mean, there’s only so many perks that you can get. I don’t understand why they’re so heavily sought after.”

      Torix spread his arms. “It’s all a matter of circumstance and context. You’ve likely not hit this point already, but there are perks for every time you hit level one hundred with an attribute. Obviously, by the time most people reach that cusp of power, they’ve filled out their leveling perks. They won’t need the core’s perk points because of that.”

      Torix put his fingertips together. “This is where the second utility of dungeon hearts comes into play. You see, perk points can be exchanged for attribute points. Dungeon cores grant perk points, and that gives attribute points when you have no more perks to allocate. Now, there are limits to this conversion. You may only absorb one-fourth your total level regarding core points.”

      I raised a palm to Torix. “Okay… So let me just, uhm… Can I get an example?”

      Torix created a visual example with magic, tiny streaks of dark mana serving as guides. “After you’ve unlocked all your perks, every ten levels will give you twelve attribute points. Twenty percent more, in other words. Dungeon cores give another flat twenty-five percent more core points, for a total of forty-five percent more total attribute points.”

      I stared up, doing some mental math. I waved my hands. “So, if I wanted to know someone’s total attributes, I just take one and a half of their level total?”

      Torix shrugged. “That is a suitable estimate. Remember that trees influence one’s attributes immensely. Regardless, this conversion makes dungeon cores hold innate value. This is further inflated due to the presence of fringe worlds.”

      A haunting suspicion leaked into my mind. I remembered Althea mentioning how the eldritch never stopped growing. Torix’s fire eyes narrowed while saying, “Fringe worlds are planets at the very cusp of being overwhelmed by the eldritch. These worlds are often kept afloat by battle-hungry heathens in need of a challenge. The natives of planets like this have no way of killing the creatures on their planets. They are born into a world with a hopelessly low level. So low, in fact, that they can’t even leave the planet. They face extinction.”

      Torix whirled a hand around. “Anyone offering lower-level creatures are a high-value commodity in those places. Of course, you’ve seen that it takes well over level one hundred to fill out your perks. Even necromancers such as I cannot maintain summons of that level on a consistent basis. The cost benefit analysis simply doesn’t add up.”

      Torix gestured a hand to me. “And as you’ve seen, being level one hundred doesn’t make you strong by any galactic metric. Leaving your new planet is an easy way of getting yourself slaughtered by roaming eldritch or criminals.”

      I grimaced. “Yeah. It sounds like a lose-lose situation.”

      Torix nodded. “Aptly put. Now, imagine a normal person who’s below the leveling curve. They’d be even worse off than you. They’ll see a stockpile of perks, but they lack the perk points to obtain them. Cores come into play for those individuals.”

      I nodded. “The orbs are pretty much five levels for people on those worlds. That’s harsh.”

      “Precisely. As you’ve no doubt noticed, Schema’s way of doing things can be unforgiving. Speaking of unforgiving, how much energy have you gained from your conduit with Althea?”

      I glanced at my menu screen, finding around a hundred thousand ambient mana absorbed. Notable, but by no means a ridiculous amount. I showed Torix that particular menu. After reading it, the ancient lich turned toward the wall once more,

      “It shall take a few weeks before your armor transforms once more. That is an attainable goal as I parse through these runes.”

      “I’ll get it done.” Staring down, I remembered my friends and the chaos outside this cavern. I reached out a hand. “Torix, do you have any idea when you’ll be satisfied with this ritual? I need to find my people, and it doesn’t look like you’re going to be finished anytime soon.”

      Torix turned in his dark chair, steepling his fingers. “Hm, that’s something that’s rather trying. I’ve gained no ground on the runes, and the actual ritual itself, from what you’ve described, is immensely dangerous. A split in dimensions? I’ve no means of controlling the releasing energies. It will destroy this dungeon and everything within it.”

      Torix’s eyes flared. “It’s rather unfortunate, but I don’t know any method of controlling those volatile forces.”

      I leaned down, biting my lip. At this rate, it’d be months before I found Michael or Kelsey, and with every passing moment, their chance of dying increased. Staying in BloodHollow that long while the world devolved didn’t exactly suit me, either. I dragged my hands down my face.

      “Dammit.”

      Torix stood upright, interlocking his hands behind himself. “I’m sorry, child, but I’m doing what I can. There are limits to even my magic. I can’t control that energy.”

      Remembering my armor and how it absorbed Althea’s mana, I stood upright. I pointed at my chest. “But maybe I can.”
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      Torix’s eyes flared a bright white. “You? Seriously?”

      I frowned. “I mean, it’s just energy, right?”

      “Well, that is certainly the crux of the issue, but I’ve no idea how you’d manage it.”

      I gestured at myself. “I’ll just let my armor handle it.”

      Torix leaned over me. “You, containing interdimensional forces? Hah, what grounds do you have for that ability? A hunch, perhaps?”

      Pointing behind me, I gestured a thumb back. “Althea and my armor eating the eldritch. If you think about it, my armor has taken in any energy we’ve thrown at it. I don’t see why this energy will be any different. Besides that, this armor is made of that same energy. It’s what Baldag-Ruhl used in the ritual.”

      Torix tilted his head, considering my idea. He weighed some pros and cons before shaking his head. “It isn’t a particularly absurd proposition. Your demise shall be guaranteed, but I will simply die before being placed back into my phylactery. Gather more proof of your armor’s absorption abilities, and we shall see about this idea of yours.”

      I grinned. “Thanks. I’ll go see what I can do.”

      Torix sighed. “Bagh, perhaps I’ve gone senile over the years. It’s an insane proposition.” He sat back down on a forming blot of mana. He whirled back toward the wall. “Good luck with gathering your proof, should it even be possible.”

      After leaving him to his study, I sat down and considered my armor for a while. It saved me a few times, being a reliable backup for sticky situations. It moved and shifted without my thought, but it even generated needles for mincing when I struggled breathing. Overall, it held many mysteries and abilities I couldn’t control.

      Yet.

      With that idea in mind, I attempted reforming my armor. I sat on the edge of a staggered step of the colosseum, taking a few breaths. After calming myself, I reached out toward my skin, the edge of the metal shell surrounding me. In a liquid moment, my armor smiled back at me, eerie yet inviting. I stilled a tiny wave of anxiety and fear, reaching out for more control.

      My armor relinquished even more. Wielding it, I evoked one of its haunting smiles, a crimson aura leaking from the maw of my helm. Other forms of morphing proved impossible. Creating spikes on my knuckles, swords from the metal, or even just changing my shoulder spines took unfathomable amounts of willpower and attention.

      The armor snapped right back onto me the moment I diverted my attention from it. I kept at it, however. I watched Althea struggle with her own mana and body, so I followed in those footsteps. From what I could tell, my armor couldn’t be removed. It was a part of me now, and like any other piece of myself, I wanted mastery over it.

      Willing myself into a trance of effort and exhaustion, I pursued that goal in a relentless fashion. A few hours of this resulted in a skill.

      
        
        Skill Unlocked! Dominion of the Mind | Level 1 - By conquering your mind, you better enact your will onto the world. This is the first step to mastery of magic, a path you’ll tread without fear. Dominion over thoughts increased by 1%.

      

      

      I peered at the skill with confusion spread over my face. How molding my armor gave me mastery of my mind, well, it made no sense. Dwelling on that fact, I connected a few disparate points in my head. These connections gave me an explanation. They also explained why I felt magic rather than thought it.

      Blood Magic. The simple perk meant that fully mastering my body extended my magical skill as well. In this case, my armor correlated well with my mana, so this served dual purposes: I gained armor abilities and magical ones, too. After a few more hours of determined practice, cold sweat and an iron cloak of exhaustion weighed on me.

      The armor manipulation spread me thin, the only easy part being peeling back my helmet off my face. Everything else proved arduous, but I kept tackling it. It made morphing my armor easier. I still couldn’t manipulate the armor in combat, but this was the first step to making it really mine. In the end, manipulating my armor could and would evolve my fighting style from fierce to overwhelming.

      Taking chewable bits at a time, I molded a bit of the armor on my back while I read. I combined that with keeping my helmet off my head. This well over doubled the required effort for either reading or morphing the armor, but I adjusted. Strengthening myself required moments like this, each second a slow crawl. I found motivation in those times, as they allowed me to prove myself.

      I reminded myself of a simple fact: anyone could be strong when the going was easy; only a champion persevered when the going was hard. And it was hard. It fatigued me more than fighting. I practiced boxing before, but studying remained untrodden ground. I found a way to step onto that path, one step at a time.

      The motivation and difficulty resulted in faster skill gains. With my focus finetuned, time flowed like syrup as I studied. Seconds turned to minutes, then eventually to hours. I took a break here or there to stretch or walk around, even down the rations Torix gave me. The vast majority of my time burned up in front of Torix’s books, however.

      I marveled at the trance I found myself in. Focus, as a skill, leveled. My willpower gave me a reservoir to pull from. My desire for finding my friends helped me, too. There even existed a piece of me wanting strength and standing over my situation. I abused every facet of those factors as I fell into the task with a fiery intent.

      Giving me that valuable time, Althea needed sleep far more than I did. Controlling her body required everything she had, and she lacked my perk that halved sleep requirements. Not needing as much sleep, I worked throughout the night with Torix by my side. He never slept, being a lich and all.

      When Althea awakened, I finished my first book on magic. Of course, I only comprehended some of the text’s contents. It gave me a few ideas for my next training session with Althea. She woke up, her eyes sharper than before. Lucidity stormed into her gaze, her control of her body becoming better.

      Furthering that goal, I turned toward Torix. “Yo, Torix.”

      He kept jotting notes down in an old journal as he said, “Yes?”

      “Can you give Althea her weapons back?”

      The necromancer shook his head and scoffed. “Why in Schema’s name would you want that?”

      Althea pointed at me. “I get it. You want me to remember myself better?”

      I gave her a thumbs-up. “Bingo.”

      She frowned. “What’s bingo?”

      I peered back and forth. “Uh, a game of chance. When you win, you shout bingo.”

      Her eyes lit up a little. “It sounds fun. Can I play it?”

      I waved a hand. “Uh…yeah, sure. I’ll play a round or two with you sometime, but only after you get a grip on your situation. The thing is, we’ve been fighting with our bare hands. You trained to fight with your weaponry. I think using it will help you keep yourself more ‘there’ during our fights.”

      Torix raised his hand without glancing toward us. A portal appeared and dropped the harpoon gun and several traps at Althea’s feet. Torix shrugged. “Do avoid killing him if you’re able.”

      Althea lifted the harpoon cannon, the kinetic bouncer heavy and hard. She frowned at it. “Uhm…I’ll try, sir.”

      Torix cackled before peering at us. “Eh, he’d make a good corpse anyway.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Oh wow, thanks. It’s good to know I’m useful.”

      Torix turned back to the runes. “That’s why you’re here.”

      Althea picked up her harpoon cannon, optimizing the setup. I did the same, but by smashing some rocks under my foot. She grimaced at me. “The rocks. Blegh.”

      I tossed one up, catching it with the swing of my hand. “Eh, if it works it works.”

      She aimed the cannon at the ground, refamiliarizing herself with the process. This time she lacked an ambush for landing free shots. Of course, she wouldn’t be aiming to immobilize me, either. While polymorphed, she’d probably try to punch a hole through my forehead. Standing there, it was only a matter of time before she used those weapons against me.

      Before we even fought, my plan showed gains. Twenty minutes passed while Althea toiled against her worse half. It got a hold of her arms first, but she fell onto the ground, rolling around in circles. Writhing there, she poured sweat and groaned while claws pierced out of her face and hands. In one way, it disgusted me. In another, it was inspiring.

      In time, she turned, and so, our sparring began again. I moved with the jittery, shaking movements that threw her aim off. At the same time, I tossed rocks at her between my sliding steps. This left her frustrated and missing her shots. That combined with her transformed mind having a bit worse aim anyways.

      She pinned harpoons into the wall a few times before howling out, “Stop moving and die.”

      I shot out another rock, the brittle stone breaking against the side of her cannon. The powder masked my approach as I shouted, “How about you actually aim?”

      She narrowed her eyes along with the others across her skin. She fired another harpoon, ebbing another thunderous boom. The harpoon blasted into the ground in front of me, spraying rocks against my helm. I closed my eyes in reflex before another harpoon slammed straight through my throat.

      The weight of the spear slung me backward, knocking me onto the ground. Before another spear flew through my skull, I crossed my arms over my face. A spear lodged through my blocking arms and pinned them down beside me. Before I pulled the spears out, Althea threw the gun down and sprinted toward me.

      I pulled my arms from the ground, the steel scraping against stone as I uprooted it. Sitting up, I pulled the spear from my arms with my feet. The flesh in my arms sloshed as I ripped the spear from me. Glancing up, Althea dashed toward me like a lion leaping toward her prey. Before she reached me, I stood up and pulled the spear from my neck.

      I sidestepped her charge, sliding toward her right side. She lashed out her right arm, her fingers jutting long, white claws. I ducked under the limb while pushing the spear toward her chin. The metal slid straight through the bottom of her jaw. I angled it to prevent it from goring her head.

      Losing control, Althea’s feet flew off the ground. Mine crushed into the floor. She flew backward before flopping on the ground. I lifted my foot over her head, and she glared up with her engorged eyes. I stomped down, and she closed them. The spear on her chin tore deep into the ground, pinning her there.

      I flopped backward, sitting cross-legged while peering at her. She stared at me, even her monster half stunned by the mercy. It soothed her enough that she wrested control of her body before pulling her chin out of the spear. She wiped blood off her mouth while murmuring, “Uh…thanks.”

      I gave her a single nod. “No harm done.”

      Althea peered around. “That, uhm, was a good fight. Sorry about the spears.”

      I leaned back, supporting myself on my stiff arms. “It’s better than dealing with your body’s weaponry.” I shivered. “That’s the stuff of nightmares.”

      She peered away, her face burning with embarrassment and shame. I lifted a brow. “Yo. What’s wrong?”

      She swallowed. “It’s…it’s nothing. I just hate this, er, body, I guess. It’s disgusting.”

      I stared at the armored skin over my legs. “Hah, tell me about it. I’m not the biggest fan of this armor, either, but I can’t pull it off.”

      She frowned. “Really? It’s not exactly stylish or anything, but it’s, you know…practical.”

      “Just say it.” I raised my hands, pretending I was menacing. “It’s oh so scary.”

      She smiled. “It’s got nothing on me.”

      I sighed. “Yeah, you got me there. The thing is you’ve got all kinds of stuff you can do with that ability of yours. I mean, if you could control it, you may be able to transform into whatever you want. Wouldn’t that be cool?”

      Her brow furrowed. “Yeah. So far, this control thing has involved a lot of pain and hardship. I don’t think I’ll ever fully master”—she gestured to herself—“this.”

      I stood myself up. “Eh, you never know.”

      She frowned. “Where are you going?”

      I waved a hand. “To go study. Let me know when you need me to knock some sense back into you.”

      Her face gnarled up. “Uh…let’s hope never.”

      Jumping up the colosseum’s staggered steps, I pulled out one of Torix’s books while resting in a side cavern. I laid there, trying to understand more about sorcery as Torix’s grumbling petered in. After a few minutes, Althea walked up to the ancient Lich. I listened to her echoes.

      “Uhm, you’re Torix, right?”

      “Indeed I am. You’re our captured scout whom Daniel is supposed to be interrogating, yet now you’ve taken the initiative to speak with me.” Torix spoke with an edge in his words. “Now why, exactly, would you do that?”

      I peered out from my side cavern, finding her trying to be as small as possible. “I, uhm, just wanted to say hi. You know, make sure you’re doing all right.”

      Torix deadpanned, “You’re bored, aren’t you?”

      She blinked. “You could tell?”

      Torix sighed before turning to her. “I’m immortal. I have dealt with boredom so often that even the smallest trace of it cannot escape my grasp. That’s partly why I’m here; it’s an interesting case study. Now, as for solving boredom, is there anything you’d like to do? Perhaps form a goal around?”

      She frowned. “I guess I could beat Daniel?”

      Torix turned a hand to her. “A worthy goal. You waited until he left, I’m assuming?”

      “Not really. He went off to read or something.”

      “Hm, well then, let’s assess your starting position. Tell me, what kind of formal training have you had for battle, and what is your experience?”

      She messed with her hands. “I went through simulations using someone’s obelisk a lot. That helped. I was sent here to get experience, so I don’t really have any, I guess.”

      “What did you do during those simulations? Gunning, I’d assume?”

      “Yes.”

      “Use more of your marksman skills instead of your physical ones, then. After all, no one may best all of their enemies in any manner. You must devise situations where your strengths may shine. For example, I would never fight that brute with my fists. Instead, I’d wield my magic, and Daniel would evaporate before he could so much as touch me.”

      I shivered for a second at the thought of fighting Torix, but I kept listening. Whether for me or not, Torix’s advice rang true. Althea shrugged. “I’d like to, but I run out of ammo before I can kill him. He’s too tough.”

      Torix raised a hand. “Ah, but that is where you work around your limitations. If I find myself fighting a berserker, I use my summons to buy me time for my rituals. It is a solution to one of my weaknesses as a mage. You must find a way of using ammo without having to use only metal rods.” He spoke with zeal. “It is this process of eliminating one’s weaknesses that you may become a balanced fighter or even a balanced person in general. This isn’t to say you should neglect sharpening your strengths; it’s the opposite. Our strengths act as reflections of your weaknesses, so by balancing one, we may improve the other.”

      Althea kept her gaze on the lich. “Thank you for letting me know.”

      Torix waved his hands. “Well, you are most certainly welcome. I for one enjoy expressing my knowledge to those that will listen to it. All of this being said, I do believe that my attention has diverted from the runes long enough. I’m on a timed schedule, you see.”

      Althea smiled at the lich. “Yeah. I get it.” She turned around, taking a few steps toward the center of the cavern. She sat down and stayed motionless for a while. Before I went back to reading, she reached up her hands. She grimaced as the skin in the middle of her palms swelled up. An ivory spike gouged out of her palms, each of them a ruthless and effective tool for murder.

      I grinned at the sight, this being the first time she controlled her reformations. Going back toward my own studies, I scrolled through a list of skills gained while fighting Althea. Prediction and Wrestling stuck out. If we kept fighting, I could obtain another unique skill. If I fused several low-level skills into a single ability, then free tree points would rush in for Obliterator. Breakthroughs helped that process along, too.

      With that in mind, I stood and headed toward Torix. I interrupted his studying. “Are there any common breakthroughs I could use for gaining my skills faster?”

      Torix turned to me, his demeanor conveying gratitude at the interruption along with a measure of annoyance. He grappled with those contrasting emotions before siding with the former rather than the latter. He crossed his robed arms. “Hmmmm. I suppose there are a few I know of. Is there any subject you’re interested in?”

      Taking a second, I looked through my skill list before saying, “I’m thinking…Dominion of the Mind.”

      Torix’s fire eyes narrowed. “Dominion of the Mind? Are you sure about that?”

      I flipped the skill’s screen to him. Torix scoffed. “I can’t believe it. And here I have taken you for a talking brick. Who’d have guessed you were more cerebral than I first anticipated?”

      I crossed my arms. “Wow, thanks a lot.”

      Torix waved a hand. “My point is that this learning speed is much faster than I imagined. I thought you’d need to work your way through the texts I loaned you, then practice for weeks before you could gain this skill. I suppose your armor allows for an intrinsic learning of sorts.”

      I pointed at my chest. “I think it’s Blood Magic, but that could be it, too.”

      Torix waved his hands. “Regardless of the cause, Dominion of the Mind is the first step for learning your mana type.”

      “Mana type?”

      “Yes, there are three basic types of mana. Augmentation, dominion, and origin. Those types correspond to different personalities and skill sets. In your situation, I believe you’ll have a natural affinity for augmentation. Unfortunately, you’ll never become a lich if that is the case. It’s a shame, truly.”

      “Eh, for now I’d rather keep myself human.”

      Torix tilted his head. “If you could call yourself such.”

      I bit my tongue, narrowing my eyes at Torix. The necromancer leaned onto one of his hands. “I suppose you’d rather keep your humanity, then? I mean no offense when I refer to you as something other or different. I myself am not tethered to a body of my own race, yet I consider myself a shining example of my kind.”

      Torix pressed two fingertips together. “In that manner, it is the actions you take that decide your worth, not the flesh sack that covers your soul.”

      Not knowing whether to be peeved or appreciative, my words came out in a neutral tone. “My point is, I don’t want to be a lich…personally speaking.”

      Torix grabbed the air in front of him, his hand forming a fist. “Ah, but once you’ve tasted immortality, you can never return to something as fleeting as a body that dies.”

      I shrugged. “Eh, I mean half of what makes a meteor shower beautiful is how it lasts only a few minutes. I think life’s the same way. It passes by fast, so each moment counts. In eternity, life no longer matters.”

      Torix stared at me for a moment. “Hmm. Perhaps. Those topics aside, your continued progression shall require the use of mana, and much of it.”

      “Ah, man, that sounds painful.”

      With a sadistic flare, Torix cackled before steepling his fingers.

      “Oh, it will be.”
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      A chill ran up my back. “Okay, so maybe you could make that sound a little less menacing next time?”

      Torix stood. “I’ll think about it. Now, I learned to become a lich by pulling my soul from my body. I then grafted it onto the body of something else. Organic matter contains souls better than inorganic compounds. Regardless, this lich process disconnects me from the needs and benefits of a physical body. I maintain sight and other senses via magic. I mention this all because, in essence, your situation is the precise, opposite state of my own.”

      I kept my gaze steady. “Because of Blood Magic, right?”

      “Indeed. Instead of being disconnected with your body, you have molded your mana and mind to your flesh, bones, and blood. Your armor is the same. It is a physical extension, and that physical extension means the armor extends your mind as well. If my theory is correct, then your gaining of magical knowledge correlates to your control of your armor because of this.”

      He hit the nail on the head with that one. Torix raised a hand. “That being said, neither of us understands just what kind of physical extension your armor is. I pray its influence is more or less positive.”

      I shivered at that thought. Torix turned a palm to me. “I mention all of this in regards to understanding the ritual itself. Its nature and your situation are becoming clear as I parse the pieces together. Why, I do believe I am on the cusp of gaining a holistic understanding.”

      I crossed my arms. “I hope so. It’s good you’re not just staring at the runes and drawing a blank.”

      “Oh no, quite the contrary; those runes are incomprehensible gibberish.”

      A bout of laughter burst out of me. Torix remained unperturbed while saying, “I’ve garnered this all via context clues, not the actual runes themselves. To be precise, Althea is the source of most of this new knowledge. Her mind is influenced by the chaotic energy her body produces. This creates physical changes because of her Blood Magic. You’re in the same circumstance, but reversed—your physical body is influencing your mind.”

      All of that might explain my sudden work ethic. Either that or the effects would reveal themselves in time. I raised my brows. “Good to know, but what does this have to do with my magic, exactly?”

      Torix pulled a clear gemstone from one of his warps, this one starry like pictures of space. He pulled his own mana into the crystal, and it shifted a jet black. He held it close for my viewing.

      “This is an untampered mana gem that has had its mana drained. I am funneling my own mana into it without altering my thoughts. This dark mana is the byproduct of that, being dominion based. Take this—”

      He tossed the clear stone at me, and I caught it. Torix gave me a curt nod. “Will your mana into it.”

      Holding the stone in both hands, I leaned over it while making my tiny mana streams. An orange, bright mana flared into the stone. The leeching energy burned my hands in the process. Torix reached out a hand.

      “It is as I suspected. Your natural affinity is toward augmentation mana.”

      I pursed my lips. “Uh, what does that mean?”

      “Simply put, your mana is oriented toward your own self-improvement. My mana is dominion based, so it is oriented around manipulating external forces. Origin mana is centered on creating and generating forces.”

      I waved a hand. “Is there a mana based on destroying things?”

      Torix scoffed. “What? No. Of course not. Now—”

      Interrupting Torix, Althea walked up and sat beside me and in front of him. She balled up, her arms around her legs as she rested her chin on her knees. One of Torix’s eyes narrowed and the other widened. It was like he was raising a brow in confusion.

      “Uhm…why are you here?”

      She pursed her lips. “I overheard you guys talking, and I, er, I got curious. Am I interrupting?”

      Torix considered before coughing into a hand. “I…I suppose not.”

      Althea and I looked at each other before I spread my hands. “Torix, you don’t have to breathe, do you?”

      Torix said, “I don’t.”

      I blinked. “So why did you cough just now?”

      Torix pushed up imaginary glasses. “It’s a force of habit.”

      Althea laughed while I held my own down. Torix eyed Althea before tilting his head at her. “Give her the crystal. I’m curious about her mana type as well.”

      I threw it and she snatched it out of the air with the wind whistling around her arm. She radiated orange mana in her crystal as well, though it shined far less compared to my own. If anything, a constricting darkness dampened it. Torix flicked his finger, the crystal telekinetically knocking out of her hand. It flung right into an opening portal as Torix turned to me.

      “She has a far more dual affinity than you do. This means she could master either augmentation or dominion mana. Perhaps a higher mana type could even be achieved, should she show talent.” Torix’s gaze shifted to her. “Though that combination is quite an unusual mana type, given your apparent personality.”

      Althea frowned. “It could be what’s changed me has changed my mana.”

      Torix’s tone heightened. “Let’s hope that isn’t the case. An experiment of that magnitude implies Old Ones are involved.” He composed himself, a shiver racing up his back. “We could be wrapped up in something far greater than I first imagined, should that be the case.”

      Althea grimaced. “An Old One?”

      Torix leaned back. “You don’t know what the Old Ones are?”

      I spread my hands. “Well, I definitely don’t.”

      Torix rubbed his hands together in excitement. “All right, perhaps a lesson is in order, then?”

      I sat down with Althea, and Torix entered his patented lecture mode. After a minute or two of organizing notes and books, Torix cast a spell against a nearby colosseum wall. A layer of the stone fell from the wall, around an inch thick. Beneath it, a layer of polished marble lay underneath. Torix stared at the wall. “Where to begin? Hm.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I made sure Althea wasn’t transforming. Her eyes stayed glued on Torix and his impromptu lesson. Eagerness came over her face along with an underpinning of hunger for knowledge. Sitting cross-legged, I leaned back.

      “So…what’s got you so curious?”

      Her eyes planted forward. “It’s not every day you get to learn from a centuries-old master. I don’t want to waste this opportunity.”

      Torix stood taller, and his chin rose upon hearing that. I stared forward, knowing Althea was right. Torix gave us all this free teaching despite having no real reason for doing so. Even if the lich owned all the time in the world, he still enjoyed many methods for spending the eternity he had left. He chose to spend that time helping us.

      Quirks or not, the guy did right by us. So far.

      Continuing that streak, he formed a blue fire over his fingertip. With a deft hand, he carved out notes as he spoke. The words lingered on, streaks of dark fire brightening the marble beneath them. The necromancer spoke as he wrote.

      “The Old Ones are mysterious beings that existed before Schema began assimilating our universe. Very little is known about them. These old gods are chaotic embodiments of entropy. Beings older than the universe. They are undefinable things with the ability to warp this entire universe with nothing but a whim. They shift through time. They mold through space. You get the idea.”

      Torix’s finger moved like a fast-forwarded video as he spoke. “Even Schema treats these beings with a wary touch. If these entities pose problems for that AI, then that alone speaks volumes for how overwhelming these beings are to us. I believe this doctor or scientist has used an Old One to create Althea’s changes.”

      Althea’s lip trembled before she asked, “That’s bad, isn’t it?”

      He tapped the marble, sending a ripple of green energy through it. “Hm, so far, I’d say yes. That being said, a situation’s outcome is dictated in part by the circumstances themselves, but also by how we respond to them. What I will say with certainty is that this doctor of yours wasn’t a person who respected his life or common sense.”

      Althea’s eyes narrowed. “Yeah. He didn’t… Whoever it was.”

      Torix peered off. “I’ve a penchant to agree. It’s a shame, really, as this experimentation reminds me of the remnants and their toying with genetic splicing.”

      I leaned toward Torix. “The remnants?”

      The necromancer sighed before rolling a wrist. “They are the sentient race that created Schema. Many are still alive to this day, though each of them suffers an unknown status. This is due to the genetic modifications I mentioned earlier; those practices are deemed forbidden by Schema.”

      I spread out my hands. “Wait, what? Why?”

      Torix shook his head. “I’ll be honest with you both, I believe Schema holds a grudge against its creators. Remnants no longer splice their genes, having lost the technology long ago…outside of a few disparate patches of them. Considering the advantages against the eldritch, genetic splicing should be enforced by Schema. Alas, we may never know the true answer for it.”

      I tapped my chest plate. “And this armor, it’s forbidden just like gene splicing?”

      Torix gawked at the runes. “Yes, it is. In order to better understand all of this, I’ve actually called in a favor from a remnant I know. She’s rather…I’ll say eccentric as a kindness to her. She will understand more about these runes than I do. The remnants, as a whole, have unmatched runic knowledge based on what we know of them.”

      Althea frowned. “When will she arrive?”

      “Hmm…about four or five days. She was supposed to arrive several days ago, but knowing her, I simply double her arrival date’s distance. Then I add several days to that estimate as well. Usually, that is within a working distance overall.”

      Althea looked back. “So, uhm…are you sure that she’s the right person for this?”

      Torix jeered, “What? Absolutely…not. Not one bit at all. She’s rather unreliable, as all remnants tend to be. That’s despite her showing interest in the runes, which I contacted her for the moment I discovered them. She did say she’d show, and that she would help us…probably.”

      I stood. “All right, then. She’ll get us on the right track to getting this ritual down.”

      Torix underlined the word ritual. “She shall. She may even be able to assist us in producing enough mana to fire this ritual once more, along with the specific mana flows for its operation.”

      I tilted my head. “Does she know how dangerous this would be?”

      Torix placed his hands behind himself. “Likely better than I.”

      Althea rocked back and forth. “I thought you weren’t going to fire the ritual off?”

      Torix weighed his hands back and forth. “For now, I’ve no intention to. We shall see in time.” Torix leaned toward Althea. “And you still lack answers for us? Do remember I own many methods of prying those answers from you whenever I’d like.”

      Althea rubbed her temples while squinting her eyes. “Blugh, I can’t remember anything in detail. I remember tons of scientists, lots of experiments, and too many training simulations. Oh, and they mentioned the name Etorhma sometimes.”

      Torix spoke with a hard voice. “Etorhma… Are you sure of that particular name?”

      “Uhm, I think so.”

      Torix took an imaginary, deep breath before pacing off. “I need time to think. Excuse me.”

      Torix swung his arm, the sliced stone rising back into its proper place. He stepped away, brooding in the distance, before Althea and I stood up. I gestured to a corridor. “Are you going to go wild anytime soon?”

      Her eye twitched along with her left arm. She grabbed it, and she gritted her teeth. She closed her eyes, letting out a low growl. After shaking for a moment, she said, “No…I think I can handle it.”

      I raised a brow, but she kept herself contained. I frowned. “Huh. All right, if you say so.”

      With some time to myself, I stepped into the corridor, the familiar pull of sleep tugging at my eyelids. Huddled on the floor, I slept on my side with my arm as a pillow. The rest passed by before I dreamed for the first time since the system started up.

      I walked through a wooden hallway, scratches lining the ancient planks. The corridor exposed no doors, and the tunnel stretched on forever into a white abyss. As I walked further into its depths, the walls warped and the wood contorted. The lumber slabs darkened, growing eerie and ominous. The air grew stale and old, older than Torix or dirt or maybe even time.

      I walked for an eternal moment, the infinity flashing before me. At its end, I reached a stone wall with carvings on it. I placed my hands onto the stone before they lit a dark purple. A voice, deep as the ocean and powerful as time, pierced into the depths of my mind.

      “Embrace me, my child.”

      I woke up pouring sweat from under my armor. I heaved for air while glancing around. The same low-lit tunnel walls surrounded me. After a minute of composing myself, I stood up and walked toward the colosseum. Althea trembled in the middle of the stadium. She dripped sweat, her lip bitten until bleeding.

      Her face twitched. Her hands gripped into her sides. She winced, holding in the urge to scream. Her back trembled, claws darting from under her skin. Blood dripped out her back, but her robe remained untorn. She kept her gaze forward, steady and resolved. For a few minutes, she contained herself.

      Her harpoon cannon laid beside her. She shook off her exhaustion, keeping herself awake. As I stepped out of my tunnel, her eyes locked on mine. Like an animal, she growled out, all of her reservation splintering at the sight of me. She said, “You’re finally awake.”

      I spread out my hands, not exactly well rested. “Did you miss me?”

      She reached down toward her harpoon cannon, numerous long and thick spikes protruding from the limb. “I’m ready.”

      I hopped down the staggered steps before landing with a crashing thump. I stood while cracking my knuckles. “Good. Let’s go.”

      She grabbed one of the spikes with her teeth before putting it into the harpoon gun’s ammo slot. My eyes widened as she aimed it toward me and fired. I dove toward the ground before the spike bounced off a mana barrier from Torix. The spike of ivory flipped in the air before slipping into the stone.

      I took a step back from the bone, the spear having slid deep into solid rock. It left no vibration nor sounds, the earth-shattering echoes of before giving way to silent whispers. Unlike the previous metal, these organic lances punctured rock without effort. From that display alone, the lance would punch holes in my armor.

      Althea took another spear out, groaning as bone ruptured her skin. She put it back into her cannon, and my eyes widened. She used her transformation to bypass the ammo limitation. Smart. Another spear whizzed past my head, tumbling off a mana barrier. Before I could grab it, Althea pulled spears composed out of her arm, firing them one after the other.

      My dodging grew desperate before a spear impaled straight through the bicep of my right arm. The spear ignored my arm, jamming right through it. Like magic, it left a gaping hole. I roared in pain before she shot another spike at me. It stabbed straight through my right palm. Even with my sky-high pain tolerance, the pain turned visceral.

      I gasped as entire portions of bone disintegrated, the spears passing through me like piano wires through butter. Althea listened to Torix, and with more of her psyche remaining, her monstrous half learned, too. She fixed her weaknesses and turned them into strengths.

      Before more thoughts surfaced, another spear shot right by me, ripping at my side. I sprinted away from her, toward the back wall. I sidestepped at random as I did, several spears thunking into barriers of mana. One of those spears missed, ricocheting off the floor and landing on its side. I got close to it before turning toward Althea.

      Her monstrous half laughed. “Run. Pitiful.” She gasped while pulling a bone from her shoulder. “Pain.”

      I bolted sideways, dodging another spear while rolling toward the grounded one. I picked up the ivory lance, turning in a circle before launching the white harpoon her way. The projectile bolted through the room, the air squealing before it smashed through Althea’s cannon. The metal roared as it bent and broke. I winced as pieces of the machine fell.

      She hadn’t gotten rid of every weakness.

      She turned toward her cannon, three eyes on her left cheek watering. Stunned into disbelief, she froze in place while I sprinted toward her. She pulled the barrel close, hugging the apparatus. Having just been shot at about ten times, I barreled at her like a boulder down a mountain.

      My feet clapped against the stone floor as she tried placing another spear into the reloading socket. The machine refused to fire. She bit into her lip until blood poured out of her mouth. I neared her before she threw the gun onto the ground. When I reached her, she sidestepped me just like I sidestepped her charge yesterday.

      With a whip of her hand and wrist, she pulled out a spear and thrust it toward my throat. I tilted my head, the spear scraping the skin of my neck. I shoved her, pushing her on her feet until her back collided with the colosseum wall. Using the mana barrier’s rebound, I followed the repulsing force, lifting Althea off the ground. She flailed in the air before clopping into the stone below.

      Bang. The sound roared across the arena, and Althea coughed up some blood. She narrowed her eyes at me before kicking my chest. It flung me through the air, thunking onto the mana barrier. Spinning out of control, my vision spiraled, and I lost track of where I was. A clawed fist slammed into my stomach, tossing me aside.

      I tumbled, stone chipping on my shoulder spines. I winced, ribs broken. Pushing myself up, Althea reinforced her arm with several of the bone spears. I jeered, “For someone controlled by a monstrous half, you sure have some great ideas, huh?”

      The deformed creature smiled at me, stepping up. She got close while I backed away. Changing momentum, I pressed my heel into the stone beneath me. I fired off a rapid right hand that slipped right past her arms. Her jaw and head snapped back, her legs losing their strength. Collapsing, she flopped into a pile beneath me.

      Landing a lucky shot, I reared back a foot and kicked her. She tumbled back straight into the stone wall. I charged and tried another kick. She rolled back, and a catastrophic outbreak of noise rippled through the cavern as my foot collided with the forcefield. The bones in my leg creaked at the impact.

      She pushed off the ground. She snatched me up with a swollen arm before slamming me down. The concussive force shattered the stone beneath me like a panel of glass. Standing over me, she lifted a foot, slapping it into my chest. Bones shattered. Chips of rock bounced off the ground. A cloud of dust expanded from the strike.

      Once the dust cleared, many of my ribs broke. She pulled her foot from chest. She lifted her arms before I kicked her foot. She fell sideways, losing her balance. Despite my mangled body, I threw myself up, building momentum in a punch. My fist sliced through the air before thunking straight into her chest.

      She punctured into the rocky floor. Broken and turning to normal, Althea grumbled in pain. Her limbs returned to normal, and I lifted my head up, taking a deep breath. After shaking bits of stone from me, I let my leg regenerate. I pulled her out of the floor before setting her down. She closed her eyes, drifting into sleep.

      I sat down, thinking about my situation. Althea still lacked real control of herself, but she made leaps and bounds compared with before. However, that growing intelligence made the spars much harder, as she used her brain a lot more. Another fight or two, and she might get a full grip. A part of me looked forward to that release of responsibility. Another part panged with sadness. Desperate or not, I learned a lot during the fights.

      And a part of me, somewhere deep down, enjoyed them.

      Pushing that aside, I studied and pursued some new skills. I found that pushups were considered a skill. It didn’t do anything but make pushups easier. While useless, it gave me skill points. I trained other movements, like sit-ups, pullups, rock climbing, and jumping. I tried keeping the skills at least somewhat useful. Rock climbing and jumping could be used while fighting or traveling, for instance.

      I paired this new style of training with a captured BloodHollow Bat I borrowed from Torix. I let the flying creature attack me the entire time I trained. Being considered a combat encounter, the harmless bat gave a solid boost to skill gain. I alternated the training with reading, falling into the rhythm of it all.

      Interrupting my trance, Althea woke up a few hours later. I walked over, making sure she didn’t have another episode. Staying stable, she peered around before her memory struck her. Frustration roared through her limbs as she slammed a fist into the ground. She left a tiny crack in the rock, her eyes like stone. She glared forward, sitting up right with her legs crossed.

      Her eyes shifted color, thorns growing out of her neck. I sighed, stepping up to the edge of the arena and sitting down. It was only a matter of time now. Althea gripped her knees until she pierced her own skin. Blood dripped down as she closed her eyes. A war waged in her mind, one side her will and the other her body. The chaotic forces under her skin trembled, and they fought toward the surface.

      Those rising tides erupted. Teeth grew out of her neck. Spines expanded out of her shoulders. They reached around her robe, one of many Torix had given her. Despite everything, she remained calm. Althea stayed in her position for the next few minutes, her skin shivering but her resolve perpetual.

      Further changes incarnated. Blood oozed from the wounds of her transformation. A portion of her cheek sunk in, claws expanding outward from the exposed flesh. Her hair matted onto a bleeding scalp, and her legs writhed as if the bones came to life. Portions of her skin split and ruptured and tore, fleshy masses expanding outward in all directions. I cringed at the sight.

      Yet Althea’s gaze remained planted forward. She whispered with the fury of a storm and the hardness of stone, “I said no.”

      The monstrous half of her trembled, shaking in fury and fear. Her entire body trembled, agony and anger and rage coursing through her like lightning through a dark sky. Like shadows creeping out from under a bed. Wracking pains and deformities splintered over Althea, but she never lost her intention. Althea was done dealing with this shadow of herself.

      And as that shadow writhed, it, too, understood that newfound reality.

      The monsters under her skin cracked and crumbled. In a rush, her wounds healed. The spines darted back under her skin. The blood flowed back into her body, and Althea became whole. She became herself. This was the first of many, but she conquered an episode on her own and with a will like steel.

      She closed her eyes, letting out a deep breath. Sweat dripped from her forehead. Her eyes watered as well, and she blinked out rolling tears. She smiled and reached out with a clenched hand. Grabbing that arm, she squeezed her wrist. In that moment, she held a silent celebration. Watching her, I grinned.

      I celebrated a little as well.

      Knowing she’d be fine, I walked off, getting the feeling we wouldn’t be sparring for the rest of the day. Even after a few hours, Althea stayed stable. He form rippled at times, and she let out gasps of discomfort, too. Despite those hiccups, she remained in command of herself. With her newfound independence, she took some time, carving out a cubby hole in the side of a wall.

      She used claws grown from her skin, and she lopped the stone off with casual air even Torix couldn’t match. Her hand moved through any material as if it were air. Her spears mirrored that ability. The more I knew about her the less I understood, and that curiosity peaked with time. For now, I chose to pursue other avenues.

      She did as well. Althea kept her newly carved space as a private room. She got some rations from Torix, and she set up shop there. During the rare times I glanced over at her, she tinkered with her broken gun, inspecting the parts and mechanisms that composed it. Having helped her in a twisted sort of way, I took pride in seeing her just relax.

      As for me, my biggest weakness involved being at a distance. Throwing rocks worked so far, but it required time and stone nearby. Instead of fighting at a range, I brainstormed a way of closing the distance. Coming up with a brilliantly stupid idea, I found a side cavern somewhat isolated from the others. Readying myself for discomfort, I dashed straight into a stone wall.

      My collarbone threatened to break, and my shoulder howled out in pain for me to stop. I didn’t. I pulled myself back again, and I darted right into that rocky expanse. Over time, my collision zone turned into a hole, then a breach, then a small cavern. I gained two skills from this act of unbelievable idiocy.

      
        
        Skill Unlocked! Blitz | Level 1 - In more situations than not, hesitation is a greater enemy than the unknown. By charging beyond your limits, you put your fate in your own hands. Let others dwell in that unknown. You’ve monsters to kill. +1% to blitzing speed and power.

      

      

      
        
        Skill Gain! Burrow | Level 1 - Solid materials move like air in your wake. +1% to burrowing speed.

      

      

      After another few hours of giving myself brain damage, I leveled those two skills to usable levels. Taking it as a two for one, I hammered away at that wall as if my life depended on it. The tedium reduced my leveling speed over time, so I shifted gears by studying for the next hour or so. I alternated between these two tasks every now and then thereafter.

      Situating myself in that pattern, something about it all fulfilled me. The sensation was difficult to describe in words. I mean, thoughts, ideas, even sudden desires just popped into a person’s head all the time. They acted as distractions that kept people in this sort of haze. When I focused on studying or fighting or training, that haze died down and everything became crystal clear.

      I understood my intention. I eliminated my doubt.

      Deep in my bones, I found satisfaction in the strain and difficulty. There was no wasted time or effort on questions or distrust. It stopped me from worrying about situations I couldn’t control, like what happened to Kelsey or Michael. Further still, losing my father and my waning humanity, I could ignore them through focus.

      Worst of all, even if I found my friends, I was vulnerable. Torix showed that in many ways, but so had Althea. Well, I wouldn’t be vulnerable for long if I could help it. I wouldn’t be put in someone’s mercy again like I’d been with my father. Never again. I took the slight personally, and I burrowed that disgust deep in my chest. It pushed me forward instead of holding me back.

      Those thoughts kept me on edge as I went through another book from Torix’s texts. Those efforts added to my questions for Torix, the necromancer glad to give me well-worded answers. This bled into a constant stream of information. It all told me one immutable fact: Schema’s universe was a vast and unknown place.

      An internet existed, but Schema monitored it. Even then, many factions and lots of information splintered over time. Factions hoarded knowledge, a few notable guilds rising to the top. This left many pieces of history darkened through the passage of time. The remnant’s past served as a perfect example. What Schema did or what happened to them was an enormous question mark.

      How did they make Schema? Why did Schema exile them or make genetic modification illegal? I didn’t know, and no one else in Torix’s books did, either. This void of knowledge left me starving for answers. I hoped the remnant Torix called on would give me some closure on those questions.

      That was how I spent the next few days, in an alternating stream between training and reading. To my particular interest, I researched the Old Ones Torix mentioned. I learned that two Old Ones existed: Etorhma, Eater of Worlds, and Baldowah, the Bringer of Ruin. Both were bad news, let me tell yah.

      Baldowah proved the lesser of two evils. It gave fighters more reason to, well, fight. On the other hand, Etorhma defied convention, and few understood the entity in any meaningful manner. This gave Etorhma a shadowy, mysterious presence. Baldowah, it spoke enough with people that records existed of its speech. Etorhma lacked that cohesion, its marks and deeds confusing, to say the least. This made Etorhma’s lines garbled gibberish for the most part.

      I mentioned all this because during my research, one of Etorhma’s passages stuck out from all the madness. Its repetition chilled my blood and fueled further nightmares. Like a mantra of madness, the scriptures and cults following Etorhma repeated a particular phrase, a beckoning call for their master, as if they wanted all swallowed by this monstrosity.

      Unfortunately, it was a familiar phrase.

      “Embrace me, my child.”
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      Now, while I wasn’t exactly a genius, I understood when a situation exceeded my pay grade. After rereading some of the sections and double-checking myself, I left my cavern toward Torix. By now, the ancient lich jotted down notes while messing around with a few potions. Many bowls rested on his runic table, the various liquids containing the conduit ichor from earlier.

      Several of Torix’s minions assisted in the process, handing him knickknacks and thingamajigs for his use. He kept those experiments centered on both Althea and my blood. Torix kept his gaze centered on his work while I walked up. I raised a hand to him.

      “Do you mind if I ask you something?”

      Torix turned toward me. “Tell me, does it matter if I mind? I do believe you’d ask regardless.”

      I tilted my head. “Oh, I see the runes haven’t given an inch, huh? Is that why you’re working on potions?”

      Torix sighed before placing a vial down. “Hypothetically speaking, let’s assume you’re correct. There is more than one manner in which to understand my son’s handiwork, after all. Regardless of my intentions, what precisely have you come to ask about this time?”

      A glint of excitement traced his voice, and I held back a smile at the lich’s antics. He held questionable moral and ethical standards, but the guy loved teaching, whether he gained from it or not. That might’ve been why he amassed so much knowledge in the first place. He may have wanted someone to share it with.

      And yet, for some reason, Torix kept his guard up regarding his past. Not wanting to pry, I kept my questions centered on topics he enjoyed sharing, like magic and histories outside his own. Either way, my current query required urgency. I frowned.

      “It’s important, I think. I’ve been having dreams, almost nightmares, but not quite. They’re less horrifying and more…haunting. Eerie. You know, menacing.”

      Torix crossed his arms. “Any content to said dreams worthy of note outside of a general malaise?”

      I whirled my hands, fear leaking out of me. “So, I’ve been hearing a phrase in one of the dreams: ‘Embrace me, my child.’ I wouldn’t have thought anything about it, but I started reading about Etorhma. You know, the Old One. After a few passages on the subject, I thought it was a good idea to tell you about it.”

      Torix gave me a knowing look. “Ah, a cause for concern to be sure. Are you absolutely certain the voice said those exact words?”

      I spoke my words with a frantic edge. “Yeah. When I heard its voice, it was like my entire being was vibrating. Even if I was deaf and blind, I would still hear its voice in my mind. It was that piercing.”

      Torix spread his hands. “Well, of course it is, because that is Etorhma.”

      My stomach sank as Torix continued, “Etorhma, while not the most active of the Old Ones, does maintain a steady presence. It maintains several cults, each with unknown goals. I’ve traded with them before, though mainly for experimental material. For this reason, I know that Etorhma contacting mortals isn’t all that uncommon. It beckons those most likely to follow it or those it desires.”

      Torix leaned over me. “Tell me, do you have any desire to become its plaything?”

      I raised up my palms in my defense. “Hell no. In no capacity, shape, form, function do I want to be near it.”

      Torix stood upright. “Good. Now, Etorhma may keep contacting you, due to your unusual origins. Ignore it, but do not openly defy that entity. Etorhma has made even rulers of worlds insane with just an utterance in their dreams.”

      I grimaced. “Noted. I’ll see if I can avoid that.”

      Torix nodded. “It’s wise of you to tell me about this. Like you, Althea dreamed of Etorhma beckoning her as well. I’ve even dreamed of it after having met with one of its many cults. That should ease your concerns.”

      I sighed, releasing the tension in my shoulders. Knowing about Althea’s involvement helped quite a bit with my nerves. Reading the scriptures nearly gave me a heart attack. As I turned to walk away, Torix raised a hand.

      “To reiterate the point of madness, allow me to share a few words that a cultist spoke to me when he and I met. I spoke of the speed at which the guild operated. This person replied, ‘They say there’s nothing faster than light. They’re wrong. No matter where light goes, darkness is already there…and it is waiting.’”

      I gulped. “Oof, sounds insane.”

      Torix’s fire eyes narrowed. “He had the clearest eyes of anyone I’ve ever met. Be careful of Etorhma. It will change you if you allow it to.”

      I gave Torix a thumbs-up. “Heard. Etorhma reminds me of Baldag-Ruhl. Honestly, Etorhma sounds like an overgrown eldritch.”

      Torix shrugged as he stared back at his alchemical set. “If so, he is the largest and oldest of them all.”

      I left the lich to his devices. Passing by the colosseum, I found Althea in a sort of meditation. As always, her form trembled and writhed under her robe. She remained tranquil, letting the reformations split her form apart. It hurt, I knew that, but she trained her tolerance for those transformations.

      Something snapped, and her serenity shattered. Althea lurched up. She turned toward Torix, hobbling over. I skipped down the colosseum’s steps, putting myself between them. At the sight of me, she took heaving breaths. A blood mist sprayed from her deforming face. She  charged at me, and I lifted my hands for another round of fights.

      Instead of us colliding, Althea stopped herself mid-charge. As if being pulled back by a rope, she jerked herself back. Landing on her back, she rolled around, her inhuman howls grating my ears. A minute passed, and her body restored itself to normal. I put my hands on my hips.

      “Well, damn, you’ve come a long way.”

      Althea’s light skin and lavender hair shone a bit under Torix’s torch light. She brushed some sweat off her brow. “Yeah…uhm, you know, thanks to you.”

      I frowned. “Heh, I don’t think so. I’m not the one dealing with all of that. You are.”

      She peered down in shame. “What? No, I’m barely holding myself back here. This is really hard.”

      “Yeah, but that’s what makes it impressive.”

      From the corner of her eye, she peered up at me. “You think so?”

      I raised a hand, the pointed ends of my fingertips wiggling back and forth. “Of course. If I’m honest, your struggle made me want to get control of my armor.” I gazed into the distance. “You know, it’s like we’re both dealing with a piece of ourselves that we hate. I mean, I’m not getting rid of this armor. From the look of it, you’re stuck with that reformation ability, too. Seeing you embrace that part of yourself, despite all the terror that entails…it makes it easier to accept this part of me, too.”

      Althea stood up, and she peered at the back of her hands. She waved them with a bit of disgust. “Okay, so like, embracing this part of myself might be an exaggeration.”

      I rolled my eyes. “All right, maybe so. My point is, you’re not running anymore. I don’t want to run from myself anymore, either.”

      She grabbed her hands behind herself, staring down. “Really?”

      “Yeah.”

      She smiled. “Heh. I didn’t think I’d make that kind of difference.”

      I raised a fist. “Me neither. All I did was beat you up.”

      She turned to Torix. “Yeah, it hurt and all, but I don’t think I would’ve gotten control of this any other way. These transformations hurt like a heavy hailstorm. They batter me all the time. I was awash in the pain, and it always just took me out. You took the monster I became and beat it.”

      Althea raised both her hands, bouncing a bit on her toes. “That was, like, a wakeup call or something. It let me know that it could be beat, you know? So I just followed that path. And you believed in me, too, so that helped. Now I’m able to take it down and out with a mental beating of my own.”

      I smiled. “See? I told you so.”

      She looked away. “Heh, yeah, you did.”

      A silence passed over us before Althea raised her hands as fists. “Well, uhm, we can have our battle now or whatever. I’m trying to figure out how my cannon works, so that’ll help me stay on even footing. It’s actually pretty interesting, if you want to talk about it.”

      I furrowed my brow. “Huh? We aren’t having our battles anymore.”

      Althea let her hands drop, and her eyes widened. “W-we aren’t?”

      “Of course not. The whole reason we had them was so that we’d get you under control for interrogation. Now you’ve got it under lock and key, so we don’t have to do that anymore. I’m pretty sure you’ve already told Torix and me everything you know, anyways.”

      She looked to the side, scratching her cheek. “Yeah…I guess I have.”

      I spread out my hands. “So if Torix is okay with it, you can just head back if you want. I don’t think you’d throw us under a bus after leaving, anyways.”

      Althea swayed her weight back and forth, from her heels to her toes. “Huh…I guess I could just leave. I didn’t really think about it.”

      I lifted a hand. “Well, I’d definitely give it some thought. Anyways, I’m going to go train some. See ya later, Althea.”

      She raised a hand as I turned around. She murmured, “Uhm…bye. And make sure you show me bingo. Whatever it is.”

      I rolled my shoulders. “I will.”

      After reaching back into my own side cavern, I created a list of various common skills. Those skills centered on closing the distance between my foes and me. With all my emphasis on melee, gap closing became vital. That list included Blitz, Burrow, and Jump at the top of it. Throwing offered some utility, too.

      By comparison, my magical options idled far off in the distance. Sorcery, as a concept, tempted me, but it did so far off on an unseen horizon. At that time, I lacked any true understanding of mana and spells. Torix shared his knowledge on magic willingly, but I wanted him finished with his experiments. For that reason, I kept my questions targeted so I didn’t waste his time.

      Lacking other avenues of growth, I focused on charging into a wall for Blitz and Burrow. Using my captured bat, I dodged its slow tackles by charging at the wall. Once enough crags of rock built up on the floor, I tossed them at the bat, aiming just over its head. The stones whizzed  between its ears like a field goal.

      I ended up hitting the bat once or twice, but the creature’s innate tenacity shined through. After several hours of this, I kept my armor off my face while tossing the stones. I gained quite a few tree points in the meantime. Dominion of the Mind, Throwing, Blitz, Burrow, and Jump all leveled from the training circuit. Torix even created a soundproofing web of magic so my incessant banging leaked into his work area less.

      I counted his annoyance as progress.

      In time, my actions grew more fluid. Minutes of training turned into hours, and my random, haphazard tasks turned into a synchronized dance. The bat charged. I rolled under or around it before jumping up into the wall. Lodging myself a bit, I pulled myself from the wall, dipping down. I grabbed stones, tossed them over its head, and readied for another dive of the bat.

      That rate of exertion exhausted me over time. After seven or so hours of this training, I poured sweat and my limbs burned. As the tension and tiredness mounted, so did my skill gains. When my lungs began burning, my skills leveled faster. As my limbs weighed me down like iron plates, I gained skills even faster.

      At some point, I breached a threshold. While aiming my stones, I fumbled my shots. They clapped against the wall as my eyes glazed over. I breathed out before rolling under the bat’s dive again. I clasped my fists, banging my head against the wall. The slight pain cleared my mind, reminding me of what the training aimed for—avoiding death and finding my friends.

      I furrowed my brow at the emotions racing through my head. Survival spiked more motivation than before, but finding my friends gave me less oomph. Peering down, I gazed at broken stalagmites and stalactites. They bunched up in a powder below, different-sized pieces laying at my feet. My motivations were the same.

      Some desires swelled while others waned. I lifted my head, closing my eyes. Centering myself, I gave myself a few reminders. Right now, every twelve skill levels equaled one more attribute point, all because of Obliterator. For my perks and my future, that tree and its completion took priority. Knowing the necessity of this tedium, I shook off my fatigue and pressed on.

      I practiced long into the night, my stamina depleting as I heaved for breath. While finding myself just within my limits, I smiled. I shouldered my responsibilities, and it felt good. No, great. While feeling a little too good about myself, I slipped during one of my charges. I fell and crushed my training bat beneath me, blood splattering everywhere like a red tube of toothpaste.

      I pushed myself up, the steaming pile of entrails beneath me grotesque and uninviting. My armor reached out with a maw, indulging in the pile as I pulled myself to my feet. Whenever I walked up toward Torix, the necromancer leaned back from me.

      “Even though I am undead, your hygiene disgusts me. Have you no shame?”

      Feeling tired, I raised a hand. “Shame is for the weak and people with low self-confidence. That being said, I want to be clean for other reasons, like being able to eat without throwing up at the smell.”

      Torix flicked his finger, casting a spell. The gunk all over me disappeared in an instant. I gawked at the results. “Is there any way I can learn that spell anytime soon?”

      Torix raised a hand. “It requires precise handling of spatial manipulation and a pocket dimension you enchant into a ring. It should only take a few months to master, if you’re talented, that is.”

      I nodded. “So I’ll take that as a no.”

      I left Torix before practicing my pullups, pushups, jump, and rock climbing skills. With a summoned skeleton from Torix, I sped up the process by avoiding the brittle bones’ attacks all the while. During that ordeal, Torix gazed over and chuckled, my entire regime ridiculous to behold.

      Ridiculously effective, that was.

      Shrugging Torix’s scrutiny off via awful puns, I pummeled away for a couple more hours. At that point, I finally gained enough points for another rank in Obliterator.

      
        
        The change you usher comes with the cost of sacrifice. As an obliterator, you can afford no mercy. You do not cull your enemy, you erase them completely.

      

      

      
        
        +1 attribute point per 5 levels. Effect is retroactive for all levels before 100.

      

      

      
        
        | Note - Total increase is +2 attribute points per 5 levels | Example - In ten levels, you will gain fourteen points instead of ten.

      

      

      Twenty points of sweet justice came sweeping my way. I invested eight of those points into perception and the other twelve into luck. The perk screen appeared, my dungeon cores ready and waiting for use.

      
        
        [Clear-Sighted (Perception of 25 or more) - Your perception is incredible. Adds 1/10th of perception to charisma. Capacity for comprehension doubled. Radius of awareness doubled. Traps and enemies are color coded on your minimap.]

      

      

      
        
        [All-Seeing (Perception of 30 or more) - Another 1/10th of perception added toward charisma. Additional comprehension, sensory excellence, and awareness per level. +5 mana per point in perception. Doubles mana cost.]

      

      

      
        
        [Lucky (Luck of 10 or more) - Your luck is good. Doubles money found.]

      

      

      
        
        [Fortunate (Luck of 15 or more) - Your luck is admirable. Doubles chances of rare events.]

      

      

      
        
        [Rigged Dice (Luck of 20 or more) - Your luck is amazing. Doubles the increase of odds being in your favor. You’re more likely to meet the right people at the right time.]

      

      

      Burning through my stash of dungeon cores, I selected them all and finalized my decision. Energy rippled into my frame, ripping and tearing the fabric of my being apart. It recreated me into a different image, a better one. As if my eyes opened for the first time, I stood tall and looked around.

      Tiny squawks from bats ebbed into the colosseum. Their cacophony of calls hummed in my ears. The air currents around me pressed onto my skin. Each piece of wind carried a different temperature, spawning from above or below. Those sensations gave me an idea where those fluxes flowed. I waved my arms around, and that awareness faltered in the face of my arms’ disturbances.

      I grinned. I still had a ways to go. Testing out my other senses, I opened my mouth, and the air carried a few flavors on it. Subtle and changing, these tastes singled out as certain materials. Iron-laden clay, wafting dust, and the putrefaction of old blood, those odors and scents sauntered around me.

      With that rush of awareness came the strengthening of my arcane bonds.

      
        
        Daniel Hillside, The Harbinger of Cataclysm | Character Screen

      

      

      
        
        Health - 2,606/2,606 | Health Regen - 357.2/min | Stamina - 1,040/1,040 | Stamina Regeneration - 31/sec | Damage Resistance - 96.5% | Mental Resistance - 96.5% | Physical Power - (+)350% | Damage Increase - 5% | Evolution - 360,067/4,000,000

      

      

      
        
        Aura - Oppression | Current Damage: (6,000 + 20% of your health)/minute within a 120ft radius.

      

      

      
        
        Level 103 Attribute Menu

      

      

      
        
        Strength [30] | Constitution [36.3] | Endurance [51] | Dexterity [30] | Willpower [30.3] | Intelligence [30] | Charisma [9] | Luck [21] | Perception [30]

      

      

      Only two leveling perks escaped my grasp now: charisma and luck. After that, I wanted endurance to be my primary attribute. Determinator augmented the attribute, and it cascaded points into willpower, then intelligence, then luck, and finally charisma. This cascading system of points made endurance hyper-efficient. With Blood Magic, endurance bolstered my magical output as well since I drew from health instead of mana for sorcery.

      All these multiplying benefits dumbfounded me, the system’s inputs becoming complex. As I took a step back from it all, endurance and constitution stuck out. They both started chains of attributes. That made them both lucrative, but why Schema designed the system like this left me pondering.

      If I guessed right, it was because of the defense both of those attributes offered. Even at my level of bulk, creatures still hurt me. A normal person without the 95 percent damage resistance and extra health of endurance would shatter like glass. If I considered each leveled up person as an investment, it made sense that Schema incentivized security in those investments.

      In that way, having a higher-leveled individual die would be a blow to Schema.

      My Determinator tree turned the endurance incentivization into outright abuse. A fully unlocked Obliterator tree plus the perk points converting would also result in two attributes gained per level. For me at least. Combine that with my armor and my two extra leveling perks, and I’d be unstoppable, like a walking storm.

      But other people could be walking around with all kinds of trees and perks of their own as well. Assuming I had a leg up was short sighted; for all I knew, I could be behind the curve. Wielding my lack of confidence like a sword, I paced up toward Torix.

      “Yo, Torix.”

      He still worked with his potions. “Your eyes are different now. Interesting. What do you need?”

      “Can you lend me a deathknight? I need one for practicing a couple skills.”

      Torix leaned back into his mana blot, turning to me. “What is it with you and this incessant training? I couldn’t hear myself think with all of the banging you made earlier.”

      I met his eyes. “I don’t want to be helpless. I want to control what happens to me and my situation. Right now, I have a say in what happens to me. After having a taste of that, I’m not going to let it go. Not out of laziness, at least.” I frowned. “And why are you always questioning what I do, anyways? You give me a lot of pushback for someone who enjoys teaching.”

      Torix crossed his arms. “Perhaps you misunderstand my meaning. It’s not that I don’t approve; indeed, it’s quite the opposite, in fact.” He leaned forward, pressing two fingers together. “Just as you are curious about magic and Schema’s system, I am curious about you. After all, you are a mere youth from a backwater, newly systemized world. Most are left wide-eyed and awash in wonder. You are different. There is a lethality to your focus. There is an urgency behind your eyes and actions.” He gave me a slow, begrudging nod. “I, for one, enjoy seeing it. I’m merely left wondering as to the ‘why’ of it all. Your answer just now satisfied that latent curiosity.”

      I took a step back, not expecting him to say all this. I flushed. “I, well, thank you.”

      Torix stood, peering at me with a look of consideration. Variables flashed across his ever-shifting eyes, and his presence reminded me of the level gap between us. At that moment, I felt small and tiny and insignificant. He gestured a hand to me.

      “Would you like to be my disciple?”

      I shook my head in disbelief. “Me? Your disciple?”

      Torix closed the offered hand slowly. “Oh…I see.” His eyes shrunk. “Ahem, I had thought it pertinent to offer, but obviously, I mistook the situation. Don’t fret over your decision. I understand. You shall forge your own path and all of that.”

      He turned, but I grabbed his arm. “Wait a minute. That’s not what I meant. I’d like to be your disciple.”

      Torix’s face didn’t meet mine, but even without seeing his eyes, they flared bright as I spoke. He spoke without any tone in his voice. “You’re certain of that? I am a mage, and I lack much in the way of physical knowledge.”

      I spread out my hands. “Psh, that’s exactly what I need. I already know how to fight physically. I need tutoring on all of this magic stuff.”

      Torix turned toward me, his confidence returned and his hands interlocked behind himself. “Then you have chosen the right master. My lessons shall be rigorous. Are you ready for that?”

      I tapped the edge of my head. “Hah, I just spent hours banging myself into a wall for the Burrow and Blitz skills. I think I’ll manage.”

      Torix lifted a hand. “Well, I most certainly can approve of your tenacity.” Anticipation leaked into Torix’s voice. “Ah, but your lessons shall need to be different from most. You do have Blood Magic, after all. They will require a more physical inclination. Hm, there are many variables to consider.”

      I waved my hands. “Actually, that’s why I came to talk to you in the first place.”

      “It is?”

      “Yeah.”

      Torix tapped the side of his head with two bony fingers. “Ah, yes. I forgot about your need for a deathknight.” He clapped his hands, and a portal spawned. From it, one of his legion of deathknights walked out. Torix stood over me like a professor handing his student a priceless book.

      “The other deathknights you killed were disposable. This one is not. If you kill it, I may do the same to you. Remember that for later.”

      Giving him a thumbs-up, I smiled.. “I know, I know. I’ll be careful.”

      Torix swiped his hand, and a notification pinged in the corner of my vision.

      
        
        Torix Worm, of Darkhill | Level 1,236 | Disciple Request

        Do you accept? Y/N

      

      

      I clicked yes, and an icon for Torix appeared in my minimap. The lich gave me a knowing nod before stepping toward his place of work. Turning toward Torix’s minion, I eyes the deathknight. It stared back with a black slit for eyes. It walked up, its interlocking plates shifting and its sharpened sword gleaming. It made for an intimidating sight. I beamed at it while rubbing my hands together.

      “Over here.”

      The knight and I walked toward the center of the arena. Once there, I turned my hands to it. “Can you understand me? In detail?”

      The knight nodded. I put my hands on my hips. “Good. Charge and try slashing me. Do it slowly at first. I need a bit of practice before we ramp things up.”

      The knight nodded once more before dashing toward me. Instead of dodging his blow, I angled the back of my fist toward the edge of his sword. The blade slid off my sleek armor. We did this a few dozen times, one of its swings lodging right between two of my finger knuckles, a painful reminder of this insane training. We took a break after pulling the blade out. After the breather, we carried on.

      Over the next hour, I kept going at it until I got the hang of everything. The process proved technical and nuanced, as expected. However, the perception perks gave me the ability to see the once-blurred blade. My dexterity perks allowed me to line my hands up by fractions of a degree, angling my forearms in line with the sword. Constitution and my armor made my hands dense and hard, so the blade slid on me instead of slicing through.

      All the factors culminated with me throttling sword swings with my bare hands. Everything lined up, and I opened my hand wide. Palming the dull edge, I banged the sword away mid-swing. With a few more tries, I gained a skill for my efforts.

      
        
        Skill gained! Deflection | Level 1 - You force what fights you to move, instead of moving from what fights you. +1% to hand speed and reaction times while deflecting strikes.

      

      

      Considering the absurd requirements, this skill paid out dividends for the risk involved in learning it. Having in my repertoire, I deflected and redirected the knight’s blows time and time again. In response, the deathknight sped up with me while I gained level after level in Deflection.

      We kept at it, and the knight changed the angles of its swings with wilder variances. It aimed for lethal spots, its first of which swung at my neck. I freaked out at first, terrified of the edge. In time, I took comfort near that wicked blade. Using my shoulder spikes, I leaned away from the blow and shrugged. The sword caught on my spikes, slipping up the armor of my arm.

      That took a while to adjust to. Once I got the hang of that maneuver, I timed my shrugs, hitting the blade on top of re-angling it. That caused the knight’s precise, tight slices to veer over my head. When the blade whirled wide, I swung in quick counters at its gut. Only pretending to hit it, of course.

      Hours passed, and I gained further control. Instead of just knocking the blade away, I aimed where the blade zipped off to. If the knight swung at my feet, I palmed the sword toward the ground. The sword would dig deep into the earth, ruining the weapon. If the undead sliced at my stomach, I grabbed its wrist and redirected the momentum of its swing.

      I learned these tricks and many more little tidbits for helping my parrying. Each swing gave me greater insight into how a sword sliced. Its strikes never blurred in the air anymore. Every shift in angle or movement flashed in my eyes with clarity. In fact, they became so clear it was as if they moved in slow motion at times. The attacks turned sloppy and untuned.

      Having disregarded the poor creature completely, the knight collapsed from exhaustion. Apparently, even the undead suffered from stamina limitations, just like the rest of us. I heaved the knight over my shoulder before carrying it toward Torix. The lich glared at me as I tossed the poor guy into a portal.

      I wiped my hands off. “It passed out from exhaustion. It’s totally fine. Totally.”

      “You had better pray that you’re right, Daniel.”

      I scratched the back of my head, my armored hand scraping my helm. “Is it okay if you lend me another knight, this time experienced in archery?”

      Torix tapped the table. “Is this another antic of yours? Exhausting poor deathknights of mine?”

      “I mean, if they tire this easily, that’s their weakness, not mine.”

      Torix gazed off. “Hm, I suppose so. Perhaps I should lighten their armor. Anyways, I can give you another one. Why must it know archery?”

      I grabbed a hand out in front of me. “Imma catch the arrows.”

      Torix’s gaze turned curious. “Catching? You intend on catching its arrows?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well then, let me know if it gouges out your eyes. I have several potions planned, and a few of them require the eye of a troll. Perhaps your eyes should suffice.”

      My face dulled. “Thank you so much for your support.”

      Torix cackled before turning back to his work. “I do try from time to time. Good luck, disciple.”

      A portal appeared before another knight wearing the same armor walked out. In its hands, a crossbow glistened with several bolts in it. A loaded quiver hung from its back, and it turned toward me with the same competence as the knight before it.

      We walked into the middle arena before I smashed my hand into the ground. The stone cracked under the force of my blow. A few more clashing blows, and edges of the stone bent upward in sharpened crags. I cupped a few of them in my hands and tossed them toward the knight.

      “Throw these at me. I’ll be catching them. Toss them harder and harder over time.”

      It set its crossbow down on its side before tossing the stones at me. The process repeated, just like with the deflection training. I gained the skill Catching before the knight chunked stones like a pitcher in baseball. A few more hours of this passed before we swapped to arrows.

      Okay, so, I may have taken a few arrows to the knee before I started catching them. I ensured my safety that way by asking the knight to aim at my legs. The progression for my skills began once more. We hammered away at the task, and the training turned into a routine for several days. As Torix forewarned, the remnant friend took her sweet time arriving.

      Torix embittered at that fact, but he kept his words about her tame. Ish. In the meantime, the lich kept his eyes on the runes to uncover the ritual’s secrets. He took samples of my blood, running different tests on it. Alongside the necromancer’s machinations, Althea tinkered with her cannon. She inched closer to recreating it, exploring the machinery’s mechanics.

      She practiced her meditative restructuring during her downtime, gaining greater control of her forms. Her lapses turned rare, then disappeared altogether. She and I talked during breaks, and we discussed the outer world. To my surprise, Torix joined in, and both he and Althea cared a lot about Earth and its customs.

      Simple concepts like cars, fast food, and stoves set their eyes aglow with curiosity and bewilderment. To them, I lived in an ancient, undeveloped world, and for that reason, they hungered for humanity’s history. We’d all sit together and talk about it while roasting a bear harvested by Torix’s minions. Althea and I ate while Torix listened. Those were good times.

      I laughed more than I thought I could during those talks.

      They proved to be brief respites in my harsh training schedule. Torix kept the pressure high by adding requirements here or there. When a single knight couldn’t challenge me anymore, Torix placed two. Then three. Althea joined in on the fun at that point, though she only practiced for a few hours a day. Her progress exceeded my own because I hit a sticking point.

      Torix and I both recognized that I plateaued against the minions. All these skills I learned, they came together somehow. I could feel it, but I just hadn’t taken the final step for a unique skill’s completion. Althea, on the other hand, thrived by using her reformation abilities. She created massive claws and whipping tendrils all while staying sane. It left me intimidated by her at times, but in a good way.

      I wanted to know if I could win a fight against her now.

      Tumbling through my mind, those thoughts raced during my practice rounds. Althea and I handled a group of knights surrounding us. Torix lectured us in the meantime, the lich having taken a break from studying the runes. He drilled us in tactical combat, ensuring we handled mages well.

      Against a caster, I ducked under a bolt of ice before the ghoul in front of me froze in place. It snapped me out of my combat flow, the ghoul’s muted, petrified forms unnerving. I turned around, finding all the ghouls frozen along with Torix. I turned to him. “What gives?”

      Torix turned to Althea. “It would seem your employers want you back.”

      Althea’s eyes hollowed. “They…they do?”

      Torix lifted an arm, an undead BloodHollow bat landing on his arm. It let out its shrill screeching, and Torix nodded. “Indeed. If anything, they’re more ravenous for your presence than expected. It’s quite a conundrum, in fact. You’re anything but highly leveled, and you lack combat experience.”

      Torix glared at Althea. “Is there anything you wish to tell me?”

      Althea took a step back, letting her arms fall to her sides. “Nothing that you haven’t already heard. I told you guys, I literally know nothing. It’s like my life was a haze before coming here. This is the first time I’ve ever heard real sounds or tasted real food. I’ve always been in my armor, sedated till I couldn’t even think straight.”

      She blinked, peering around in a panic. As if underwater, she gasped for air. “I-I don’t know why they want me back. I don’t want to go back. I really don’t.”

      She trembled, but not from her transformations. A deep fear, one carved into her mind by unseen people, it lashed at her. It turned her strength into weakness. Althea’s face flushed and her eyes watered. Torix stepped up, placing a hand on her shoulder.

      “It’s quite simple, my dear. If you wish to return, do so. If you do not, then don’t. Why are you acting as if you have no say in what happens to you?”

      Althea shook off her panic, Torix’s words calming her down. She turned a hand to him. “I can’t stop them from taking me back.”

      Torix spread his hands to us both. “We are here to help you, should you need it. Aren’t we, disciple?”

      I gave her a thumbs-up. “Eh, why not? It gives us something to fight.”

      Althea rolled her eyes at me. “You battle-crazed lunatic.”

      I pointed at her. “Hey now, you’re the one that made all these enemies. I’m just finishing them off.”

      Torix scoffed. “I’ll be doing most of the work here. Now—” He opened his hand, creating a sphere of pure white with jagged edges. It spun with great force, until the edges no longer blurred. He pulled his hand back, recoloring the sphere with an area outside the cave. Two robed beings inspected the area near where Althea and I fought.

      One stood tall as an elephant, massive veins throbbing underneath its robe. The smaller one glowed a reddish aura with a fist-size, black crystal in his hand. Torix leaned over them. “Ooh, they appear to be holding valuables.”

      Above their heads were two messages, telling me next to nothing about them outside of their levels. Torix opened his status while murmuring, “They’ve cast masking magic for their statuses. We’ll capture them and interrogate them forthrightly.”

      Althea raised a brow. “I mean, you guys aren’t exactly the best at interrogating.”

      Torix’s eyes flared red. “Oh, darling, there is nothing that escapes me…and I mean nothing.”

      My skin crawled at that. Panning my thoughts back, Torix’s trust in Althea hadn’t added up since the beginning. The lack of security, Torix accepting her answers, even his friendly demeanor, none of it made sense. Torix turned himself into a lich for security’s sake. He was a cautious man, and he treated Althea like a book he’d read front to back. It was like he read her mind. Under the lich’s piercing gaze, I gulped.

      He just might have.

      Torix flipped his status to us. “That lack of escape includes their status updates. You both may read mine.”

      
        
        Elthodriss, Berserker of Yawm | Level 672 - Elthodriss is a devotee to Yawm of Flesh. Elthodriss is one of his upper advisors and a member of a race of giants. Elthodriss specializes in strength and constitution, being a brute for Yawm.

      

      

      
        
        With his overwhelming stature and brutality, Elthodriss can crush most enemies with ease. He’s been granted pieces of dark magic forbidden by Schema. Elthodriss connects with unknown methods for excessive flows of energy. He engulfs in madness, becoming insanity incarnate, a being without control or reason or mercy.

      

      

      
        
        Elthodriss fights with Kelto Drainer by his side. Kelto controls Elthodriss during this berserker state.

      

      

      
        
        CHANGED FOR USER: At your current level, one swipe of his fist would splatter you against the wall. Pray that you die, or else you will be taken back to Yawm of Flesh. Far worse fates awaits you there than mere death.

      

      

      The first status spawned a roaring unease in my chest. I murmured, “So, Torix, these guys are a pretty high level.”

      At ease, Torix lifted his chin high. “Which is precisely why I’ll handle them.”

      I read on.

      
        
        Kelto Drainer, Endower of Yawm | Level 459 - Kelto Drainer is a devotee to Yawm of Flesh. Kelto acts as a sort of puppeteer for the brutes within Yawm’s ranks. Kelto uses mind magic for controlling them when they are channeling the magic of the Old Ones.

      

      

      
        
        Despite his role, Kelto is more than able when it comes to fighting on his own. He uses mind magic mostly, focusing on bending the user’s will to his own. His elemental and dark magic are of particular note as well. Kelto can overcharge a user with energy and mana as well, making them oversaturate. This makes Kelto dangerous in close combat.

      

      

      
        
        CHANGED FOR USER: Avoid facing it at all costs. You are but fodder for him.

      

      

      I narrowed my eyes at the mention of mind magic, but I lacked time to explore it further. Torix pushed up a pair of imaginary glasses, turning to us both.

      “Hm, it would appear you’ve fallen into the grips of Yawm of Flesh. You mentioned a plant and the name Alm. They were close approximations.”

      Althea’s eyes widened. “Exactly. I wasn’t lying.”

      Torix peered up, deep in thought. “Hm, this is troubling. I only know of Yawm through rumors and hearsay. There’s not much known or openly recorded on him by Schema, and what I do know of isn’t pretty.” Torix shook his head at me. “My condolences for your homeworld for having attracted his attention.”

      I waved my hands. “Wait a minute. World? You mean the planet?”

      Torix stayed silent, a tense moment passing over us. I spread out my hands. “Torix, come on. Answer me.”

      Torix sighed, and he placed a hand on my shoulder. “We’ll speak of it later, along with the consequences therein. Know this—this Yawm fellow may have set his eyes on this planet ever since the dimensional rip within BloodHollow.”

      My jaw slackened. “You’re serious? I couldn’t have stopped this?”

      Torix pulled his hand back. “I don’t believe so. I know this is a lot to take in, but we have very little time as is. Right now, these are soldiers from a far greater force. They may have landed here, unbeknownst to me. These may be mere scouts searching the nearby area.”

      I put my hands on my head. “Wait…you’re telling me there’s more of these things?”

      Torix peered at the tunnel. “Indeed, and this also verifies my suspicions about Althea. Her energy signatures are unusual, and I believe that the Old Ones are involved, somehow.” Torix eyes Althea. “Isn’t that right?”

      Althea frowned. “Uhm…probably?”

      I looked at my hands, the armor wriggling. “What kind of energy is my armor absorbing from her then?”

      Torix stepped onto a blot of dark mana.

      “I don’t know anymore.”
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      I rolled my shoulders, shaking off a bit of fear. Getting ready for the fight, I cleared my mind. “Eh, it doesn’t matter, anyway. My armor’s eating it, not me.”

      Torix sighed. “Hm…I suppose you’re right about that. Regardless, we have far larger problems on the horizon. You two will stay here. I will be the one to handle these two.”

      Althea chimed in, “I can offer ranged support.”

      I said nothing. Even holding a candle beside Elthodriss or Kelto overestimated my abilities. Some battles were better left unfought, and this was one of them. Torix moved a palm to Althea. “Child, you would be consumed in seconds by their mind magic. You lack the fortitude to survive even a stone toss from Elthodriss. That eagerness of yours is how we caught you in the first place.”

      Althea peered away, her face flushing. She murmured, “Yeah. Sorry.”

      Torix stood tall. “There’s nothing to apologize for. This was merely a teachable moment. Now, if you learn nothing from it, then you may apologize for that.” Torix peered at her. “Understood?”

      Althea perked up. “Understood.”

      A surge of curiosity flowed through me, and I gestured at the sphere Torix made. “You know, it would be a lot easier to turn her in instead of fighting. I know we both agreed to help Althea, but there’s got to be something more to why you’re doing this.”

      Torix paused. He tapped the edge of his chin as he glanced up. His eyes turned green. “This time with the both of you…it’s been rejuvenating. It has reminded me of a different time in my life, one where I looked forward to the future. A time where I saw potential in the coming days. For that reason, and others, I desire to continue this relationship as it is.”

      Torix’s eyes turned to their normal navy blue. “Right here, right now, I’m choosing to follow this impulse of mine, along with the responsibilities it entails. Alas, there’s no time for dwelling on such matters now.”

      Torix focused on the ball of energy that revealed the two others outside. The ball’s spinning stopped as it stabilized. Torix gestured at it. “You may watch the fight from here. Perhaps you two may even learn a thing or two about magic.”

      Torix’s energy blot carried him outside of the colosseum. Once he left, I scratched the edge of my head, but my fingers met metal, scraping my helm. Stopping myself because of the grating sound, I had a lot of unanswered questions about Torix. That was the problem with questions; they were a lot easier to ask than to answer.

      Taking me out of my thoughts, Althea’s lavender hair brushed my shoulder spikes. “Torix sounds like he’s been through a lot.”

      Memories about Alfred and what happened to him flooded into my mind. I nodded. “Yeah, he has.”

      Althea frowned. “He never talked about it. Has something happened since he came here?”

      “Yeah. He was looking for his son, and he learned he passed in this cave. Now he’s studying his work.”

      Althea peered around. “So that’s what the runes are for. Whoa. He has an awesome son. It makes sense why Torix looked for him.”

      Althea couldn’t have known, but she reminded me about my father as she spoke. Torix, despite his faults, at least looked for his son. My father hadn’t. Other past moments pressed in from my bitterness. Cigarette smoke. Boozy breath. Fists and yelling. I sighed. “I don’t really want to talk about it.”

      Althea leaned back, peering off. “Are—are you okay?”

      I stepped off. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

      She raised her hands. “I just wanted to talk about the whole family thing. I never had one. I grew up in a lab while doing simulations here or there. I was, uhm, curious about it all.”

      I fell into a pit of my own making. My gaze turned hard, harder than a brick breaking a man’s jaw. I knew what a family was like, but I also knew what it was like to lose one. My family had died of cancer, my mother’s body wasting to the disease. My father’s spirit died with her. Seeing it unfold, being helpless to it…I found it harder watching something fall apart than never having it in the first place.

      I kept those thoughts to myself, but they showed on my face. Althea took a step back, her lips curving into a frown. She murmured, “Okay, I’m not trying to say anything crazy here.”

      We sat there for a tense moment before I got my emotions under control. I hated being like this, but sometimes it just up and raged through me. I quashed those emotions, knowing that snapping at Althea wasn’t fair. I turned to her.

      “Look, I’m sorry. You’re not doing anything out of line. I’m just being ridiculous.” I pulled my helmet off my face, the metal flowing down my back. I ruffled my hair. “Bleh, I’m being stupid. Don’t worry about it.”

      Her eyes were piercing. “I’m here to listen, if you want to talk.”

      I stared back, and a tense silence passed over us. I broke eye contact first, pointing at Torix’s sphere. “I’m good, but thanks. Come on, we’re supposed to watch Torix’s fight.”

      She hopped over, glad for the distraction. We paced up, finding Elthodriss and Kelto Drainer still inspecting the Evergreen Ravine. They found no spears or traps left from our fight, the lingering weapons having been removed before. Torix’s minions eliminated all signs of Althea and my battle, but despite that, Elthodriss sniffed us out.

      His enormous, hulking form floating across the ground with nostrils over his chest smelling the dirt. Finding our scent, Elthodriss turned toward BloodHollow. Kelto pointed in that direction before his hulking guard stood upright. They paced off from the dungeon at the Evergreen Ravine. Before they left, Torix floated up to them with his form garbed and blurry.

      He used illusion magic to disguise himself. Torix spoke with a warped voice.

      “Why, hello Elthodriss and Kelto. What are you doing here on this ball of mud, might I ask?”

      They glanced up toward him, wordless and spooky. They stared for a moment before Drainer, the controller, spoke with a voice like sandpaper.

      “We are here to capture 3298. It’s an unknown. Do you know where it is, mage?”

      Torix shrugged. “Bah, so many circumstances have occurred as of late. I can’t seem to remember if she was here or not.”

      Elthodriss, the berserker, spoke with a voice far gentler than his controller. Despite his humane tone, he unnerved me more. “We never mentioned her gender. You do know who and what she is, so where is she?”

      Torix interlocked his hands behind himself. “Why would you need her?”

      Drainer snapped, “You know what we omen, don’t you? You’ve heard of his name spoken in rumors alone, but you’re a fool if you ignore those tall tales. They speak of Yawm’s coming. He is a blinding light, an atomic fire, even an endless darkness.”

      Torix tilted his head. “Ah yes, the old fashioned blinding light and endless darkness combo. Quite logical indeed.”

      Althea and I laughed before Elthodriss spread his hands. “We can smell the presence of Etorhma on you, or at least near you. This tells us you may be a friend yet. Despite your lack of kindness to us, we both have nothing but respect for you. You may return that favor by having enough respect for Yawm to tell us where 3298 is.”

      Torix’s eyes flared red. “I do recall having my own requests denied by one of Etorhma’s cults long ago. I asked where my son was, and they offered me no help. They didn’t even have the time for someone as small or pitiful as me. It’s quite ironic that one of Etorhma’s cults needs my help now, isn’t it? I wanted a request fulfilled, and now one is asked in turn.”

      Drainer roared, “You don’t want us against you. We will have Yawm tear your soul from that body you have and put it into something more painful. Squirming. Agonizing.”

      Torix crossed his arms. “Ah yes, then where is this Yawm if he is so powerful and uncaged?”

      Elthodriss put a hand in front of Drainer. “He sleeps now, but his strength builds. We are merely the minions of his Followers. Yawm is far beyond us, and he can’t allow 3298 to escape. In fact, Yawm is more than willing to throw a batch of resources at finding her.” Elthodriss gestured to himself. “We alone should be enough proof of his intentions.”

      Torix narrowed his eyes. “You’re weaker than even my minions. The only example you serve is a lesson to those that won’t surrender to me.”

      Elthodriss shrugged. “And yet Yawm of Flesh exceeds you in all ways. Shouldn’t our allegiance speak for itself?”

      Torix burst into laughter, long and loud. He raised his hand. “Do you honestly think I don’t know what you’re doing here?”

      Elthodriss and Kelto Drainer turned to each other and then back toward Torix. The lich spread his arms. “You’re pawns buying time while others from your little cult seek out the dimensional rift that occurred here. I know this, so cease your lying.”

      Elthodriss clapped his hands. “Clever, but that doesn’t change the fact you’ve refused to hand 3298 to us. We may save you yet, but further defiance will seal your fate.”

      Torix rippled with dark energy. “Oh, threatening me now? Unwise of you.”

      Drainer leaned forward before his head slung back. Elthodriss turned toward his companion, the berserker’s eyes wide. “You’re attacking us?”

      Torix lifted his hand. “Attacking you? I would never do something so trivial.” The necromancer’s eyes burned black.

      “I’m killing you.”

      Torix raised his other hand, and a rippling wave of energy sizzled between Torix’s arms. The coursing mana ebbed out like a bending bar of steel, the sound forcing me to cover my ears. Even through the orb, it crippled me. Streaks of dark, arcane magic undulated and melded within Torix’s palm, the all-consuming black siphoning nearby light. Torix pulled his arms further and further apart.

      “Why, I do believe that’s enough chatter.”

      Elthodriss shook as Torix pointed a finger at him. Torix seethed, “I’ll allow my actions to speak for me.”

      Clawed, shadowy hands spawned below Torix, each the size of a house. The hands’ fingertips lurched into reality, pulling it apart. From the tear, a behemoth marched out. Orange skin and many limbs squirmed out with vitality. Taller than trees, the tentacle legs of the creature crashed into the earth with deafening booms.

      They toppled forests. They smashed boulders. Spines of bone rose up from the beast’s back. The legs and arms of the creature, elongated and blue, led up to a faceless monster. Patches of bone plates formed scales on its chest. Over those plates, parasites swarmed. Torix relished in the display of his own might.

      “I’ve never understood people’s ignorance regarding necromancy. It’s such a simple yet profound concept.” Torix’s eyes remained pitch black. “Why fight with one when you may fight with many?”

      Even through the orb, Schema recognized Torix’s monster.

      
        
        Moloth, Behemoth of the Abyss | Level 1,421 - Once a mindless creation of eldritch, a worthy necromancer harvested this monstrosity from a fringe world and trained it as his own over time. Moloth owns an endless hunger and longing for destruction. Despite this calling, Moloth remains loyal to Torix for unknown reasons using unknown methods.

      

      

      
        
        This creature can move with a surprising speed despite its massive frame. The blue skin on its limbs is laden with a potent neurotoxin and acid. The creature can absorb creatures melted in its hands and tentacles through the orange skin on its body. Some speculate this is a form of predigestion. Regardless, it is brutally effective versus most foes.

      

      

      
        
        The monster even has parasites on its skin that protect it when small creatures swarm it. These tiny monsters can chew and devour most anything they touch. Interestingly, these parasites are a species unique to Moloth and his kind.

      

      

      
        
        Avoid this creature at all costs.

      

      

      Moloth’s body shivered before Elthodriss raised his palms. “We don’t want your anger.”

      Torix generated sharpened ice spines above his head. “And yet you have it.”

      Torix lobbed the ice spines at the two of them. Elthodriss picked up Drainer, carrying him out of the crossfire. As he ran, Elthodriss’s body expanded underneath his robes as Drainer’s aura thickened into a bloody mass. From the ground, other robed members burst out of the ground. Each carried mis-shapened bodies from the results of experiments.

      They shambled toward Torix, who opened several portals. Torix cackled before shouting, “You do realize a trap is only effective if it catches its victim unaware?”

      As Torix finished his words, Moloth moved with speed. Its hands rippled the wind and tore the clouds. When the beast’s hand collided with the ground, giant wedges of earth split upward as the ground gave way. Two cultists howled out as they sizzled under Moloth’s hand. The behemoth lifted its fist and wiped the two members’ remains onto its chest.

      Moloth’s skin absorbed the molten bodies. Althea gagged behind me while I grimaced. Even after all my experience, this monster left me disturbed. Torix stiffened, his demeanor changing. He peered up at us, and his voice radiated through our sphere alone.

      “Althea. Daniel. Be ready. A few minions are coming into BloodHollow. This cult has sent them out in mass, and they must have followed me on my way over. I was careless. Avoid or kill them if you can, as they will do horrific things to you. Now is the time to prove yourself, disciple.”

      Althea and I looked at each other as Elthodriss leaped from the ground. Like a napalm explosion, the berserker barreled through the air and collided into Torix’s behemoth. Moloth leaned back before grabbing Elthodriss in its hand. With a quick swipe, Moloth threw Elthodriss. Yawm’s underling blurred in the air, the ground exploding as he collided with it.

      Even the slightest touch from Moloth sent the tiny cult members flying like cannonballs. I peeled my eyes from the sphere, not having time to stare in awe at the battle. I turned toward Althea. She kept her gaze on the orb. She murmured, “We—we have to prepare for battle.” She tore her gaze just as I did. “What skills have you been working on these past few days?”

      “Burrowing, Blitz, Deflection, and some other stuff. I was trying to come up with a counter for your harpoons.”

      She grabbed her elbow. “Yeah, I’m trying to see if I can’t mold an arm cannon of my own. It could regenerate then, and I’ll be able to fire harpoons whenever I want. It’s a work in progress.”

      She lifted her hand, her eyes set. Her jaw clenched shut as her left arm deformed, the muscles and skin splitting. Bones formed into lines and plates, interlocking with a smooth shift as they clinked together. I stepped back as a horn expanded from Althea’s right palm, spiral rivets covering the lance. She placed the spike into the ammo compartment of the new harpoon cannon.

      She tapped the rifle. “My eldritch abilities let me pierce most defenses. We can take advantage of that.”

      I raised a hand. “That’s how you pierced my armor and how you cut through stone, isn’t it?”

      A small smile leaked onto her lips. “Heh, yeah.”

      I looked at a tunnel. “Eh, I doubt it’s the eldritch that lets you do that. My armor eats monsters for breakfast, but you slice it with ease. I think it’s more likely that your ability comes from something else. Either way, we can’t beat these guys if they’re on Elthodriss or Drainer’s level. We’re going to need some sort of strategy to stand a chance.”

      Althea aimed at a tunnel. “I can fire at them while you keep them distracted.”

      “We could do that.” I glanced toward the colosseum. Tiny rocks laid out all across the floor. A sudden shock of inspiration electrified me. I turned to Althea. “All right, here’s the plan. I’ll create a tunnel system underneath the colosseum using my Burrow skill. We’ll place boulders across entrances on the bottom floor. You’ll fire pot shots while I keep Oppression active.”

      Althea frowned. “What do you mean Oppression? Is that what hurt me that one time we fought each other?”

      “It is. So for this to work, you’ll have to give me some space.”

      “Do you think we can set it up in time?”

      I lifted my arms. “I have shovels for hands, and you can chop stone like butter. We got this.”

      Althea’s arm reformed back to normal, and she cringed in anguish as it did. Taking a breath or two, she growled while spawning two curved scooper claws. I raised a brow. “Holy shit. You’ve really got the hang of that ability, huh?”

      A drip of sweat poured from her brow. “I-I’m trying. Let’s go.”

      Over the next hour or so, I created a labyrinth of tunnels underneath the colosseum. I created a couple dozen entrances spread throughout the staggered steps, avoiding the runes as I did. Althea found and placed boulders over each of the entrances. After we finished the setup, we ran through the underbelly of the colosseum, marking it in our minimap.

      We planned our escape routes, came up with a kiting strategy, and estimated how long each kill would take. I’d draw aggro in the middle while Althea would lift a boulder, fire a shot, then set the boulder down. Her strength made that possible. If needed, I’d hold the enemy down while she ran to a different entrance. Althea came up with the kiting strategy, buying us more time.

      Regardless, we waited underneath the emptied colosseum, glancing through peeping holes. Althea carved these spots out with a claw as if drawing in water. Minutes passed, yet none of Yawm’s evil minions flew in. After a while, I grew bored. I whispered to Althea, “I mean, this dungeon’s pretty big. It will probably be a long time before they show up. You want to check out Torix’s fight again?”

      She stayed focused. “Come on. These are powerful enemies we’re facing. They will rip our guts out if we aren’t careful.”

      I turned, frowning. She was right, so I closed my eyes and mentally prepared myself. A few more minutes passed before a set of footsteps echoed down a hallway. I sprinted toward the middle of the arena before activating Oppression. Althea sprinted toward the side opposite of the noise. In came one of Yawm’s minions, garbed in robes.

      
        
        Summon of Yawm | lvl 250 - A being Yawm spawned for a singular purpose of capturing subject 3298. Fast, powerful, and extremely cold, this being hugs victims before freezing them completely. It then carries them back to Yawm. Be careful as it will numb you quickly, rendering you helpless before taking you to Yawm.

      

      

      For the level requirement, I had to admit, the creature lacked pizazz. Being a catch-and-grab sort of monster, its combat skills lacked oomph. I walked underneath it, not too difficult a feat. It scrambled to find me, its senses overwhelmed by pain. Despite its lack of combat effect, being near it took a toll on me. It amazed me how loud a creature could gurgle.

      When I cut on Oppression, the creature let out a slight squeal before running around with far more vigor. Harpoons impaled right through the monster, each spear slicing into the ground right after. The summon howled in anguish as each lance landed. Our combined onslaught of damage finished it fast.

      Too fast.

      The creature died in a few seconds from a spike through the rough approximation of a skull. Althea grabbed the experience for the most part as her offensive capabilities maximized here. Considering Obliterator’s requirements, I wasn’t too bothered by it. With that handled, I pulled the creature into one of the many entrances of my labyrinth before whisper-shouting at Althea, “Ah, yeah. We beat the hell out of them.”

      She stared at her harpoon cannon, the biomass bleeding from the concussive forces of firing. She spoke through gritted teeth. “We…we did.”

      Her cannon oozed pain and discomfort. I blinked at her. “So…are you all right?”

      She heaved a breath. “Oh, yeah, I’m fine. Let’s wait for another one. Hopefully, it’s a long time before it shows up.”

      I kept my eyes on her, making sure her transformations remained contained. My armor indulged in the beast’s corpse before more footsteps echoed in. I took a glance at Althea; she maintained her composure. Trying to help, I whisper-shouted again, “Make sure to handle your status.”

      Her eyes widened, and she facepalmed. She murmured, “Thanks.”

      She put points in her skills, and our confidence improved even more. Taking several walkers out wasn’t out of the question anymore, especially if we executed well. Oppression could hit a whole group, and her spears could pierce through many foes if she lined her shots up. This made slaughtering them far simpler.

      Right as they got close, a message popped up at the absolute worst of times.

      
        
        Evolution gained. III Harbinger of Cataclysm unlocked.

        Evolve Y/N?

      

      

      I frowned before hovering my hand over no. The evolution would have to wait until later. Before I selected no, a tendril of my armor shot outward and selected yes for me. The living metal betrayed me. Adding insult to injury, the transformation hurt more than the last one did. Far more.

      As if magma replaced my blood, long needles of armor dug into my body. They sank deep, hitting bones and marrow. Oppression shut down. My breathing sped up. I gasped for air, everything flashing white. Like being covered in bullet ants, my armor writhed under my skin. A countless number of tendrils shifted within me, my entire body engulfing in fire.

      My Pain Tolerance reached ninety-three earlier, so only 7 percent of the pain trickled in. That 7 percent defied reason. It oozed in as an all-consuming misery, and my mind roared out at the thought of the pain’s unmitigated might. Writhing on the ground, blood seeped from me, my eyes, my nose.  My everything.

      I gurgled on it. I drowned in it. I bit my lip, gritting my teeth, and I clenched my fists while crawling on the ground in pain. I tried keeping quiet, but breathing required coughing. I spit out pools of blood, the sanguine stream drenching me. With every ounce of my strength, I stopped my screams. In that eternal quiet, the anguish mounted.

      I blustered out bubbles of blood from my nostrils, mucus mixing with it. I sat in silence, but within my mind, I screamed while I lived out a nightmare. Every single nerve in my body was on fire, and I lived it out with an absolute, keen awareness thanks to my perception. Those fire lines traced my entire being. As they crawled, understanding dawned on me.

      The armor carved out my nerves, and it replaced them.

      It continued. I drooled over the ground. I convulsed, the excruciation driving me insane. From above, a banging sounded. After a minute or two, the rock above me collapsed as three of the robed summons poured in. One opened up, its body showing beneath the robe. Dry, yellow skin crinkled like parchment, lines of strange runes crisscrossing it. Six arms spread wide and energy ebbed.

      Mana channeled into its markings, and cooling energy dripped out. It snatched me up, the limbs colder than ice. The frigid feeling splintered into my chest, my blood icing over in seconds. It seeped deep into my bones. As I grew numb, it stole the pain away. Despite the ease of suffering, I fought to keep my eyes open.

      The monster crawled back up the wall, holding me in its mass of arms. The monster leaped up the steps, its flat feet landing with surprising elegance and strength. By the time we reached out of the colosseum, the cold wrapped all around me like a loving embrace. My eyesight darkened, my vision’s edge closing in.

      An intimidating, feminine voice shouted with pride, snapping me out of this haze.

      “So this is the garbage Torix told me about? He wasn’t kidding about the title, but look at you. The only cataclysm you’re ushering forth is your own.”
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      Something picked the summon up, and I along with it. A sudden warmth flooded me, but not from whoever held us. This heat roared out from within, boiling my blood. Red steam radiated from my body as the arcane bonds binding me together reformed. The magical constructs no longer saturated my flesh in a chaotic, unstable flow. They reoriented into long, smooth lines that connected with the tendrils and wires spread across me.

      The millions of armored spines in my body connected, wrapping between my nerves. The pain receded as the armor finished its invasion. Removing it now would remove all the bones in my body. Not having to fight the evolution’s agony, my mind cleared. Fighting the summon holding me, I opened my eyes and pushed with my legs.

      The arms wrapped around me like bands of steel, holding me tight. I activated Oppression, and it squealed. The voice below said, “Ooh, interesting little aura there, at least for your level.”

      The voices hands ripped and gouged the summon apart with absolute ease. I fell out of captivity, staring down. Dark blood pooled beneath me. I turned my head to the stadium; other summons were laid out below, their bodies strewn about like a murder scene. I shook my head, overwhelmed by the scene. Above me, a woman stood with confidence, arrogance oozing out of her.

      She propped her weight on one hip, resting her hand there, too. She snapped her fingers, the blood rushing off of her. Seeing her without the blood, she reminded me of a human but with bright, purple-red skin. Her snow-white hair contrasted that tone, the flowing locks smooth instead of dry like most dyed hair.

      Going for an edgy, urban look, she shaved one side of her head. She grinned at me with pointed teeth, a scar crinkling straight across her nose. She offered a hand, so I took it. She jerked me up, almost tearing my shoulder out of socket. She gave me a hard pat on the back, and I coughed up blood from my evolution. The woman snarked, “Hah. Weak.”

      I glared up at her, but she met my eye with a cool, mean gaze. The whites of her eyes were colored pitch black, making her yellow irises pop out at me. It gave her a crazed look. I raised an eyebrow. “Who are you?”

      “Hah, so Torix didn’t tell you? I’m his ‘friend.’ Call me Kessiah. Who are you, little man?”

      I closed my eyes, knowing she’d be hard to deal with already. I shook off the tremors left over from the transformation. “I-I’m Daniel.”

      She thunked my chest plate. “Quit stuttering.” She looked me up and down. “Oof, it looks like Torix’s requirements for a disciple have dropped. Lucky you.”

      I raised my brow. “You must be a riot at parties.”

      “When people can take a joke, yeah. I am.” Kessiah turned to the lower levels of the stadium. “Cool runes. I’ll check them out while you guys clean up this mess. Buh-bye.”

      She sauntered away, giving me a second to think. Prioritizing my evolution, I pulled up one of my hands, and the metal bending like thick clay instead of still steel. My armor shifted without as much struggle in general. Before I inspected my status, another thrall of Yawm ran out of a cavern. Covered in a robe, its mangled form beneath squirmed out from its many arms.

      It ignored me, staring elsewhere. I peered around for Althea, finding her locked in combat with a summon of her own. Althea gouged it apart, in control of the situation. This new summon of Yawm beelined right for her. Not having time to think, I charged toward the creature, my feet digging into the stone. The monster hopped onto a stepway while I landed beside it. Using the momentum of my landing, I redirected my dash’s force into my arm. Pitching it like a baseball, my fist walloped directly against the summon’s skull.

      The crisp connection of my fist thwacked with the sound of metal on bone. My hand shot back like I fired a cannon from it, the inertia shifting in an instant. I wobbled on my feet, stumbling back. The thrall’s head flashed into the step’s stone, away from my fist. The skull smacked against the ground, bouncing off with the sickening thud of breaking bones.

      I grimaced, the bones of my arm creaking. Evolution or not, these things exceeded my level by leaps and bounds. I tossed my hand back and forth, trying to get feeling back in my limb. A pair of footsteps echoed behind me, and I turned around. Two cold arms smothered my sides, the summon gripping around me, its arms unbending as railroad tracks.

      It pressed me against the cold runes, and I crumpled against it. Unable to move, I willed my armor out. Several spikes expanded from my chest, digging into the creature. These spines drilled deep into its chest before the monster released me. It stumbled back, and my chest spines retracted with a quick snapping pop of metal.

      The summon dripped blood from its new wounds. From the tear in its robe, a slanted mouth opened, dull molars covering a tongueless mouth. It splashed out blood from its maw, and I stampeded toward the damn thing, turning on my heels as I unleashed another heavy hand toward it. My fist dug into its side, keeling it over before I turned on the balls of my feet once more.

      I swung my fist like a hammer, tucking the blow close to my side. My punch smashed into the monster’s mouth. The momentum of my blow blew my hand back, like I detonated a handful of gunpowder in my palm. The beast’s jaw broke as the face shot back into the wall. The body slumped onto the ground before a cold arm slammed into the side of my head from behind.

      My face slapped into the wall. I turned around; another thrall stood over me. My reflexes kicking in, I avoided the next blow of the creature before a bone spear slid into the head of the new thrall. The bullet killed the thrall cleanly, flinging its body back before I turned and faced the monster I struck and impaled earlier.

      The summon’s robes fell off as it stood, revealing a set of glowing blue sacs over its back. Several eyes glanced around, scattered across its body. More mouths and necks led up to the bulging skull of the creature. Two squirming tentacles writhed with glowing blue veins pulsing down the tips of them. I grimaced. Everything Yawm sent our way was grotesque and deformed.

      The summon stepped up and turned sideways, whipping an arm at me. Instead of dodging, I caught the tentacle against my side. My feet dragged on the stone for a few feet, but I stayed firm. I jerked its arm to me, knocking the beast off-balance. It stumbled to me, and I thunked another strike against one of its many mouths. Teeth clattered on the ground as the creature whipped back.

      Still holding the arm, I pulled it again. It flopped toward me, and I slammed another fist into its face. It dangled back, a spear bursting several of the blue sacks on its back. The glowing goop gushed out as the creature squealed. I held down vomit before pulling the creature toward the center of the cavern. As I threw it out into the colosseum, one of Althea’s bone spears punched right through it.

      The spear drilled through the monster and flew toward my chest. My training kicked in, and I whipped my hand out as fast as I could. My tendons and muscles screamed at the effort, but my hand hit the spear’s dull side. I shifted its trajectory, the projectile sliding past me. My hand shot me back as I stumbled sideways. Falling onto the side of the wall, I peered up at a ding from gaining a level in Deflection.

      Taking a breath, I pulled myself back up, thinking of better ways to divert the spear, and turned around. No more thralls stumbled about, and the cavern quieted down. I let myself drop down again, losing tension in my body. I peered up, the evolution consuming my thoughts. Althea shouted at me, “Sorry about that, er, miss.”

      I waved her apology off, not wanting to talk. I closed my eyes, letting the situation pass. Taking a deep breath, I pretended the air was my memory of my evolution. The anguish, the metal creeping in, and the blood drenching me, it filled into my chest. I let it out, pretending that memory was in that breath. Standing back up, Kessiah chimed in, “Hey, you never know. She may have been aiming at you. You’re an unknown, after all, so you’re worth a lot of experience. To her, at least.”

      I rolled my eyes before glancing at my notifications. Dealing with another smartass could wait till later.

      
        
        III The Harbinger of Cataclysm | Body Type, Legendary - Armor mirroring eldritch skin and an unknown substance. This extension of your body can absorb rift energy, also known as ambient mana, for evolutions. These evolutions may add other special effects.

      

      

      
        
        Note: Cannot be removed, only altered. Armor is regenerated with health.

      

        

      
        0/16,000,000 Mana left till next evolution.

      

      

      
        
        Effects:

      

      

      
        
        A Harbinger’s Might - Increases Damage reduction cap by 2% | Current Max: 97%

      

      

      
        
        Skin of Eldritch - Additional 15% increase to total health | Current Total Health: 115%

      

      

      
        
        The Walking Calamity - Gives unique ability III Oppression | Current Damage: (8000 + 25% of health/min) within a 150ft/45m radius

      

      

      
        
        An Undying Force - 2% of health added toward health regen per minute | Current regen added before multipliers: 54.66

      

      

      
        
        Loathed and Abhorred - Decreased Charisma by 20% | Current Total Charisma: 80%

      

      

      
        
        - From a different world I rise. We usher forth creation through ruin. Our might is our union, our hunger a weapon. All crumbles in our wake, and the remains linger as our feast. In that indulgence, we find our strength.

      

      

      The evolution came with both the good and the bad. For the most part, the positives outweighed the negatives. The health bonus, damage resistance, and Oppression aura all augmented further. The new health regen bonus also synergized well with my skills and fighting style, giving me immense staying power. I appreciated all these bonuses.

      But then the not-so-good parts reared their ugly heads. Losing more charisma sucked. While I never expected to be a celebrity, I wanted general social acceptance. Most people did, but if my charisma kept sinking, my demeanor would leave me alone in the long run. That unnerved me. Further still, the armor’s quotes and ability names sent chills up my spine. That came from the armor showing signs of life.

      It smiled and feasted without me willing it to do so. All right, whatever. Clicking the evolution screen then and there? That was a different story as it left me helpless. That stood as the first example of my armor fighting against me. Knowing it might get wilier in the future, I resolved myself to fight it however I could. I committed to upgrading it, and like any other battle, I aimed to win.

      Moving on, I noted two more levels gained from the thralls overall. When I checked my attribute screen, I found myself at level 105. That meant I lost attribute points for Obliterator already, but a point or two wouldn’t matter in the long run. Using the attribute points, I increased luck to twenty-four. I inspected the results.

      
        
        Daniel Hillside, The Harbinger of Cataclysm | Character Screen

      

      

      
        
        Health - 2,733/2,733 | Health Regen - 579/min | Stamina - 1,040/1,040 | Stamina Regeneration - 31.5/sec | Damage Resistance - 97% | Mental Resistance - 97% | Physical Power - (+)353% | Damage Increase - 5%  | Evolution: 0.05 Million/16.00 Million

      

      

      
        
        Aura - Oppression | Current Damage: (8,000 + 25% of your health)/minute within a 150ft radius.

      

      

      
        
        Level 103 | Attribute Menu

      

      

      
        
        Strength [30] | Constitution [36.3] | Endurance [51] | Dexterity [30] | Willpower [30.3] | Intelligence [30] | Charisma [9] | Luck [21] | Perception [30]

      

      

      My bulk amassed to a respectable level, all the modifiers adding up. The per-level bonuses gave me extra stats across the board, putting me in a good space. Staring at my status, Kessiah tapped my shoulder. I jerked my head up, stunned she reached me without me even hearing her. She smirked down at me.

      “Your last name is Hillside. Hillside. Wow.”

      I frowned. “What’s yours?”

      She opened her status and turned her identification toward me. My jaw dropped.

      
        
        Kessiah Crow | Remnant | Level 2,398 | Status: Unknown - A member of the remnants, Kessiah is a wanderer like most of her species. The remnants, as a whole, lack gratitude and work ethic. This is why they ran from their responsibilities like children. Unlike nearly every other developed sentient species, the remnants devalued the revolutionary changes that Schema brought about. Now other races have to pick up the lost ground while the remnants just wander around aimlessly. They lack meaning. They lack purpose. They are parasites.

      

      

      
        
        Their origin aside, this species lives unusually long lives due to genetic telemerization. This, combined with genetic tampering on a mass scale, means the remnants lack any identifying features. This goes against Schema’s laws against genetic modification. For this reason, the remnants have been exiled since Schema’s inception.

      

      

      
        
        Without a home of their own, the remnants float through space on space shuttles. They are volatile, disgusting abominations of nature. Never trust one and kill them on sight even if you must risk your life.

      

      

      The level alone meant Kessiah’s arrogance stemmed from her abilities, not delusions or the like. Knowing she might tear me apart at any second, I stiffened up. “Your status doesn’t mention much about you. It just talks about the remnants, and it looks like Schema is maybe a little biased.”

      Kessiah narrowed her eyes at me. “A little, huh?”

      I rolled my hand. “It’s a joke.”

      She raised her brow. “Huh. You’re not much of a comedian.”

      I let my arms fall to my sides. “Tough crowd. Your joke wasn’t any better. It doesn’t matter. Aren’t you supposed to be inspecting the runes?”

      “I got bored.”

      Althea hopped over, her arm still deformed. As Althea got up to us, Kessiah towered over us both, half a head taller than me. Kessiah raised an eyebrow. “Where’s Torix?”

      I furrowed my brow. “Can’t you use your status to find him?”

      Kessiah tapped her temple with a single finger. “You need your minimap filled out for that, and I’ve never been on this backwater dirtball before. This planet is so green that no one has maps of it uploaded, either.” She crossed her arms. “Not that I’d pay the credits for something like that. Not here.”

      I pointed at the walls. “What about the runes? Do you recognize them?”

      Kessiah tilted her head. “Huh. Not really. These do remind me of a few markings I’d seen before in a few other remnant ships, but only the wealthier ships had them. I never learned how to carve these out, but I can start them up if I have to. That’s why I’m here.”

      I hopped down the stairwell, toward the corpses. “I’m starting the cleanup.”

      My armor devoured the summons of Yawm, and Kessiah leaned back from the sight. She raised an eyebrow. “Hah, Torix wasn’t kidding. This ritual and the results are wild…crazy, even.”

      My armor reached into a summon, spreading tendrils across it and sapping its energy. The metal’s feeding changed since the evolution, being less grisly and more drain-ey. Althea turned away and murmured to Kessiah, “So…when will Torix be back?”

      Kessiah leaned to her. “What was that? I couldn’t hear you.”

      Althea spoke up. “When will Tor—”

      Kessiah smacked Althea’s back, nearly knocking Althea over. Kessiah grinned. “Pshh, of course I can hear you. From our messages, he should return in another hour or so. Maybe. Who knows how long he’ll be playing with the bodies? The whole necromancer thing comes with the territory.”

      Finishing the bodies, I pointed at a tunnel. “All right, great. Awesome. I’ll be training in one of those caverns. Way over there.”

      As I walked off, Althea spoke to Kessiah.

      “How did you and Torix meet?”

      Kessiah clapped her hands together. “Hey, we’ll tell the story together. That should make the tale come to life.”

      Kessiah’s attitude put me on edge for some reason, and I couldn’t pin down why. Wanting distance between me and the remnant, I hopped up a few of the stadium’s steps in the opposite direction of her. From behind me, a series of stomps ended with a hand gripping my armor. The fingers dug in, bending the metal.

      Kessiah leaned beside my head. “You’re training, right? Why not let me help you? I could show you a few pointers.”

      I grimaced under my helmet, and Kessiah’s grin deepened. Althea chimed from across the room. “I-I wouldn’t mind if you trained me. You know, if you want to.”

      Kessiah put a palm up to Althea. “Naw, not interesting. You—” She pointed at me. “You look like fun. Come on, let’s talk.”

      Althea nodded before saying with reverence, “Uh, all right. Thanks for considering it, Miss Kessiah.”

      Kessiah frowned and pointed at Althea. “Don’t call me miss.”

      A chuckle escaped my lips, and Althea shot me a pointed glare. Kessiah leaned her face beside mine as she said, “No need to tease her. Besides, you’ve already got a date with me.”

      I pushed at Kessiah, but she didn’t budge. I ended up pushing myself away while saying, “Yeah, good luck teasing me with that. I’m young, but I’m not that young.”

      “Bah, you’re no fun.”

      “Neither are you, Miss Kessiah.”

      She peered down at me. “Huh, you have a mouth on you? Come on, let’s see what kind of brawling style you’ve scraped together.”

      She walked toward the center of the colosseum, waving for me to follow. I stepped up, raising my fists. “So, I’m a bruiser. That’s pretty much it.”

      Kessiah waved off my words. “Simple isn’t always bad. Let’s see how your execution is.”

      She lifted her hand, and a starry portal spawned over her. A jade bow fell out with a sheening quiver, landing in her hands. Kessiah tilted her chin. “Come on, Harbinger.”

      I stomped my heel into the ground, charging toward her. Kessiah launched an arrow with motions smoother than a clean shave. The arrow whistled in the air, streaking toward me. Using my training, I found the right angle and jerked my hand to divert the arrow’s course. The projectile slid off my arm and deep into the stone beside me.

      Kessiah’s eyes widened. “Ahhh, nice. That armor’s tough. Sucks that it can’t block your eyes.”

      She fired another arrow, and my helmet shot out, chomping it into oblivion. I smiled as Kessiah leaned back. She said, “Huh. So the armor’s a little better than I thought. Big whoop.”

      She fired several more arrows, but I knocked them off course, sending them into random directions around me. Kessiah raised an eyebrow. “Are you doing that on purpose?”

      My armor and I grinned, the crimson slit on my helmet turning into a jagged line of teeth. As I reached her, she stood with her left arm out in front. She shot out a quick jab with her left hand. It slammed straight into my face, flipping me on my feet. My vision spiraled, but my head remained clear. I flopped on the ground as Kessiah peered down. “Ooh, did that hurt?”

      I rolled onto my stomach, pushed myself up, and swung at her in a crisp, clean motion. She tilted her head back, the wind whirling off her hair. She grabbed my hand, and she pulled me. My vision spiraled again. Landing on my back, she kicked my ribs, tossing my entire body away. My ribs shattered at her touch, and I tumbled, gasping for air. Before I stopped tumbling, her foot stamped my chest.

      The ground cracked beneath me, her speed, power, and experience outclassing me. She leaned over, her smile menacing. “Is that all you got?”

      She pressed down before I grabbed her leg. A spike of my armor drilled up, digging into her foot. She wrenched her leg up, pulling me with it. I flung up before she snatched me with a single arm by the neck. Holding me up, she tilted her head at me. “Show me some of that tenacity Torix talked about.”

      She let me go before grabbing me again, shifting her grip from my neck to my helmet. Her hands bent metal before she jerked me into the ground. Cracks ebbed out from my impact, stone bending and breaking. A throttling echo bellowed out, a cloud of powdered rock covering us. She slung me out of the cloud, and she dashed forward. She kept pace with my tumbling.

      Smiling at me, she lifted an arm and crushed me back into the ground. I sputtered out blood before murmuring, “So this is training, huh?”

      She stood up, distaste spreading over her face. “Yeah, right.”

      She got off me, and I pushed myself up off the ground, my knees shaking a bit from the beating. She crossed her arms. “You’re tough. I’ll give you that.”

      I blew blood out of my nose, letting me breathe again. I glared at her. “Oh, why thank you so much for that. Really sweet of you to notice.”

      She ran back up, throwing another jab. She slowed down a lot, falling back into my perception. I ducked under her fist and turned on my feet, slicing a heavy hook into her side. My blow landed as if I slammed my hand into a brick wall. Despite the lack of give, my bones held firm, the magical bindings and armor strands giving me rigidity.

      Kessiah pursed her lips. “I felt that. Good.”

      As she spoke, she pulled her punch back, aiming to elbow my temple since I was beneath her arm. I shrugged my left shoulder, causing the elbow to slide over my head. Right behind her passing elbow, she snapped a right hand at my jaw. I lifted my head up, Kessiah’s right hand passing right beneath my eyes. Pulling my torso in a slight arc, I weaved around her left arm.

      I let my fist trail with me, my right hand building momentum before I smashed the heavy hook right into her cheek. My fist met another wall of stone. I winced, my arm creaking from my hit’s rebound. Kessiah existed as a moving diamond, harder than steel and unyielding as hate. Despite that, my bones didn’t break. Attacking remained an option.

      She sped back up, her punches blurring. Four strikes landed against my sides and stomach, each hit breaking ribs. Unable to defend myself, I shot out another slicing hook at her face. My metal gauntlets squealed on contact, my poor hand bending on her face. She let me hit her, so I smashed another right hand at her. Kessiah laughed as I took a step back after my own punch.

      She got under my skin with that one, so I gritted my teeth and lunged back at her. This time she kicked at my legs. Reading her move, I shot out a palm toward her leg. My hand pushed her foot so that it slammed into the ground, stone shattering under her strike. Low to the ground, I lunged forward and created an arc with my arm’s trajectory over my head. I let the swing veer wide, feinting the punch toward her face. She pulled her chin back, her easy smile comfortable while the wind of my strike tussled her hair.

      Tucking the overhand in, I changed the hit’s angle. The centrifugal force increased. More inertia built in the strike as it slammed into her stomach. Yet again, my fist met a wall of stone. This time, bones broke in my hand. My pinky knuckle snapped along with something in my wrist. I grimaced as Kessiah shot backward. She hopped on her feet.

      “You know what? It’s actually been a long time since I had someone actually try to fight me up close. It’s so refreshing.”

      I bolted toward her again. This wasn’t the time to stop. In my mind, she fell back for a reason. Whenever I reached her, she rolled her eyes. “All right, little man, fun’s over.”

      She moved her hands and legs faster than falling pianos. They carried the force of pianos, too, each collision ripping against me. I adjusted myself to her speed, however. Since dodging exceeded my capabilities, I angled my arms, shoulders, and face so that her strikes would slide off. I even bent my armor to maximize the effect.

      Three strikes veered off course, leaving me no worse for wear. Others landed. Two strikes throttled my face, my head whipping about. Keeping my focus, I tightened my arms against my core as several kicks, punches, and palms slid across me. Kessiah kept on attacking, her strikes growing in volume. My senses stretched as I pushed myself to deflect her blows. Every one of her attacks flowed into her next attack, giving me no time for rest or for a counter.

      These attacks kept crashing into my sides, shoulders, and helm. The metal of my armor screeched, sparks shooting off the edges of it. I kept some ground, only taking a few steps back after a minute or two. Kessiah’s eyes narrowed as a few more minutes passed, her assault unrelenting. At her current pace, I gained a sense of her timing. Random strikes and angles turned into patterns and monotony. The momentum of her attacks formed a rhythm, one I could latch onto.

      After finding her pace, I stopped reacting and started predicting instead. I let two kicks skid off my armor before leaning straight into her next punch. Sure of my punch’s timing, I tilted my head. Her fist shot past my face. The strike wove past me like a speeding car, both fast and heavy. Despite the enormous power, it slipped right by, and my hand crushed straight into her face.

      My fingers, my bones, even my poor skin split and tore and ruptured. The armor crinkled as the strike landed with a pristine display of force and skill. In the end, her face outdid my hand, and pain exploded throughout my arm. It hurt less than missing her would’ve, more out of pride than anything. I deflected the next kick in her combo before shooting another punch with my left hand directly at her face.

      The bones in my arm crunched as they had at the last punch. A kick from Kessiah landed straight into my stomach right after, keeling me over. She uppercut right into my chin, sending me flying backward. I rolled on the ground a few times before putting a hand on the ground. It crunched. I glared up at Kessiah, my ribs broken but my will strong. I jerked myself up with vigor. I stomped toward her.

      Kessiah stared at me. “You know, I never imagined Torix would take a pugilist as a disciple. Odd.”

      My vigor aside, I lifted my arms, the broken bones flopping about. I winced at them, and Kessiah rolled her eyes. “If you still want to fight like that, then be my guest.”

      My anger inspiring me, I bent my armor over my forearms into long struts. They reinforced the bones, letting me fight again. Kessiah went forward with another jab, but I caught the timing, my fist clapping against her chin. A small frown formed on her lips. She created two speeds of striking, one slow and one fast. This threw off my timing, and her blows rained in with the encompassing injury each hit entailed.

      Injuries mounted, but I pushed myself forward. Her superior weight and strength made Kessiah a puzzle, one worth solving. After an hour of us duking it out, I incorporated a few of her movements into my own style of fighting. She slid on her feet from one attack to the other, launching kicks, punches, knees, and elbows. I tried the same stylistic implementations, and they worked well.

      Her style squeezed from all angles with pressure, but it exhausted me. Unfortunately, Kessiah never neared fatigue. She fought without approaching her limits while I stretched my own. I leveled Deflection much faster than blocking arrows could. Other notifications sounded, but I ignored them, focused on the fight. Before I realized it, sweat dripped from between the joints of my armor. I heaved for breath as I struggled keeping up with her.

      Kicks and punches, once easy to deflect, snapped against me with ease. Weaving in attacks went from something I did every now and again to a rarity. In time, my retaliation’s shout turned into a whimper. In those exacting circumstances, I never stopped. My boosts in regeneration meant broken bones healed in minutes. Kessiah never relented in her assault, keeping it vicious and visceral.

      She laughed when she heard my bones break. She giggled when I slipped on my feet. One of her punches loosened a tooth, and she stared down at me.

      “You make for a fun punching bag, you know that?”

      My gaze turned hard as metal. I redoubled my efforts. I had to push, push, then push harder. The lack of life or death made me lazy. Not anymore. I clung to victory like a raft in the sea, that triumph my survival. My mind raced as every skill came into the picture. Scorn, Desperation, and Death’s Dance all came in like a sudden surge of strength. I pushed through the exhaustion, activating the Ferocity and Challenger skills.

      All the bonuses overlapped, enhancing my efforts. I left nothing on the table. I’d rip this Kessiah apart or die trying. When her strikes came toward me, I bent my armor to deflect her blows, reducing the movement required for dodging. The volume of my attacks increased tenfold as I freed up more of my movements for them.

      I countered her strikes whenever I could, landing multiple attacks in a row at times. I chained them while dodging. In response, she increased her pressure, normalizing my boosts. I no longer trained in this match. I fought with the aim of killing her. Kessiah laughed and sniggered at my struggling, enjoying the added difficulty.

      Her eyes opened wide as I hit them. Her lips smiled when I smashed them. She didn’t enjoy the pain; she enjoyed the challenge. I acted as a fighter who could stand against her. In my eyes, I existed as a fighter who’d outclass her.

      She jumped back. “It’s been so long since I met a real hand-to-hand fighter. They’re so rare now. People always want to use guns or magic.”

      I pounded my heels into the ground, sprinting toward her. Kessiah waved an arm in a wide circle. “You reminded me of just how rusty I’ve gotten.”

      I countered her next strike, then her next kick before she raised an eyebrow. “You must have learned striking before Schema did. Your style reminds me of brawling on the ships with other kids, so long ago.”

      Her movements grew more fluid. Her strikes took on better, varied angles. From predictable to chaotic, I struggled to deflect them now. Her smile hungered, and her fists bloodied. She no longer pressed back, her joy taking over. She laughed out, “You remind me of my brother Calyx. He and I would fight like this all the time.”

      My everything willed against her, my entire being honed in on this task. I fought with every piece of myself, grasping at any way of winning. Her own style reflected my own, turning primal. We sat there, my skill broaching new horizons while hers returned to its rightful place. She kept speeding up until her strikes exceeded my reaction times.

      The hits crunched my armor like crumpling aluminum foil in a child’s hands. Kessiah’s onslaught broke my bones like snapping sticks. I fell onto my knees after a few hits from them before coughing up blood. Kessiah stopped her kick right beside my face as she whined, “All right, Torix. Why did you stop me? I wasn’t going to kill him.”

      I gasped for air as Torix walked out of the darkness of a side cavern. He kept his hands locked behind himself.

      “Of course you wouldn’t, but there’s no need to break his pride…or his neck.”

      Kessiah sighed before laying her foot onto the ground. Kessiah spread her arms to Torix. “Hey, at least now I know why he’s caught your interest. Speaking of which—”

      Kessiah turned herself to me, sitting on her heels. She lifted my chin with her finger and said to me, “You’ve caught mine as well.”

      Barely breathing, I fell over to my side, fighting for air as my chest heaved. My stamina stayed at zero, below the minimum amount. After a minute of catching my breath, I sat up. My bones came back together, the arcane bonds reorienting into struts. This body of mine hated chaos, and it restored order in place of turmoil. That desire resulted in a vehement, feverous regeneration.

      Torix walked on stairs made of his dark mana toward us. He could’ve just floated, but the guy liked a dramatic entrance. Lifting a hand, he snapped his fingers, another unnecessary gesture. Our battle, bathed in my blood, cleaned up in a flash. Torix turned a hand to Kessiah.

      “I’d love to thank you for saving my disciple and his companion, but I don’t know if you truly have. After all, it would seem this training of yours is far more dangerous than the summons themselves.”

      Kessiah rolled her eyes. “You’re soft.”

      Torix’s eyes flared red. “And tearing down a prominent fighter, in his domain of expertise no less, isn’t? This does little for his confidence, I can assure you.”

      I muttered, “I’m fine.”

      Kessiah gestured to me. “See? The man himself said so.”

      Torix stared at her, both of them passing a tense silence. Torix hissed, “Fine.”

      Kessiah put a hand on the necromancer’s shoulder. “I knew you’d come around. Now, let’s talk about this ritual. When are we going to spill it into the little man’s guts?”

      Torix’s gaze turned toward me, then back toward Kessiah. “We may never.”

      Kessiah’s eyes turned to slits, and she gripped his shoulder. “Hah…here’s the thing. I don’t think I heard you right. That wasn’t the deal. You know I don’t like it when you try to remake our deals.”

      Torix pinched the bridge of his nose, peering off. “I understand, Kessiah, but this is a difficult ritual. It’s effects, we won’t know about them until far into the future. I’ve learned little about the inner workings behind it, and the boy, he’s not aware of the risk he’s undertaking. More than his life is on the line here. His sanity. His dignity. His Sentience. All of it could wither away.”

      Kessiah let her hand down. “Not my problem.”

      I stood up, pushing through my mental exhaustion. I rolled my shoulders. “It’s for your son, right?”

      Torix peered toward me, his eyes flaring bright. “Must you speak of every—”

      “Oh,” Kessiah cut in. Her eyes widened as she found a place to dig in. “So that’s what this is all about.”

      The remnant smiled wide, like a hyena finding prey. “This is going to be fun. Very, very fun.”
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      Torix peered at Kessiah, his gaze dark and menacing. “Are you certain you’re willing to garner enjoyment at my expense? I gave you knowledge of this place for your expertise, but if you are unwilling to help us,” Torix’s eyes flared dark, “I am more than willing to dismiss you.”

      Muscles in Kessiah’s neck rippled. “Hey now, you know that’s a bad idea. Calm down, and let’s talk.”

      Torix crossed his arms. “Of what, exactly?”

      Kessiah spoke to Torix while pointing at me. “Does he know about his friends?”

      I raised an eyebrow. “You mean Michael and Kelsey, right? What about them?”

      Kessiah propped her weight onto one leg, jutting a hip out. “Oh ho, this is too good. Go ahead and tell him, Torix.”

      The lich turned to her, his eyes flaring while clasping his hands around his robe. Torix said. “You’re detestable, you know that?”

      Kessiah put her hands on her hips. “Only when I’m dealing with you. Now tell him.”

      Curiosity spread over my face, and I waited on Torix. The necromancer turned toward me, and he coughed into a hand. “Ahem…well…I do have something to unveil to you. Of that, there is no doubt.”

      I tapped my side. “All right. Cool. What is it?”

      Torix took a breath. “I… There are factors I know of…and they may change this situation ever so slightly.”

      I crossed my arms. “Like what?”

      Torix raised his palms. “Hm… How to put this…”

      Kessiah glared at Torix. The remnant snapped, “Say it.”

      Torix reached out a hand. “Ah…your friends. I know where they are.”

      My eyes widened. “You do?”

      Torix sighed. “I… Yes.”

      I spread out my hands. “Are they safe?”

      Torix leaned back. “What? Of course they are. I needed them for collateral. At the time, that is.”

      Kessiah smiled at Torix, talking to him. “There’s the lizard man in you coming out. Cold. Emotionless. How’s that make you feel, Daniel? Used? Exploited? Maybe humiliated?”

      Torix gave me a look of apprehension, and the necromancer fiddled with his hands. Kessiah leaned forward, expecting some kind of outburst. Instead, I clenched my hands into fists while yelling, “Hell yes. They’re alive.” I swung my arm down, celebrating like I’d won a boxing match. “That’s what I’m talking about. All right.” I smiled at Torix. “Thank you.”

      Kessiah’s smile withered into a deep frown. No, more like a grimace. She blinked. “You’re not mad? Not even a little?”

      I grimaced back. “What? No. Of course not. Why would I be mad?”

      Kessiah’s arms flopped onto her side. “Oh, come on. Torix, your supposed ‘master’ and teacher, has known where your friends are, but he hid them from you so that he could run his experiments. On you. For his gain. Maddening, right?”

      I shrugged. “I mean, what was I supposed to expect? Hell, I’m grateful he kept them alive at all.”

      Torix pulled his shoulders back, standing taller. “Really? You’ve taken no offense?”

      I shook my head. “Nope. Not at all.”

      Torix froze for a second before putting his hands on his hips. “Hah. Well then, you heard him. He’s utterly fine with his current position. Of course he would be. I’ve treated him fairly. That being said, I don’t know if we really must follow through with this test of ours. There’s really no need for us to take on such a risk without due cause.”

      Kessiah turned to Torix. “Wait, you’re telling me you got cold feet? You of all people? The lizard man?”

      Torix raised his palms. “I’d never. I’m simply rethinking the pros and cons of the decision. I’d really rather not have to make another body.”

      Kessiah’s nose wrinkled in disgust. “I paid good money to warp here, and I’ll have to wait for you to warp me back, too. You’re telling me that after I came all this way, you’re just going to bail at the last minute? After I arrive?”

      Torix gestured to the runes. “There is still plenty to see here. Why wouldn’t you spend time studying all of this?”

      Kessiah spread out her hands. “I came all this way to see a tear in dimensions. By Schema, I’m going to find one, whether you want me to or not.”

      Torix rubbed his temples. “It’s just so unnecessary, and besides that, we need to destroy this place soon. Yawm of Flesh has arrived, and he’ll want these runes. I’d rather he not have them.”

      Kessiah fumed, “You’re going to destroy this place? I’m not even going to get to study the runes, huh?”

      I turned a palm to Torix while saying, “Whoa now, this is your last chance to see what your son’s final work was all about. Why are you throwing that away?”

      Torix raised his hands. “It’s simply not worth the risk.”

      Kessiah tilted her head at Torix, her posture changing. As if sniffing something out, Kessiah walked up and stated, “It looks to me like you found a replacement for Alfred.”

      Tension mounted as silence cloaked us. Torix’s words oozed from him like a thick poison. “What did you just accuse me of?”

      Kessiah stopped moving for a bit, but she pushed through and pointed a finger at Torix. “You heard me. You’re trying to replace Alfred.”

      Torix’s mana trembled over his frame. “No one, and I repeat, no one, will ever replace Alfred. Daniel is simply my disciple, and I don’t wish to throw his life away over nothing. It is that simple.”

      The quiet thickened until its presence suffocated us. Forcing myself through that palpable veil, I walked up and put a hand on Torix’s shoulder. “Hey, man…I want to thank you, but I’m fine with us running the ritual once.”

      Torix’s anger dampened somewhat. “You are? Would you mind explaining why, perhaps?”

      I lowered my hand and shrugged. “That was our deal. Disciple or not, I’m sticking with what I said I’d do.”

      Kessiah clapped her hands. “You heard him. Let’s get this show on the road.”

      Torix peered down at me. “I know we outlevel, but know that you shouldn’t feel forced to do this.”

      I cracked my neck. “I know. It’s my choice.”

      Torix gave me a slow nod. He murmured, “Hm…respectable. We’ll do as you wish.”

      Another silence lingered. Althea lifted a hand while saying, “So…uhm, hey, guys. I just wanted you to all know I’m here.”

      We all turned to her before Torix and I laughed a little. Kessiah turned toward the runes, and she pulled out dozens of multicolored mana crystals from her starry portal. Kessiah grumbled, “Guys, this isn’t going to happen if we don’t make it happen.”

      Torix pulled mana stones from his own storage, and the necromancer flicked them about. “Indeed. Daniel, go wait for us to finish. Althea, you may wish to leave BloodHollow in case the situation goes awry. I can’t guarantee your safety any other way.”

      Althea pointed a finger gun at Torix. “You got it, chief. I’ll head out before the ritual starts.”

      Once we finished talking, I sat down in the colosseum’s center and checked out a rain of notifications. They didn’t disappoint.

      
        
        Unique skill unlocked! | Requirement: Defeat a monster with less than 5% health remaining | Blitz, Ferocity, Desperation, Death’s Dance, and Scorn fuse into a single skill | Tireless Berserker | Half of points below one hundred in each skill are rewarded from skill fusion.

      

      

      
        
        Unique skill unlocked! | Requirement: Defeat a boss monster alone | Fuses Deflection, Calm, Patience, Countering, and Dominion of the Mind into a single skill | Tranquil Duelist | Half of points below one hundred in each skill are rewarded from skill fusion.

      

      

      
        
        Mythical skill unlocked! Fuses the three unique skills, Lumbering Brute, Savage Berserker, and Tranquil Duelist into a single skill | Boundless Storm | Half of points below one hundred in each skill are rewarded from skill fusion.

      

      

      I lifted my hands, having another little celebration to myself. An absolute rain of free skill points came crashing down. The absolute explosion resulted from creating and fusing multiple skills. All this time, I developed all these skills for my fighting style, working them together. Whether by accident or not, challenging myself pulled them all together. The rewards proved palpable in turn.

      
        
        Boundless Storm | Level 1 - When you battle, you are a force to be reckoned with. You are a boundless storm. This skill improves hand-to-hand combat, reaction times, deflection, countering, and your overall ability when at low health. It also augments control of emotion and the stats they augment. Effects increase with skill level.

      

      

      It even carried a different color compared with normal skills. Chills ran up my spine just thinking of using the skill. It culminated with the other unique skills I gained, giving me over four hundred treepoints from the fight. In fact, with all my skill points saved up over the past few weeks plus this fusion, I owned 521 skillpoints, enough for Obliterator. I funneled points into the tree and gawked at its glory.

      
        
        In the waste of your wake, you may expunge entire planets like a plague. You may also become a plague for monsters, for beasts of other worlds. What they conquer, you may reap. When they strive, you shall end.

      

      

      
        
        +1 attribute points per 5 levels. Effect is retroactive for all levels before 100.

      

      

      
        
        | Note - Total increase is +3 attribute points per 5 levels | Example - In ten levels, you will gain sixteen points instead of ten.

      

      

      
        
        In your path, many will stand beyond you. They will lurk in shadows, wishing for your demise, for the shadow you cast is long and wide. They live in it, inevitably drench themselves in it. That shade is a wake of nothing, a path of annihilation, a desolate land.

      

      

      
        
        And you leave it by breath alone, for you are an obliterator.

      

      

      
        
        +100% experience gained from riftkeepers and unknowns.

      

      

      
        
        +1 attribute points per 5 levels. Effect is retroactive for all levels before 100.

      

      

      
        
        | Note - Total increase is +4 attribute points per 5 levels | Example - In ten levels, you will gain eighteen points instead of ten.

      

      

      I smiled at my screen, the attribute points pouring in. Crossing my fingers, I hoped it was enough for charisma. I put six points into luck, reaching the level thirty I needed for the leveling perk. My armor’s charisma reduction meant twenty-eight points filed in before I hit thirty.

      Anyway, I had six other points, so I put them into endurance. I waved my fingers while selecting the perks from there.

      
        
        [Miraculous (Luck 25 or more) - Your luck is incredible. 1/10th of luck added to Charisma. Circumstances will more likely guide you toward your goals. Sometimes, you’ll ask just the right questions, learn just what you need to know, and do just what you need to during a crisis.]

      

      

      
        
        [Opportunity Untold (Luck 30 or more) - Your luck is unexplainable. Gives additional money found, odds in your favor, and chance of rare event for every level gained. Every point in luck gives an additional three points in mana, health, and stamina. Another 1/10th of your luck is added to charisma. You gain one revival after death. Use it wisely.]

      

      

      
        
        [Well-Worded (Charisma 10 or more) - Your charisma is good. Doubles haggling ability.]

      

      

      
        
        [Convincing (Charisma 15 or more) - Your charisma is admirable. Doubles persuasiveness.]

      

      

      
        
        [Charming (Charisma 20 or more) - Your charisma is amazing. Doubles likability. Charisma lets you open up more in conversation, making you more genuine and authentic.]

      

      

      
        
        [Compelling (Charisma 25 or more) - Your charisma is incredible. Your words have weight to them, making others think of what you’ve said after you’ve spoken them. Your voice and tone when speaking grows easier to listen to from additional points of charisma.]

      

      

      
        
        [Undeniable (Charisma 30 or more) - Your presence is a power all to itself. Doubles the growth and effects of speech-related skills. Gives additional likeability, persuasion, haggling, and charm per level. Doubles mana consumption.]

      

      

      I selected the perks, using all my leftover dungeon cores before I basked in the shining sun that was a power spike. For a while, I stagnated, trying to grind out all these stats and perks. I preferred going out and exploring. With leveling back on the menu, I aimed to partake in its grandeur.

      I peered at my hands; nothing really changed about me. I raised my brow, kind of disappointed by the lack of sensation from the change. Luck and charisma carried subtler effects than strength or willpower, but maybe they’d manifest in time. Even thinking to myself, I enjoyed my thoughts more. It was a pleasant hum in my head now.

      Heh, that made me sound crazy, didn’t it?

      Maybe I was. Regardless, I justified those thoughts with my new charisma. I affected myself with my newfound, better voice. Taking a moment, I opened my screens and inspected the impacts.

      
        
        Daniel Hillside, The Harbinger of Cataclysm | Character Screen

      

      

      
        
        Health - 3,095/3,095 | Health Regen - 600/min | Stamina - 1,269/1,269 | Stamina Regeneration - 32/sec | Damage Resistance - 97% | Mental Resistance - 97% | Physical Power - (+)353% | Damage Increase - 5%  | Evolution: 1.56 Million/16.00 Million

      

      

      
        
        Aura - Oppression | Current Damage: (8,000 + 25% of your health)/minute within a 150ft radius.

      

      

      
        
        Level 105 | Attribute Menu

      

      

      
        
        Strength [30] | Constitution [36.3] | Endurance [60] | Dexterity [30] | Willpower [33] | Intelligence [30.5] | Charisma [35.2] | Luck [30] | Perception [30]

      

      

      All these bonuses culminated in a massive increase to my effective fighting power. Even better, leveling came back into the picture. Extra stats and abilities gushed in from each level-up, and the extra attributes guaranteed smooth progression from here on out. Peering at my next few trees, I inspected their effects.

      
        
        [II Vicious (Beat an enemy 40 levels higher than you in combat lasting over an hour, Death’s Dance, Scorn, and Desperation over level 25)(0/50)]

      

      

      
        
        [III Fighter (Kill an enemy 40 levels over you)(0/50)]

      

      

      
        
        [Genesis of Potential (Be the first of your species to clear an extreme priority dungeon, to clear 15 total dungeons, and to create a mythical skill)(0/1000)]

      

      

      I selected Genesis of Potential. The bonuses from Obliterator outdid every other tree outside of the Determinator line, which I wasn’t supposed to have access to, anyways. Besides that, the large trees gave me enormous, life-changing bonuses. The incremental gains from small trees may add up, but they never gave me something similar to Obliterator.

      I had eleven points left, and I piled them into Genesis of Potential. Of course, I gained nothing from it yet. With that handled, I glanced back up from my status screen. It was like re-entering the world. Torix and Kessiah already left, both of them casting different spells for remodeling the fractured rock. All the spears, collisions, and fighting resulted in a litany of scars tracing stone around us.

      Over the last few minutes of me reading over my status updates, the two of them already filled in almost every missing glyph. They stared at status screens for that purpose, screenshots from Torix and recreation spells assisting their efforts. Despite their conflicting natures, the two worked together like the gears of a machine. They spoke little and gestured less, glances being more than enough most of the time.

      Each one of them filled in the gaps for each other. Torix’s attention to detail let him smooth over the lightning-quick yet reasonable quality from Kessiah’s incantations. The succinct and smooth coordination told a story about how long they knew each other. They avoided each other for so long, yet after meeting back up, they picked right back where they left off. It was like nothing ever happened.

      I hoped the same for my friends and me.

      When I stood up, Kessiah turned to me and said with a sinister smile, “You look different. What changed?”

      I shrugged as I said, “I finished a tree.”

      Torix turned to me. “Ah yes, trees. It has been quite some time since I’ve unlocked one, and my skill points have piled up because of it. What tree is it, if you don’t mind my asking?”

      I peered at my status. “It’s Genesis of Potential now. I was working on Obliterator.”

      Torix moved his hand over the rock. “Never heard of it.”

      Kessiah tapped her side. “Obliterator, huh?”

      I rolled my shoulders. “Yeah, I maxed out my leveling perks just now. I’ve finally gotten to where you guys are at. The slow grind.”

      Torix stuck out a hand, formed a dark sphere, and stepped on it. “It’s less that we’re losing in levels and more so we’re focusing our efforts on skills rather than levels. It’s a different focal point of progression within Schema’s system, though no less important than levels themselves.”

      Kessiah gave me a strange look before running up and leaping toward me. “That’s what Mister Low Level over there says. Levels are power, especially for people who tri-spec.” She turned to Torix. “You’d know if you had the balls for it.”

      Torix floated over. “Just as you know how to fight at full force for more than fifteen minutes. Despite that, I haven’t seen that take place in decades. Besides, why should I fight when I can just summon armies to do it for me?”

      Kessiah rolled her eyes. “Really now? Hey, Daniel. You wanna know why Torix over here didn’t spec into perception?”

      Torix waved his arms. “I hardly think telling him that is necessary—”

      Kessiah pretended to hold a book. “When your perception gets so high, you don’t have to read anymore. You can just look at a book and absorb the knowledge on the pages. Sorting that knowledge is all you have to do. This bag of bones here likes reading, so he didn’t spec into perception. Psh, talk about efficiency.”

      Torix stammered, “I-I needed the charisma for leading armies.”

      Kessiah gestured at the walls. “Yeah, but these runes are well outside your grasp, aren’t they? I never understood that reluctance for investing in perception.”

      I weighed my hands back and forth. “Eh, I think I understand why he did it.”

      Torix’s eyes flared. “Do you really? Explain.”

      I raised a hand. “It’s like putting cheat codes in games. They make playing the game so easy, it becomes pointless. Where’s the enjoyment in that? To conquer, and the journey of doing so, is over half the fun.”

      Torix raised his hands. “Now, I wish for you to take note, Kessiah. A being under twenty years of age can understand why I acted as I have, yet a remnant I’ve known for decades can’t?” He slapped his side. “Kessiah, your ignorance is truly something to marvel at. ’Tis a miracle. Have you been awarded for it yet?”

      Kessiah reached beside me and brushed him off with her hand. “Uh huh, and who has the higher level again? That’s right, me.” She flexed an arm, blowing it a kiss. “And don’t you forget it.” She leaned onto my shoulder, crossing her arms. “Besides all that, I can’t believe how damn well this ritual was made. Without those previous scans, I’d never be able to remake these runes.”

      Torix sneered, “It is quite unfortunate, but I am at a loss as well. These are simply beyond me.”

      I peered at the images. “They’re bizarre, but it makes sense why. There are layers of talent here. Here, there’s a precise and delicately carved incantation, created by two prodigies, each masters of different magics. The more I look at it, the more I know it’s more than just a simple spell.”

      I gave Torix a knowing look. “This is Alfred’s legacy, the son of an archlich.”

      Torix replied with his chest puffed and his hands on his hips, “But of course. My son was a master sorcerer trapped by a powerful Ruhl. Do you see the armor that Daniel wears? Disciple, show Kessiah what it does, and tell her Alfred’s story as we finish.”

      And I told the tale, embroidering Alfred’s heroic sacrifice. In all honesty, doing so took almost no effort. I mean, the guy tore his soul apart to stop an evil hivemind. That’s the stuff of legends, or in my case, where mine started.

      Heh, at least I hoped so.

      Regardless, Althea listened as I talked. Torix formed several fluffy, dark energy chairs for us to move around in. The transport eased the talk, making it casual and easy. By the time I finished telling Kessiah the story about the armor, Kessiah leaned over the edge of her seat. The remnant said, “Torix, you’ve been holding out on me. Why didn’t you mention all of this?”

      Torix worked with diligence. “It wasn’t necessary, and Daniel can recite the story better than I can.”

      Kessiah smirked at Torix. She sneered, “Hell, I might’ve showed up on time if I’d heard about all this.”

      Torix stopped for a second. “You didn’t show up on time when I needed your help finding my son. Why would I mention his death when you didn’t care while he lived?”

      Althea and I winced as a painful, awkward tension passed over the group. Kessiah glanced over at a rock. “Ahh, yeah…about that… Sorry.”

      Torix sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose. “It wouldn’t have mattered. Finding Alfred inside a dungeon that’s transported…it would have been impossible. Just…just help me with this ritual, and I won’t mention it again.”

      Kessiah smiled, more reserved than before. “Yeah, sounds good. I won’t let you down. Not again, at least.”

      The remnant and lich shared an obvious history, but I kept my curiosity at bay. Asking right now would be pouring gas on fire, and I didn’t want to get burned. Torix pulled out his massive book from under his robe. He turned to me.

      “It’s time to tear apart dimensions.”

      Kessiah clapped her hands. “Yes, yes, YES. Now we’re talking. Let’s get this show on the road.”

      A nervous spike panged in my chest. I raised my hands. “Okay, so what am I supposed to do exactly? Contain the energy here, right?”

      Torix interlocked his hands behind himself. “Indeed. If the ritual works as you stated, a colossal tear will form, and interdimensional energy will spill from it. You will be tasked with handling it.”

      I gave a nod. “All right, then. I got this.”

      Kessiah leaned toward me, sensing my agitation. She raised a brow. “You’ve seen what’s over there, right?”

      My eyes stared into a memory. “Yeah, it’s darkness. An abyss. A bottomless pit of something dark and sinister.” I let out a shiver. “I don’t know what to say except it’s bad news.”

      She pointed at me with a smile. “Oh, so it’s crazy and bizarre and completely corrupted. Are you sure about exposing yourself to it?”

      Thinking back, the Determinator tree immunized me from external corruption, as the tree put it. If I had to guess, Baldag-Ruhl put that tree in place for me so that the hivemind could avoid degenerating. Baldag-Ruhl may have even intended on using this ritual more than once as well. Unable to tell, I shrugged.

      “Yeah, I am. I’ll be all right.”

      Kessiah threw her hands up. “Could you be any more boring if you tried?”

      I cracked my neck, metal on metal ringing out. “That depends on what you mean by boring.”

      Kessiah walked off, channeling mana from her crystal storage into the various clawed goblets made for the mana pools. Torix mirrored her, their sorcery and abilities far exceeding Baldag-Ruhl’s raw might. As they worked, Kessiah tried her luck with another jab at me.

      “I figured I’d tell yah, but Torix and I, we’ve been trying to get the eldritch to work with us for a long, long time. If we coexisted with them, there’d be no need for all this dungeon fighting.” Kessiah turned a hand to Althea. “You see her? She’s actually damn close to coexistence. You all know what happens when Althea doesn’t get some help, though. It’s ugly.”

      Althea peered away from Kessiah while balling up a fist. Kessiah crossed her arms at Althea. “Yeah, yeah, feel bad all you want. That’s called reality, honey. It’s knocking on your door.”

      I raised my brow. “I was just thinking you weren’t exactly fun to look at Kessiah. Maybe reality’s knocking on your door, too.”

      Althea laughed while Kessiah stared at her fingernails. “Oof, you’ve obviously not had a mirror lately.”

      A twinge of anger slid up my chest, but I ignored her. Kessiah let her hand down. “Point is, Torix and I already talked about it. Your help is why Althea’s stable. That means you’re the most stable fusion of eldritch and sentient that I’ve ever seen.”

      Torix chimed in, “To add to Kessiah’s point, I’ve never seen anything like it as well. Unlike with most attempts at melding with the eldritch, it isn’t assimilating you. The opposite is true; you are assimilating it. In time, you may be the key to bridging the gap between sentients and the eldritch.”

      Althea peered at them both. “Aren’t you guys over the eldritch by now? You’re both so strong, so I don’t know. I thought you’d both not have to worry about them anymore.”

      Torix shook his head. “I wish it were so simple.”

      Kessiah’s eyes narrowed. “You want to know why Schema hates remnants so much?”

      Althea shrugged. “I really do, for what that’s worth.”

      Kessiah opened her arms wide. “Schema says it’s because of the genetic modification. You’d have to be an idiotic to think that. There’s lots of theories, like Schema hates his creators. It could be bad blood from our civil war. Maybe even faulty coding while we made Schema. I think the real reason is that we’re immortal.”

      I leaned back. “Why would Schema hate immortals? Wouldn’t he want super-strong sentients flying all around the galaxy?”

      Torix raised a finger toward the ceiling. “Indeed Schema would. What he does not like, however, is investing large amounts of resources into people who do not continuously deliver.”

      Torix made a circle with his hands, containing a mass of mana for the ritual. He struggled out, “You see, after a few decades of killing monsters, the task grows tiring. By now, neither Kessiah nor I want to keep visiting fringe worlds to destroy giant monster after giant monster. It gets quite dull.”

      Torix threw his hands out, dark mana oozing into runes. I raised an eyebrow. “What? That sounds pretty fun.”

      Kessiah scoffed. “Oh, it is when you’re on a planet like Earth, where every monster is weak. On fringe worlds, monsters exceed level one thousand. Even five thousand. They’re so strong, present, and battle hardened that just surviving is difficult. Trust me, it’s not a walk in the park.”

      Torix spread out his hands, staring at a wall. “And besides the difficulty involved, who wants to spend an eternity fighting monsters? You lose the spirit for it after a time. I agree with Kessiah’s judgment. Schema outlawed genetic modification to stop immortality. That AI wishes to maximize the monster killing of his investments. Fresh, young, and naive levelers are the best for that. That and classers, but that’s a different story altogether.”

      Kessiah crossed her arms and legs, leaning against a wall. Her black boots clanked together, and she grimaced. “Schema’s all for helping you when you’re killing the eldritch, but the moment you stop, it looks at you like you’re just wasted resources. All the levels, attributes, power-ups, they all cost Schema something. What? If I knew that I wouldn’t be here. I’d be in my own private world, sipping a fine drink. Maybe a good-looking hunk or two at my side.” Her voice hardened. “That’s a dream until we find a way to actually stop the eldritch. Until then, we’ll just fight until we die. If we ever stop fighting, then we end up unknown, a ball of experience for any bounty hunter out there.”

      Kessiah raised her hands over her head. “Agh. How in the hell am I supposed to find a new home after Schema stole our home world? He even made his whole domain my enemy.” She snapped her hand into a wall, crags of stone falling from it. Kessiah seethed, “It’s not fair. It’s just not.”

      During her tirade, veins pulsed up the side of her neck. Her face grew brighter as blood pulsed in. Despite a palpable aura of anger, Althea laid a hand on Kessiah’s shoulder and murmured, “It’s all right. Things don’t stay bad forever. You never know when something might change.”

      Kessiah glared at Althea, the remnant’s eyes piercing and bitter. That anger melted before Kessiah sighed. The remnant rested her cheek on a hand. “Yeah, sorry. The subject hits close to home. Or, well, a lack of home, I suppose.” Kessiah’s eyes narrowed. “You’re cute, you know that?”

      Althea blushed before Torix rolled his fire eyes. The lich spoke to me. “Aimless, shallow flirtation aside, you and Althea may hold the key for stopping all this brutish nonsense. Who knows? We may even be able to live with the Old Ones with how readily Daniel’s armor eats their energy.”

      Kessiah jeered, “All right, yeah. Sure. How about we take this one step at a time?”

      Torix raised a palm. “Of course, of course. One can dream, though.”

      I furrowed my brow. “Eh, I don’t know about that. Those Old Ones can turn a sleeping dream into a living nightmare.”

      Kessiah punched a fist into her other hand. “Then let’s make you into a nightmare for them…or at least one for the eldritch. Can the eldritch or the Old Ones even dream?”

      Althea closed her eyes. “The eldritch’s dreams are like peaceful mornings. All the chaos is still during those moments. It’s like returning home to somewhere safer and heavenly.”

      Torix slammed his hands together, sending a shockwave through the room. Althea and Kessiah floated away from the center of the colosseum while Torix stated, “We can talk about that later. Yawm will be here soon. He will be a problematic nuisance should he inspect these runes. We need to finish this ritual and destroy this place before he gets here.”

      Kessiah smirked. “Hah ha. Let’s get this going.”

      Torix’s mana channeled through him. “Now, Daniel, I shall control the tear in dimensions, and your aim shall be to absorb any leftover energy that oozes out. It’s to protect us, and perhaps your armor shall feed upon it. Should you feel that you’re overloading in energy, then simply signal so. If that is the case, find your most powerful memory. Use that to anchor yourself.” He gave me a stare like steel. “Are you ready?”

      I snapped my fists together. “Yup.”

      “Kessiah will offer up her mana. Althea, it’s time for you to leave.”

      Althea gave Torix a tiny salute before hopping away without making a noise. A living shadow, she disappeared like one. I slapped the sides of my helmet, psyching myself up. I growled once or twice before shouting, “Come on, Daniel! Let’s do this. Let’s do this.”

      Torix tilted his head. “Primitive, but potent. And now, it begins.”

      The light in his book glowed a blinding blue, like an eruption as waves of coursing mana poured from Kessiah and him both. Their manas intertwined, one a dark, adumbral stream and the other a darkened orange plume. The flowing energy hissed like a lit fuse, and it carried more energy than dynamite.

      The mana’s trembling, humming form pulsated across the entire room while Torix weaved the power from numerous gems in his robes. The mana squealed like water drenching molten metal. The aura alone stole my breath. It pressed down on all sides, my body and mind withstanding the pressure with struggle.

      The runes around us glowed once more, the room awash with white-and-blue light. No sphere formed around me this time. Instead, all the mana poured into a blue sphere beside me. Oscillating with violence, the mana formed a perfect sphere condensing into a single point of light. All the sound and air in the room flowed toward that one point.

      For a moment, there was unearthly silence as the world wanted to end. All was still and empty and hollow.

      That peace shattered as a calamitous detonation of sound rumbled across the room. The shockwave coursed over us in an all-consuming wave. Torix opened his tome, and spheres formed over the three of us, protecting us from the pulse. Right beside me, a tiny point appeared. The point expanded, revealing a black rip the size of a pen. Torix’s arms shook as he roared, “It’s true. They found a space between dimensions. Wondrous. Incredible.”

      I blinked my eyes shut before hitting myself in the forehead. The little bit of pain let me get myself ramped up. The tear opened wider, becoming the size of a basketball. I reached out my hands around it, the endless void oozing out. That energy channeled into the armor without any problems. I turned, giving Torix a thumbs-up. I shouted, “Is this good enough?”

      Torix nodded. “It is. My son was a genius beyond equal.”

      I stared at the portal leading to a foreign place. It growled out into my mind, an infection of anger and rage and hatred. It stammered out in agony, a hollowed space wishing for fullness. It echoed as a throttling hunger, but the null’s screams ripped through me as pain. Every instinct within me howled to run away, to avoid this calamity with all my might. I ignored them.

      Torix closed his hands, and the tear shrunk in my vision. Torix’s arms trembled, his fire eyes flickering in the wind. The lich growled before stammering, “W-what kind of energy—”

      The tear engorged, breaking reality. Unlucky despite the earlier perks, that break in space-time reached me, plunging my arm out into the waiting abyss. My armor rippled all over my skin, feasting on the incoming energy like a ravenous hyena tearing at a carcass. My armor flowed deeper into the void, pulling me with it. I pressed my heels into the stone, pushing myself away.

      Torix shouted over the heavy hum of the dark portal, “Stop smiling! This is serious.”

      No smile plastered on my face. It spawned on my armor. I shivered and poured a cold sweat, the insidious energy seeping through my bones and flesh. Being so near the portal made every cell in my body scream. I wanted to scream, to shout, to howl out in fear. I pressed my heels into the stone floor beneath me. A few seconds passed before the rock caved under me, my feet sinking into stone.

      I thundered, “It’s pulling me in.”

      Torix’s eyes flared red, and he reached out a hand. Another forcefield snapped in place between the tear and myself. The armor slid into the portal, pulling at my bones. I smashed into Torix’s barrier, my bones creaking under the strain. The sheer force of the pull exceeded my own strength. Even if I outdid its power, the ground beneath me didn’t. Nothing to stand on, cracks popped over Torix’s barrier. I roared, “There’s something… It’s melting my arm.”

      I sunk another foot deeper, my arm and leg within the abyss. From within the portal, my limbs numbed from a sinking cold. It coursed in, flooding deep like a liquid malevolence, something that should not be. My body feared it. My mind trembled at it. It sent primordial terror through me like a child scared of the dark.

      This was something insidious and sinister, something that couldn’t be named, that shouldn’t be named. My flesh and bones warped under its presence, unable to contain it. The arcane bonds turned to utter chaos. All semblance of order ripped as my arm within the portal turned bulbous. Skin split. Bones tore. My body turned inside out.

      And yet it didn’t hurt.

      I panicked. This was what I imagined what being Baldag-Ruhl’s shell would feel like. I focused on what Torix said, to use my most powerful memory. I remembered how much I hated Baldag-Ruhl. I remembered the disgust of watching him drip fluids and talk of using my soul as a shell. I remembered the violation, the repulsion, even my anger. Then I remembered my mother and how I couldn’t recall her face, only the warmth she left behind.

      With a force of will like a living tempest, I rose. But I was no mere tempest. I swallowed them whole and spit them out over mountains. I fired back at the malevolent presence. I gritted my teeth. I clenched my fists. Instead of forcing it out, I commanded it to obey. I demanded the presence to submit. The tide turned as the war of wills shifted to my side. This wasn’t my first battle against an invasive force. It wouldn’t be my last.

      More of the cold sunk in, but my arm reverted to normal. My armor stopped pulling me into the portal. The cold turned to fire. A liquid lava coursing through my veins. It throttled through as a cleansing fire, like pulling a knife from my stomach. The acidic, fiery rush sank into every ounce of my body as I converted the entropy into order. I conquered this energy with my will.

      After an eternity of sitting within the portal and the energy, my entire body turned new. Like a freshly healed wound, I sensitized. The entire world thrummed out with vibrant hues and intense sensations. It was like I entered a new body. Kessiah shouted, “We need to close it. I can’t keep doing this. It’s going to kill me.”

      Torix roared, “I can’t control the ritual.” He peered down and murmured, “I’m sorry.”

      The armor atop my face peeled back, revealing my face. My skin grayed and the armor melted into my flesh, becoming a foundation of my body. The tendrils in my flesh melted straight into my bones. The metal molded into my mind. Its hunger became my hunger. Its brutality became my brutality.

      The coursing tide of energy slowed, reaching a balancing point. The portal no longer pulled me in. I moved my arm in it, no longer trembling in fear. It warmed me, a new home. It drenched out and filled into my lungs like a warm haze. I breathed it out, and a mist of this strange energy poured out.

      I stared long into that abyss. It stared back into me.

      As I destroyed the monsters eating me, I became a monster. I became more, an eater of monsters, an eater of eldritch. Something that may eat both the old and the new. Torix’s eyes flared white. “How are you doing that?”

      I gripped both my hands on the portal while saying, “I don’t know, but I didn’t tell you?”

      I pulled the portal shut, the rupture in dimensions clashing closed. I stated like stone, “I will be no monster, for I feast on them.”

      I fell backward, leaning back into the ritual’s center. Torix paced toward me, and Kessiah fell down, vomiting onto the floor. She wiped up the smeared food on her face before jeering, “That’s the last time I help you, Torix. That’s it.”

      Torix reached me, casting an analysis spell over me. After checking my vitals, he let his hands flop on his sides. “What is going on? You’re…fine. If anything, you’re unchanged. What just happened?”

      I let out a deep breath, and I pulled my hand up. The armor no longer shifted like clay. It flowed like water. I grasped my hand into a fist. “Heh. I think my armor just got an upgrade.”
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            The End of an Era

          

        

      

    

    
      I stood up, my armor stabbing into the ground to help me up. I willed it into spines over my back and chest, and it did so without resistance. Holding them there, they no longer snapped back. I urged a grin from the helmet, and it listened to my command. Retracting my adjustments, I closed my eyes and searched for anything else.

      I found something, a presence in the back of my mind. Within and around it, an eerie sensation snarled in the back of my mind, a hunger both liquid and palpable. It seized me, starvation, bloodthirst, all ending consumption roared out. I snapped back to my senses, that primordial being entrenched in my mind. It no longer rested on me. It rested within, an extension of who I was.

      And who I would be.

      I turned toward Torix. “Yeah, the armor’s just, I don’t know, stronger?”

      Torix widened one eye and narrowed the other. “Is there any differences within your system updates, perhaps?”

      I opened my status, and no changes showed themselves. I raised my hands. “Uhm, just step back for a bit.”

      Kessiah and Torix did, and I activated Oppression. It no longer snapped on like before. It crept out, the aura alive and thriving. I furrowed my brow, able to adjust it some. I looked down at myself, the armor more organic and less plated. This was me now. I thought fear would race up my spine at that or maybe disgust. I stepped away from humanity at that moment.

      And I liked it. No, I loved it.

      The joy sprung from deep in my chest. It overflowed, a smile forming over my face. Torix’s fire eyes narrowed. “Are you all right, Daniel?”

      I met his gaze, cool and easy. “Absolutely. Better than fine.”

      The lich leaned back. “If you say so.” Torix gestured at the walls. “Then it’s time we leave this place. I’ve seen with my own eyes what my son’s work has spawned, and I’m satisfied. I believe we need to destroy what remains.”

      Kessiah pushed herself up on quivering knees. “You…you did record the runes, right?”

      Torix nodded, and Kessiah let out a gasp. “All right. Let’s get rid of this mess.”

      Torix tilted his head at her. “I thought you were so eager to open the rip in dimensions? What happened to your gung-ho display of enthusiasm.”

      Looking hungover, Kessiah dragged her hands down her face. “Oh, shut up already.”

      Torix cackled, walking toward the edge of the stadium. As he did, he formed a walkway from his mana once more. Once up a step, he turned to me. “Are you coming, disciple?”

      I jogged forward. “Of course.” I ran up the steps, finding myself gazing down at BloodHollow’s center. Stuck in place, I peered at it for the last time.

      The runes, ancient and old, carried their archaic power from the ritual, still ebbing with energy. Minions of Torix, most of them denizens of the cave, carried mana thread across the cavern’s edge. This place, it left a bad taste in my mouth. Baldag-Ruhl’s hissing, my first fight with the bat and bears here, even the stomach-sinking loneliness, it all piled up in that moment.

      But so did the good times.

      The victories here. The laughing with Torix and Althea. The moments of absolute peace. They meant something to me. Since Schema’s system arrived, I made more friends than I’d ever had, Michael and Kelsey were still alive, and I owned power that I earned. Maybe not all on my own, but for the most part, yeah. And it was mine. It wasn’t chained to someone else. It was the first thing I could call my own.

      Owning something like that felt good.

      This place both stood as my biggest obstacle and greatest ally to this new life of mine. I put a hand on a wall covered in strange etchings. Hitting it with my fist, I gave it a begrudging nod of respect. It was time. I turned to Torix, and my eyes watered a bit. Torix spread out his hands.

      “What’s going on with you?”

      I grinned. “Man, hell if I know. Let’s get out of this place.” I murmured, “It’s about damn time I leave for good.”

      We all three walked out, and as we did, Torix kept the glowing thread of mana connected to his finger. He sent many minions down various corridors. They held dozens of these crystals. While leaving, Torix gestured at the walls.

      “This is for destroying evidence. The mana in the crystals is volatile, and they will detonate with a trigger. I used them extensively before this.”

      With that mystery cleared, we left BloodHollow for the last time. I checked my status screen again. Oddly enough, I gained no levels or ambient mana for my armor. I didn’t even gain any skills like I thought I would. Feeling the armor across my skin, it writhed under my instruction, the living metal terrifying yet awe-inspiring at the same time. It was more than enough.

      Stepping from the place for one last time, we approached the Sentinel. He stayed a tall, standing figure beside Schema’s doorway into this place. Knowing I could, I checked out his status.

      
        
        Sentinel of Monolith | Lvl 5,000 - A Sentinel sent by Schema to guard a volatile rift for a planet newly assimilated by Schema. They carry dimensional slicers that can cleave apart dimensions, their armor is unbreakable, and their minds are infallible. They are protectors of the most dangerous rifts, and they serve only Schema.

      

        

      
        [Fighting one is death.]

      

      

      Giving the guy my regards, I raised a hand. “Good luck, Sentinel. Just so you know, some guy named Yawm’s coming here. You may want to bail.”

      The Sentinel stated, “I may. Goodbye. Please, never come back.”

      What a heartfelt goodbye, but I never intended on seeing him again. Anyway, we stared at BloodHollow through the magical doorways of Schema’s dungeon. Torix raised his hand with the thread. His eyes flared red, and he whispered to himself, “Goodbye, Alfred.”

      Torix pulled, and the entire dungeon quaked. A cacophony of detonations roared in, and Torix spawned a forcefield over the Sentinel. The dust plume rose in the distance of the cavern, bats tumbling and howling in the pyroclastic flow. This heated dust cloud slammed into our shielding, roaring past us along with deafening blasts.

      When Torix pulled his shielding down, he turned away without a second glance. I stared at the tumbled boulders, stunned by the lich’s strength. I followed the necromancer and remnant as they stepped out into the world, the green turf soft and inviting on our feet. Althea walked out from one of the trees framing the view in BloodHollow’s exterior.

      She smiled at us, a sunset hitting her just right. My heart skipped a beat before I scoffed at myself. She and I? Yeah right. We met up before all of us sat down, having a meal under glowing oranges and flowing purples of a day’s closing. Torix and Kessiah gazed at the sight. The necromancer murmured, “Hm, perhaps this dirtball isn’t as bad as I thought.”

      Kessiah nodded. “Maybe so.”

      We stared for a while, just enjoying the view. After a few minutes, the silence stretched out into a long, awkward pause. I peered around, wondering why no one else said anything. I snapped my fingers. “Hey, you guys awake?”

      No one replied. I turned my head around, finding nothing moving at all. The sun in the distance stood still. I blinked at it, my thoughts racing in my head. I tapped Torix’s side. “You all right? Anyone?”

      I stood up, grabbing the sides of my head. Time froze in place outside of me, and I couldn’t explain it. A surging panic thundered up my chest. I took heaving breaths. I’d be alone again, just like in BloodHollow. The presence in the back of my mind reminded me otherwise.

      But so did something else.

      A void, spawning from something far beyond the stars, cracked into space. From within the dark portal, a single eye opened. Something from the other side gripped my arms, pulling me inside. As I slid into the depths of darkness, a voice louder than time and stronger than planets quaked into my ears.

      “Come, Harbinger.”
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            Etorhma, Eater of Worlds

          

        

      

    

    
      I ripped through the portal, everything around me blacker than coal. Schema’s HUD disappeared, and its presence dampened to nothing. Menu screens ceased opening. My health and stamina bars disappeared. The general structure Schema offered split from me. Amid a maelstrom at sea, I spiraled in confusion.

      My only anchors amidst the primal chaos latched onto me as two firm, formless tendrils. They pulled me through this unending ocean. After minutes of being dragged, I swooped through the cloud. Space changed. Ahead of me, a floating eyeball with two limbs floated in space. Literal space. Surrounding me, asteroids hovered in every direction, planets and stars floating in the distance.

      They existed in pristine clarity. Countless galaxies floated in the distance, even their tiniest lights visible. No atmosphere stood in my way, and my enhanced eyes took it all in. It left me unable to move or breathe, the vastness both haunting and beautiful. I gawked at it, frozen in that moment for a few seconds or an eternity. In that place, I couldn’t tell the difference.

      Frozen in place, I stayed inanimate. The voice from before radiated out with a quake through time.

      “I understand you are curious, little one. Time does not exist here as it does where you came from. This is to your benefit; this vast void would kill you otherwise. I learned this from other summoned mortals. They did not fare so well without this precaution.”

      After he spoke, I moved again. Without gravity, I only looked around. After a moment, my eyes met the basketball-size eye. The two arms shifted in an awkward, unrealistic way. Their forms carried no tangibility, yet holding me, their strength proved unknowable and unbreakable. Pulling against one, they resisted and yielded at the same time, as if these lingering shades were memories of what they once were.

      Describing that place required more than words. The whole place made me feel…off, unsettled, but most of all, I was insignificant. I tread into a domain that I’d never equal in my life, and whether by luck or misfortune, something pulled me here.

      I narrowed my eyes at the basketball-size eye. “What are you?”

      Its voice pulsed through space and time alike. “I am Etorhma.”

      I trembled at the voice, but the tiny creature lacked impact. I frowned at it. “I thought you’d be bigger.”

      The voice shook my bones as it spoke. “Glance upward.”

      I peered where my up currently was, and my whole perspective changed. Up was now forward, and Etorhma lounged in the distance. Larger than a moon, Etorhma floated like a behemoth in space. Imagine a white mountain that took up your entire view. Now imagine it had split into several large chunks, with a reddish glow ebbing from between the crevices. As you looked deeper into the cracks, a fleshy, red skin led toward the unseeable center.

      All these cracks converged toward a base below it, shrinking until they converged into a ball with a thousand limbs sticking from it. The reddish flesh slowly changed to a purple hue on these limbs, which were basically a dozen jointed fingers. The ends of these things blended into the black space behind them. They shivered in my sight, my brain struggling to comprehend them.

      My sanity tread upon that fine line, my ignorance a blessing. I glanced back and forth before saying, “Uhm…it’s good to meet you?”

      “You as well, Harbinger. I’ve summoned you. You would like to know why, would you not?”

      I blinked, shocked by his normal way of speaking. Etorhma, being an Old One, carried stories of his madness across space, according to Torix’s books, at least. I believed Etorhma would be abominable, an endless evil that destroyed planets. His name said as much. What I met here sounded less terrifying than that. If anything, its demeanor acted as an invitation.

      That comfort scared me.

      I blinked, and I fumbled out, “Uh…yeah. Y-you read my mind.”

      “I did not. I respect the privacy of thought that your dimension has. It’s an interesting rule to work around. It is time, or a semblance of it, to discuss why I called you here.”

      The light between the mountain’s breaks brightened as Etorhma spoke. “There’s something I need you to do. That extension of you, it has changed. It may now devour many permanent, unyielding objects, even concepts and ideas. Despite the impossibility of it, that armor has even eaten parts of myself, though infinitesimally small.”

      I gulped before murmuring, “You mean…through Althea?”

      “Yes. What a quaint name for what she is. This Althea is close to the center of this mess I’m sending you to clean up. As you may imagine, you are not the first I’ve called here. You will not be the last. Many of those I’ve touched roam your universe. One of them you know, Yawm of Flesh.”

      My eyes widened, Yawm sounding worse by the minute. One of the multi-jointed limbs jerked before Etorhma let out a thunderous whisper.

      “He was a loyal servant of mine. He lost sight of sanity long ago, I’m afraid. He believes in an unholy union of the old and the new. That thing you know as Althea was his creation. He found one of my other Avatars. Yawm killed him and used me to create Althea thereafter. In the end, you are much closer to what he is trying to create than anything he made. That hivemind that made you was talented, to be sure.”

      Baldag-Ruhl’s reputation kept spiraling upward. Etorhma ebbed. “Yawm of Flesh will bend you, if you allow him to.”

      I frowned. “Yeah, I’m not letting that happen.”

      “Good. You do not share his twisted vision. Yawm wishes for your kind to be melded with mine. He wishes for a new flesh, one that is neither old nor new. What he creates will rupture the fabric of all that exists. Even I and those like me will be torn asunder. You will stop Yawm for me. You will devour him.”

      I sputtered. “I mean, I can try. But you said the fabric of everything? You can’t honestly have put this on my plate. There’s got to be better candidates out there.”

      The unknowable being let out the lightest chuckle, and my entire being quivered out in fear. Etorhma echoed, “Do not fret, for there is time, at least in your dimension. I am merely informing you of what you’ve been tasked with. I would interfere, but that is…difficult for me. While I am beyond your dimension, its limits still capture me when I choose to dabble there. My tools turn to mush and muck and ash.”

      My deep frown turned into a deeper grimace as Etorhma continued, “It is innate in you, however. Destroy Yawm and the others who believe in his ideology. Hunt down their fragments once he has perished. Decimate all that he stood for. You are the Harbinger of Cataclysm, a sign of what is to come. As Harbinger, you are the only one who knows how to stop the ensuing cataclysm that Yawm shall bring.”

      Both inspired and confused, I listened as Etorhma rumbled, “Stop the cataclysm you omen. Show them the might of your mettle and the wrath of your will. Obliterate until they are but pieces of oblivion, a memory for only those left living after their ends.”

      I tapped the edges of my legs with my hands. “That’s uhhh…a lot of pressure. You sure there isn’t some other dude who’s willing to do all this?”

      “There are many who are willing. There are none who are able. Besides for you. Rise or fall. The fabric of time depends on it.”

      Thoughts tumbled in my head like food in a blender, and I mirrored a blender as I spoke. Mush came out. “All right. It doesn’t look like I have much of a choice.”

      I blinked at myself. What the hell was I even saying?

      Etorhma resounded, “What a fragile concept choice is. Despite the vast power I wield, you have far more freedom than I in this matter. Your choice will decide whether we will retain existence or something new will come to replace us. Be ready, Harbinger.”

      Everything went black for a fraction of a second before my eyes popped open. Torix, Kessiah, and Althea were beside me. Not a second passed during my journey into Etorhma’s domain, yet my bones ached and my mind throbbed. Sweat dripped off me, and my entire body shivered. The three here turned to me, and Althea frowned. “Are…are you all right?”

      I tried lifting my arm, but it refused my command. I mumbled, “I… Well, maybe not.”

      Torix’s fire eyes narrowed. “Your entire bearing has changed. Sweating. Shivering. Even your mind is a jumbled mess. Tell us what just happened.”

      Feeling returned, and I moved a finger. Relief passed over me, and I murmured, “I think I just met Etorhma.”

      Kessiah leaned over, her eyes narrowed. “You’re sure about that, little man?”

      I narrowed my eyes at her, unable to move my head yet. “You tell me. I have no clue.”

      Althea chimed in, “Something happened to you. You stepped off this plane and onto another one. It was a blip at most, but you’re not wrong about it.”

      My fingers and legs moved in slow motion. “Man…Etorhma can control time.”

      Kessiah gasped. “You…you actually met Etorhma?”

      I rubbed my temples, trying to massage out a headache. “Uh, yeah, and I’ll be honest, he isn’t even that bad a guy. Or a girl. He’s more a thing, really.”

      Althea stammered, “W-what did he sound like?”

      I tried remembering the events hazy and jumbled, “Like…like he was talking to my entire life instead of just me. He spoke through me, but I heard the echoes.”

      Torix’s eyes flared red. “Why would Etorhma contact you?”

      My face wrinkled. “To kill Yawm.”

      Torix raised a hand to his chin. “Really now. That means Yawm is associated with Etorhma on a personal level. Is there anything that was said about their history?”

      I rested my face in my hands. “Uh, my head…I think they mentioned Yawm taking one of Etorhma’s Avatars out or something.”

      The three silenced. As my entire being settled back into this plane, I let out a deep breath. Feeling back in ship shape, I frowned at everyone. Kessiah and Torix peered down. Althea peered at them with concern. Torix’s eyes flamed a pure white, and Kessiah’s breathing became uncomposed.

      Kessiah scratched the back of her head. “All right, I’m done. Get me out of here, Torix. Now.”

      A jagged edge slid into her last few words, her demeanor turning desperate. Torix raised his hands. They shook as he spoke.

      “Now, this isn’t… This doesn’t mean we can’t escape.”

      I raised a brow. “Escape? I thought you guys wanted to kill Yawm? That’s what you made it sound like.”

      Kessiah and Torix stared at me like I killed their families. Kessiah’s brow furrowed. “Gah, this world is so backwater.”

      Torix pinched the bridge of his nose. “Daniel…Avatars of Old Ones are some of the most powerful, defiant presences within all of Schema-owned space. They define eras. They decide epochs. We are not their equal in any way. If Yawm has managed to kill one—”

      Kessiah snapped, “We don’t stand any chance of killing him. None. Nada. Zilch. We’re going to die. Your entire planet is doomed. It’s over.” Kessiah stood up, her fear infectious. She pointed into the distance. “Now, Torix, get me the hell out of here. We had a deal.”

      I sat up and snapped, “What the hell happened to you guys and your big talk earlier today? We took Althea. You guys just ripped open dimensions, too. You honestly think Yawm is just going to stop chasing us? I don’t think so.”

      Torix stood and placed his hands on my shoulders. “The situation has changed. We’re no longer in a position to fight Yawm. He’s beyond us.” He lowered his hands. “Kessiah, I’ll begin the warping ritual immediately, as I promised.”

      I pointed at my chest. “What about finding my friends, huh? Let me know where they are, at least.”

      Torix raised a finger toward Kessiah. “Let me handle this situation, then I shall handle our arrangement.”

      Kessiah propped her weight on one hip, displeased but not outright livid. Torix raised an arm, spawning a portal. A deathknight walked out. Torix gestured to it. “Take Daniel to projects forty and forty-one. Ensure my disciple uses a safe route outside of the town nearby. I don’t wish for any accidents.”

      I leaned back. “You’re not coming with me?”

      Torix scoffed. “Me? Why would I come with you?”

      A nervousness crawled up my spine at the thought of meeting my friends alone. I scratched the back of my head, peering off. “Er, you’re my master, right? I just thought you’d want to get to know them.”

      Torix crossed his arms. “Hm…How to say this. You see, I’ve been keeping an eye on them for well over a week now. You’re more than welcome to meet with them, and I wouldn’t dream of stopping you, either. That being said, they aren’t ready to see someone like me or Kessiah. They will panic at the sight of us.”

      I furrowed my brow. “I mean, maybe at first, but they’ll warm up to you guys. Michael let me go on family trips, and Kelsey’s family even paid for my lunch. They’ve been good friends, and I’d like them to meet you guys.”

      Kessiah smirked at me. “You honestly think that a bunch of green, backwater savages will be fine with us?”

      I scowled at her. “Yeah. I do.”

      Kessiah jeered, “You’ve got a lot to learn, kid.”

      Anger flooded in. I muttered, “So do you. About me and where I come from.”

      Kessiah blinked before her cynicism waned. Pity spread over her face as she said, “Oh, you’re serious.”

      I shouted, “Damn right I am!”

      Kessiah and Torix turned to each other, each of them saying a lot with a look. Not being a part of the conversation, I spread my hands out wide. “What is it? Got something to say?”

      Torix raised a hand. “I think it would serve you better to go alone.”

      I snapped, “If that’s how you guys want it, then all right.”

      Althea tapped my shoulder, and I glared at her. I grunted, “What?”

      She made herself small. “Uhm…can I come with you?”

      My animosity tapered off. “Oh… Really?”

      She grabbed her hands behind herself. “Yeah, sure. I want to see this place. It’s Earth, right? It looks pretty lush with life.”

      My eyes widened and my brows rose. “Well, er, thank you.”

      Torix sighed before shaking his head. “Do as you wish. Please, at least introduce yourself before showing them any extraterrestrials. Your friends may be less welcoming with Althea than you’d imagine.”

      Remembering how someone shot me, I recoiled. I peered away. “Yeah, okay, I can do that. It’s to keep her safe.”

      Torix waved a hand. “Speaking of safety, I’ll have a shadow elemental follow you both. It will assist with your secrecy, and it shall give each of you time to escape should one of Yawm’s summons find you.”

      Surprised at his goodwill, I nodded. “Thanks.”

      Torix’s eyes brightened. “You are my disciple, after all. It does me well to keep you alive. Good luck to each of you.” Torix flashed his grimoire, casting a spell in an instant. A muffling aura spread over Althea and me before Torix murmured, “That shall silence you both. It shall wear off within an hour, but that should be enough time to arrive at your friend’s residence.”

      Torix turned to Kessiah. “Now, about this warping. I’ll need somewhere with a lot of stone, preferably somewhere with soft rock like marble. That is the easiest place for the required carving.”

      Feeling a bit bad about my outburst, I raised a hand. “Guys, I know where I place like that is. Come on, let me show you.”

      Kessiah frowned. “I thought you had to find your friends?”

      I shook my hands. “That can wait. I know Torix is keeping them safe, anyways.”

      Torix swung out an arm while tilting his head. “Then show us the way.”

      Our resident necromancer cast silencing magic over us all, and we crossed through the forest surrounding Springfield. Before nightfall, we got a view of Springfield, the leaves changing color with the coming of autumn coming soon. Trees in the distance, especially close to the city’s center, shifted color early. Reds, oranges, but especially yellows crisscrossed those towering spires near the heart of the town.

      As we passed, I pointed out a few herbs and other species along the way, selling Springfield a bit to them.

      I grew up here, after all.

      Passing toward the opposite side of the small town, we kept our distance from other people. Given how Yawm hunted for Althea, we wanted no witnesses of us passing if at all possible. Having loose ends would’ve made a complicated trip even more so, but worrying about it proved pointless. Few, if any, people littered the town’s outskirts. It left me a little confused but more concerned than anything.

      People still roamed around in chaos, no group having formed or rallied here. Even worse still, the shambling, robed summons of Yawm roamed the countryside at random. We avoided them for now, but the sheer presence our enemy cast left a sinking feeling in my chest. That worry rested in my stomach like an anchor ready to pull me through the ground.

      But it wasn’t all bad. Far out of the townscape, people found refuge in random houses dotting the countryside. Campfires popped out here or there, the endless green hills draped in night. Those bonfires signaled people were alive, and I took solace in that. We avoided their paths, crossing creeks and tearing unturned turf. An hour later, we neared the abandoned quarry. It rested far from the city, having been left after the turn of the century.

      Burrowed into the side of Mt. Verner, the quarry’s white marble glistened in the moonlight. Large slabs of unharvested marble laid out, reflecting some of the sunset. The orange clay dried out from the lack of rain. Trees bordered the entire expanse, caging the sky in at the bottom of the pit. At its base, the last few patches of harvested rock made a tiny cave.

      It was like a hideout. That’s probably why Kelsey, Michael, and I had hung out here sometimes. Kelsey drove us here a few times since she had a license while Michael and I didn’t. I smiled at the familiar place, graffiti of all kinds covering the nearby shacks and blocks of marble. We weren’t the only kids visiting this place, the quarry being a hangout for many.

      When we reached the inside of the quarry, I leaped into the bottom the pit. My feet sunk deep into the clay as I landed, squatting down. I spread my arms to Torix. “This should be perfect, right?”

      Torix hovered down, inspecting the slabs. “Why, I do believe so. This is better than what I’d hoped for. You’ve done well.”

      Althea hopped down with high leaps, her steps making almost no sound. Even the dull hum of nearby cicadas overwhelmed her landings. As a burst of wind pressed from all sides, I grinned at Torix. “We’ll leave you both to it, then.”

      Torix reached out, snapping several torch stands into existence. He sparked bluefires into them, making this place lit and homier. Kessiah lifted her hands. “Gah, I’m tired. Going to bed.”

      Kessiah pulled a glass sphere from her pocket, a ring of metal surrounding the device. She fiddled with it before a white sphere wrapped around her. I gawked at technology, but I silenced my curiosity. I had waited on finding my friends long enough. I waved at Torix’s deathknight. “All right. Let’s go.”

      Heading out, Torix gave us one last round of silencing magic. Althea never needed it, her traveling and movement both flawless and graceful. I trudged through the dirt with heavy stomps by comparison, so I appreciated the cover of quieting magic. Into the night we ran, traversing more greenery and underbrush. Half an hour passed as Althea and I crossed empty roads.

      Smothered by empty cars, the metal-covered wasteland ran beside many empty houses, each a husk of its old self. This left cicadas and grasshoppers dominating the soundscape instead of the highways. Despite the desolation, the stars shining brighter than I’d ever seen them glow. Staring up at the sky, I breathed in a deep gulp of air. It tasted better, the lack of smog and light unveiling our planet’s beauty. It also came with a creeping loneliness.

      One I aimed to end soon. We approached where Michael and Kelsey hid themselves, the both of them embedded within a log cabin out in the woods. No light leaked out, but a few fires and oil lamps lit the house’s insides. The two-story building showed no signs of decay, maintained by the humans within it. From the garage, the light smell of gas drifted into the wind. Peering from afar, I found gas kegs lined up along with a muddy, battered Jeep.

      I grinned. They used an offroad vehicle and siphoned the gas out of other cars to make their way around. They hunted, too, a butchered deer hanging upside down on meat hooks in the garage. Its blood drained into a bowl. Outside the garage, Michael’s family owned a garden, one with new patches of tilled soil for winter vegetables. They even dried food rations for later.

      Althea whispered, “Why are they hanging an animal like that? It’s going to attract eldritch.”

      I murmured, “The blood makes the meat taste worse, and hanging it makes the meat more tender.”

      Althea furrowed her brow. “That’s not worth the risk.”

      I frowned at the cabin. “Maybe not anymore, but they don’t know that. Not before I tell them.”

      I stood up, ready to walk up to the cabin. Althea put her hand on my shoulder. “Remember what Torix said? You’re going to get attacked if you walk in like this.”

      I facepalmed, embarrassed by my impulsivity. I took a breath. “Yeah, thanks for the reminder. Almost messed up there. We’ll wait for the right time. I don’t want to mess this up.”

      Althea nodded, and we walked toward a cove to rest. Even out in the open without cover, I remained comfortable. The elements no longer bothered me. By comparison, Althea shivered, so I took a few minutes building a shelter for her. I piled dead wood in a circle, staggered the large branches, then piled pine straw and leaves over the crisscrossing twigs. The entire time, Althea helped and asked what each plant was, how it got here, and what happened to it.

      We spent a few hours explaining all of that, and it kind of surprised me how little Althea knew about, well, everything. It reminded me where she came from: a lab with only concrete walls and surgery tables to keep her company. Remembering that gave me more appreciation over my own situation. Despite the trails, I at least got to see the open world. Althea hadn’t.

      Protecting us from that open world, I got the shelter fixed up to a decent standard. It protected us from the wind while we both laid out in the darkness. Painfully aware of her presence, I couldn’t fall asleep beside Althea. Her breathing kept me awake, along with other, ahem…thoughts. Trying to get some sleep, I paced outside and fell asleep after a few minutes.

      As I laid out under the open sky, Althea’s voice whispered to me, “Uhm…am I making you uncomfortable? You can have the shelter if you want it.”

      My eyes popped open before I raised my hands at our hut. “Wait…what? I was asleep.”

      She murmured, “I was wondering why you’re out there instead of in here.”

      I lied, “I prefer sleeping under the stars.”

      An edge of disappointment leaked into her voice. “Okay. I get that. So, for me, it just feels safer when you’re in here. That’s all. Sorry for waking you.”

      Althea knew nothing about Earth, so she might assume the worst. I mentioned bears and wolves before, creatures she familiarized herself with via dungeons. Those stories painted a grimmer picture than our actual reality showed. Knowing I caused this, I crawled back into our hut. I flopped down. “Feel better now?”

      I couldn’t see her face, but her voice lightened some. “Heh. Yeah. Thanks.”

      I turned to my side and closed my eyes. Half asleep, I murmured, “No problem.”

      Thinking I’d be unable to sleep, minutes passed before I fell into that familiar abyss. My eyes snapped open. Daylight leaked into our hut as I woke up. Althea nestled under a bunch of leaves on the other side of the enclosure. I snuck out, watching out for dry, cracking branches that might wake her. After sneaking away, I spied on the log cabin again.

      Activity swarmed in the inside of Michael’s home, people active, voices laughing, and everyone having fun. I wanted to run in and say hello, but I waited for Althea to wake up first. A long and boring hour later, Althea did. She rubbed her eyes while muttering, “Gah, it’s so early. Why is the light attacking me?”

      I gazed at the enclosure, my eyes razor sharp. “You didn’t sleep well?”

      Althea peered up. “I did, considering we’re on the ground. It’s better than the cave in BloodHollow.” She got beside me, and she squinted at the cabin. “What are you waiting for?”

      I sighed. “I’ll go in after the hunters leave. I heard them talking about it earlier.”

      Althea turned to me, her brow raised. “Oh, you’re using your head this time?”

      I lifted my hands up in mock surprise. “I know, I know. Stunning.”

      Althea let out a laugh before we waited. A few minutes later, a group of people I didn’t know walked out of the house. They held their rifles in hand, carrying large bags on their shoulders and knives on their sides. After packing up into a Jeep, they headed out. Without that group of gunners able to kill me, no more obstacles stood in my way. It was time to head out and meet my friends. Having someone to talk to would make this so much easier.

      Looking forward to that, I willed myself to stand, but my legs stayed where they were. I looked down at them, surprised my hands shook a little. I blinked, squeezing them into fists. I gritted my teeth, ashamed of my fear. Doubts raced in my mind. What if they hated me now? What if they changed and we were no longer friends?

      Those fears grounded themselves in nothing, yet they surged under my skin like maggots in a corpse. I leaned my head onto a hand, disappointed in myself. I mean, I faced death and smiled. Why was seeing my friends this damn hard? I fought a sinking feeling rising in my chest. I breathed faster, my frustration mounting by the second.

      Althea whispered, “Daniel. Er, what are you doing?”

      I muttered, “Getting ready.”

      We stayed there for a few minutes. Althea frowned at me. “You’re afraid, aren’t you?”

      I scowled at her. “How would you know?”

      She raised a brow. “Oh, come on. Your hands are shaking. I can hear your heart beating like a drum in your chest. It’s obvious.”

      I grabbed the sides of my head. “Oh, man, maybe it’s better if I just leave. They’re doing fine without me.”

      Althea smacked my shoulder, and I turned to her. She chided, “I’m not coming out this far just so that you can back down right here and now. Go be the brave idiot who likes to fight all the time, okay? If not for you, then for me. I want to meet some people. Geez.”

      I stared at her, stunned by the outburst. I gave her a nod. “All right, all right. I’ll go get it done.”

      I stood up, and Althea gave me a pat. Her hand landed heavy on my back, and I used the momentum to slide down the hill. I passed through the front yard, my metal boots clanking on the concrete driveway. They banged louder than I thought they would, and after a few claps, a voice sounded from within the home. I sprinted back toward Althea, tearing the yard’s grass apart. Getting beside her, Althea frowned at me.

      “What was that? Not exactly brave.”

      I frowned. “Just shut up and watch.”

      Michael stuck his head out of the house. Scars traced his pale cheeks, neck, and arms. His brown hair matted onto his head, his face sinking in since the culling. In general, the guy leaned down a lot since I last saw him. He glared around, his eyes hard. Michael shouted, “Who’s out there? Come out.” He pulled the rest of himself out.

      He hobbled together several beast shells over his shoulders, back, and chest, lacing them together with rope. A potion stayed on his right side, several knives across his chest in leather satchels. Even stranger than the makeshift armor, a visor covered one of his eyes. It came from a dungeon, its worth exceeding everything else he owned. Rifle in hand, Michael yelled, “Hands where I can see them.”

      I shouted so he could hear me, “Hey, man. It’s me. Daniel.”

      Michael’s eyes widened, and his jaw slackened. He stammered, “W-which Daniel?”

      “Daniel Hillside. You know, your friend.”
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      Michael’s eyes widened. “Wait a minute…Daniel. The actual Daniel Hillside?”

      I dragged my hand down my face. “Who else has my terrible last name? Huh?”

      Michael leaned back. “Your dad, I guess.”

      I peeked my head over the hill. “Point is, I don’t want to get shot at. Can you put the rifle away?”

      Michael held it tight before his eyes narrowed. “Okay…I’ll do it, but I’m not putting it too far from me. It’s been dangerous lately.” He set the gun down onto the side of the house. “There. Happy?”

      I shouted, “Yes. One last thing, Michael—I look totally different, so, you know, be ready for that.”

      Michael rolled his eyes. “Bro, you’ve always been ugly. A few scars and a scrape or two isn’t going to change that.”

      Althea’s eyes narrowed. “Wow. He’s supposed to be your friend?”

      I waved her concern off. “He just knows me.” I yelled, “I’m coming out!” I stood up and jogged down the hill. As I came into Michael’s view, I spread my arms wide with my helmet pulled off. “It’s good to see you.”

      Michael’s face wrinkled up in disgust while he raised arms. He almost peered away while jeering, “Gah, what in the hell happened to you?”

      I let my arms flop against my sides. “I wasn’t expecting that kind of a reaction. Do I look that bad?”

      Michael winced. “Kind of. You got metal all over you, but it doesn’t look like platemail. I-Is that a disease or something? Did a monster get you?”

      I sighed. “Technically, yes, but oh man, it’s a long story. There’s so much to tell you and Kelsey.”

      Michael gave me a sidelong look. “Yeah. Same here. But just so you know, if you’re looking for a handout like usual, you’re not getting one. We don’t have food to spare.”

      Not expecting a verbal jab, I rolled with the punches. I spread out my hands. “Come on, man, I found you guys despite the literal apocalypse. I’m not exactly struggling for food.”

      Michael took a step toward his gun. “How did you find us, anyway?”

      His standoff approach to me set off alarm bells, but I kept it together. I planned out an excuse before coming here, so I turned a palm to him and said, “I talked to some people in town. They mentioned you guys being here. It sucks what happened to Kelsey’s house, by the way.”

      Michael’s eyes widened before his shoulders slumped. His face contorted before he took a breath. He looked exhausted as he put his hands on his hips. “Okay. That’s good enough for me. We’ll talk out here. I don’t think my family’s going to want to let you inside either way.”

      My left eye twitched. “Why not? Am I that scary to look at?”

      Michael rolled his eyes. “Dude, yes. Besides that, I still don’t know if you are who you say you are. It isn’t like I can’t see your status.”

      Panic surged in me for a second as I recalled what Stacy and David’s appraisal mentioned about me. I waved my hands. “Hey, man, if you need more proof, I got proof. Your family enjoys camping. You’ve taken me to Prier’s Creek, the Evergreen Ravine, and Red Mountain. We’ve never been to Mt. Verner, at least I haven’t been.”

      I counted on my fingers. “Your friends with Kelsey and me. You got grades like mine, in the C’s. You liked Kelsey when we were younger—”

      Michael raised his hands, his face blushing. “Okay, okay, shut the hell up. Damn, dude.”

      I grinned. “See, it’s me.”

      Michael shook his head. “Okay, it’s you, but let’s still talk out by the garage. It’s less intrusive there. Some people are still…you know, jumpy after the tutorial.”

      I frowned but accepted the reasoning. Michael opened the screen door. “I’ll get Kelsey. Wait here.”

      I gave him a thumbs-up as he left. When he shouldered his rifle, a chill ran up my spine. I shook off that feeling as he went into the house. Michael hadn’t shot me. Some random dude did. After taking a breath, a notification popped up in my vision.

      
        
        Althea Tolstoy | Level 164 | Unknown - Friend request received.

        Y/N?

      

      

      I tilted my head at the message before selecting yes. Althea gained an enormous amount of levels from those summons of Yawm. It made her worries about safety last night sound absurd. Either way, I intended on catching up to her soon. Another system notice cropped up.

      
        
        Althea Tolstoy | Level 164 | Unknown - That guy’s a jerk.

      

      

      I replied with just a thought.

      
        
        Daniel Hillside, The Harbinger of Cataclysm | Level 105 | Unknown - What? No, he’s not.

      

      

      
        
        Althea Tolstoy | Level 164 | Unknown - Why’d he mention the handout thing, then? Or not letting you in the house?

      

      

      
        
        Daniel Hillside, The Harbinger of Cataclysm | Level 105 | Unknown - The handout thing was because they used to do a lot for me. Kelsey’s family chipped in here or there, and Michael’s did, too. They probably thought I needed help, so they’re trying to look after their own right now. The house thing, er, I don’t know what to say. Maybe he’s scared I’ll break something?

      

      

      
        
        Althea Tolstoy | Level 164 | Unknown - If you ask me, he’s giving off some bad vibes.

      

      

      I stared down at my status, frowning at her message. I shook my head.

      
        
        Daniel Hillside, The Harbinger of Cataclysm | Level 105 | Unknown -  It’s going to be fine. I’ve just changed a lot, and they’re struggling right now. They’ll warm up in a bit. You’ll see.

      

      

      
        
        Althea Tolstoy | Level 164 | Unknown - If…if you say so.

      

      

      After waiting outside for a few minutes, Michael opened the garage door. I stayed a couple feet away from the garage entrance, finding Kelsey behind him. Her red hair frazzled into curly tangles, and freckles dotted her face like they always had. Like Michael, Kelsey thinned down some, but the transition weighed on her more.

      Her skin had paled since the system started, eyebags forming on her face. Clumps of dirt and bits of food embedded into her shirt, and I worried about that. Kelsey always kept her clothes and person in pristine condition. She enjoyed girly stuff, to my and Michael’s chagrin at times. The worst sign showed from her bloodshot eyes. She’d been crying. Concern spread over me, and I stepped over to her.

      Michael raised a palm as I did, so I stopped. Awkward silence passed over us, and Kelsey stared off at nothing. Breaking the ice, I spread my hands. “Yo, Kelsey. What’s up?”

      She murmured, “Nothing.”

      I leaned back. “Y-you look a little worn down.”

      She blinked in slow motion before saying, “I’m adjusting.”

      Her tone carried a deep edge of hurt in it. Michael kept his eyes on her, his stare intense. Michael’s emotions coursed over his face in waves. One second, pain roared over his face like he lost someone near and dear to him. In another second, Michael’s fatigue overwhelmed him, and his expression numbed, all passion leaving him.

      They were in a sorrier state than I’d thought they’d be. Kelsey peered up, her eyes hollow. “What happened to you?”

      I shook my head. “I got armor now. What happened to you guys?”

      I tilted my head, trying to get a better look at her. Kelsey cringed back, and Michael held a hand out. “Come on, man, stop staring.”

      I stepped into the garage. “Sorry, man, it’s just obvious something bad happen—”

      Kelsey hissed, “Don’t get any closer.”

      At this point, their attitude pissed me off. I turned my hands to them. “What? Are you guys scared of me? Or am I just that disgusting?”

      Michael frowned. “I’m not scared of you, man. I…I just don’t know how to handle the situation right now. Kelsey…she’s been through a lot, and I don’t think she can take anymore right now.”

      I put a hand on my chest. “Okay, but what do I have to do with that?”

      Kelsey grimaced. “Everything.”

      I peered at a hollowed-out shell of Kelsey. Her demeanor was distressing, to say the least. I cut her some slack before I spread out my hands. “Kelsey, I’m sorry you lost your home, but you’ve got someone to stay with, you know? It could be worse.”

      She simmered. “I doubt that.”

      Taken aback, I gawked at her. Kelsey acted like the life of the party in most situations, the certified firestarter of our little group. Her throwing a bunch of cold water over everyone wasn’t like her at all. In fact, a cloud of gloom smothered her and everything around her. Kelsey churned out her next words.

      “So…where have you been all this time? Three mystery marks, huh? You must have been out ‘leveling’ up?”

      I facepalmed. That’s what this was. They thought I abandoned them. I smiled while spreading both my hands. “Oh, so that’s what this is all about. I can explain. You know how I was out there caving with Michael before the system started?”

      Kelsey gnarled out, “Yeah. We already know about it.”

      Michael winced as she spoke. He put a hand over her shoulders, and he whispered, “Kelsey, just calm down.”

      Something simmered right under Kelsey’s uncomposed surface. She bordered on flaring at any moment like a grenade with its pin pulled. I raised my palms to her, and I said, “So when the system started, I didn’t spawn in some tutorial. I was stuck in a dungeon called BloodHollow for the first few weeks.”

      Kelsey tilted her head. “And you expect us to believe that? No one else spawned in a dungeon. Why did you?”

      I tapped my chest plate, a seedling of anger spawning in my chest. “Kelsey. Look at me. Do you think I just had this happen at random? I can’t take this off.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, okay. Sure.”

      I stood up straight. “Here’s proof.”

      I let the armor slide over my face and then back again. The metal coursed onto my back again while I tilted my head. “There you go. This is just a part of me now, and I’m dealing with it, kind of like how you guys are dealing with the system changes like me. Now look, I know you’re both struggling, but that doesn’t mean you have the right to just tear into me before I even have time to explain myself.”

      She pointed at me and shouted, “What is there to explain? You were gone when we needed you, and now you show up after everything’s settled down. Everybody died while you were off killing monsters.”

      Michael put a hand over his face. “Oh god, Kelsey. Don’t—”

      Kelsey shoved him before she threw her hands out at me. She howled, “Now you just want our damn help like always. That’s all you ever did was ask for help.”

      I narrowed my eyes, my anger turning cold. “I never asked for anything because I did just fine back then. In fact, I’m doing just fine right now. You know, besides getting screamed at for no apparent reason.”

      She let her hands flop on her sides. “Yeah, that’s just great for you, then. I’m so glad you’re doing well.”

      I turned to Michael before saying, “Why is she throwing a tantrum like this?”

      Kelsey stammered, “Tantrum…Tantrum? They’re all dead. All of them.”

      I raised a brow. “What do you mean everyone?”

      She snarled, “My family. Who else?”

      A rush of thoughts poured into my mind. A dousing of empathy oozed in, but more than anything, a coldness permeated my mind. I already lost my father from the system and my mother before that, so maybe that’s why pity didn’t overcome me. I frowned at her, my composure remaining firm.

      “I lost my dad, too. It’s been hard for everyone.”

      Kelsey’s face flushed. “And what else did you expect? It’s not like you ever had a real family in the first place.”

      A primeval rage seethed in my chest. In my head, this entire situation played out with smiles and hugs. I expected soft laughs and hard stories. I wanted someone to share my journey with, someone who knew me before the system started. Instead of being able to take a load off and relax, the situation turned into a spiral of emotions. At this point, Kelsey unhinged at the seams, and Michael let her wallow around and wail into me.

      But even if I blamed Kelsey’s words on her situation, her words carried a cutting, premeditated edge. The family remark, in particular, held an acidic hate. It was less a response and more an attempt to hurt me. It was like this entire time, she stewed with that in her head. Now, the boiling overflow poured right over my head. That kind of statement would’ve left me reeling in most situations, but a part of me cut myself off after hearing it.

      That piece of my mind rushed in as a frigid wave. It made an ice wall that guarded me from whatever they had to say. Parts of Michael and Kelsey’s words still seeped in. The worst part was how all of this sounded like old sentiments, ones they both believed but never bothered sharing. It made me ponder our relationship before this moment.

      Did my friends always think of me like some beaten puppy, begging for food? Kelsey even made it out like I let her family die. Those accusations didn’t go unnoticed. The more I thought about it, the angrier I got. My mental whiplash mounted from good expectations for this meeting as well. My anticipation contrasted a grim reality, one where I awaited coffee and found a cup of squirming roaches instead.

      I closed my eyes, pushing down a wave of insults. I shook my head. “Kelsey. I know you’re in pain right now, but don’t talk to me like that. Don’t you ever.”

      Her anger doused out in a wave. Panic cropped up over her eyes, and she looked up at Michael. The guy looked back and forth between us before he scowled at me. He pointed. “Dude, what the hell’s wrong with you?”

      I pinched the brow of my nose. “Did you not hear what she just said now? She crossed a line.”

      Michael pulled her close. “Yeah, but that doesn’t mean you get to make death threats at her.”

      Searching for answers to their insanity, I peered at them both. I inspected their status and found one.

      
        
        Kelsey Lanier | Level 6 - Kelsey is a member of Springfield who specialized in music and scrapbooking before Schema’s arrival.

      

      

      
        
        Michael Johnson | Level 20 - Michael is a member of Springfield who specialized in outdoor activities and drawing before Schema’s system. His skills in rifle handling enabled him a respectable output of dungeon clearing, so wariness regarding his gunfire should be taken into account.

      

      

      My jaw slackened at their statuses. Their levels paled in comparison with my own. My hands dropped to my sides.

      “You guys have a low level and all, but me not wanting to get treated like garbage has turned into a death threat now? Really?”

      Michael waved a hand. “Look, the point is, don’t talk to her like that.”

      My eyes narrowed at him. “So she just gets to say whatever she wants to me, but I can’t even defend myself?”

      Michael glared back. “Dude, she’s been through a lot.”

      Losing control, I shouted, “So have I, but I’m not being given any kind slack here. It’s like you set this up so that you can just both say whatever the hell you want to, and it’s pissing me off.”

      As if truly aware of our level gap for the first time, Michael put his hand on his gun. It wasn’t a conscious arming; he did it without thinking. Fear made him do it. Not wanting this situation to head in that direction, I stepped back, giving them space. I peered away.

      “This isn’t going like how I thought it would. I thought we’d just talk like we used to. I thought this would be fun.”

      Kelsey peered at the ground, and she seethed, “Yeah, well, a lot has changed.”

      I winced before reaching out to them. “Yeah, but I didn’t think we had. I mean, I haven’t been able to talk to anybody. Look at me. I got shot on the day I left BloodHollow, a dark pit where I was stuck for weeks. I had to fight to survive for so long. I was alone, and I was afraid.”

      My throat burned as I pointed at them both. “I come back here, and you two act like I left you both behind, like I should’ve done more. Do you know how that makes me feel? It’s like I’m worthless, like my best isn’t good enough.”

      I poured my soul out, and a tense silence passed over us. For a second, I thought I got to them. I thought they let all this animosity go and we could reset. Kelsey fumed, “Maybe you feel bad because you should.”

      The attacks mounted, and my eyes watered. I furrowed my brow. “What? How was I supposed to help you guys? I couldn’t find you. You went to some cousin’s house I’ve never heard of. You didn’t leave a message where I could find you. Oh, I could understand this kind of a reaction if I ignored you guys or something, but that’s not what happened here. If anything, you guys have no idea what it took to find you. None.”

      Michael peered down. “Yeah…but that doesn’t change how it feels to us.”

      I closed my eyes, rage spiraling in my chest. I didn’t have to fight for them. Besides that, they never mentioned me owing them for all those “favors” in the first place. I’d have never taken anything from them if they let me know they’d hold it over my head like that. Peering at them, I almost laughed at the irony of the situation.

      They called me a roach while asking for protection. They acted like I was a beggar, but they asked for help in the same breath.

      Rage mounted, my breathing strained. Kelsey and Michael both took steps toward the door, as if the thin panel of wood could stop me. It would never. They’d melt to jelly in Oppression if I wanted them dead. Silencing those thoughts, I took a few breaths, hard and heavy. Staring at them, I realized how soft the two of them were. They stood with bones of gelatin and flesh like liquid. They could pop any second, and they blamed that weakness on me.

      I wouldn’t let them.

      I pointed a finger at them. “Go ahead and blame me for what’s happened to you, but know that I’m not why you’re both so feeble. Now you’re turning your weakness into a weapon, as if your softness is your strength. It’s not. It’s why you’re suffering. I’m not letting you throw that on me. That’s all on you. Both of you.”

      Kelsey glowered. “Yeah. Sure.”

      I stepped away, my emotions numbing. I stated, “I don’t have to sit here and listen to two kids blame me for their problems. I’ll see you when I see you.”

      I kept walking away, and they said nothing. I expected them to pull me back, to apologize, or maybe hug me from behind. They did nothing, letting me go. By the time I reached Althea, my hands and feet prickled like I dipped them in needles. My heart thundered in my chest from a rush of adrenaline. That turned into a battle, one I struggled more with than most real fights.

      I stepped beside Althea and behind the hill. Althea stared at the ground, grabbing her elbow with a hand. “I…I’m sorry. That wasn’t fair.”

      I rolled my shoulders. “Life isn’t fair. Let’s go.”

      Concern spread over her face as we ran away from their home. Torix’s deathknight, a monster I lost track of a while back, already shuttled itself back to Torix. Althea and I left in a random direction, my brain working as if sludge ran through it instead of blood. After about fifteen minutes, Althea and I stood in a patch of abandoned woods. I quit walking, leaning up against a tree. The wicked numbness faded, and a vicious, violent burst of anger roared out in place of it.

      I smashed my hand into the tree three times. My knuckles crushed through the bark and wood. Chunks of the trunk pulped away from the poor pine, and sap covered my hands. I grabbed both sides of the trunk, squeezing through the bark before kicking it one last time. Several inches into the wood, my foot stuck into the mass. I jerked my leg out of it while turning my back to the tree. The spike of rage dissipated as quickly as it came.

      I let myself drag down the trunk. My head flopped forward while grabbing the sides of my head. My throat burned, and I laughed.

      “Hah. You were right. Michael is a jerk. I mean, you have to be happy about that, huh?”

      Althea walked over. She shook her head. “I’m not. Not at all.”

      I stared forward. “I guess I should thank you for the warning. I can’t imagine doing that without one.”

      She walked over and placed a hand on my shoulder. “You didn’t deserve that.”

      My eyes watered as I fumbled my words. “Did you hear them? I mean, that went worse than I could’ve ever imagined. I have to admit, Torix was right. Him coming would’ve been a bad idea. A terrible one. It would’ve made that even worse than it was. Hah. Hah.”

      Something about the situation made me laugh, a painful, cynical sort of chuckle. Althea winced in pain at the sight of me, and she nodded.

      “Yeah…I’m sorry it happened.”

      I took a shaky breath, letting my hands flop on my sides. “So yeah…those were my friends. I hope you liked them.”

      Althea peered down, unable to meet my gaze. My breathing turned ragged before I covered my face. I leaned over, tears falling off my nose and chin. I snapped, “Just go.”

      Althea frowned. “No.”

      I gritted my teeth before growling, “I said go.”

      She closed her eyes, wincing at my words. She kept her hand on my shoulder and stated, “No.”

      I howled out, “I said leave!”

      She kept her eyes away from me, but her hand never left my shoulder. Her voice was like stone. “I’m not leaving.”

      And by my side, she remained. I blinked a few times before breaking down. I turned away, wallowing in self-pity. I took jagged breaths and my hands shook. My eyes burned and my body writhed. Tears coursed. Snot ran down my nose. It was ugly and raw and real. At first, those emotions came in a flood. They roared out, a thunderous, bleating might that ripped me to shreds. Minutes passed. Scorching breaths became burning lungs. My eyes quit watering, and the wave of emotion devolved into a trickle.

      Like a scorching flame, the sadness left me, and I lingered as a pile of ash. Sitting there, my mind wandered. Michael and Kelsey experienced some life-changing events since the system started, just as I had. I predicted that, but blaming me for everything? Oof. That caught me off guard. Even after trying to open up, they just stabbed me in the ribs. From someone else, I would’ve shrugged it off. From those two, their words split my chest with fire.

      Those emotions raged, but in time, they passed. As always, I remained. After my pity party, I wiped my face and blew my nose on a leaf. I stood up, Althea having waited with me the entire time. I turned to her. “I… Thanks for that. And, er, I’m sorry you had to see me like this. And for telling you to leave. And just being a general jerk. Gah, I’m awful.”

      Althea peered off, a bit embarrassed. “It’s okay. It happens to the best of us. And, uhm, don’t worry about it. You helped me get my senses back. No one else has ever done anything like that for me. This is the… It’s the least I can do. Heh, this is the only thing I can do.”

      I smiled. “Well, know that it’s plenty. A lot more than my friends ever did for me.” I turned away, peering off into the distance. “But, yeah…I’ve got to reassess. This didn’t go like I wanted it to. I have no idea what I’m going to do now. Maybe Torix has answers.”

      We got over a cliff, getting a view of Springfield. The yellowed trees near the city’s center ebbed and swayed in the wind, an eerie howl echoing over the small town. Althea grimaced at it.

      “Yeah. We may all have to reassess soon.”
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      We ran through the tall timbers, etching a path of our own as we did. As we headed back, my mind raced through different trains of thought. One mental track accepted Michael and Kelsey’s accusations, but I silenced that dark voice in the back of my head. I already saved two people from BloodHollow, proving Michael and Kelsey wrong before I even left my first dungeon.

      That wasn’t to say I was a saint, but I wasn’t evil, either. A cursory glance showed those two were in denial. The notion dismissed, another vein of thought dwelled in my psyche: Springfield’s situation. Althea’s words resonated with my own ideas because the Yawm guy sounded like bad news. Even as we passed the woods, the evil overlord’s summons dashed through the trees anytime we closed in on the town.

      The sheer enormity of our enemy’s presence intimidated me, but other worries added up as well. Even while passing by, we found people fought more against starvation than the eldritch. My “friends” were a great example of that. Kelsey looked like a vampire stole her soul out of her chest while hunger squeezed Michael’s whole body dry, shriveling him to his roots. Not everyone got free rations from an undying lich, but regardless of the situation, the eldritch wouldn’t wait for us to get situated.

      The dungeon monsters strengthened every day, and even while running through forest, I found a few strange, hulking beasts littering the woods. They waited for prey, though Althea and I weren’t on the menu. We tore them apart while passing by Springfield. As we did, the empty buildings whistled from the wind. Shattered windows let in the cool air. The early autumn spread further by the day, the town’s center cast in a haunting beauty amidst the early morning sun.

      Echoes in the distance reminded me of people screaming, the abandoned buildings sending chills up my spine. I intended on inspecting that place after getting my thoughts together. For now, I needed some time to myself. Althea and I arrived at the abandoned quarry in an hour. Torix labored in the light, his mind always active. Kessiah napped in her white forcefield, her mind the opposite.

      Kessiah’s stayed in her blank energy ball, hovering over a marble slab. We raced past her before Torix turned to us. His eyes flared for a second before the lich coughed into a hand. He spoke as if walking on stilts.

      “Ahem. It is quite good to see that…that the two of you are back. I hope all was well when meeting with…your friends.”

      Shame burned in my chest, and I peered off. “Huh…yeah. It went well. You know, it was good. Great. Yup.”

      Torix gave me a knowing look. I scratched the back of my head. “I…I don’t want to talk about it.”

      My fingertips met hair instead of steel. I stared at my hand, and my helmet slid back over my face without me thinking about it. Moving my hand back up, my helmet peeled back through reflex alone. I grinned at that as Torix turned back to his runes. He took a breath.

      “Then I shan’t speak of it.”

      A quiet surged over the entire expanse, and I let them know I was heading out. Althea and Torix had plenty to do, each of them studying something or the other. As I passed the forest and trees, my day wasted away before my eyes, my mind drifting off. Unfocused and distant, I went to bed early that day, finding no need for a bed. Waking back up, I walked around aimlessly for the second day in the row.

      Along the outskirts of Springfield, my mind paced about on its own. The conversation with Michael and Kelsey kept spinning in my head. At this point, I didn’t regret shouting at them. If anything, I wished I said more. I hoped they both regretted what they said to me, but that hope was grounded in naivete. Michael and Kelsey said what they meant. In the end, they felt entitled to my help, something I couldn’t give at the time.

      For that, they lashed out with all their fury.

      They happened to be in a position to wound me, but spinning my wheels over that only wasted my time. I frowned at myself. So did daydreaming. After two days of wallowing about, I stayed at the camp. I gave myself a few light slaps, wanting to get back to doing something. Anything, really. Getting started, I hopped down the quarry’s edges, finding Althea and Kessiah chatting while Torix worked.

      The necromancer moved onto a different slab of marble. He already carved out several patches of runes, his work quick and efficient. Althea set up a table of inspection work for her cannon, even having paper and pens set up for diagrams. Kessiah lazed about, doing nothing but trying to distract Althea. Althea didn’t mind, so they talked about whatever and whenever. Nearing them, I put my hands on my hips. “What are you two talking about?”

      Althea turned to me. “Oh, Daniel, you wouldn’t believe what Kessiah’s done. Her stories are incredible.”

      Kessiah peered at her nails. “Psh, those were nothing. I’ve got way better tall tales to tell than that.” She met my eye. “Want to hear some, little man?”

      I clapped once. “Actually, I got a new skill I wanted to test out.” I cracked my knuckles. “Mind sparring, Kessiah?”

      Kessiah raised a brow. “Wow, you want to get torn apart again already?”

      I frowned. “If that’s what it takes, then yeah. I do.”

      Kessiah bounced up onto her feet. “It’s your funeral. What’s the new toy called anyway?”

      I raised a brow. “Toy?”

      Kessiah frowned. “You know, your new skill. I’m guessing it’s a unique one since you’re so up in arms about it.”

      I raised a hand. “No, it’s a mythical tier. It’s called A Boundless Storm.”

      She sneered. “A Boundless Storm, huh? You? Heh, that’s funny. It’s good you got jokes.”

      I raised my brow. “Believe what you want. It’s how I finished this tree I had.”

      Torix’s fire eyes brightened as Kessiah leaned toward me. Kessiah frowned. “Wait…it’s a mythical skill? You’re serious?”

      I opened my skill menu, showing her the skill’s description. Kessiah put an arm over my shoulders, leaning against me. “Hah. Wow. I’ll admit it. I’m actually a little impressed.” She raised out her hand, a minute distance between her two fingers. “Emphasis on little.”

      I grumbled, “Please stop crushing me.”

      Kessiah pulled herself up. “Ah, whoops. Sorry about that. I forget your level sometimes. It’s low.”

      Considering how lazy she was, I’d catch her sooner rather than later. Once that happened, I’d let her have a piece of my mind. For now, I waited.

      Torix raised a hand, entering the conversation. “Allow me to offer you and Althea some perspective. For most, it is truly difficult to develop a mythical skill. They are exceptionally powerful. To make my point, the method I use for summoning and controlling Moloth uses a mythical tiered skill. The enhanced hardness and strength of Kessiah is, in fact, a mythical skill as well.”

      Althea murmured, “Oh…heh, I don’t have one. All I have is a few unique skills. They’re okay, I guess.”

      Torix swiped a hand while turning to us. “Indeed, that’s all you should have. Gaining a mythical skill so early… To be blunt, it’s quite unlikely. In Daniel’s case, even more so. He’s ahead of the curve from a net power perspective. Most people at your development aim on amassing levels. It happens to be more reliable than honing skills tends to be.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “You seem impressed about the skill, but what about my armor?”

      Torix tilted his head. “What of it?”

      I gestured to myself. “I didn’t get that kind of reaction to this, but it’s more unique considering you and Kessiah both have mythical skills. They’re more common.”

      Torix turned a palm while giving me a sidelong look. “True, but at the same time, you didn’t create your armor. You are merely the benefactor of it. This mythical skill was produced via your own efforts, and that makes all the difference in how it is perceived by yours truly.”

      Kessiah propped her weight onto a hip. “Yeah, yeah, enough philosophy and back to skills. Think about them like this. Skills give you the ability to do something without thinking. It’s like muscle memory. Even walking requires moving a bunch of muscles together at once. Skills are the same, and that’s why you can handle several skills at once while training.”

      Torix added, “A unique skill is like tying a bunch of skills together. You may use several of them in conjunction as well. In essence, your skill gains prove you aren’t just mindlessly battling. Your mind is genuinely engaged in the activity. It’s a promising sign.”

      Kessiah shook her head. “You wouldn’t believe how many people neglect their skills. Yeah, sure, maybe the numbers aren’t as obvious as levels, but they add up. It might be because most people in Schema’s system rely on magic or firearms. Range this. Range that. Range, range, range. Melee fighters like us? Oh, we’re more than just rare. We’re like collector items.”

      I cupped my chin in my hand, raising my brow a few times. “So that puts me out there as unique, in a way.”

      Torix shook his head. “Yes, though not in a good way. Melee combatants are often looked down upon until they’ve amassed a certain reputation. You lack said repute.”

      I snapped my fingers. “Oh, Torix, can you make me a mirror? After my friend’s reacted to me, I’m curious what I look like.”

      Kessiah scoffed. “Hah. Ugly.”

      I put a hand on my chest. “Oh, so kind of like you?”

      Kessiah raised her brow. “Huh. Look at Mister Witty over here.”

      Torix snapped his fingers before water vapor condensed into a thin sheet of ice in front of me. he gestured at it. “Try not to indulge your vanity for too long.”

      I squinted at the mirror. “It’s not vanity. Trust me on that.”

      I glanced at the mirror, and I gawked at my changes. Hard hands led up to hard arms that ended in a hard face. I peered at myself like moving stone. Scars traced any exposed skin, most of them small and shrinking. My eyes pierced with more focus and clarity than I remembered them having. My ragged, dark hair covered some of my now grayish skin, and a more angular face peered back at me.

      Like Michael, I’d lost weight, but my constitution perks stopped me from looking thin. The armor itself crossed over me with spikes and rivets, more menacing than I expected. I looked like an ashen warrior. Isolating my face, I bordered on handsome in some respects, but that could just be wishful thinking. When I pulled my armor back onto my face, the metal warped without squealing. Long, jagged horns jutted from the top of it. Spikes crawled up from my neck. For one last look, I lifted my hands.

      The armor clinked around my joints to perfection, appearing as smooth as they felt. The singular red slit on my helmet glowed an ominous crimson as I stood there. It shone on the mirror with red.  Despite the sanguine filter, it changed no part of my vision. When the armor’s smile cracked across my helm, I leaned back from the mirror in horror. If I saw this, I’d think I was a monster, too.

      Kessiah’s face came into the mirror’s view while she leaned onto my shoulder. “All right, let’s see what your new skill can do. I’m done waiting.”

      Kessiah and I walked outside of the quarry toward the nearby forest. We left since Torix set up shop inside the quarry’s base. The lich estimated a two-week deadline before Kessiah could leave. We’d touch base on Yawm after that. Kessiah and I passed tall spires of wood with the forest floor covered in shade. Little spots of light leaked through the canopy. Pinecones and pine straw crushed underfoot as we walked into a dense cluster of trees.

      Kessiah looked up at the plants. “It’s good your planet has this kind of environment. It matches a fringe world, actually. The forests are spires of man-eating tentacles instead of trees, though.” She peered down. “And there’s teeth all over the ground. Eh, those are just details, anyways. It’s pretty much the same if you think about it.”

      I cracked my neck before rolling my shoulders. Mocking me, Kessiah did the same, her joints popping out before she let out a yelp. I laughed before slamming my gauntlets together. They echoed a satisfying clunk as I grinned. Adrenaline built in my veins as the anticipation of a good fight deluged me. Needing an outlet, I waited for her as if waiting for Christmas morning.

      Kessiah grinned, flashing sharp teeth. “Ready?”

      I covered my face in armor. “Always.”

      She dashed toward me, weaving between the trees. Chunks of earth flew out from behind her steps, roots tearing under her feet. When I charged toward her, I slid between the trees as well. When we met in the middle, Kessiah kicked toward my feet. With a stroke of ingenuity, I jumped up and kicked off a tree beside me, my other foot kicking toward her.

      My foot collided into Kessiah’s face. The tree kicked off splintered and shook as Kessiah stumbled by me, her momentum pulling her further along. She gave me a nod.

      “Hah, that’s new.”

      Kessiah charged again before I shot out a stiff left jab toward her nose. She ducked underneath it, but I had already stepped forward. I kicked off the ground, my knee whipping straight into her face as I brought my elbow down onto the back of her head. Like a guillotine, my elbow and knee smashed into the sides of her face.

      Ignoring my simultaneous strikes, Kessiah shot a vicious right hook toward my body, but I pulled my stomach back just enough so that her blow skidded across my armor. Using the rebound off kneeing her, I plopped my foot back onto the ground before turning my hips. I countered her missed right. My hand landed right against her jaw, the metal ebbing a dull thwack as it clapped against bone.

      Thrown off-balance, Kessiah stumbled backward before glancing at me. “Like seriously, did it really matter this much?”

      I clamped my hand, gawking at it. “I don’t really understand it exactly, but everything feels right. I’m not thinking anymore. I’m doing.”

      She frowned. “Well, it’s time to even the playing field a little bit.”

      She didn’t dash toward me this time. She slowed her steady pace before reaching me. She swung with enough speed that I couldn’t dodge anymore. Her hits tightened, too, Kessiah firing simple, straight kicks and punches toward me. Deflecting head-on attacks never worked, so instead of just backing away to avoid her thunking blows, I swung my own fists against hers.

      My hands slammed into her incoming blows before bouncing off. I angled my strikes so that whenever they bounced off, they let me swing right back into another punch. This increased my speed by using hers. After diverting a few of her attacks like this, I gained enough leeway for striking back.

      All the bonuses from my skills culminated until I got a swing in once every ten seconds or so. As the fight stretched out, my aggression turned visceral. I sliced my armor out as my hits landed, scraping Kessiah’s skin. I tightened my core while deflecting her strikes. After a few minutes of going untouched, Kessiah smirked.

      “All right then, little guy. I’ll kick up another gear.”

      Her blows grew heavier, some of them knocking me back. My feet dug deep into the ground as I slid, piles of dirt building behind me. She shot a right hand straight toward my head, but I ducked down. Her fist cleaved through a tree, wood fragmenting as she touched it. Wood wielded like water against her graze. She could’ve swam through the tree trunks if she wanted to.

      Ignoring any roots or branches, Kessiah tore through them. Redirecting her blows took all of my strength. Even after swinging through a tree, Kessiah’s strikes still hit like cannonballs against my arms and shoulders and chest. To me, her strength and speed reached no limit. No matter how much better I moved and positioned myself, Kessiah overwhelmed me with raw power. It left me relishing in excitement.

      I kept my eyes on her, and I didn’t stop pressing the issue. I ducked and dodged. I punched and pummeled. I kept fighting, relentless as a plague. I watched her every movement, taking in how she timed her strikes and made her movements. I adjusted my own movements, taking advantage of the slight mistakes in her own style.

      Like before, she strung her blows together in a continuous chain. That required concatenating her momentum together. Taking advantage of that weakness, I tucked in my own forms. My strikes shortened and condensed. My steps turned smaller, more lightened. When I hit back, I planted my heels until the force of the blow connected. Once the damage came through, I moved light on my feet once more.

      This fluidity of motion combined with my timing during my deflections allowed me to maneuver around her brute strength. It was a strange feeling that came from A Boundless Storm. When I boxed and fought people before, I’d be the person trying to crush them with raw power. At that point in time, I evolved into the little guy darting around my opponent. Well, I attempted being that person.

      Even with all these tactics and techniques, Kessiah slipped in more than a few blows. They dented my armor, sinking deep into my guts. Pain Resistance kept me afloat, ignoring the gravity of her hits. My augmented regeneration prevented the wounds from piling up as well. The main issue stemmed from my stamina. Fighting at such a high level for so long resulted in exhaustion, the kind that bled deep into the muscles and burned them.

      Fatigue led to mistakes. Mistakes led to more pain and more exhaustion. After an hour of this undertaking, Kessiah sliced an uppercut into my chest. Her oppressive fist slammed into my stomach, the armor around her strike bending. My ribs broke and I keeled over. She struck the side of my unguarded head.

      My body flung through the air, everything in sight spinning as I tumbled through branches and brambles. Blood seeped out of my armor as she walked toward me. I laid there heaving for breath before she lifted a foot over my head. She stomped down, and I pinned my arms to the ground. My armor dug tendrils into the dirt, giving me a solid grip. I shot my legs up while tilting my head.

      An executioner’s axe, her foot missed, scraping the side of my helmet. At the same time, I shoved my foot toward her chin with all my strength. My heel clashed into her mouth as her foot boomed on the ground beside me. My ears rang while the bones in my leg creaked at my heel’s collision. Kessiah actually stumbled back a few feet before spitting out a bit of blood. She wiped her mouth.

      “Hah, you actually did damage. Good for you.”

      My health bar drifted just below a quarter at this point. The shockwave off her stomp busted my eardrums and left my head spinning. When I tried standing up, I stumbled sideways before falling back onto the ground, sitting there and scrambling. Kessiah walked over. I mustered a defense, but she ended the spar there, sitting beside me. She put a hand on my shoulder and smirked.

      “Hey. That was a good fight.”

      I stared up at the sky with some frustration. I disagreed with Kessiah because this acted less as a fight and more a slaughter. I closed my eyes, buying me some time away from my situation. Peering up at the treetops, I focused my thoughts on what I’d do next. Fighting Yawm looked like my only answer, as the guy aimed at destroying my hometown and maybe the whole region.

      To beat someone like that, I needed more than just my fists.

      After orienting my thoughts, I thanked Kessiah before moving back toward the quarry. Althea sat on top of a tree, looking out into the distance while fiddling with her biotic rifle. She used a few tools Torix gave her, Althea’s eyes set on the interlocking parts. On the other hand, Torix singed marks into the marble with a constant flow of his finger. He wrote less and welded more, sticking to etching.

      I sat down onto the ground beside him. He didn’t bother looking at me or asking where I’d been. Based on the filth enveloping me, Torix must have had an idea. The lich snapped his fingers, the dirt clearing off me before he said, “You seem aimless. Anything bothering you?”

      I frowned. “Yeah. It just feels like I was trying to find my friends forever, and now that I have, I lost my goal. Now I’m just…floating around.”

      Torix tilted his head at his runes. “There are other goals for someone such as yourself, you know.”

      I leaned toward him. “Like what?”

      Torix tilted his head at me, but continued working. “You can always improve yourself, or perhaps set your own goals. Besides for that, was there something particularly stinging that your friends accused you of? Perhaps something dissuaded you that you’re not fully aware of. All these factors may work against you, motivationally speaking.”

      I furrowed my brow, peering at the ground. A second or so of thought passed before I nodded. “Yeah. My friends acted like I should’ve done more for them. Maybe I should have.”

      Torix cackled before sketching out a few more runes. “Now, I’ll say this only once, disciple. If you expect others to do for you what you must do for yourself, you’ll live with disappointment at every turn. If you expect nothing from others and treat yourself well, then your life will brim with excess. In that regard, your perspective and actions dictate how your life is experienced.”

      Torix tapped the wall with one of his dry, skeletal fingers. “It’s actually quite interesting to ponder, isn’t it? How much of our lives are decided by our perspectives? Being a rather cerebral individual, I assume most of it is, in fact, based on our mind rather than our reality.”

      I raised a brow. “So you’re saying even something like pain is only based on perception? I don’t know if I’m buying it.”

      Torix swiped a hand. “Ah, a great example to my point. We’ll use your pain as a case study. It can be seen one of two ways: a force that has broken you down or a stimulus that incited your growth. Look at your trajectory and compare it to your friends.” He turned only his head to me, his eyes glowing green. “By finding meaning in your pain, you’ve gained quite a bit of strength. That correlates to agency, a key component to overall satisfaction in life. Your friends, on the contrary, rob themselves of agency by blaming you for their circumstances. In their accusations, they gave the purpose of their pain away. That is why they stagnate whereas you grow, even if you’re rather beset by ruminations as of late.”

      Torix went back to his work, etching into the runes. I pondered over what he said, his words more philosophical than what I was used to. After grasping Torix’s meaning, I liked it. What he said resonated with me, and I found truth in it. Those factors made believing easier, but the main reason I liked Torix’s ideas came from his results. The guy’s level and prestige came from somewhere, his methods working well.

      And in time, I’d make those ideas my own. I gave Torix a slight grin. “Thanks for talking to me about this. It’s helped me out.”

      Torix flourished a hand, beaming with pride. “It was my pleasure.”

      I stood up, my eyes narrowing. “But, uh, you spied on the conversation, didn’t you? It’s obvious based on how much context you have about it, but I’m confirming.”

      Torix took a step back, putting his hand over his robed chest. He made a mock surprise at my accusation. “Me? An undead lich spying? Why, I would never do such a thing. It would breach my ethical standards. After all, I draw the line at wielding other people’s corpses.”

      Enjoying his dark humor despite myself, I crossed my arms. “I thought your deathknight got out of there after we arrived.”

      Torix shrugged. “He did. It was the dark shade that saw everything. And don’t worry for your friend’s safety. I’m maintaining a few scouts for now. They’ll stop them dying, though they shouldn’t anticipate more than that.”

      Torix peered up. “I wonder if the Force of Iron shall accept them? One can hope.”

      I tapped my side. “Force of Iron, huh? What’s that?”

      “Why, it’s a generic, branchless guild that Schema sends to new planets. It’s supposed to ease the transition process for new planets Schematization by offering advanced technology and magical techniques. Unfortunately, like all bureaucracies, they are incredibly slow, often arriving months after Schema’s initialization.”

      I spread my arms. “Then they don’t do very much?”

      Torix pondered. “Hm, not for anyone that happens to be far away from wherever they land. I’ve sent scouts, and there happens to be a branch for the Force of Iron here. It’s small, though existent. Michael should be more than able to receive the standards for recruitment. That Kelsey girl is another issue entirely, but I doubt she’ll ever be much of anything.”

      Torix spoke with contempt dripping from his voice. “She is someone who blames circumstances for her failures. I’d like you to find anyone who does that and has done much of anything.”

      I clasped my hands into fists. “Eh, my armor and living in general was due to luck, and that’s a circumstance. Either way, at least you’re honest.”

      “I attempt to be.”

      I raised a hand. “So, you talked about goals. One of mine is learning magic. Not the book kind, but actual spells.”

      Torix snapped around as if waiting for me to say so. “Well, then, you must know that for someone with Blood Magic, casting is more than merely painful; it’s excruciating. Are you sure you’d enjoy incorporating it into your repertoire?”

      I shrugged. “Yawm isn’t going to wait, and I can’t beat Kessiah with just movement alone. I’m gonna need a little bit of an edge.”

      Torix steepled his hands. “Oh, that can certainly be arranged.”
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      I pursed my lips and murmured, “Can it, though?”

      Torix shrugged. “It can, but there’s a distinct reason why Althea doesn’t use magic. You are about to discover it.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Then why does she have arcane blood?”

      Torix shrugged. “Likely, she was born with it.” He turned to me before sitting in a chair of black. The dark energy buzzed lightly as he put his fingertips together. “What kind of magic interests you? Your aura is powerful, and with a few levels, you’d be able to beat anyone in hand-to-hand combat. What’s with the sudden urge to learn the arcane arts?”

      He snapped his fingers before a chair spawned behind me. As I sat down, I adjusted myself, noticing just how soft these things were. “Well, there’s three things I’m trying to fix.” I lifted a finger. “First off, I’ve gained quite a bit of intelligence, willpower, and perception. I have the leveling perks for them, too. This makes for a very potent combination, letting me learn magic with relative ease. That’s not something I can neglect, especially not long term.”

      Torix tilted his head. “Fair enough.”

      I raised two fingers. “Second, having no meaningful way of attacking someone at range is one hell of a weakness. If I could get some way of elongating my attacks or something like it, I’d gain a lot of options.”

      Torix leaned back, crossing his legs. “Hmmm, very true.”

      I put up my third finger. “And I want to be a badass, fighting sorcerer.”

      Torix gave me a serious nod. “But of course. The most important reason of all. How else could you be a, what was it…ah yes, a badass fighting sorcerer? That is as good a reason as any.”

      I frowned. “Come on, Torix. You’re busting my balls. Why do you have to bust my balls?”

      Torix actually laughed a little before waving an arm. “All right, enough foolishness. I’ll show you some of the basics.”

      Torix stood up before spawning a plume of cerulean-shaded mana. It formed a blue fire in his right hand and a spiral of water in his left. He lifted them. “Magic is usually taught with the three forms of magic. Origin, dominion, and augmentation. I’ve spoken of them before. Each of them results in differing outcomes.”

      He pulled the fire and water together, creating a ball of steam. He clenched his hand, forcing the steam to collapse back into water. “This was the magic of origin. It is used to create something from nothing. In another word—generation. You become the origin of fire, earth, metal, whatever you can imagine, you may project. Elemental magic, summoning, even most high-level healing spells are of this class.”

      He lifted a hand outward, and a dark, sinister mana ebbed from his fingertips. Torix lifted a rock in the distance. He split the rock into cubes before making the pieces of it spiral like electrons around an atom.

      “This is the magic of dominion. By extending your will, you may warp and bend the material and immaterial to your desires. Corruption, mind magic, and telekinesis are all under this branch of magic. Gravitation is as well. Forces that manipulate reside in dominion’s domain.”

      Torix let the spinning rocks hit the ground as his hand encompassed in a wave of orange energy. He smashed that hand into an unmarked wall. The wall thundered out an echo before he grabbed a falling chunk of stone. He crushed it in his palm. “This is augmentation. By using your will, you may build on whatever it is you wish. I’ve seen augmenters even enhance their eyes and bones, or let their frail, old hands punch through stone.”

      I turned a hand to him. “And I was augmentation earlier, right? My mana was orange based on that affinity test.”

      Torix locked his hands behind himself. “Indeed, and the purity of your augmentation is quite high. You must be a believer in the self, one who thinks their fate is in their hands. Hold onto that, for it shall strengthen the augmenting effects you gain. Most people are like that, owning a singular affinity. The more focused a person’s personality and actions, the more affinity they have for certain styles.”

      Torix leaned forward. “I, for instance, have an affinity for dominion magic. While I’ve practiced origin and augmentation magic as well, dominion comes naturally to me. I remember never creating something as powerful as the monsters I found on fringe worlds. That was when I focused my efforts into dominion magic, eventually even being able to control creatures as powerful as Moloth.”

      I leaned over Torix’s hands. “All the books you gave me never mentioned all of this. It all seems pretty integral, if you know what I mean. Why didn’t any of your books focus on it?”

      Torix leaned onto a hand. “I was trying to teach you as much about magic as I could without you actually using any. Blood magic is truly painful, after all, and we may be diving into dark forces here. The arcane arts can be a malevolent journey, should you ever stray from its most obvious paths. I am an example of that. That Yawm of Flesh is as well.”

      Yawm summoned creatures far stronger than I was. He commanded armies of them, and his underlings far exceeded the might of anything humanity organized. I shivered at the thought of them capturing and using me as a mana battery or worse. Despite what they said to me, I even dwelled on what might happen to Michael and Kelsey.

      As if reading my mind, Torix sighed. “Listen, disciple. I know leaving them wasn’t easy. I understand that hollow feeling of loss, trust me. You have to swallow it and keep moving forward. Use that emptiness. Don’t let yourself be consumed by it.”

      I peered up. “I think you’re misunderstanding something. They chose to spit in my face. They’ll deal with the consequences.”

      Torix leaned back. “Ah, so that’s how it is, then? Would you prefer I called my minions back? I had a few overseeing them just in case any eldritch happened to wander by.”

      Trying not to care but failing, I frowned. “If you could, just leave something overlooking them. It doesn’t have to be much.”

      Torix nodded. “Of course. Now, to continue with mana types. The most vital aspect is learning your affinity, then trying to work within it. The easiest method for finding your affinity is taking an emptied mana crystal and siphoning mana through it. Depending on what comes out, that may determine your natural generation.”

      I raised my brow. “What about the mana someone can tolerate? Would you run a test where you throw some raw mana on me to see if I can handle it or something?”

      Torix turned up while grabbing his chin. “Hah. What a novel idea. I suppose we could. We already know your mana type, but if you’re willing to perform the research, I’m willing to help. That being said, I’ll need a piece of you.”

      I grabbed my arm out. “Why not just throw it in and see what happens?”

      Torix shook his head. “The reason is simple—the consequences therein. Most likely, your body will reject another being’s mana. If you aren’t compatible with the mana, it can create horrific side effects.”

      I lowered my arm. “Then that’s why the rip in dimensions was so dangerous.”

      Torix scoffed. “Dangerous? That was paramount to suicide. You lived through it, but count yourself lucky. Dabbling further in that nonsense will get you stripped into infinite particles.”

      My armor wriggled across my skin. “Eh, we’ll see. Couldn’t I just give you some hair?”

      “Hair is keratin strands squeezed out through follicles. What we need is tissue that is still alive. Some blood will work, but flesh would be better.”

      I sighed before clasping my hand into a fist. I banged my helmet a few times, keeping my neck strut. After a few strikes, I peeled the loosened armor away from my arm. Squirming tendrils writhed from the wounded edges, healing me. Before the wound closed, I dug the sharpened points of my gauntlet into my arm. Quick and decisive, I ripped out some meat from my forearm.

      It still hurt, though nowhere near the amount I expected. My brow furrowed, but I remained poised. I only let out a slight grimace before Torix guffawed.

      “Disgusting, yet excellent. Tell me, what is your Pain Tolerance at?”

      I checked my status screen. “Ninety-four.”

      Torix’s eyes flared. “No wonder that was rather anticlimactic. You weren’t exaggerating about that old skill of yours, were you?”

      “Yeah, Agony was, well, agonizing.”

      Torix lifted the bloodied flesh with telekinesis. “Duly noted.” The necromancer lifted a hand, inducing a wave of mana like a tropical ocean’s water. The mana fell into the patch of me, but the absorption slowed to a snail’s pace seconds after. Torix’s eyes flared white.

      “And here I was doubtful that you’d have any talent for origin mana. It would seem that you have a slight inkling for it. That is…unexpected.”

      I shrugged. “Well, I’m not really an airy type. I didn’t think I’d have any talent for it, either.”

      Torix leaned back. “Hm…let’s proceed.”

      Torix then created a stream of writhing black mana. Its purity and strength far exceeded the previous flow. The lich doused that torrent into the flesh. The mana seeped straight in before Torix gasped. His eyes flared a bright white.

      “Your affinity for dominion is…remarkable. I could’ve sworn you carried a singular affinity before. What’s going on here?”

      I pursed my lips while raising my brow. “What’s the big deal?”

      Torix gawked as more dominion energy seeped into the hunk of meat. “Users of dominion magic are often those that put their every effort into control. They plan out their actions whilst abusing every detail and piece of knowledge they have at their disposal. They don’t desire control over themselves, either. They desire control over their environments.”

      I crossed my arms. “Maybe this is because of the portal? This dark mana seems similar to the energy there.”

      Torix narrowed his eyes. “What? That energy is nothing like dominion. That portal carried deforming, volatile energies that warped and took over whatever it touched. Well, everything aside from that armor of yours. On the other hand, dominion never consumes, it merely controls.”

      I tapped a finger against my forearm. “I have no idea, then. I know I didn’t have this before the warp, and now I do. Call it obvious, but I think the two are correlated.”

      Torix nodded. “Perhaps. It’s impossible to say without more information. Your next affinity will determine whether or not that is the case.”

      A vibrant steam of orange mana floated from Torix’s hand before he guided the stream into the skin. The mana cackled and arced bits of energy before Torix leaned back into his chair.

      “It was most certainly the portal. You have an excellent affinity for augmentation mana as well. That confirms it.”

      I raised a hand but kept my arms crossed. “I mean, we still don’t know if I can produce the mana yet.”

      Torix grabbed his arm rests. “Each style of magic is guided by certain personalities. An excellent affinity in one oftentimes means a poor affinity in the other. Origin, for example, requires a loose, carefree individual. In order to originate, you must allow the magic itself to breathe and grow. This means relinquishing control, something the other two types of personalities struggle with.”

      Torix wisped dominion mana over his head, a looming cloud of black. “Then there is the magic of dominion. In a sense, this is the polar opposite of origin. Dominion users want control of their environment and the people around them. They do not blame nor hate themselves after they make a mistake. They find fault in the situation and those around them. This gives them the drive and desire to change and warp the world around them.”

      I pointed at the cloud. “Okay. This makes sense so far.”

      Torix swirled the dark cloud. “Indeed. Augmentation users are different from both. Instead of focusing on the external, they look inward. They wish for control, but unless that control is of themselves, then it lacks any meaning. They are an interesting case study. They will often be the most afflicted with guilt or self-loathing out of the three mana types.”

      Torix leaned his hands onto the chair. “Of course, most people fall between these three different types, or in other realms altogether. I had you pinned as an augmenter, so finding such a strong affinity with dominion was surprising. This gives us plenty to work with as far as magic is concerned.”

      I narrowed my eyes while pursing my lips. “So, uh…how do you turn your mana into different colors?”

      Torix pinched the bridge of his nose. “It is no color change. It is a total conversion.”

      He released a stream of dense, colorless mana from his hand. “Notice the lack of direction in this mana’s current state. This means the mana is unguided and pure. The more mana, the more unstable it becomes.”

      The mana swirled into a compact ball before changing into a light blue, then a vibrant cyan. The mana pulsed in his hand, as if it were struggling to escape from his clutches. “This is converting it into origin.”

      The ball turned black, the edges rippling. The mana’s trembling form eventually pulled outward, like it was crawling into everything around him. “This is dominion.”

      The ball turned a vibrant orange, arcs of electricity rippling from it. This mana circled around the central point, a misty ball spiraling like a top. “And this is augmentation.”

      Torix pulled the mana back within himself. “It’s simple, really. You must focus on what you want and nothing else to produce a type of mana. That focus, resolve, even determination is what changes the mana. I shouldn’t have to spell out what each desire is for each mana, now should I?”

      I raised my hand. “Well, origin is the desire for creation, dominion is the desire for control, and augmentation is the desire for discipline. Hell, if I took it a bit further, I’d imagine some attributes help a lot with certain mana types.”

      “As for desires, you hit the mark aptly. For attributes, that isn’t quite the case. The magic-oriented attributes assist with all the different types of magic, regardless of your affinity. Still, having excellent strength would help tremendously with using your augmentation, for example. Dexterity allows for finer use of dominion magics. Even origin is amplified by charisma, allowing you to control whatever it is you create.”

      I stood. “All right, then do you have any tips on how I’d work on my augmentation?”

      With an edge of disappointment in his voice, Torix coughed into a hand. “Ahem. Perhaps you should rethink your primary magical typing? Why not work on dominion magic instead? I have a few common breakthroughs I can share with you.”

      I punched forward into the air. “But I mean, augmentation will weave into my fighting style without me really having to adjust to the magic. It seems a lot more natural to use, too.”

      Torix crumbled back into his chair. “Bah. Of course. I chose a simple-minded soldier as a disciple. Fine. Go learn how to convert your mana, then weave it into your style. I’ll be here creating the ritual.”

      I patted Torix’s shoulder. “I’ll learn some dominion magic when we get Kessiah off-world. We need you working on the ritual, not teaching a newcomer how to use basic magics.”

      Torix considered what I said before he straightened himself up. “I suppose so. Good luck, then.”

      I turned and walked away. “You too.”

      “Oh, I don’t need luck for something like this.” Torix leaned toward the wall and began carving with a dark blot of mana on his hand. “I only need some time.”

      I ran off toward an unused portion of the quarry before creating another red stream of mana from my hand. This cooling energy carried no real intent or anything behind it. I just wanted a stream of magic, and boom, it arrived. This time, I tried controlling it, making it turn orange and let out the sparks from earlier. Nothing happened. After a few minutes of thinking about it, I tried out a different approach.

      I aimed for control of myself as I summoned the mana. While willing the energy out, I remembered my history. I sifted through my past, focusing on regrets and mistakes. They stuck out, like missing bricks in a wall. What if I tried discovering Baldag-Ruhl’s plot before killing Alfred? Torix may still have his son by his side. What if I handled the situation with Kelsey and Michael in a different way? Maybe we could still be friends, albeit at a distance.

      This sinking feeling of regret molded in my chest before taking form in my palm. The lightly red mana turned into a reddish orange, more like blood-soaked fire than thin red wine. Arcs of orange lightning rippled from the mass, like glowing sparks given life. They ebbed out from my hand and into my arm. My palm burned as I pressed more and more energy into my limb.

      It mirrored Agony in its entirety, trading vitality for energy. All those weeks of wielding Agony granted me a close understanding of my health regen and where its limits were. I cranked the mana’s power up, and the orange radiated into my arm, a liquid and palpable power. I siphoned until I hit an equilibrium. The drain on me ached more than I remembered. By now, I drew a large portion of my total health each minute.

      Blazing through my blood and bones reminded me of Agony, but the feeling wasn’t entirely unwelcome. It reminded me of BloodHollow and my triumphs there, that urgency both familiar and homey. I slept for a month with Agony keeping the bats away. In a twisted reversal, the discomfort signaled protection and safety to me by then.

      Using that feeling, I found my threshold for my health regeneration matched my mana usage. After a few minutes, the feeling faded. The mana poured from my palm like a wild, blazing torrent. At that point, I tried pulling the mana into my arm.

      My hand shook as a bead of sweat poured from my head. The torrent flattened in my hand before coming into my arm. A skill notification came up.

      
        
        Skill Unlocked! Augmentation | Level 1 - Why fight with many when you may fight with one? +1% increased ease of generating augmentation mana.

      

      

      
        
        Skill Unlocked! Augmentation Manipulation | Level 1 - Empower and embolden yourself so that none may stand against you. +1% increased ease of manipulating augmentation mana.

      

      

      I gripped my hand, the power incredible and welcome. The pouring torrent of mana began sparking from my hand before another skill notification appeared.

      
        
        Skill Unlocked! Surge | Level 1 - You wield your mind, and it wields your body. Now you’ve taken the next step, using the mind for physical fervor. In this, you turn your spirit into might. +1% to the effects of augmentation internalization.

      

      

      My health depleted far faster as another message appeared.

      
        
        Mythical Skill Interaction | A Boundless Storm promotes the skill Surge into Unending Tempest. Synergy between two skills amplified.

      

      

      
        
        Unending Tempest | Level 1 - Pain is fleeting, but victory is forever. +1% to the effects of augmentation internalization. +1% to the effects of A Boundless Storm during augmentation internalization.

      

      

      The energy and vitality kept mounting and building in my palm. Strength flooded every fiber of my being, but the energy consumption burned my body away. It was like dipping my arm into a pit of magma. I stopped the stream before looking at my hand. The armor looked fine, so I pulled it off my fingers. Struggling to keep it off, I inspected the skin underneath.

      It wasn’t pretty.

      Blots of blood were leaking out of my fingertips, like the flesh in my hand disintegrated. The nerves and control of the limb lessened, the nerves fried from the energy. I retained feeling via the metal wires lingering in my hand. Those strands stayed fine, surging with strength. After waiting a few minutes, the blood disappeared and sensation returned to the skin and muscles. With Blood Magic, using augmentation would be risky business.

      Of course, if I learned to handle it without letting it destroy me, its potential was limitless. Getting to that point was the real challenge. With that in mind, I ran another round of experiments. I produced as small a stream as possible from a fingertip. I figured just having the buff on at all times would be a tremendous increase in my effectiveness. This was because of the skill Unending Tempest.

      It amplified the effects of A Boundless Storm when assimilating augmentation mana, but it never mentioned how much energy I needed to actually absorb. I kept that amount as low as I could, hoping I garnered the maximum benefits possible. This exercise of control also stopped the augmentation mana from running wild, giving me something to work at. Sitting cross-legged on the ground, I hopped up and tried moving around. I ran into a problem immediately.

      This whole magic thing was easier said than done. Finding the right balance was like balancing on a tightrope. That was too easy. Magic and moving reminded me of playing darts while on a unicycle. If walking with magic proved difficult, then using A Boundless Storm with sorcery far exceeded my abilities. Even if it seemed impossible, this absurd challenge gave me a goal, a condition I thrived under.

      As I had before, I struggled through the process, one step at a time. Over and over, I tackled the mana while moving. It took me hours of working at it to walk. It took a day to run. Two days later, I overdid it. I drained mana until my bones gelatinized. My arm broke from lifting it, not even needing to hit anything. That accident illustrated a gruesome reality. If I died from overusing augmentation, my goopy remains would be turned into Torix’s worst underling ever. I couldn’t even be a zombie or a skeleton. I’d be a goopy slime.

      However, that stress and the discomfort focused my efforts. Three days into this struggle, I activated A Boundless Storm. The clarity of the skill washed over me when it flicked on, helping me progress in my mana manipulation. Still in that deep concentration, I honed in on throwing punches as I wielded mana. From behind me, someone tapped my shoulder. I jumped, utterly unaware of my surroundings.

      I turned and shouted, “Who the hell is that?”

      I found Althea leaning over my shoulder. She grabbed her arms from behind. “Want to spar again?”

      I raised my brow. “Really now?” I stood up, reaching out with my arms. “All right, sure. What’s got you smiling, though?”

      Mysterious and grinning, Althea narrowed her eyes. “You’ll have to find out when you lose.”

      Rolling my shoulders, I grinned. “Nice confidence there. I look forward to breaking it.”
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      Heading out toward the forest’s edge, Althea raised a hand to me. “I wanted to thank you for capturing me that day we met.”

      I scratched the back of my head, remembering the bloody battle. “You sure you want to thank me? I wasn’t the one that captured you, either. That was Torix.”

      Althea faded between trees. “I talked with Torix, and you’re one of the biggest reasons I’m still here. Your armor gave me this opportunity, and Torix told me you took a risk so I could learn about my powers. Why didn’t you tell me that before?”

      I leaned against a tree trunk. “If I had to guess, it’s because I didn’t want undeserved thanks. I chose to do that because I thought it wasn’t risky, so it kind of feels disingenuous to accept good will when I didn’t give it in turn.”

      Althea’s brow furrowed. “You can’t lie that you helped me with our fights.”

      I winced. “I mean, all I did was beat the hell out of you.”

      Althea glared. “That’s exactly what I needed…at the time.”

      “Look, I’ll take your thanks. I just don’t think I deserve it.”

      Althea peered at a passing bird. “You don’t know what my life was like before all this. Heh, it wasn’t the best. There’s a lot of pain and discomfort in this new life I’ve got, but—”

      The bird landed on her finger, and I gawked at it. Althea gave it a pet with a finger. “This is a lot better than concrete walls, flavorless mash, and being alone all the time. So thank you. I mean it.”

      I shrugged. “I’ll be honest. I didn’t do it for you. I wanted Torix to find my friends faster.”

      Althea smiled. “Does it really matter why you did it?”

      A peered at the bird perched on Althea’s finger. It let out a cute little tweet. I said, “Eh, I guess not. You ready for another fight?”

      She threw her hand up, the bird flying toward a nearby branch. “Always.”

      I pointed at her. “Wait a minute. I said that first.”

      Her arm reformed into a biological mass, and Althea cringed during the process. I let her finish before she took aim. She narrowed her eyes. “Let’s do this.”

      I dashed toward her before she directed her gun and fired. A bone harpoon drilled toward me. I shot out an arm and diverted the spear. Instead of knocking it away with force alone, I shifted my momentum as the spear made contact. I reangled the back of my hand, and I molded my armor at the same time.

      Despite my adjustments, the spear rocked against my hand, skidding off with sparks. It slid into the ground, disappearing beneath a carpet of leaves. A few more spears shot my way, but I took my time deflecting them. It took all my effort each time she fired, but her ammo limited itself to her health regeneration. With time on my side, I formed my armor into landing pads so her spears skidded off me better than before.

      Several spears into the process, and the mental strain for deflecting waned several minutes later, and it took a few seconds of thought at most. Althea sighed. “Gah, if I learn how to fire my spears, then you just learn how to deal with them.”

      I kept my gaze on her. “It’s a learning process. What else have you got for me?”

      She leaped onto a nearby tree, lodging claws into the bark. Taking a second, she fired her cannon before leaping to another thick trunk. I deflected them, but she kited me well, keeping me in her sights as I approached. She grew a fleshy sack of green over her arm. Grasping one, she tossed it at me. I tried catching it to throw back, but the green ball detonated at my touch.

      I breathed in a bit of air. The gas turned into bile that burned my lungs and throat. It kept sizzling like an acid. The thick mucus squirmed around in my body, growing needles out into my lungs. My chest impaled in all directions, my breathing strained. Blood flooded into my mouth from my throat. It dripped down my chin as I murmured, “Damn, doesn’t this seem like a bit of overkill?”

      Althea’s eyes widened. “I…I’m so sorry. I didn’t think it would come alive like that.”

      Strands of my armor reached out, shearing the green needles. The metal in my body absorbed the invading mass of green, and the wires even cleaned up my blood. Standing straight again, I shouted, “Maybe keep the killing moves to a minimum, huh?”

      Althea flushed, and she frowned. “Sorry. It won’t happen again.”

      We readied again on the ground after a reset. This time, I shot forward, reaching beside her. A pair of wings ripped out of Althea’s back. The dark membranes mirrored BloodHollow’s bats, and she darted out of my grasp. As she flapped her wings, her clothes tore, her bones creaked, and her back ruptured. She grimaced, a fresh coat of blood covering each wing.

      In the air, those new appendages extended out several times longer than her body. Althea landed on a tree branch, smirking down at me. “Heh, pretty cool, right?”

      I smiled back. “I suppose.”

      Augmentation mana flooded my legs, and I stomped my heels into the dirt. A slight shockwave rippled through the clay surface. I shot up from a patch of dented dirt, crags of soil uplifted around me. Transforming yet again, Althea expanded long, black claws from her feet. They mimicked the crimson bears in BloodHollow.

      Althea gripped into my raised arms with those talons. Her eyes watered out as the claws shoved her toes aside. Despite her pain, those claws pierced through my metal skin, something the bears could never do. In response, I wielded my armor, shifting spines up and out of my shoulders. Denser than the claws, my spikes stabbed through Althea’s talons. She howled out before reaching up her hand.

      Her face wrinkled as she cut her talons off. I fell down, the dark claws puncturing several inches into my shoulders and arms. As I thumped onto the ground, the dirt caved in under me, making the fall less backbreaking. Pulling myself up, I took a deep breath, my lungs emptied. My armor grasped around the talons in me, soaking them into the steel.

      I shivered at it, and Althea let out a few unsteady breaths. I put my hands on my hips. “You sure you want to continue? We don’t have to.”

      Althea’s feet returned to normal, several holes puncturing her slick, black boots. She let out a breath. “Whoa. It’s okay, and I’m fine. It’s just really, really painful.”

      I raised a brow. “Why do it, then?”

      She slapped her cheeks a few times. “Because I’ll have to fight like this in the future. It’s best to just get used to it now. Otherwise, I’ll be wasting a lot of my abilities.” She grimaced. “Even if it hurts, like, so bad.”

      A bit of respect spawned in my chest. “Man, that’s a good mindset. I’ll see if I can’t help you out then. Ready for another round?”

      She stayed balanced on the thin tree branch with ease. “Sure.”

      I picked up a nearby rock, flipping it over my head. I caught it before hurling it at Althea’s branch. It snapped into fragments, but Althea leaped from tree to tree. She fired at me while I kept getting rid of her roosts with rocks. After a while, Althea timed her firing in tandem with my tosses. That let a few of her spears land, each of them impaling right through me.

      Knowing this wouldn’t work in my favor, I used my trump card. Oppression expanded from me, smothering all life. It killed grass, nearby birds, and even the trees. With better control of the aura, I whipped it at Althea’s current roost. The branch rotted and collapsed under her heft. Althea tumbled in the air before reorienting herself. Before she dove away, I heaved another rock into one of her wings.

      It snapped, blood leaking from the fragile limb. Althea thudded into the dirt, and I charged at her. I deactivated Oppression, and I jumped at her with my fists raised. She rolled sideways, my hands crunching into dirt and roots. Althea leaped backward and murmured, “Geez. That would’ve hurt.”

      I scoffed. “I can’t hold back too much.”

      She narrowed her eyes, her cannon molding back into her body. Flesh and sinews popped before she expanded long, white claws from her fingertips. She brandished them out with her arms wide. I stepped forward, confident in my close combat. Althea whipped her claws at me. I pulled a leg up, kneeing her hand into the air. The impact threw her off-balance while I pulled my leg down. As my foot hit the ground, I bounced myself up into the air.

      As Althea got her footing, I lifted my legs against my chest. When I was right in front of her, she raised her arms, and my heels pressed right against her. Being heavier than her, I pressed her straight into the ground. My feet landed onto her chest, holding her down. I gave her a grin from above.

      “Got yah.”

      She slid right into the ground, and I gawked at her descent. I turned in different directions while she rumbled in the ground below. A spine of bone launched from behind, gouging into my back. Another spine landed into my stomach. From all angles, she fired at me with bone picks, the damage mounting. Before she gained too much ground, I sprinted toward a tree.

      I ran up its side before leaping into the air. With a momentous slam, I crushed my heels into the ground, sending out a shockwave. The sound of claws tearing the soil ceased before I formed my hands into dull, thickened plates. With those panels, I dug into the ground. Finding something, I jerked the thing out from a tunnel below.

      I held a silver eel, thousands of tiny claws coursing across its elongated body. My eyes widened at the abomination, and it whipped itself at me. Unbelievably strong, the eel sliced my helmet. It tore through and sliced a gash across my forehead. It snapped its body at me again, but I ducked down. I grabbed it with both hands, and the thing writhed in my grasp.

      I turned it in my hands like a whip before slamming the monster into the ground. After several slams later, the bottom half of her body detached like a lizard’s tail. Althea reformed, her clothes tattered. Her eyes shifted color, her chest heaving for breath. When she exhaled, she let out an inhuman wail. I frowned. She’d lost control again.

      Staring down, I peered in horror as her leftover piece of tail opened a toothy maw. The eel fragment stabbed into my armor, and it shoved itself under my skin. I reached out at it in terror, trying to pull it out. Like a blot of animated pain, it crawled through my arm. Before it reached my chest, my armor snapped out with wires of metal. They pierced the fragment of Althea, mincing and eating it in seconds.

      I let out a breath, my hands shaking as I gawked at the sight. I turned back up, raising my hands. “Althea. You need to calm down.”

      She glowered at me. Her stomach bulged out as she darted forward. The lump traveled up into her throat, then out of her mouth. She vomited the green acid straight onto me. This time, I molded my armor into a smooth, solid shell. The acid poured over the plate before I shoved my arms out. Acid sprayed in all directions. Some smothered Althea, leaving her howling out in agony.

      Her deformed voice radiated across the landscape.

      As I watched, mana swelled inside my chest. The fiery aura and arcs of lightning flashed out of my skin as Althea generated a spear of bone and chunked it at me. I clapped my arms together. I grasped the lance, gripping with all my strength. My feet skidded back as I caught the spear in my hands. The dust settled as I stared at the harpoon, riveted so that it looked like a narwhal’s tusk.

      Althea threw another spear, and I diverted it. Spinning in a circle, I lobbed the spear in my other hand at her. The spear dug straight into Althea’s arm, ripping through her flesh like tissue paper. The harpoon pinned Althea’s engorged arm against a tree, and I darted toward her. She lashed out with a hand, but I ducked under the wild swing.

      I kicked up, stomping my foot onto her chest. My foot fell through her sternum, and I gawked in horror, thinking I killed her despite the soft impact. The inside of her ribcage showed itself, and her ribs turned into two sets of teeth. They clamped down onto my foot. They stabbed into my armor before her body tried pouring into mine. I gritted my teeth before growing my armor from my foot like a set of spikes.

      They stabbed through her chest and ribs, but her ribcage of teeth kept clamping down before slicing through my foot. I fell onto my left side before she writhed on top of me. From inside her sternum, intestines poured out. They crawled into my helmet, digging under my eyelids and into my nose. In that moment, no fear or terror or pain engulfed me.

      I only hungered.

      My armor pierced her at all angles. Wires dug into her body and sapped her strength. Oppression’s aura smothered her, and she pulled back. My armor’s helmet opened a toothy maw, latching onto her. It bit and tore. Chunks fell from her as Althea’s monstrous form lunged back. Like a bug being thrown in fire, her tentacles withered and wilted as she scrambled away from me. I walked over and reared my foot back, ready to kick her head to mush.

      I smiled as the thought came over me.

      Before I kicked, awareness rushed over me. Althea’s monstrous form trembled in my vision. She shook in pain, no longer a threat. I snapped myself out of whatever took a hold of me, and I let my foot down. I deactivated Oppression before letting out a sigh. Althea returned to normal, and she looked up at me. Tears littered her eyes, and blood oozed from her mouth. She covered her face, and she whimpered, “I’m so sorry…I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to do…whatever that was.”

      I closed my eyes, remembering the moments in the forest where Althea stayed with me. She helped me then, so I forgave her now.

      “It’s nothing.”

      She blinked out tears. “I just…I wanted to win. And I was close before… And then I lost it and… Gah, I’m a freak.”

      My armor trembled over me, hungry for more of her blood. I smiled. “Hah. You and me both.”

      She peered up at me, stunned at my apathy. She blinked for a second. “You’re…you’re not mad at me?”

      I stared at my hands, having an out-of-body moment. I leaned back from them. “Huh… No, I’m not. I’m fine. I feel good, actually. Great, even.”

      She peered up. “So…we’re still friends?”

      I let my hands flop on my sides. “Absolutely. Relax.”

      She looked away, unable to meet my gaze. She murmured, “But that was…that wasn’t okay.”

      I frowned. “I get to decide if I’m angry over it, and I’m not. If you’re worried about this kind of thing happening again, though, we should fight with Torix as a referee. He can pull you back from the brink, so it won’t ever reach that point again.”

      I grabbed one of my hands with the other one. “But yeah, I’m fine. That didn’t affect me that much, surprisingly.”

      She shook for a second, remembering something. Althea gazed up. “What was that skill you used?”

      “You mean Oppression?”

      She flinched. “It was like my entire body was thrown into a vat of molten acid. I couldn’t even think it was so bad. It actually snapped me out of my, uhm, transformation.”

      I crossed my arms. “That could be useful in the future.” I turned to the abandoned quarry. “You want to head back? Torix told me not to use Oppression, and you need some more clothes.”

      Althea leaned back against the tree, her inviting figure more displayed than she’d like. With outstanding grace, she reached around the tree, grabbed it, and pulled herself behind it. Landing upright, she stood behind the trunk. She murmured, “Can you, uhm, go first? Please?”

      I turned. “I’ll get Torix to get you some new clothes, preferably some that won’t tear so easily. The robes aren’t cutting it anymore.”

      After jogging toward the quarry, I found Torix and Kessiah doing their thing. Kessiah covered herself in the white orb of energy, and Torix kept his fire eyes centered on his ritual, running some calculations. I reached up a hand to the lich. “Yo, Torix, I used my aura earlier. I remember you mentioning that it could give my location away, so I figured I’d let you know about it.”

      Without turning from his work, Torix’s voice sounded into my ears as if he were right beside me. “Send me the location, and I’ll have one of my undead sorcerers replace the life there with origin magic.”

      I looked at my minimap, putting it in front of my vision with a thought. I enlarged it, and I placed a fingertip over our sparring location. The coordinates popped up where we fought. I wondered how to copy/paste the info, but a message with that data automatically sent to Torix. I guffawed. “Man, this messaging system is so intuitive.”

      Torix’s voice resonated. “You should try using an obelisk. It allows for full customization of your system layout. My own is highly personalized.”

      My eyes widened. “What’s an obelisk?”

      Torix sounded out, “It’s a tool used to interact with Schema’s interface. Kessiah’s over there playing games or wasting time on hers.”

      I peered at the white, hovering orb. I raised a brow. “It’s kind of like a smartphone.”

      Torix murmured, “What is a smartphone?”

      I blinked. “Think of… Like, it’s a device that lets you talk to other people, but it also lets you do other stuff.”

      Torix scoffed. “Well, that much is obvious. Why would you have a device that only handles a single task? It would be a waste of valuable space.”

      I shrugged. “It was like that in our society because of limited technology.”

      Torix’s tone lightened. “Oh, it must be similar to how a burgeoning species starts their own fires physically instead of via magic?”

      “Uh…yeah. Sure.”

      “Was there anything else you needed? I really must put my full attention into this.”

      “Althea needs new clothes. Her transformations are tearing them apart.”

      A portal spawned over me, and robes fell out. Torix mumbled, “She simply can’t contain herself, can she? That’s the fiftieth pair this week.”

      My eyes widened. Althea practiced quite a bit, but I still beat her despite the level difference. My armor and Oppression gave me that edge. If she filled in some of her weaknesses, she’d take me out with ease. Those thoughts drifted in my mind as I took the robes back to Althea. I got back to the tree she hid behind. I called out, “Hey, I’m tossing the robes to your left.”

      I tossed them, and her hand wove through the air, snatching all the garments. I walked away, letting her change. In her new clothes, she walked up while putting her hair behind her ear.

      “I…I can’t believe you pushed me so hard in that fight. Heh, you actually won.”

      We walked back to the quarry, and I avoided the underbrush while saying, “I think my aura’s the main reason. It’s brutally effective against you. Have you invested into constitution yet?”

      She peered off. “No, not yet. I put a point into the attribute for the damage resistance, but I found it makes me all thick and clunky.”

      I pushed a branch aside. “Being thick isn’t always a problem.” I gave her a mockingly promiscuous look and raised my eyebrows a couple times. She laughed before I smiled in a different direction. “Either way, the mass shouldn’t be a problem for you. You’re strong enough to move yourself even with some extra weight.”

      She hopped and skipped over each branch, her movements light like magic. “I guess I could, but the damage resistance makes my transformations hurt more. It’s like instead of morphing water, I’m morphing ice. It makes the whole process, like, way harder to pull off.”

      She did a round off, cartwheeling over a bush before bouncing up over a branch with a backflip. I frowned at her. “Now you’re just showing off.”

      She landed on her feet, smiling at me. “Maybe a little.”

      We reached the quarry, taking a break to eat. Althea actually ate a few cans of human food, using a heated gemstone and pan from Torix. I drenched my face in Torix’s desert rations, the food sinking in through my skin in seconds. I trained my mana while Althea sat nearby. She moved the pan, warming up some beef stew while hugging her knees to her chest.

      “You know…I tried using my powers this time,” she said. “It’s like…if I didn’t fight using my strengths, I’d lose every time.” Her tone dampened. “Even though I still lost, and I become a thing when I fight.”

      I stared down at a tiny orange plume coming from my finger. “It’s a part of who you are, like my armor. You should accept it.”

      From under the cover of her knees, she peered at me. “Maybe I could do that a little. It’s tough, though.”

      I raised an arm, flexing it. “Not as tough as me. Did you see me catch that spear?”

      Her eyes brightened. “Yeah. That was cool. Your aura’s the hardest part to deal with, though. I-I think I could beat you if you didn’t have it.”

      I made two tiny plumes of augmentation mana from my fingers. “You just need more constitution to fight against me. If you had maxed out damage resistance, I’d lose. Hell, I can’t believe you wormed all my tricks out of me like that with a suboptimal build. My mythical skill was also supposed to dominate once we got close.”

      She rocked back and forth. “My, uh, powers make me really good at overwhelming my opponent once they get close. If we were standing, I think you’d have gotten me. Once I get someone on the ground, I can just block their breathing in a, er, a bunch of different ways, actually.”

      My skin crawled. “What skill lets you do that?”

      She put her chin onto her knees. “So it’s not really a skill. It’s an ability like that aura of yours. It’s called Flesh of Eldritch. It lets me use my mana to manipulate my body. The mana also impacts my mind, and it makes me less stable. You’ve seen the side effects of that plenty of times. I hate it.”

      I nodded, and a natural silence passed over us. It kind of surprised me how little strain that quiet carried, most long lapses in talking both awkward and uncomfortable for me. With Althea, though, it was fine. I relaxed, pouring mana into my hands. Seconds later, I hopped up onto my feet.

      “What’s got you so chatty all of the sudden?”

      She blew on her stew, cooling it down. “I don’t know. I just feel like I have a place here now. It’s nice.”

      I tried envisioning an opponent and fighting them. I punched as I talked. “I get that. I suppose the way you got into our group was rocky at best. To be fair, my introduction wasn’t the smoothest, either.”

      Althea shrugged her shoulders. “Yeah. For me, I felt like I was going to die for the longest time. Torix is scary, maybe even scarier than the doctors I worked with. Once I got to know him, though, he’s a big old softie.”

      Torix’s voice radiated around us both. “I heard that. Don’t force me to prove your accusations false, young lady.”

      She put her head behind her knees again. “Sorry, Torix.”

      The lich’s tone lightened. “Then I’ll let this matter slide. Let me know if you need other rations.”

      She smiled up. “Will do, Torix.”

      I beamed at the interaction, knowing Torix was indeed a big softie. At least to Althea and me. Another silence passed over us. It coursed like a cool breeze. Breaking the quiet, Althea lifted a hand, morphing it. The flesh snapped and cracked while she winced. “But you know, if I think about it, those doctors did this to me. I don’t think anything Torix has done reached this level of…of awfulness, I suppose. Maybe Moloth.”

      I frowned. “Is that what lets you pierce my armor or cut through stone?”

      She shook her head. “No. That’s my other passive skill. It’s called Etorhma’s Tears. I don’t understand that one. Like…at all. It’s really ambiguous and eerie.” She raised her hands, waving her fingers. “You know, one of those spooky descriptions.”

      I sighed, letting my hands down. “That’s just like my armor. It’s been acting up since I got caught in the dimensional slice. It’s become more active since. I can’t tell if it’s a good or a bad thing yet.”

      Her eyes widened. “Wait, is that armor why you’re not mad at me?”

      I nodded. Althea said, “Oh. Then it’s got to be a good thing.”

      I scoffed. “That’s all it takes for evil eldritch carapaces to get a good rap these days?”

      She grinned. “In my book, yeah. Why not?”

      I smiled at the thought of Althea raising a bunch of eldritch to sooth other people. I could imagine her doing something like that. We sat there for a second before Althea stared at her hands. “Do you ever feel like you’re not who you say you are sometimes?”

      I peered up. “Huh. If I give it some thought, I’d say no one is who they say they are. You are who you are, and your thoughts about it are just interpretations.” I raised my brow. “Damn…I’m becoming like Torix. This is bad.”

      She rolled her eyes with a mischievous smile. “Oh, he’d be proud.”

      I raised a hand, whisper-shouting at her, “Don’t talk too loud. He’ll get mad again.”

      We laughed before Althea peered at the ground. She frowned. “I know we’re different than what we think about ourselves. What I meant is do you feel like we shouldn’t be here? Like we shouldn’t exist? I know sometimes…sometimes I do.”

      I peered up at the sky, thinking about it. I turned back to her. “Honestly? I don’t think those questions have answers.”

      She took a bite of her stew using a pseudo spoon from Torix. The apparatus used a tiny amount of mana, letting someone wield a telekinetic array to pick up food. The artifact let Althea talk between bites. “Really? It sounds more like you might not want answers to those questions.”

      I willed mana into my legs. “Huh. Maybe, but you know what I think?”

      She raised a brow. “I did just ask.”

      “I think we’re not here for any reason. We get to decide why we exist and what for. You can make that choice or decide to coast along. I know my dad, he lost his reason to live forever ago. His body moved like a puppet attached to strings, dark ones, ones I despised. Hell, even he hated them at times.”

      I peered at my hands. “I never want to be like that, like a ghost still breathing. I want to live out a good life, one worth remembering.”

      She glanced away. “Yeah.” She turned back to me. “You sound like Leda.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Who’s Leda?”

      “One of the other experiments. I got to talk to people when I was young, and Leda was my best friend out of the bunch. She always told me to stop crying when I was younger. Stand up. Be strong. She was like lightning in a bottle, the whole room changing when she walked in.” Althea’s eyes went distant. “One time, she went away with a doctor and never came back. She wasn’t special like I was.” Althea closed her eyes, her voice wistful. “I already processed that awful, horrible day. I learned I’d be the last to go because everyone, and I mean everyone, was going to wither away and die…sooner or later.”

      Althea peered at her finished meal. “I really, really hope I don’t end up like that.”

      She stayed there, daydreaming about nightmares from long ago. Interrupting her trance, I raised my hands. “So I’ve got a revolutionary tactic for stopping death. Want to hear it?”

      She gazed up. “Sure.”

      “I call it not dying. I know, I know. I patented it myself.”

      She smirked up at me. “Heh. Tell me how that strategy works out for you.”

      I walked off while raising a hand. “So far so good, but I’ll keep you up to date. Let me know if you find some answers to those questions you mentioned earlier, too. I wouldn’t mind hearing whatever it is you come up with.”

      Althea grumbled, “What are you about to do?”

      I murmured, “I’m about to learn some magic.”
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      Walking off from one of many lunch conversations I had with Althea, I searched for Kessiah. She left her obelisk’s field, and I set myself on learning some more augmentation magic. Althea closed the gap between us by controlling her transformations and her raw level count. A Boundless Storm, Oppression, and augmentation magic kept me in the lead. For now. If I faced off against an Althea with full damage resistance, I’d probably lose.

      That pressure excited me. I bounced off my heels as I jogged toward Kessiah. Having a rival was fun and challenging and new. It gave me a nice benchmark for checking my progress, and I enjoyed chatting about skills and tactics with Althea. With that spurring me on, I looked around for Kessiah in the quarry. She’d disappeared. I looked throughout the nearby forest, finding Kessiah carving into a block of wood with her finger.

      The intricate carving mirrored a sleeping child, both delicate and detailed. Kessiah hummed a lullaby as she worked, her finger hard enough to press and mold the wood through her touch alone. She had a warm, almost motherly expression on her face before my foot hit a branch around a hundred yards away.

      Kessiah’s eyes locked with mine, her eyes soaked in wrath. She stood, sculpture in hand, and sprinted over. A second passed and she appeared in front of me. She hissed, “How long have you been there?”

      I raised my hand. “I don’t know. A few minutes, maybe?”

      Her shoulders slackened before she dropped the carving beside her feet. With a quick stomp, she crushed the wood. “So what is it that you want, little guy?”

      I raised a hand, ushering forth orange energy. “Ah, I was wondering if you knew anything about augmentation? I was trying to learn it and struggling during the process. Torix is busy, so I figured I’d ask you.”

      Her arms dropped to her side as she looked around. “Hah. That’s a terrible excuse. Are you sure you’re not spying for Torix or something?”

      I shook my head. “I’m not. I’ll keep the humming to myself.”

      She walked over, placed her hand onto my shoulder. Kessiah bent the shoulder plate between her fingers as she seethed, “Oh…you’d better.”

      I saluted at her. “I won’t tell him anything…but that doesn’t mean he doesn’t know. You know how Torix is.”

      She eyed me before pushing me away. “Good point.” She leaned her weight onto her hip. “Okay, I’m bored, so I suppose I can help you out. What exactly are you struggling with?”

      I raised a hand, augmentation siphoning into my palm. “Pretty much everything. When I use augmentation, the stream of it just keeps growing until it eats through my health bar.”

      She nodded. “Sounds like a classic case of battle fervor.”

      “Battle fervor?”

      She leaned onto a tree at her side. “It’s when someone likes fighting, so they get more and more into it. As their spirit rises, so does their consumption of mana. I could definitely see you having that problem.”

      I stared at my hand. “Any tips on how to fix it?”

      She glanced up, tapping her chin with a single finger. “I mean, there aren’t any easy ways of handling it. You have to be able to relax while you fight, and that can only come with a lot of practice. And I mean a lot.”

      I lowered my gaze and frowned. “Experience, huh?” I lifted my head and spread my arms. “What if I used dominion magic to taper down the augmentation?”

      She waved the idea off. “You’re an augmenter, not a dominion user. Just the fact you’re asking for augmentation help means you can’t use the other styles. Not effectively, at least. Your affinity is set in stone, so get used to it.”

      I shrugged. “I have a dual affinity.”

      Kessiah’s head whipped back, and she blinked a few times. “Really? You of all people? I took you for a purist augmenter type. Color me surprised. And your other type is dominion?”

      “Yeah. It surprised me, too.”

      Kessiah ran her fingers through her white hair, peering down at me. “That’s good. Really good. Here I thought you’d be more primitive in how you fought. You know, headbutting stuff to death. I thought it’d go like this: ‘Me Daniel. Me fight with fists. Me so strong.’ Hah. Maybe you’re more of a magician like Alfred or Torix.”

      I crossed my arms. “Me? Like Alfred?”

      Kessiah leaned close while pulling me beside her. She whispered while cupping her hand against my ear, “Don’t tell him I told you this, but Alfred had far more oomph in his magic than Torix does. His son was like you, someone with a dual affinity. It was origin and dominion.”

      Kessiah patted my back, knocking me forward. “Good luck living up to that guy. That’s enough juicy gossip, though.” She opened her hands so that they faced each other. Orange mana spilled out. “Like you, I was always more of an augmenter myself. If you could learn dominion magic as well, that would allow you to do a lot of crazy stuff with your magic. The thing is most melee dominion builds are based on telekinesis. You know, floating rocks or pulling people apart.”

      Kessiah raised a hand, narrowing her eyes. The orange mana darkened but remained distinctly orange. “There are quite a few side branches of dominion that focus on taming summoned monsters like what Torix does. With that mana type, you can turn, flip, and dip any kind of energy you want.  Fire, ice, radiation? That’s in your grasp, hon. But you can’t make the energy. You can only manipulate what’s already there.”

      She sighed. “Gravity is in that long list of manipulatable energy sources, along with mind magic. Persuasive magic, controlling magic. To be frank with you, dominion is just about as varied as it gets. For an augmenter, though, telekinesis is your bread and butter as far as the dark ooze is concerned.”

      She strained, veins creeping up her neck. Darkness poured into the spiraling ball of orange. The shadowy strands circled in her palms, like she was holding a tiny, dark Jupiter. She strained out, “This ball right here, it would let me help augment myself. I may even move the augmented limbs with my mind.”

      Kessiah sighed as the ball dissipated. “But yeah, that’s just theory. The idea is, instead of moving a rock over there, you move your body to help you hit harder. I’ve tried doing it for a while, but I just don’t have any talent for dominion magic. I was much more of an augmenter with a little splash of origin.”

      She tapped my forehead and smiled. “You’d be the perfect guinea pig for trying out all kinds of ideas I’ve had.”

      I pushed her hand off me. “Huh. It sounds like those theories are going to stay theories.”

      She wore a teasing grin. “Oh, don’t worry. I treat my toys very well.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Come on. Keep it classy. Let’s get back to the magic.”

      She frowned. “You’re still no fun.”

      “And you’re still distracting.”

      “Only when I wanna be.” Kessiah put a palm onto a nearby tree. “So I guess the easiest way for you to learn any more about all this would be through the language of magic. That, and I’m not going to stand here all day talking to you about elementary magic. If you could write and make your own formulas, you could create rituals that make controlling augmentation a lot easier. I think that would be the quickest way to progress.”

      I grimaced. “That…that sounds hard.”

      She pushed herself off her tree, and she wrote into it with a fingertip. Strips of wood fell at her feet. After a few minutes of this, a series of fifty characters exposed themselves on the wood, the symbols more complex than letters. She pushed her hand into the tree, the wood splintering as she scooped out the wood with her bare hands. A quick rip and pop later, she offered the wooden slab to me, sap still dripping.

      She frowned at the sap. “This is the alphabet for magic’s language. It’s Schema’s public diction, and it’s a lot, lot more complex than the simple stuff you use in your own backwater, primitive writing.”

      I took the wood. “What’s with hurling all the insults about my planet, eh? Earth isn’t so bad, and it’s not overrun by eldritch like a lot of places.”

      She shook her head. “When, well, if you get to see other planets some day, you’ll understand what I mean. Besides that, there’s no guarantee that Earth won’t be overrun.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “We’ll see about that.”

      She smirked down at me, but I let it go. I glanced down at the hunk of wood. Each character on it carried some kind of radiating emotion, the symbol surging out with feeling and sensation alike. With fifty symbols in total, some of the etchings took on nuanced sentiments. Primal emotions, like sadness or anger, carried the simplest symbols. More complex emotions, like disdain, contempt, or nostalgia, owned complex characters.

      This language took it a step further, however. A few carried the sensation of a color. One symbol reminded me of the color blue, both calm and soothing. Another reminded me of red, being full of wrath and passion. I eyed it all closely; it reminded me of art, each image coming together in my hands.

      Kessiah picked at her ear. “Boring, isn’t it?”

      I gawked at the etchings. “What? No. This is… It’s like I’m holding a symphony in my hands.”

      Kessiah stuck her tongue out in disgust. “By Baldowah, are you serious? Gah, lame.”

      She mentioned an Old One like it was referencing a religion. Getting used to ignoring her jabs, I spotted a notification in the corner of my vision.

      
        
        Skill Unlocked! Comprehension of Oblivion | Level 1 - You’ve stepped into the unknown. Now you must learn to see in the dark. +1% to comprehension of oblivion.

      

      

      Returning to the markings, I lost myself staring at the alphabet. The sigils carried great power, though they lacked the same primal edge that Baldag-Ruhl’s runes harbored within them. These markings gave out the same waves of emotion that a favorite song evoked. The symbols captured memories, some of them nostalgic like a bittersweet fog. The etchings put feelings into words in ways that normal languages couldn’t.

      And in that, they defied reason.

      The essence of the designs could tell stories that words never could. Someone could show color to the blind or demonstrate sound to the deaf. A master of the markings may even transmit the wonder of a mountain’s view or the majesty of a symphony. Getting lost in that latent potential, I ogled the etchings for a few minutes. They took my breath away.

      Kessiah snapped me out of my daydreaming. “What’s the big deal? You’ve seen them before, haven’t you?”

      I squinted at them. “I haven’t.”

      Kessiah raised her brow. “Oh really? Then what was in BloodHollow?”

      I blinked. “Something else. This is like a lake of crystal-clear water. The Runes in BloodHollow were like a deep, dark ocean. This makes sense, but I couldn’t grasp whatever Baldag-Ruhl was doing. It seemed…unknowable.”

      Kessiah scratched the side of her head. “So…I didn’t think you’d be the type of person to marvel at this kind of thing.”

      I tore my eyes from the runes. “To be honest, me neither.”

      Kessiah placed a hand over one of the characters and laid it onto the center of my chest. With a burst of colorless mana, a vision of an egg hatching came through me. That passed, and other images of a mother holding a newborn baby popped into my vision. The mom and the child owned violet red skin, like Kessiah.

      The image faded. Kessiah smirked. “From my experience, words can’t transmit the meaning of this language like mana can. That’s what Schema made it for, anyways. I’ll give you a transmission of each character, and that should give you a general feel for each.”

      She took another character, pulsed it through me. Lightning burst. A spark of fire ignited. In the distance, the explosion of a far-off supernova roared into space. I marveled, overwhelmed in awe. The feeling passed, and I nodded. “Whoa…give me a minute. That hit me harder than I expected. If I’m honest, both of them did.”

      She snickered at me. “Hah. It’s like a shot of Sorekai cactus juice, isn’t it?”

      I shook the sensations from my head. “Does that juice show you memories?”

      Kessiah pursed her lips. “What do you mean memories? You’re hallucinating?”

      I shrugged. “Yeah, that’s happening with each image. The mana comes across as a series of flashbacks or something. It’s all very vivid and intense.”

      She grinned. “Ohhh, really? That’s a bit, hm, unusual. Well, you’re going to have fun with a few of these, then.”

      If a picture was worth a thousand words, these memories were worth millions. Each character slammed into me like reading a book in an instant. One crept through the back of my mind like a deep dread. It inched forth like knowing the date of my death. Another echoed in like the vigor before a fight or the anticipation before a test. One of the last symbols roared out in a thunderous rage, the savagery irreconcilable and bloody. It left me blinded, everything red and gory.

      Each glyph boomed and crashed with explosive emotions. I stood on wobbling knees by the time we finished the entire fifty-character set. I even vomited water when shown the character for disgust. With a fresh sheen of sweat on my forehead, I wheezed, “Ugh…I hope writing it’s easier. What a ridiculous learning process.”

      Kessiah crossed her arms. “Most people don’t learn it like that. They learn a character’s meaning, then the standard formulas each. After a few years of writing with the language, they gain a firm understanding of it and can start forming their own spells. At that point, the emotional kick is set up to spur the mind into action. It evokes a lot of will in someone.”

      She squinted at me. “It’s a sharp but necessary part of the process. But uh, usually it’s not this intensive. Not by a longshot. Psh, you look like someone stole your soul.”

      After taking a few breaths, I walked toward a tree and sat down. As I heaved, Kessiah waved a hand. “Okay, cool. I’ll, uh, see you around.”

      I waved weakly. “Yeah, for sure.”

      I let myself get my bearings before searching for the feeling of the first character. Sharpening my fingertip, I used it like a chisel. I couldn’t remember the rune’s form, so when I looked at the sigil and tried recreating it, it came out all wrong. Kessiah explained this was the way to learn it, but something nagged in the back of my mind. Compared to Baldag’s runes, these were shallow imitations of something far more real and far more powerful.

      Despite my unease, a notification pinged.

      
        
        Skill Unlocked! Carving Into Oblivion | Level 1 - You’ve gained the means into another world. +1% effectiveness of runic carvings and their longevity.

      

      

      With the skill learned, I kept on trying to write the sigils, even moving toward full words after a few hours. I memorized the lettering fast, my attributes helping me out some. In time, I left several trees covered in the markings. My head pulsed with a headache, and my mind dulled out with exhaustion. Having a plan of what to do next, I extended a sharp blade from my armor.

      I sliced several plates of wood from the trunks of trees for later practice. I found a shelf of mud surrounded by bushes and trees. There I settled myself in for a long night. I gave myself a few slaps to focus my attention, and I set to work. Hunched over that tree, hours passed while I carved the runes out, learning the language.

      My eyes glazed over after a while, my attention lapsing. I gave myself mental slaps to get my brain going when I caught myself daydreaming. I scheduled breaks every now and then, letting my mind rest. Eventually, my finger ached after several hours, but it merely slowed me down. It never stopped me.

      With a little stream of augmentation mana from my right hand, I lit my workplace while I carved with my left hand. The various words took firmer shape. The symbols cleared up. Of course, they lacked the precision of Kessiah’s characters, but I accumulated definite progress. As the morning sun rose, I stacked fifty or so plates of wood around me.

      Peering around, gashes and scars lingered across the treescape. The poor trunks served as my chosen material, the cutting of the wood serving as a solid break. During those lulls, I considered what each character needed to improve. Before writing sentences, I wanted a complete and utter understanding of the sigils before I tried making my own formulas.

      Like a good jab, my knowledge about the basic characters would serve as a strong foundation for my future. In no context would understanding these letters hurt my progress. It was like swimming across the ocean. I needed to know where to go and how, but first, I had to learn to swim. So swim I did until the next day.

      By the time I headed back to camp, a midday sunshine poured over everyone. Althea reformed her hand into a variety of nasty-looking blades while Torix carved in the background. He continued running calculations and making more marble for his work. His progress and diligence inspired me, the guy prolific as people come. Kessiah lazed about in her obelisk, either asleep or doing little worthy of note.

      That was how she chose to spend her time, so I tried not to judge.

      Hopping down into the quarry’s depths, I passed large patches of the walls covered in the ensuing characters. Having written some myself, the sheer difficulty of Torix’s incantation floored me. The guy’s glyphs surpassed Kessiah’s ten times over, the lich’s decisive and precise movements yielding better results. Marveling at them, Torix’s precision illustrated a night-and-day difference.

      Kessiah didn’t write so much as sketch the language out. On the other hand, Torix stuck with Schema’s diagram like a drowning person did with the air in their lungs. I watched Torix carve for a few minutes, spellbound now that I understood his mastery. In that instant, an idea popped into my head. I sprinted back toward my spot in the forest.

      I resolved myself to compose these letters as Torix did: perfectly. I sat in place, not leaving it for several days, outside of lunches with Althea or Torix. I woke up, carved into the sheets of wood, then went to sleep. Every now and again, Kessiah stopped by to check on me. She stopped coming after a while, always finding me hunched over a plate working with a frenzy in my eyes.

      Boring Kessiah like a broken record would, I hammered away at the monotonous task. I lingered over the duty for so long that everything else devolved into a misty haze. I forgot to eat or sleep for days at a time during this process. My obsession engulfed me for a while, but it yielded sweet, delicious fruit.

      My engravings turned intense. They evolved from the scribbles of a child to the prose of a professional. I fell deeper, further absorbed in the process. I walked into trees and lost track of where I physically was. From my normal self, I shifted into an airy professor at some college. Something about the runes just sucked me in, and I relished that sensation. Having a purpose and a drive gave me meaning. It silenced my doubts. It left me alive and in the moment.

      What more could I ask for?

      During that haze, I took a few breaks. I wandered off into some of the nearby dungeons. The low-level monsters took no effort to clear out, but the dungeons still cleared my mind. The fights acted as hard, mental resets. Unnerving signs of Yawm’s presence leaked out as I ventured. Some kind of forest formed in the middle of Springfield, monsters shambling in the yellowed trees. I got close at times but kept my distance.

      I wanted nothing less than to be captured by a guy called Yawm of Flesh. Anything he wanted sounded pretty bad to me. His scouts no longer searched the area with the same fervor as before, the minions clashing with Torix’s forces. Our lich led his soldiers to victory each and every time, the necromancer skilled at tactics and battle. According to Torix, the Force of Iron wasn’t so lucky.

      The generic, Schema-led guild lacked sound leadership, not that I knew much of anything about them. I still hadn’t seen them yet. They set up shop in the industrial district of Springfield, far from our camp. Torix warned Althea and me against nearing the Force of Iron yet, as their technology gave them the ability to kill me. They’d do it, too; it was a part of being an unknown.

      At some point, I’d meet that guild, but postponing that date some did me quite a few favors. In fact, time marched forward with a steady thump, and it unnerved me. I was a small, insignificant ant in the grand scheme of Schema’s universe. To get out from under other’s heels, I would need to push myself and hard.

      A little bribery never hurt anything, either. Trying to get on the Force of Iron’s good side, I gifted them a dungeon core. I had Torix edit a message and write it with some mana-infused ink. He sent a summoned eagle toward the Force of Iron’s base of operations. The mana Torix used radiated augmentation, the lich mirroring my own mana signature. A skilled professional could tell the difference but not anyone in this new branch.

      The entire reason for the energy came from a desire for sincerity; the mana acted as a calling card for it. After establishing a relationship with the Force of Iron, I kept my head down and focused on leveling my various skills for the runes. The skill names carried a lot of awe and ambiance, but for the life of me, I couldn’t tell what they really meant. Carving Into Oblivion? Comprehension of Oblivion? I lacked any understanding of why Schema named them that.

      Oddly enough, neither did Torix. It was one mystery among many.

      Enigma or not, I directed all my efforts into carving those sigils into hard wood then soft stone. At the two-week mark, the plates turned to cast iron that Torix gave me. At three weeks, I hit a breakthrough, and my carving changed. When I wrote each character, I emboldened the sigils with my memories. I correlated those events to the emotions of each magical marking. If it was a rune of rage, I dwelled on my father. If it was a rune of sadness, I remembered my mother by her hospital bed.

      Exhausting, biting, and personal, those memories washed over me in waves. They metamorphosed the runes, giving them a weight they otherwise lacked. With that technique in tow, I tried out my first working line of the language. I inscribed sigils about power and how it consumed and overwhelmed. The passage went on, casting the calm of a clear ocean and the silence of an empty field. At the end of the written letters, it told the tale of two perfect opposites, each incomplete without the other.

      The runes flared in furious fire before diving into a deep cold, like a wild, frenzied animal calming at its master’s touch. After all my weeks of practice, these few lines acted as the culmination of my efforts. Compared to my old school work, I’d never worked this hard on anything in my life, scholastically speaking.

      Finishing the sheet, I lifted it up, inspecting it with a burst of pride and pop of joy. This was what living was all about. Excitement overriding reason, I channeled my mana through the runes. They glowed a blazing orange before a surge of power coursed through my muscles and bones. Arcs of sun-shaded lightning streaked across my skin as a dark fire ebbed inside my chest. The rush of power was palpable, a torrent, an unending might.

      And in seconds, the wood burned away in my hands. It burst in a frenzy of flames before I gawked at the ashes in my palm, my jaw slack with surprise. The slab crumbled, the gray ash powdering in the gentle wind. That rush burned through a tenth of my health. I laughed at myself, enjoying the wicked onslaught’s aftermath.

      It was incredible.

      And it needed work. I frowned before picking up an unused iron plate. After spending half an hour carving the sentence into the slab, I channeled the mana once more. Less vitality poured out, though the consumption of mana still exceeded my health regen. Even with the pacifying aura, the battle fervor overcame me, building until the ritual devastated my blood and bones. That happened despite the incantation’s focus on controlling my energy output.

      Worse still, the plate in my palms turned white hot in a few minutes. After half an hour, it deformed into a warped clump. After stomping out a few tufts of fire, I brainstormed for a solution. Steel might work better, but etching into it took forever. Torix mentioned his plate reserves were limited as well, the lich not having an unlimited supply. The economics of the situation played out against me in the end.

      But my mind lingered on the surge of strength. It sifted, a seductive, tantalizing sense of possibility. That latent potential lingered at my fingertips, but circumstance stopped me from accessing it. I lacked the materials to make the most of my newfound skills, and I bristled at the thought of that. Frustration gave way to an epiphany as ideas flourished in my mind.

      I lacked any material around me that might work for the runes, but I didn’t lack that material in me. I stared down at my arm, the dull, dark gray metal sheening. I smiled at the substance, remembering how I always regenerated no matter how grievous the wound. I was about to see if that idea held up under scrutiny.

      Lots of it.
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      I grasped one of the spiked prongs along my elbow and jerked. It stayed strut over my skin, the metal strong and dense. I peered up, wondering how harvesting this would work. After wracking my brain, I channeled augmentation through my palm. I let the energy course and strip the skin away. In seconds, it bled through my health. As my fingernails loosened and the skin softened, so its connection to the armor over my limbs.

      I peeled the armor off my hand, the bloody remnants beneath grotesque and molten. Using another burst of augmentation mana, I snapped off a strip of armor. The actual metal degraded little while the meat beneath it disintegrated. Using the same process, I broke another shard from my other arm and let myself regenerate. As expected, I recovered without any worries.

      Taking my time, I carved an identical passage into the unclad armor. Thirty minutes of etching later, I channeled a bit of mana through the smoothed plate. Energy coursed into the rune with ease. Unlike with the metal or wood, this material stabilized under the mana’s current. It kept rigid and stable, easily handling the energy of the mana stream. It also conducted actual augmentation better than the other kinds of matter before it.

      This difference in rigidity aided the entire process, evolving the runes from a temporary bonus to a permanent upgrade. Channeling mana, I marveled at the potential of the plate. Without this sheet of my armor, casting augmentation mimicked standing on a surfboard in the middle of an ocean. With the panel in my palms, my casting was like a rock with indentations made for my feet.

      Between those two places, a world of difference manifested.

      And yet, issues uncovered from this new strategy. Holding a slab of this stuff while fighting limited me, and if I let it go, the incantation’s effects spiraled out of control. Worse still, the drain on my mana ramped up in an explosive surge after the plate stripped from my hands. It kept the same potent effects but not the absurd efficiency. That made this strategy risky, albeit potent. I considered a few ways of holding several plates on me, but one solution sprang out instead.

      I mean, the metal covered me. It isn’t like I had to tear it off.

      As I stared down at my arm, it regenerated, the dark material sheening in the forest. If the sigils embedded into the armor itself, I wouldn’t lose the runes. Using an elongated finger, I scratched at the metal on me. It bent into shape with more ease than the torn shards. I marked a small portion of the runes into my right forearm using my finger-knife. The metals ground against each other as I strained to slice through my skin despite the greater ease.

      After another thirty minutes of engraving, a line of symbols laid out on my forearm. Peering at myself in the shade of trees, the incantations felt right to me. The sigils fell in place as if they were a part of me. With a very slight tug, I pulled some mana into the runes. The indentations filled with the energy, controlling the volatile flow.

      When I poured mana into wood, it mirrored flowing water through a pipe of sand. Most of the energy poured out into the ether. The cast iron patched up some of those holes by comparison, but inefficiencies lingered anyway. This material on my arm experienced nearly no loss of energy. Even better, the mana molded and shifted without the same struggle as before. It was superior in every way.

      I kept pouring more augmentation in, and it swelled into the cracks of my armor. It hissed and crackled. It sparked and popped. I lifted my arm, squeezing my fist.

      This was it.

      Vibrant, orange lightning streaked through my arm. I gripped my hand with enough strength to crush steel. My armor smiled at my own machinations, pleased with the development. With the glyphs filtering a stream of augmentation, I pulled more and more without my previous eruptions. Excited to test my results, I reared my fist back before slamming it into a nearby tree.

      My hand crushed into the bark, lodging itself in the wood. As I pulled it out, splintering chunks fell onto the ground. I gawked at my own might, stunned by the runes working so well. I stumbled onto something effective and efficient without really meaning to. A notification in the corner of my eye explained why.

      
        
        Skill Unlocked! Soul Forging | Level 1 - Many would change their behavior and maybe even who they are. You temper yourself more deeply, changing the core of what you are and will be. +1% to precision of runic control. +1% to ease of runic creation. +1% to duration of enchantments on your soul.

      

      

      
        
        Skill Unlocked! Soul Siphon | Level 1 - Some channel energy through their environment. Those who live without fear, they channel mana through their bodies. You live with madness in every breath. You channel mana through your soul. +1% to mana efficiency when channeling it through your soul.

      

      

      The skills added an explanation for why the whole process smoothed over without any kinks. The names and descriptions of the skills left me chilled, however. They left behind strange, odd implications. I carved into metal over my skin, not into the fabric of my soul. Peering down, I wondered if that was actually the case.

      It didn’t seem like it. I mean, the runes on my arm lacked any impact on my personality or thoughts. To the skill’s point, a bit of channeling did embolden my flesh and sizzle my blood, producing a palpable power. Without any real context, I lacked the references for what magic was supposed to be like, however. This was my normal, and it had been since the system started.

      And yet, the skills and their descriptions insinuated I dabbled in more than just basic augmentation magic. At the same time, getting augmentation to work any other way seemed…arduous at best. Raising a brow at my arm, I coursed energy through it. I soaked the energy in. My thoughts remained clear and my mind unmuddled.

      If the runes provoked any lingering changes, I’d stop. At that point, nothing felt off, so I marched on. I didn’t want to live in fear, and these runes helped put me ahead of my old self. I didn’t want to look back, so I moved forward. Wielding the strength in my blows, I took a few swings. I stumbled about like a drunken sailor. Having my right arm so much stronger than my left threw me off.

      After another half hour of carving, I owned two sets of runic glyphs glowing on each arm. As I clenched my fists, the air hummed with energy flowing between my hands. My engorged health pool and amplified regeneration allowed me to wield more energy than a normal mage of my level. That vitality pulsed in my palms and ran through my arms, an explosive potency at my fingertips.

      Taking a moment, I tested out how each arm felt. When I used my normal fighting style, my arm’s swings threw me off-balance. The weight behind each blow ruined my previous training, so despite the sudden surge of power, I actually weakened in a real fight. After another hour of carving, I slotted more runes onto the sides of my thighs as well. My forearm sigils eased my etching from the surging strength they granted me.

      With the runes finished, I stood up. When I stomped the ground, it caved. When I kicked a tree, wood splintered. The sheer rush of power intoxicated my reason, even though a pure burning scorched my limbs from all angles. That burning seeped into my chest as I kept testing my limits out. After building up my exhaustion, I cracked my neck and rested. Once restored, I tried some more punches and kicks.

      It was fun, what can I say?

      The extra strength in my legs helped balance my arms, but the sudden shift in strength still took a while to adjust to. After a few minutes of toying with various techniques and stances, I handled the power increase. Another two hours of trying, and I added some complex maneuvers using the extra strength. Whipping my body around trees, swinging on thick branches, and acrobatic leaps added to my fighting toolkit. Like Althea, I aimed to use them.

      Even better than battling, my movement took a leap forward. For a long time, I lived in a shelled, metal body. It slowed me down, moving it like swimming through tar. The runes liberated me from my body’s restraints, enabling a mobility I’d never known. While not quite as elegant or explosive as Althea, I gained a ramping kind of speed, a momentum in my movements. She was a speedboat while I was a dreadnought, and that suited me just fine.

      Wielding my speed with glee, I ran through the forest for a few minutes, enjoying the sudden change in acceleration and power. It was a rush. With A Boundless Storm, I could flip, twist, and move with fluid control. I jumped up, ducked under, and shifted around the trees like my own personal playground. I ended up spending several hours adjusting the runes and their placement while playing in the forest.

      Just for that alone, those weeks of effort had been worth it. It gave purpose to my health regeneration when my health capped out too. Adding to the victory, the efficiency modifiers for each of the skills outdid most other common skills. If anything, Soul Forging and Soul Siphon mirrored unique skills in how much of an impact they left on me. Combining them with other abilities might make them even stronger.

      I teemed with those excited thoughts as I took full advantage of my mana and toughened body. I realized a vast well of potential at that time. I lacked levels more than anything, and executing on my skills in sync could create more unique or mythic skills. Another strong point, those runic markings hid an underlying promise for all kinds of utilities. My metal skin could be stripped and used for all kinds of magic.

      Brimming with excitement, I sprinted back toward the quarry, my stomps tearing bushes and smashing wildlife. Augmentation mana hummed into my surroundings, a low growl as I tore the forest. With my discovery and effort, I aimed to surprise everyone. Even after my harsh conversation with Michael and Kelsey, I wanted recognition from people. That was especially true for people I respected like Torix or Althea. And maybe even Kessiah.

      In a way, wanting appreciation was too hopeful. The last time I wanted acknowledgment, I got slapped in the face and by my friends no less. Despite that, I couldn’t help but desire recognition. These sigils were something I uncovered mostly on my own, and I brimmed with pride over it. That anticipation fueled me as I jumped into the quarry, my runes unused but still present.

      Walking up to Althea and Kessiah, I waited on a dramatic reveal. The girls of our group moved through a few motion exercises, their ducks, rolls, and dodges focused on evasion. It all helped with keeping someone at a distance, and that made sense for Althea, considering how strong she was at a range. Kessiah taught her, not something I expected out of the remnant.

      On the other hand, Torix carved out another extra cavern for his inscriptions. He added many of these winding caves over the last few weeks, his efforts reaching a fever pitch. As I approached, Torix peered at me. “Good to see you’re still alive. What’s been keeping you so busy?”

      I put my forearms behind me. “You know, I was just testing some stuff out. I think I found a way of bypassing my lack of control for augmentation.”

      Torix finished his runes. “Oh, really now?” He turned to me. “Let’s see this display of mediocrity. On with it.”

      I furrowed my brow, letting my hands down. “Y-You okay, man? Anything wrong?”

      Torix threw up his hands. “What isn’t wrong is the real question. We’ve stayed here for a full week longer than I intended. Yawm’s troops are searching all the nearby forests. I’ve combated his efforts for a while now, but it’s only a matter of time before we are discovered. He’ll uncover the plotpoint cluster of combat near this area, and he’ll send stronger forces here.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Torix…I don’t think there’s many people who’d think of something like that.”

      Torix snapped his fingers, forming a black chair and sitting on it at the same time. “But what if I’m not the only one with a few good ideas? What if this Yawm fellow is far more able than he appears?” Torix leaned against one of his hands. “If Yawm finds us, there will be more than a few complications. I’ve promised Kessiah an exit from this place. Now, I’ve stranded her here on this planet, and she’s becoming unstable.”

      Kessiah shouted at Torix, “I’m just fine. You’re the one who can’t even handle a single warping ritual. A real archmage, huh?”

      Torix hissed back, “Ah yes, do excuse me while you two handle your basic movements over there. I’m creating a tear in the fabric of reality using an ancient runic language in the meantime…and being judged for it.”

      Kessiah glared. “Yeah, you’re trying to do that. The problem is you’re failing at it.”

      Torix gripped a fist, his anger palpable. I flinched at the thought of Kessiah and Torix fighting it out. Althea and I would be turned into paste and powder. Torix pointed at me and Althea.

      “I believe my issues stem from you and Althea. You both are…are making this difficult. Yes, much more difficult than it should be. Your mana signatures are utterly arcane. It’s an amalgam of different energies, and I-I can’t make sense of it. Not without a far higher perception than I currently have.”

      I leaned back. “That sounds…difficult to deal with, I think. Is there anything we can do? Maybe us leaving would help?”

      Torix sighed before dragging a skeletal hand down his face. “No, that won’t be necessary. I’m merely coming up with excuses. How unbecoming of me. Please, dismiss my outbursts. I’ve been stressed as of late. I shouldn’t shout at children for my own failings.”

      I let my hands flop onto my hips. “It’s all right. I’ve been yelled at a few times, so I’m used to it.”

      Kessiah paced up, her eyes hungry. “Oh, really? Do tell.”

      I scratched the back of my head. “Uh, let’s talk about this later. I had something to show you all.”

      Kessiah leaned onto one of my shoulders. “Yeah, yeah, sure. That can wait till later. Tell us about being yelled at. I want to hear about that.”

      I pushed her off. “Just wait until I show you guys something first.”

      Kessiah raised a brow. “Tell me or I’m leaving.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “If you don’t want to be here, then just go.”

      Kessiah smirked down at me, enjoying my reaction. “Not until you tell me about who yelled and why.”

      I spread out my hands while shaking my head at her. “Can you drop it?”

      She flicked my forehead. “I don’t think I will.”

      She tried taking advantage of me, thinking she found weakness. I aimed to show her strength. I snapped at her, “Huh. All right. Fine. When I was a child, my mom died.”

      Kessiah’s demeanor changed, and she pulled herself off of me. Her desire for knowing evaporated as she said, “Oh…er, sorry to hear about that.”

      Turning the situation on a dime, I stared at her and stated, “She died of cancer, and it wasn’t quick, either. It took half a year for her to pass. My dad was there with me when it happened. You know, it wasn’t so bad at the start. But then, disease stole her strength. That wasn’t so bad. After that, it stole her health. We all grieved, but we did it as a family.”

      I glowered at Kessiah, my words like iron. “It wasn’t until it stole Mom’s smile that we broke down.”

      Kessiah blinked, coughing into a hand. She gulped, becoming uncomfortable. She said, “That sounds awful. Like I said…sorry to hear that.”

      Angry at Kessiah, I spoke about those memories, each of them frozen and numbed by time. “It was worse than awful. Dad broke when that disease stole my mom’s smile. It was a surreal thing for me. I guess I noticed when my mom quit taking care of the roses my dad bought her.” Feigning strength, I shrugged. “It’s like those roses mirrored her will to live. When they died, she died along with them.”

      A tense silence passed over us, thick and heavy as molten mercury. For me, those memories already calcified into shards of stone. I felt nothing from them, having already moved on. For Kessiah, she held onto a memory that mirrored my own. Something fresh and open and vulnerable. That hurt exposed itself as I spoke, and I dug my words in with all I had.

      In a way, that was my retaliation against everything Kessiah had said to me since she arrived. It was a surreal scene. I turned one of deepest wounds into a profound weapon. Breaking the silence, Torix’s eyes flared green. The lich peered down. “I’m sorry for your loss. Losing family is one of the hardest experiences anyone may suffer.”

      Ripping my glare away from Kessiah, I waved off Torix’s apology. “It all happened a long time ago. I’m over it. Point is, my father started drinking after my mom died. At that point, he started falling apart. He made damn sure I fell apart with him. Dad stopped keeping the house clean. He stopped going out with friends. Eventually, he stopped smiling, too.”

      I gazed at Kessiah. “So I’m used to getting yelled at. There. Happy now? Or do you want to know anything else personal?”

      Kessiah peered away from my gaze. “Yeah, I’m…I’m good.”

      I stood tall. “Good.”

      Torix leaned back before staring at the wall for a moment. He tapped the edge of his chair for a few seconds. An awkward atmosphere settled over us like a layer of lung burning ash. Torix waved his hands to interrupt the quiet.

      “She’s sorry for prying. I know Kessiah didn’t mean to open old wounds.”

      I rolled my shoulders. “No, you’re wrong. She did. She was prodding me for a reaction, and she got one. Don’t play that down.”

      Torix stared down for a second before he met my eye. “Ahem, I hope you remember our conversation from earlier. That pain you carry can make you strong or weak. That hinges on whether you run from it or accept it. In that manner, our past defines us. It makes us who we are. At the same time, we decide what our pasts make of us.”

      I swallowed some sadness. I nodded. “Yeah. I know, but thank you for the reminder.” Not expecting to blow up like that, I glanced at a wall.

      Torix walked up. “So, disciple, you mentioned you had something to show us. Perhaps you wouldn’t mind sharing that now? At least to this old bag of bones here.” He tapped the side of his head, and dust fell off of him. He pointed at it. “Emphasis on old.”

      A reluctant smile ran up my lips before Althea walked up. She peered up at me. “I want to see it, too. Is it, uhm, those markings on you? They look fancy.”

      I pulled up my forearm, my excitement dwindled to a low-lit ember. I poured mana into the runes, creating the vibrant, burning glow. A darkened orange energy rippled out with crescents of electricity. I stared at it. “I learned some of the runes you’re using. I carved them into my armor. It worked out.”

      Torix grabbed my arm, his eyes flaring white. “Is this what you were doing over these past three weeks?”

      I leaned back from him. “Yeah. It was.”

      Torix leaned close to the etchings. “Remarkable. How does it translate? Ah, that’s a strange wording you used there, but it fits, it fits. Remarkable, truly remarkable. You engraved this yourself?”

      I nodded before Torix let go of my arm. He spread out his hands. “Incredible. So much progress…I wouldn’t believe it if I hadn’t seen it with my own two eyes. This is fine work. Very fine.”

      I peered off, blushing a bit. “Ah, it’s not that big a deal. I just thought it would help with my fighting style.”

      Torix turned a hand. “Oh, it’ll do more than merely that.” He nudged me with an elbow. “And besides, humility doesn’t suit a disciple of mine. Come on. Stand tall with your shoulders back. It makes you look better when you do so.”

      Pulling myself out of my grim mood, I did as the lich asked. He spread out his hands. “There, that’s more like my disciple.”

      I really appreciated him saying that to me then and there. It made a world of difference. After propping me back up, Torix swiped a hand. “As for the runes, they will be potent tools, should they not destroy you. This wouldn’t be the first time you’ve done something insane, however. Precisely what skill did you use for this?”

      I opened my menus, forgetting the skills’ names. I murmured after a while, “It was…Soul Forging and Soul Siphon.”

      “Soul Forging? I’ve never heard of it. I suppose your armor would be the crux of that mystery, however. Hm.”

      I tapped my armor. “Maybe it’s because the armor’s an extension of me or something? That means carving into the armor with these runes acts like carving into my body.”

      Torix tapped the armor. “It seems to me that you’re giving your armor commands in a language it understands. It’s very strange, as this would never work on a normal person. Your body would deform at best. At worst, you’d roast yourself alive. For those reasons, I’d have advised against this if I had known you were doing it.” He peered off. “But alas, my surveillance has suffered since I’ve been consumed with this disgusting ritual. Blegh. If only it were over.”

      I peered at a spike near my elbow. “Before we talk about that, do you mind telling me what’s so dangerous about the sigils?”

      Torix put his hands behind himself. “They work with magic, not flesh and bone.”

      I tapped the side of my head. “Blood Magic, remember?”

      Torix leaned back. “But of course…Blood Magic. Gah, I must say, this was clever. Very clever. And here I thought you were simply insane.”

      Augmentation radiated out of my arms and legs. “This is insane?”

      Torix nodded. “Oh, most certainly. It should warp and deform your personality, roast your blood and flesh, and it should even alter your body. As for the skill’s name, Soul Forging, it should cause mental changes that are both unfixable and permanent. Being immortal, I’d rather not risk my soul like that. After all, I’ve got an eternity to lose should I make a mistake with any kind of soul manipulation.”

      He turned a hand to me. “For you, you’ve barely lived at all, yet you put the little life you have left on the line…and at all times. It’s incomprehensible to me.” Torix gave me a nod of respect. “But by putting yourself at risk, you also put yourself in a position to gain. As before, it has worked once more. Well done.”

      I grinned at Torix, a bit more than I meant to. Torix raised a hand, pacing back and forth. “But if we can create a more efficient conversion of this formula, we can come up with an even greater effect.” He slapped my back. “Hah. I knew I chose you to be my disciple for a reason.”

      I peered up, standing tall. Torix’s response outdid any expectations I had, and I beamed at him. “Heh. No problem.”

      Torix rubbed his hands. “Excellent. With this, we should have plenty of ways to fight against Yawm once we meet him.”

      Silence passed over us before Kessiah chimed in. “Speaking of Yawm, are you trying to get me to help fight him? Because, this whole ritual is taking a whole hell of a lot longer than you guessed it would.”

      Torix let out a sigh. “I really don’t understand what’s going on right now. I’ve developed the coordinates and set everything in stone. I’ve even made numerous augments via these additional caves. Nothing is working, which—” He leaned back, his eyes flaring red. He murmured, “Oh dear, that isn’t good. Give me one moment.”

      The necromancer pulled out a circular, clear sphere with a gray ring around it. He tapped it, and Kessiah walked over. The remnant’s eyes widened. “What’s going on?”

      Torix poured black mana into the crystalline orb. “That’s what I’m wondering as well. Something’s amiss.”

      Kessiah grumbled, stepping away, “Let me know when you finish your obelisk business. Don’t think I’m letting you off.”

      Torix gave her a curt nod. “I wouldn’t dare.”

      A blue ball expanded from Torix’s glass orb, surrounding the lich and me. Cold air splashed across my face from atop a mountain. Clouds floated along an endless horizon, other peaks etching into the skyline. Two suns shone in the distance, and a gentle wind whistled in my ears. All the sounds from outside were muffled, as if we swam underwater.

      I reached down for the soft snow beneath me, but my hand phased through the white powder. I rubbed my fingers together, this experience mirroring a simulation. It was as convincing as real life, and I gawked around at the surreal scene. Snapping me from my stupor, Torix sent me a message. As I read it, his voice rang out in my head.

      
        
        Torix Worm, of Darkhill | Level 1,236 | Unknown - Make certain you utilize personal messages here. The obelisk will convert thoughts into messages, should you decide to send them. This is primarily for privacy when we may need it at times, but in this case, there’s something that needs my inspection.

      

      

      I frowned before thinking up a message and sending it over.

      
        
        Daniel Hillside, The Harbinger of Cataclysm | Level 105 | Unknown - So what exactly is an obelisk? You mentioned it helped with Schema’s system format.

      

      

      
        
        Torix Worm, of Darkhill | Level 1,236 | Unknown - That’s correct, but as you may have noticed, an obelisk enables many more utilities outside of UI improvements. They may add options to it as well since Schema is rather stingy with his processing power. Obelisks enable a smooth interface with data you collect from Schema’s status, letting you use it.

      

      

      
        
        Personally, I use them for organizing my experiments, skill trees, etcetera. You can buy one from the Force of Iron for the price of a few dungeon cores, should you elect to do so.

      

      

      Torix moved a few floating screens from in front of himself, organizing them.

      
        
        Torix Worm, of Darkhill | Level 1,236 | Unknown - Despite their many advantages, I despise these devices, but at times they are necessary. Obelisks offer convenience, saving innumerable hours of administrative work. I do worry that this convenience comes at a cost, however. Many struggle to focus on real events and more mundane details after immersing themselves in such a convenient, cybernetic landscape.

      

      

      Torix peered toward Kessiah, who rested just outside of this simulation.

      
        
        Torix Worm, of Darkhill | Level 1,236 | Unknown - I find myself pondering if this device truly does save any time at all. Regardless, I peer into my obelisk’s abilities as a necessary evil.

      

      

      I glanced around as his messages rang out in the background. I swiped my hand through a screen; the display wobbled before stabilizing. The images and lists rippled like waves in a pond. Getting my feet wet, I sent another message.

      
        
        Daniel Hillside, The Harbinger of Cataclysm | Level 105 | Unknown - Couldn’t you just manage the addictive nature of an obelisk and use it all the time? You’d be more productive that way.

      

      

      Torix pulled up an updated map of earth, most of it blank.

      
        
        Torix Worm, of Darkhill | Level 1,236 | Unknown - I wonder if such an idea is even possible in practice. I’ve yet to see someone use an obelisk frequently and not be absorbed by it. An even greater point is how an obelisk strips one of their creativity. Is it not a wonder how this device, designed and created to open the world up to its user, actually narrows their view of it? It’s an ironic manifestation, I should say.

      

      

      I peered at the icy swirls below us. Blizzards sheared a desolate landscape at the mountain’s foundation. The sky peered down from all angles as several suns gently beamed. Getting lost here in a world like this appealed to me, the endless peace a welcome change from the real world. I blinked at that, surprised by the draw of the simulation.

      
        
        Daniel Hillside, The Harbinger of Cataclysm | Level 105 | Unknown - I remember humanity had an internet before Schema arrived. It had the same kind of effect as an obelisk, and a lot of the time, people just found others who thought whatever they thought. This created spots where everyone agreed, like an echo chamber. Eventually, they became places where everyone shouted the same ideas, each shout louder than the other.

      

      

      
        
        Torix Worm, of Darkhill | Level 1,236 | Unknown - Quite a noteworthy observation. The way I’ve put it is that you learn exactly what everyone else knows if you use an obelisk. You learn what other people don’t know when you read books.

      

      

      
        
        Daniel Hillside, The Harbinger of Cataclysm | Level 105 | Unknown - Eh, you’re probably right. So, what’s the map for?

      

      

      
        
        Torix Worm, of Darkhill | Level 1,236 | Unknown - I left packets of identifying mana on Michael and Kelsey before leaving them with a deathknight for surveillance. That sorcery tracked their location and ensured I could kill them if need be.

      

      

      My jaw went slack as I gawked at Torix. The lich raised his palms to me.

      
        
        Torix Worm, of Darkhill | Level 1,236 | Unknown - Daniel, I don’t believe you fully understand what will happen to those that are captured by Yawm. Killing Michael and Kelsey isn’t a threat, as I could’ve done so at any time. I am using their deaths as a tool for mercy should the need arise.

      

      

      I stared down, unnerved by the nightmare Torix presented. The lich wore the possibility of death or worse like a cloak. He focused his efforts on stopping the horrific outcomes instead of worrying about them. Keeping that industrious nature, Torix fiddled with screens and messages alike. Being far less experienced, I cringed at what might happen to my old friends or even the townsfolk.

      Even worse, a bit of guilt sank in my chest like someone nailed it in with a hammer. Irrational or not, I held myself responsible for what might happen to my old friends and Springfield. It wasn’t a conscious decision but an unconscious force. I willed the guilt down, keeping myself strengthened. Despite my efforts, a fragment of remorse lingered in the back of my mind like a bloated corpse staring me in the eyes.

      And I couldn’t get it to stop staring.

      Torix glanced at the screens before tapping on the surface of an image. It bent ever so slightly at his touch as he tapped two red circles near the center of Springfield. Torix sighed, which sounded like a distant, deep echo.

      
        
        Torix Worm, of Darkhill | Level 1,236 | Unknown - Michael and Kelsey were captured by the Force of Iron. I’ve dealt with them on numerous occasions. Handling them should be relatively simple. On the other hand, if Yawm has found them and made them spill their guts, then it’s best I detonate the mana signatures now.

      

      

      
        
        Daniel Hillside, The Harbinger of Cataclysm | Level 105 | Unknown - Whoa now, let’s think for a minute. Why would the Force of Iron even question or interrogate them? They probably just want to help them or learn something, maybe about us. Besides, detonating the mana packets may kill some of the troops there. We don’t want to burn that bridge, do we?

      

      

      
        
        Torix Worm, of Darkhill | Level 1,236 | Unknown - The Force of Iron is hardly relevant to our battle with Yawm.

      

      

      
        
        Daniel Hillside, The Harbinger of Cataclysm | Level 105 | Unknown - Althea could use some technology for her experimentation and cannons. I could use the Force of Iron to exchange runes for money. Kessiah might use them to get out of here. If we can save some of their members, then we end up tying up two loose ends without leaving a mess for later.

      

      

      
        
        I think it’s worth pursuing.

      

      

      The sphere retracted, the mountain’s peak disintegrating into the bottom of our quarry. Torix turned to me. “That’s a risk I’d rather not take.”

      I frowned. “What if you didn’t have to risk yourself? I can do it.”

      Torix narrowed his flaming eyes. “Why would you save them? They blamed you for their faults, spitting in the face of all your efforts. Their capture was non-violent as well, though it was against their wills, according to my deathknight’s testimony. As if either of those people would actually fight for their agency.” He threw a hand out. “In fact, I believe this may be the best outcome for all parties. I tire of hovering over those overgrown children.”

      A part of me wanted to defend them, but a larger piece dwelled on Torix’s accusations. Why would I want to save Michael and Kelsey? I tried helping them, but it wasn’t enough. Their expectations soared so high that nothing I did could ever have been enough. Despite that, I lingered on what happened. Something about the event rubbed me the wrong way, and after thinking about it, I understood why.

      Kelsey and Michael weren’t real friends anymore, but they helped me out of a couple tight spots. In my mind, I paid them back in full long ago. For instance, one time I beat the hell out of two bullies that messed with Michael. I got a black eye, but I unloaded some steam. Michael wasn’t bothered by those two again. I did the same for Kelsey when a college student stalked her for a while. I confronted the guy, and that’s all it took for him to stop.

      This situation played out differently. By challenging the Force of Iron, I stuck my neck out for two friends who’d never do the same for me. They wouldn’t even let me in their house, let alone pry me from the clutches of an organized guild. Even if they wanted to help me, they weren’t able to. Kelsey hadn’t leveled a bit since the system started. Only Michael had a chance, and in reality, he’d be walking right to his death.

      Something neither of them would ever do for me.

      Torix put a hand on my shoulder, snapping me out of my contemplation. “Perhaps I was overly harsh. It is your life, not mine, and upon second thought, perhaps saving them is the right decision.” He raised a hand. “After all, regrets will never leave you, and you may never have another opportunity to help them like this again.” He lowered his hand. “Should you choose not to assist them, this may haunt you forever. My son’s death is proof enough of that, as I will carry it for eternity. I wouldn’t wish for you to do the same with Michael and Kelsey’s deaths.”

      I raised my hands. “Yeah…I’m thinking this will be my last payback, you know? I’ll leave them in my debt and call it quits at that point. I think that will give me some closure, and I’ll be able to let this go.” I turned to Kessiah and Althea. “Do either of you think you can help me out with that?”

      Kessiah raised a palm. “I can wish you good luck, maybe give you some information. I can’t help you out directly, though.”

      I frowned. “Wow. Unexpected.”

      “Hey, I’m sorry about earlier, but this has nothing to do with that. I don’t want anyone knowing I’m on this planet. It could attract some bounty hunters. None of us wants that.”

      Althea bounced on her toes. “I’ll do it…if you need the help.”

      Torix took a deep breath, which he didn’t need. He pushed up his glasses, which also didn’t exist. “Ah, my indecision is mounting once more. This is putting us under undue risk. That being said, what is reasonable and what is right are two very different things. Ah, what to do? I’m done fretting. I’ll allow you both to do this, should you both allow a shade to watch over you.”

      I put my hands on my hips. “You’re just full of sage sayings today, aren’t you? And, uh, thanks for helping us out. It means a lot.”

      Torix waved off my thanks. “The story you told me earlier has me sentimental and nostalgic. That’s all this is. Now, I will give you a few days to capture Michael and Kelsey before I detonate the mana signatures lodged in their skulls.”

      I gave him an apprehensive smile. “Huh. Well, then, we should hurry.”

      Torix turned back to the marble tablets. “Then I shall return to my duties. Ah yes, back to this. I wish this ritual was over and done with. It shall be the death of me.” He laughed in an unhinged manner. “Hah. If I weren’t already undead. It will undo my undeath, causing the death of my undying. Hah. Hah.”

      Rolling my eyes at the absurd joke, I jogged over to Althea. She shrugged. “Any ideas what the plan is? I’m really hoping it doesn’t involve storming their base.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t want to ruin our relationship with these guys. That’s one of the reasons we’re doing this in the first place. I’m thinking we get to the facility, scope out their defenses, and use that new info to make a plan of approach. Does that sound good?”

      She let out a sigh of relief. “Heh, okay. That’s a way better plan than I thought we’d come up with.”

      I gave her a thumbs-up. “All right, cool.” I turned to Torix. “Yo, can you send us their location so that we can see it on our minimaps?”

      Torix snapped his fingers, and a message appeared with an attachment. I downloaded it, and a little map popped up on my left side. The two-dimensional, overhead graph reminded me of an old RPG, everything blacked out besides for long, winding trails of color crisscrossing the darkness. One led to BloodHollow, another to Springfield. Dozens of other lines exposed more routes, likely inspected from Torix’s scouts.

      All along the map, red X’s signified dungeons. The density of the red marks meant many dungeons lingered across the countryside. Near the industrial sector of Springfield, far fewer crimson dots lined the surrounding area. The Force of Iron helped get those rifts handled, meaning the eldritch spilled out less there. In the center of that clearing, two blue dots sprung up, one with the name Kelsey and the other with Michael. I gave our necromancer a thumbs-up before walking up to Kessiah.

      I turned to her. “Is there anything we should know about the Force of Iron before heading out?”

      Kessiah gave me a stare of disdain before eyeing my runes. She crossed her arms. “So…you still want to talk, huh?”

      I raised my brow. “Yeah. I just don’t want you to talk down to me, my home, and my life all the time. I know, I know, it’s a big ask.”

      Kessiah tapped her forearm, thinking for a bit. She took a breath. “What do you need to know?”

      I shrugged. “Anything, really.”

      She peered away. “They use tech for the most part. Most of them aren’t all that skilled. You probably know, but they bring in basic technology from Schema’s era. All of it’s used, hand-me-down stuff, but that’s a lot better than what you guys have here…currently. That’s not to say you guys won’t ever be on that level, just, right now—”

      I waved her elaboration away. “I get it. What kind of levels will they have?”

      Kessiah tapped her side. “It’s based entirely on the local population. They send in kiosks with hauls of supplies. As you fulfill basic quests, they open more of the supplies. You can expect people to be about ten levels over the average because of those quests and the equipment they own. Considering most humans are around the low teens to mid-twenties, you can expect levels in the mid-thirties for everybody there.”

      I nodded. “Thanks for the breakdown. I do appreciate it.”

      Kessiah eyed me up and down. She sighed before peering off. She crossed her arms. “Hey, sorry about getting in your business earlier. I shouldn’t have. That was my bad.”

      I raised my hand. “It’s fine.”

      Kessiah pulled out her obelisk, flashing me a smile. “Good. Try not to die out there, little man. No one else here can fight like you can…besides me, of course.”

      I turned and walked off. “I’ll stay alive only if you and Torix promise not to kill each other.”

      Kessiah opened her obelisk. “Hah. No promises.”

      Walking off, Althea and I reached a cubbyhole that she stationed her cannon schematics and other stuff in. Lots of trinkets and machinery slouched onto a table of sliced stone. Althea cut it out, the shining edge sheening with the natural beauty of polished stone. I rubbed my gauntleted hand over it. “Man, this is so well done. It looks like you cleaned it.”

      Althea scratched her cheek. “So, uhm, it just ends up like that after I cut it.” She reached out a finger, a thin claw extending out. She cut out some of the quarry’s marble and tossed it toward me. Wherever she sliced, a shiny finish exposed itself. I flipped it in my hand.

      “You could make this a business.”

      Althea rolled her eyes as she packed. “Sure.”

      I slotted the marble back where she cut it out. “I’m serious here. There’s potential for big money in this post-apocalyptic landscape. Trust me. You’ll be a millionaire.”

      We debated the merits of a rock-polishing business while jogging toward the edge of the quarry. Once we surrounded ourselves in the trees, we raced full sprint toward the facility. Based on where Michael and Kelsey were, the Force of Iron established a base in an old, abandoned factory. The refinery situated itself in the middle of many other industrial buildings.

      People set up shop here for the coal and iron loaded in nearby mountains. Springfield’s inhabitants harvested what they could before globalization decimated those industries. I wasn’t commenting on whether that was good or not, but I had familiarized myself with the area a long time ago. My dad worked there, and he got fired at some point. By the time they let him go, I made a few memories in those empty buildings.

      Heading in that direction, Althea and I passed Pier’s creek, trees arching over our heads as they struggled to get sunlight. Birds flew across the ravine now and again, and collections of fish swam deeper into the water as we passed. The rocky sand softened my stomping heels, keeping us quiet. Still, I left deep footprints behind me, but a shadowy presence passed over my markings. After doing so, it smoothed the evidence out.

      Torix’s shade performed its duties well, wherever it was.

      After taking a few turns, we reached another creek, this one nameless. Everyone abandoned the area after someone found a few miners dumping chemicals in the water. No one wanted a nice batch of heavy metals in their drinking water, and even after thirty years, no one remained here. Well, besides the monsters that moved in.

      Strange nautiloids lapped at the water, refining metals with their mouthy bits. They cleared the water of all the waste, though they still fed on nearby, vulnerable wildlife. Althea and I let them live, both of us moving toward our goal. Althea, our lavender-haired sniper, glanced around in wonder at everything as we passed by. I could imagine why Althea marveled. This might’ve been her first time seeing all of this.

      An unconscious smile lingered on her lips, and I liked the look on her. I murmured, “It’s nice, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah. It’s very peaceful here. The sounds here are…ambient. It puts me in a really clear state of mind.”

      I stared forward. “Me too.”

      After another fifteen minutes of running, we found abandoned factories on the horizon. Old smoke stacks loomed over the buildings, beacons of a bygone era. Those old towers no longer belched clouds of dark smoke, birds resting where the toxic smog once plumed out. Under those hollow pillars, empty warehouses covered block after block. Railroad tracks traced the ground throughout the empty place, no longer used but still scarring the ground.

      Multicolored cargo crates rested on those emptied tracks. All the trains stationed on them, some having crashed and piled up. Since Schema arrived, this place of industry deadened into something lifeless but peaceful. We ran down those railways, birds resting on them. They flew off over the horizon as we passed by, each of us hidden by the trains lining our sides.

      Within a few minutes, a familiar yet alien sound radiated across the skyline—the humming of a car’s engine. Peering under several carts, Althea and I found moving vehicles. Even though they should’ve been commonplace and expected, they surged excitement in my chest. Humanity rallied here enough to actually use cars. A small step to be sure, but a step nonetheless.

      Althea and I slid under a train, getting beside several driving cars. Along the sides of these automobiles, a circular emblem beamed back at us. It was a gear with a pyramid and eye on it. As I gazed at it, it too gazed back at me. It reminded me that we infiltrated this place, and we weren’t welcome here. From then on, Althea and I crept under train tracks, each of us calm and composed.

      We found many more signs of human civilization there. Many old war machines scattered about, likely taken from nearby museums and repurposed. Parts from those machines scattered around with mechanics working on them. They wore combat fatigues imprinted with the gear and pyramid symbol. Around them, several soldiers stomped by.

      Their combatant status was obvious; they donned blue-gray armor, rifles strapped along their backs. The barrels and stocks glowed blue, a powerful symbol of Schema’s dominance. If you bought in, you’d get great power, but their abilities didn’t stop there. The soldiers carried shining, emerald-green munitions on their chests.

      I wondered what hid inside the capsules. Answering my question, one of the troops dropped a bullet onto the ground. It shattered, and the ooze painted the ground in green. It sizzled the earth, writhing deep into the ground. Within those glassy bullets, some kind of living acid squirmed around.

      Althea said, “Wow…I’d love to have that.”

      I shivered, remembering Althea billowing acid over me. I murmured back, “I’m not the biggest fan of that stuff, actually.”

      As we geot closer to the heart of the camp, we saw some soldiers carried glowing, red liquid in their bullets. None of those members dropped their ammo, unfortunately. As we gawked at everything, it all honed in on a sharp, angular aesthetic. Schema created all of this equipment with precision. Everyone wore their helmets all the time, too. This faceless ensemble lacked eyes on those helms, showing no weakness, just like the Sentinels.

      Cameras viewed the outer world for them, keeping them secure inside their steel plates. I grinned at the prospect of getting some of that good stuff, but I feared fighting several of the people at once. Althea shared in my fear, and our sneaking slowed down to a crawl. We found plenty to see, so despite our pace, time flew by. Several factories reopened here, and soldiers carried goods in and out of the buildings on hovering platforms.

      My eyes widened at the sight, and I murmured to Althea, “How do they do that?”

      Althea gawked at the buildings with me. “Uhm, magic?”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “Well, er, duh.”

      She flicked my shoulder. “You’re the one asking dumb questions.”

      “Touché.”

      We got close enough to uncover details about the industrialized equipment. Hooks and bars traced the armors, places for carrying the pieces around with ease. The practical, deadly weapons on their backs sheened with glossy finishes. A few of them even carried sword handles at their sides. In a sparring arena, two armored individuals pulled those swords out.

      Laser blades arose from the handles, and they clashed with burning ooze dripping down their weapons. I ogled at the awesome display before Althea and I nestled between a few of the cargo crates. Squeezed together, I sent her a message.

      
        
        Daniel Hillside, The Harbinger of Cataclysm | Level 105 | Unknown - Any ideas for getting in and out of there?

      

      

      
        
        Althea Tolstoy | Level 164 | Unknown - Huh…not really.

      

      

      I brainstormed for a minute before I sent her a message.

      
        
        Daniel Hillside, The Harbinger of Cataclysm | Level 105 | Unknown - Wait a minute…I’ve got the perfect plan.

      

      

      I shifted my armor before turning my gauntlets into shovel claws. I turned and messaged.

      
        
        Daniel Hillside, The Harbinger of Cataclysm | Level 105 | Unknown - How about we dig our way in? Eh? EH?
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      Althea frowned before sending a message.

      
        
        Althea Tolstoy | Level 164 | Unknown - So, like, I’m not a genius or anything, but I’m pretty sure they’ll hear you digging.

      

      

      
        
        Daniel Hillside, The Harbinger of Cataclysm | Level 105 | Unknown - They probably won’t if we get a little distance and dig a little deep.

      

      

      She shrugged before we crawled further back until we were out of earshot of the guards. With a few quick swipes, my shovel hands clawed through the dirt in large chunks. What would’ve been hours of work for a normal person passed by in seconds before I submerged underground. Althea crawled off, chopping at portions of the railroad tracks. Althea sliced the steel bars and threw in a pile of them at the burrow’s entrance.

      I kept digging while she placed supports made from rebar to prevent the collapse of the tunnel. I gave her a nod of respect. “Damn. Nice idea.”

      She blushed. “Heh. Thanks. You’re not too shabby yourself.”

      Adding to the structure, Althea spit acid at the ends of each railroad tracks. The green ooze melted the dirt as we traveled, making our tunnel pretty stout. Without worrying about a sudden cave in, we made decent progress over the next hour. By then, we landed fifty feet or so from Michael and Kelsey’s holding chambers. Knowing next to nothing about the compound’s insides, I turned to Althea.

      I lifted a hand, sparking augmentation and bathing us in orange light. Althea stared back with worry wrinkles on her face. I whispered, “You okay?”

      She frowned. “Just…a bit claustrophobic. That’s all.”

      I leaned back, putting my hand on my chest. I dished out some sarcasm. “Oh, being close to me is that bad, huh?”

      She pursed her lips at me. “What? No, it’s the ground. I’m scared it’ll crush us or collapse.”

      I thought back on how she transformed into a burrowing eel at one point; she may have forgotten her own abilities. That being said, not all fears were necessarily rational, so instead of arguing, I gave her a knowing grin. “If it did fall, I’d get you out of here. Trust me on that.”

      Althea peered away. “Heh…I do.”

      I turned up, and from what I could guesstimate, Michael and Kelsey both languished in prison cells or something similar. Althea and I would have to take down a guard or two before busting them out and running back toward the unnamed, chemical creek. From there, escape relied on Torix’s shades. Considering how reliable they were, everything seemed pretty foolproof.

      With some confidence, I pointed up. “I’ll be a decoy. You focus on getting them out.”

      Althea frowned. “I could be the decoy, if you want.”

      I gestured at her arms. “I think I’ll be better. You’re stronger than me for one. Second, I can make a lot more of a ruckus than you can. Third, I can take a few bullets to the chest, and you can’t.”

      “Hm… Okay. I was thinking I could escape after getting their attention, but your plan works, too.”

      I cupped my chin. “Huh. You’re probably right about that, but I’d rather bet on my plan.”

      “So, like, I wasn’t committed to my plan or anything, anyways. We’ll go with yours.”

      “Oh, my bad. Didn’t mean to press the issue.”

      “You, uhm, you didn’t. I just wanted to clarify.”

      After that awkwardness, we finalized the plan. Once we repeated the steps a few times, I dug upward. I slowed down my pace until I reached concrete. By then, we dug underground for two hours, each of us sweaty and breathing hard. Planning any more risked people finding the tunnel, and oxygen thinned out this deep down. Unable to stall anymore, I gave Althea a signal.

      I tapped the concrete, the dense material reinforced with steel. For me, breaking through could’ve taken maybe a day or two, not to mention the soldier’s would think a literal earthquake was infiltrating their base. For Althea, the task took seconds. She reformed her left arm, turning it into a biotic rifle. Extra adjustments covered the sides, along with an eye along the edge of the barrel. I whispered, “Can you see out of that eye?”

      The eye closed as she mumbled, “Uh, yeah. It makes aiming easier.”

      I raised my brow. “Whoa, that’s kind of cool.”

      From her right palm, she grew a riveted rod of bone. She placed it into the ammo compartment before placing it against the wall. “I’m going to spit acid onto the wall before firing. That should give you enough space to get inside. We get your friends and then run. Y-you ready?”

      I raised a brow. “It sounds like you’re the one getting cold feet.”

      Althea took a second, raising her hands. She steadied her breathing, and I gave her a thumbs-up. “That’s better. Let’s go.”

      A swell formed in her stomach before she regurgitated acid onto the wall in steady increments. The acid steamed and hissed on the concrete before she fired. The sound of the shell blew back into our tiny tunnel, booming loud as a jet plane. My ears rang as the concrete gave way. A cloud of dust exploded into our tunnel from above, and Althea slipped through it. I followed.

      I leaped up, mana filling into my legs. I crashed through the leftover splinters of concrete. As I came up and out into the air, I lost levity. My feet crashed into the oil-stained floor, and I glanced around, powder obstructing my view. I waved my arms, the wind whirling the dust plume away from me. I found myself near the center of a garage, eyes already on us.

      Several people worked on cars and machines, sets of tools beside them. Groups of armored soldiers spoke with technicians, and scientists hunched over tables lining the walls. Two large, open doorways let light into the room. Above me, a small hole beamed down light at my face from outside. Althea’s bolt pierced through the ceiling.

      Along the edge of the vehicles, a set of clear, human-sized capsules slotted into the side of the building. Kelsey and Michael’s names were painted onto the sides of them, their hair and feet visible while the rest remained covered with a steel plate. They floated in a vacuum, each of them unconscious but having their eyes open. Althea already reached them, and she cut at the steel with several people watching her.

      Everyone else gawked at me, stunned by my entrance. I raised my arms, mana filling into the sigils. “Hello, everyone. Uhm, what’s up?”

      Compacted rifles expanded as soldiers readied their aim toward me. Dozens of laser pointers lined up on me before a deep, full voice shouted, “Don’t fire. Get him out of here, and I repeat, do not fire in this space. We cannot afford to bust the containment pods here.”

      They held Michael and Kelsey in containment pods for something. I noted that while peering around. I also stood a head taller than everyone else. Their numbers worked against them because of friendly fire, but they used other means at their disposal. Several of them unsheathed laser knives, and they walked close. Getting behind me, a trooper sliced a shining dagger of red toward my throat.

      He moved slower than a stream, and I grabbed his wrist while pulling him to me. He fell forward, and I punched his helmet. Letting him go, I crunched the metal armor on my fist, the runes giving me unnatural power. Another soldier came close and stabbed at my back. I wove sideways, the soldier’s slice missing. The arm stretched out wide, and I grabbed the person’s wrist. I shoved the straightened elbow, and the limb bent backward, ligaments snapping.

      The soldier howled out in anguish, and I jerked him sideways. They both flopped onto the ground, unable to stand. I peered at my hands, marveling at how easy it was to break them. It was like snapping a chicken’s neck. Unlike a chicken, the broken soldier keeled onto the ground, an electronic voice blaring out of the speaker beside his helmet’s camera.

      Another soldier tried a sweeping kick toward my feet. I stepped just out of range and lifted a foot. I stomped my heel at their leg as the kick passed me by. Their armored joint crunched under foot, and I pinned them down. They collapsed before I lifted the person up with both my arms.

      I threw them toward a car, and they collided with the windshield, shattering glass. I gawked at how I did all of that, and the others did as well. They peered at me in fear, the soldiers a bit more antsy to approach. My eyes darted toward Althea, and she heaved Michael and Kelsey’s stasis pods. Wanting to make a real mess, I walked toward a car. I bent over and lifted with all my strength.

      The car flipped with relative ease, at least easier than I expected. It flopped over and crushed into another vehicle. Several people ran at me, so I leaped on top of the car. The Jeep’s fabric tore under my feet, and I fell into the cabin. Falling into the front seat, I looked at the ignition, finding no keys. A glowing blade stuck through the side window, and I bent my head away from it. They pulled the blade back over my throat.

      Before it made contact, I grabbed them. I jerked them into the window, the metal-covered soldier lighter than I was. Their head clapped against the window before I opened the car door into another soldier. They tumbled in a pile, one I stomped over while getting out of the Jeep. As I got all the way out, three blades came from all directions. I stopped two arms, and the other blade pierced into my side. My armor reached out into the stabbing hand, shredding it.

      The soldier pulled his hand out of me while thundering, “It’s a monster.”

      I grimaced before kicking backward at the guy. His chest plate caved, and he crashed into a wall. I crushed the two arms in my hands, snapping the bones in their arms before pulling them close. Their helmets clinked together with a loud ring, cameras shattering. Another trooper stabbed at me, but I used one of their own as a shield.

      Another stab came in from an unseen angle, and it pierced into my chest. Fire erupted in my lungs, but I elbowed backward. The soldiers facemask caved in, their head whipping into the side of a car. They slumped down, and I prayed they were still alive. Another soldier sliced down from above, but a harpoon impaled their raised elbows. The downslice fell apart, and I shoved the crippled soldier aside.

      Two more stabs came in. I threw my fists out, and they landed like sledgehammers. Helmets caved. I struck once more, retaliating before they overwhelmed me. Chest plates sunk in. Arms shattered. Cameras fizzled to nothing. I whirled through the group, tearing a dozen guards into broken heaps on the polished floor.

      More came. I jumped up, grabbing the edge of a catwalk. I flung myself up, near several snipers. I tackled one, and their body flopped over the railing with force. The others followed their fall. Half a dozen tumbled down like dominoes. I charged through a less-armored marksman before jumping back down. Another blade sank into my arm. An angry, violent voice rang out in the back of my mind to kill them, to eat them.

      I grabbed my assailant’s arm, breaking it. I jerked twice more, and it broke in three places. I kicked their knee backward. They crumbled down, and I roared out in a primal fury. My armor’s crimson slit widened into a maw over the soldier’s face. I kicked the soldier away, and they flopped back. They crashed into the wall. I inspected around me, most of the soldiers already taken care of or crippled for the moment. In my mind, I surged, my dominance clear.

      Several of the gunmen tapped their triggers, wondering if firing might’ve been a good idea. Before they made that decision, more mana filled into my runes. I stomped my foot down. The crushed concrete from our entrance whipped into the air, hiding us. Althea hugged two stasis pods to herself, having taken several soldiers out herself. She ran over, a soldier grabbing her foot. She fell forward, and the glass jars tumbled.

      They stayed together, the glass flexible and not easily broken. Althea glanced around on the ground, seeing faceless suits of armor closing in from every side. She pulled her legs up into the air before forcing them downward. Her upper body whipped up off the ground before she landed on her feet. A tornado of motion, she knocked several soldiers across the room, bones breaking with each of her attacks. Her own arm bled from the punishment, her fingers and hands bent backward.

      She left herself and her enemies a bloody mess.

      The reinforcements rushed in. They took an even more cautious approach as they closed in on me and her. Althea gasped. “Gah, it’s so hard not killing them.”

      I raised my fists. “I got to agree.”

      Althea’s body crushed and crumbled, her entire skeleton deforming. She sprinted forward, a beast transformed. She stormed through a group of soldiers. She sent them flopping back with her unbelievable strength. Metal met walls. They fell. They plunged. They plummeted. Her legs looked like a goat’s hind legs while her arms and hands expanded into massive clubs. With a few quick swings, she crushed and crumbled the incoming troops in seconds.

      The room, once full, brimmed with incapacitated soldiers. A delicate silence loomed for a moment. I murmured, “Are you still in control?”

      She tore herself apart as she attacked, but she rumbled back, “Yes. I am. What about that growl of yours earlier?”

      I gave her a curt nod. “Okay, fair enough.”

      I picked up the glass tubes before sprinting back toward our hole. The deep voice from earlier roared with anger through an intercom.

      “You maggots. There will be hell to pay if you don’t stop those eldritch. I mean literal Hell.”

      The soldiers redoubled their efforts to stop us. A group of them lined up from outside, blocking our way back to our tunnel. I stopped in my tracks with the stomp of a heel. A thin piece of concrete burst underfoot, sending a hail of rocks at their helmeted faces. Althea leaped over me, latching one of her massive hands onto my shoulder.

      I dug my feet into the ground as she pulled on my shoulder pauldron to swing herself around. Her other arm reformed as if she swung a tree trunk. The soldiers crashed into the wall before Althea dove into our tunnel’s entrance. I tossed one of the containers toward her before leaping in with Kelsey’s tube held over my head. Althea slid the capsule through the hole before I followed her with the other one.

      As we slid down, a rain of bullets slammed into the walls of the tunnel entrance above us. It looked like they abandoned orders. A hail of crumbling rock splattered down. I landed on the ground, my legs bent as the containment tube slapped against my back. The dense flexi-glass bent but held, the steel plate keeping them safe.

      Tube in tow, I crawled with Althea. She bent over, crawling in her normal, unchanged form. I caught myself staring at her a few times, her figure drawing my eye. Althea had nice curves, and laid out like that, it accentuated each one of them. Tearing my eyes off of her, I focused myself back on the escape.

      Not being as distracted, Althea expanded the tunnel with gouging strikes, letting me pull off a low trot along the ground. We dashed through our tunnel before jumping out of the entrance. Crawling back out beneath a train, neither of us could move the stasis pods. Already working that out, Althea cut at the edge of a railroad cart.

      I raised my brow. “Does that slicing power have any limit?”

      Finished by then, she shoved a behemothic piece of pure steel from the crate. Her collarbone broke from pushing the metal hunk out of the way. Her eyes watered as she reformed the bone back into place. She said, “Yes, but by Schema, this hurts so bad.”

      Her putting this kind of effort to help me meant a lot, and I aimed to pay her back. I couldn’t right now, so I winced at the sight. “Damn…I’m sorry. I’d like to wait for you, but we have to go.”

      Althea nodded. “I know…I know.”

      We walked out between two fully loaded trains. With my legs slamming the ground beneath me, I kept pace with Althea, each of us carrying a pod. We sprinted between two railroad tracks, the gravel flinging behind us before we started hearing the sound of revving engines. Althea glanced at me.

      “You. Decoy. Again?”

      I tossed the tube toward her. “Of course.”

      She caught the tube with one of her arms before she set them down. Her arms shrank as her muscles tore and snapped into place. Looking like a furless centaur drenched in a robe, she grabbed the two tubes under her arms before sprinting toward the chemical-laden creek. I winced a little as she gasped in pain, but her speed mounted to epic proportions.

      In the distance, several Jeeps rolled out of the garages, finding a gap between the two trains lining us. The vehicles drove in while I sprinted away. My feet thunked against the ground with each step like hammers against stone. Augmentation empowered my strides, chunks of wood snapping under my weight. The air rushed past my ears as I enjoyed the speed of my own running.

      Althea still pulled ahead, but I kept her in my line of sight at least. After two minutes of running, a bullet whistled right past my head. I didn’t turn around. I pushed forward. Another bullet landed straight into the ground where one of my feet marched. The round slinked right off my armor, leaving an indentation in it. More and more bullets rushed in before I found stray rounds hissing close to Althea, sparks bursting off the train near her.

      Coming up with a plan, I bent down and scooped up some gravel. I gritted my teeth before leaping as high as I could. Flailing my arms, I hopped onto the top of a cargo crate, stumbling forward but not falling. After getting back into stride, I stomped my foot down. The thin steel bent under my foot, giving my feet some grip.

      I changed directions, my joints hissing at me in discomfort. I beelined in the opposite direction, toward the Jeeps and guards. My runes roared out, and I hurled several stones at their windshields. Trails of fractures formed over the panels, rocks embedding into the reinforced glass. Blinding them, soldiers turned and fired at me, but I ducked under the firestorm of rounds. The Jeeps let their covers down for sight, and I hurled another few stones at them between bullet bursts. Enraged at my stone tossing, they dragged back around in a circle, barely making the turn between the two trains. My advanced problem solving worked like a charm, and another hailstorm of bullets rained my way. Great. Just great.

      They lobbed grappling hooks, each of them snapping against the sides of the trains I rested on. They kept me pinned with suppressive fire, soldiers pacing up the cables. I let them get up there with me, wanting the soldiers to get away from their vehicles. Heading to the side where the grappling hooks tied down, I hung myself along the other side of the train. My fingers gripped into the metal, but no other part of me exposed itself to them.

      The troops scattered over the top of the train, searching for me. I waited, their footsteps sending my nerves ablaze. Flipping back onto the train, my feet panged onto the roof, and they turned to me. I bolted forward, bullets smothering where I just stood. I leaped high in the air over a Jeep before crushing my outstretched legs into the engine. The front of the Jeep caved in, the engine block bursting out the bottom of the vehicle.

      I jerked my legs out of the car’s front before rolling toward the side opposite of the soldiers. Another volley of bullets painted toward me. With a grunt of effort, augmentation flooded my frame. I growled while flipping the car over. Bullets whizzed past the Jeep at certain spots, the car less protective than I hoped it’d be.

      But that wasn’t my goal.

      I bent down and tackled the vehicle’s side. It slid right in place, becoming a barricade for several other vehicles coming my way. A storm of bullets snapped into my skin from above, my health dropping fast. I sprinted toward the bottom of a train, leaping between a gap in the wheels. My stomach scraped the rails as I slid beneath the train. Taking a few deep breaths, I gasped for air, dust pluming up as exhaustion set in.

      I stopped the troops from catching Althea, but now they closed in from all sides. I took a few breaths before clawing into the gravel and dirt. I tore into the ground, getting just beneath their barrels peeking into the railway. They let out a pelting of gunfire above me, streaks of light tracing over my head. The bullets banged and burst, several gunmen hitting their own team members.

      They scrambled to get underneath here with me, but they struggled getting under the train in their plated armors. It gave me a breather. After half a minute, they scrambled inside again. Refreshed and ready, I peeled the ground apart before bursting out from beneath the train’s tracks. I sprinted toward a set of warehouses in front of me. Bullets flooded in, and I jumped straight through one of the older windows of the building.

      The dirty panels burst into tiny pieces as I rolled forward. I landed onto a catwalk, my stomach slamming into the railing. Momentum carried me over it, and I flipped. I tumbled in the air before flopping onto the ground. Air left my chest, and I blinked, getting a sense of where I was. My hands flopped down as I let out a big gulp of air.

      From my side, a click rang out beside me. A ball of metal shot upward, and I covered my head. The ball detonated, a set of blades spiraling in every direction. The force of the blades flung me sideways, several of the daggers lodged inches into my armor. Dizziness and disorientation muddled my view.

      Shaking it off, I pushed myself back up, but my arms shook while drool leaked out of my mouth. Unable to keep moving, I leaned over. Vomit coursed up my throat and out of me. Falling back down, I puked my guts out, most of my health gone. A dull banging ebbed in from outside, the guards closing in. I lifted my head up, swallowing my spit. I stumbled back up, falling against a wall.

      They spread mines out at random here, so it would take time to enter. If anything, spreading mines this close to camp seemed suicidal. They must’ve had a good reason for them. Stumbling forward, I found a soldier’s corpse. Their head carried pinpricks all over their bloodied face, and their chest burst out from the inside from…something horrific. As I walked a few steps further, a large spider jumped onto my face from the darkness.

      Dozens of legs on its abdomen stabbed at my head. They poked and prodded my armor, unable to pierce my metal helmet. They left deep dents before I grabbed the bug. My fingers dug into the beast right through its exoskeleton. I wrenched its body apart. Green blood poured out, soaking over my face from the pieces of the creature. I leaned over, gasping for a moment.

      My armor stabbed into the creature, absorbing its essence as I got a grip on my situation. Those spiders explained the mines at least. Still exhausted and dizzy, I willed my body forward. I pressed my heels back into the ground before leaping through another warehouse window. Once I picked back up some speed, I kept my eyes peeled for any more mines.

      They couldn’t kill me, but they sure as hell slowed me down. Even in this chase, I peered at the windows leaking in light as I passed by them. This place oozed an empty, dark beauty. At the same time, the mine’s blades oozed out of my body, falling out of my armor behind me. My skin wriggled the daggers out of me. Taking a breath of relief, I leaped into another warehouse window.

      As I landed, another mine triggered, releasing a blade ball. My eyes opened wide, and I slapped the ball away as it reached eye level. It launched into another warehouse. Windows shattered as blades snapped out in every direction. They put those death balls everywhere. I ran forward, crushing a leggy spider by accident.

      Okay, maybe they had the right idea.

      Footsteps ebbed in from outside the building. I bolted forward as the sound of helicopter blades ebbed into the warehouse. At this point, I rolled my eyes. The situation was getting out of hand. Hiding in my building, three helicopters passed by, the wind off their wings blowing trash up around outside. Each helicopter carried thick bracers on the outer edges of their wings, making them more durable.

      Caught between the copters and the troops, I closed my eyes for a minute. A part of me just wanted to use Oppression and wipe them out. That piece of me smiled at the thought of just ending this whole charade right there and then. I wanted to gore them apart, to kill them and strip their bones out of their body. I smothered that urge, knowing the bounty and guilty conscience wouldn’t be worth it.

      After sliding a window open, I flopped out of a warehouse. I shot down another alleyway. I evaded some soldiers before making my way down several factory floors. The helicopters circled overhead the entire time. After passing a few buildings, another helicopter locked in on my position, and they fired an old minigun at me. The many barrels changed into a ball of light and the bullets into a stream of fire.

      It was more like the mouth of a dragon than a gun. The rounds dug inches into the gravel ground before slapping across my back. The lead hissed in my wounds, evaporating my blood. I withstood the onslaught, though the sheer force of the stream nearly knocked me down. The helicopter whizzed past me, so I kept running. The helicopters took turns gunning me down. Hiding behind dumpsters full of trash, I protected myself behind them.

      To my amazement, the bullets punched through the dumpsters and the garbage. Stripes of embedded lead traced up and down my body as a result. However, the sheets of steel slowed the bullets enough that grievous wounds turned into superficial scratches. From place to place, I moved like that. Heat built in on my back, the hot lead squealing on my skin. The metal cooled from molten red to a cool gray, the helicopters hovering lower and lower to aim at me.

      After whizzing several feet over a roof, I found my opportunity. I ran up and leaped onto a wall. The tin wall caved in, and I kicked off the indentation. Flying up, I landed on the side of the roof. After pulling myself up, I stumbled forward. I kept my balance by pushing myself up with my arms. With a burst of effort, I stomped my feet into the metal roof once more.

      My heels left imprints in the tin before I jumped up toward one of the passing helicopter’s side railing. I missed my landing, diving straight into the helicopter blades instead of the helicopter’s window. The metal blades gyrated near me, but I flew just short of the spinning rotor. I stuck an arm up. Instead of putting my arm in the blades, I molded a mass of my armor into the rotor. I clipped it, and the circling mass knocked me sideways.

      I expected a blade, but they hit me more like a baseball bat. I flipped in a circle. One of my armored feet clipped another blade. I slammed into the roof, and air left my chest as I gasped. Above me, the helicopter spun out of sync for a few quick whirls. That slightly off-beat spinning snowballed until it spun out of control. The blades crushed into the roofing. They gouged out the tin and steel, chunks of the blades impaling the building.

      The helicopter lost any way of staying afloat. Blades shattered. The hull tumbled. It fell out of sight. I let my head rest against the roof, taking several deep breaths. Adrenaline spiked in my system, my hands trembling and my knees wobbling. I grabbed the sides of my head, closing my eyes. I shook off my unease and terror before pushing myself back up. I had to continue. I had to push through, so I did.

      The other helicopter whirled around, getting me back in its sights. I grimaced at it before looking around. Half a rotor blade jutted out of the roofing. A slicing, glowing trail of bullets passed to me. I leaped sideways and picked the blade over my head. The helicopter passed closer before I chucked the rotor blade at the other helicopter.

      Blade met blade, and my lobbed one whipped away. It was enough to throw the rotating edges out of whack. Like the other helicopter, it spiraled out of control before tumbling toward another building. It skidded over the roof, a maelstrom of red sparks shooting off the tin before the helicopter flew straight into the wall of another warehouse.

      The front bent against the building, the glass fragmenting. It slid sideways before cracking into the ground. A fire ignited somewhere along the line, but the troops got out in time. A fiery inferno engulfed the scene, heating my armor even at the impressive distance. Everything was a blinding red and orange before I turned and trotted away. I wiped sweat off my brow, thankful they were finally gone.

      Getting my bearings again, I charged over a gap in the buildings. I dashed onto another building nearby. I landed, finding bits of flames following me. Peering at my back, pieces of fiery debris fell off me. I shook off the refuse before glancing around. Above me, a pilot floated down from above, a parachute attached to the back of his seat. I slammed my fists together and grinned at him. My armor contorted into a twisted smile.

      The unarmed man in armor scrambled for a switch near him. As he floated closer, his scrambling devolved into a panic. He tapped a keypad on the side of his arm, and a jet of plasma erupted from behind him, shooting him away from me. I laughed a little at the guy’s escape. I intimidated him more than I thought I would.

      With nothing else in my way, I ran toward Springfield while aiming to lose them in the suburbs. After a few minutes of running, I neared the edges of the suburbs—this place was my ticket out of this mess. Adding to my escape, a dense fog clustered over the town. Perfect. I ran into it through the backyards of abandoned homes. People left this place for the Force of Iron’s shelter and protection, and it emptied out like a ghost town.

      Pacing through the desolate cityscape, I peered at the roads leading into Springfield. Lines of caution tape, safety cones, and gunmen surrounded the town on all sides. Many flames burned in the distance near homes, flashes of gunfire exposing marksman in the fog. Plumes of black smoke traced the compact mist, and a sickening smell lingered in my nose. As I got further in, that scent rotted down into a mix of ash and burning flesh.

      My eyes watered at the putrid stench, but even with teary eyes, I found guards along roads arming themselves to the teeth. It unnerved me that so many people guarded every inch of Springfield’s perimeter. Torix mentioned fights and whatnot, but this defied any expectations I had. I readied myself for more fighting because something was wrong here.

      Very wrong.
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      Ready for anything, I slowed my pace to a crawl. Plastic covered several buildings. People wore hazmat suits. They spoke with radio intercoms, sterilizing agents being sprayed everywhere. For some reason, they quarantined the area. If my guess was right, that was why the Force of Iron captured Michael and Kelsey to begin with. Before moving on, I opened my status, giving the others a quick update.

      
        
        Daniel Hillside, The Harbinger of Cataclysm | Level 105 | Unknown - Everyone, they’re quarantining people near Springfield. It looks serious, and Michael and Kelsey might be contaminated. Just a heads up, and I’ll let you all know if I find something else worth noting.

      

      

      Pacing forward, screams echoed from inside buildings, muffled behind plastic linings. Gurgling oozed, a sickening splattering and sloshing ebbing out as well. I squirmed at the cacophony of the marks droning in. Several vehicles rolled in from ahead of me along an open road, the Jeeps’ mounted flamethrowers with barrels still glowing from use.

      Congealed blood and yellow goo coated the fronts and sides of those vehicles. Something monstrous lingered in the mist. Staring at the quarantine line, I could either continue on or turn back. Pressing on meant going through this mess. Going back meant fighting my way through the entire Force of Iron’s camp. I’d fight either way, but these monsters meant I might get some levels and experience.

      Making a quick decision off that logic, I pressed forward, aiming to skulk by everything. I’d pay for that decision.

      After getting into the city, I aimed to get distance and escape later. I peered at the blockade from behind gates and trees; they lacked any real gaps in the whole area. Anytime anything approached, the soldiers turned around and fired. Jumpy as scared cats, the gunners laid it on thick, too, each of them generous with their ammo. Taking my time to avoid their fire, I found a gap between two houses where no guards stood.

      I bolted across a fence, beelining through the gap. Soldiers on the other side of the house found me sprinting away. They unloaded clips at my back. Hitting me like molten knives, lead dug into me again. Getting through the bombardment, I thanked whoever gave them normal rifles instead of plasma ones. I kept charging forward until I reached some pavement, and other soldiers closed in from the barricade’s sides.

      The troopers let loose, barraging my general vicinity with a storm of lead. I jumped up before landing dead center on the old road. I stomped my heels, and the cracked asphalt caved in. Chunks of pavement and dirt rose up around me, high as my knees. Stabbing my fingers into the largest pad of rock, I pulled up the chunk and wielded the piece of road as a shield.

      Dozens of bullets lodged into the earth and pavement as I trotted away, crouching behind my barrier. After a while, I slammed the pavement into the ground. Turning around, I dashed away. The fog cloaked me as bullets clipped into nearby homes. I kept running until I disappeared into a sea of mist, homes, and screams. After hurdling over several fences, I huddled between two closely knit houses.

      I leaned my back against a wall, catching my breath. I had time to think, and I didn’t squander the blessing. This outbreak looked like a rift that got out of control or something similar, as if a hivemind or something escaped a dungeon. At least it explained how the Force of Iron enlisted so many people. As citizens died here, the survivors united against their common killer.

      While looking at my surroundings, that outright slaughter took front and center. Fresh blood stains lingered, but no full bodies remained, only pieces here or there. Not being squeamish, I kept my mind whole and sane. Further adding to the mental pressure, howls of agony echoed in from all directions. They fused into a steady drone like I visited a circle of hell. Gunfire flared. Windows collapsed. People gurgled on blood, their own and from other sources.

      Car tires squealed. Flames burned. Ash settled.

      In the midst of it all, I wheezed for air, exhausted from running for miles but mainly from getting shot at. Either that or I hyperventilated from panic. I couldn’t tell anymore. Lead pieces clattered onto the grass beneath me, and I peered around. The source of the sounds and burning seeped in. They sank under my skin and into my mind. The townsfolk fueled a slaughter, an onslaught, a massacre, all of it molding together to form a dying city.

      Blood splashed the inside of car windows. Blood spread across patches of pavement. Blood dried onto grass, the doors, and fences. Blood. Even the bird fountains flowed with red. A sanguine aura soaked in from all angles, and it permeated the ground here. It suffused the air, a mist of iron and acrid bloat lingering. I never believed in superstitions or the rising of the dead.

      This place changed my mind.

      Where blood flowed, bodies followed. And the bodies piled by the dozen in the distance. Coming into focus, the corpses piled by the hundreds. Children, women, the elderly, nothing survived here. Bodies ruptured, torn in half and draped over wooden walls. Nothing left in my stomach, a wave of nausea poured over me as people’s intestines swung in the wind. Dead eyes peered out from the corpses, empty as bottomless wells.

      Many of those hollowed eyes peered in different directions. Limbs dotted the landscape. The sights pulled me into a surreal, hellish place. I gawked beside a car, freshly flayed fingernails missing off from a severed hand. Doors snapped apart in doorways, animals or beasts having pried them open. As I peered at the horror, it all sank in.

      This was hell. I was in hell.

      I stood up, my knees quivering. I blinked, pins and needles tracing up my arms. I glanced into a nearby house. A man in black armor stared back at me. Scared out of my right mind, I put myself into a fighting stance. The person mirrored my movements. I leaned back, my hands dropping with a wave of relief.

      I stared at a mirror.

      Some metal lodged itself into my armor. I looked like I’d walked straight through an army and come out the other side, which, yeah, I essentially had. I sighed while pulling out a jagged blade from one of the blade mines. Over the next few minutes, I tore out bullets, bits of metal from the helicopter, and the blades from the grenades in the warehouses. As I finished pulling out the last unwanted decoration, I thought for a moment.

      The blockade kept all of this inside. Torix warned me about what may happen here, yet I never imagined anything like this. However, there was one entity capable of this utter destruction—Yawm of Flesh. I dragged my hands down my face, mental exhaustion smothering me from all sides. I could wait here and die, or I could push forward and live.

      My decision already made, I stood up and walked around the block, discovering horrors around every corner. Mauled to bits, the bodies carried bits of teeth, claws, blades, and puncture marks across every inch of their surface. I couldn’t imagine what butchered everyone. Staring at a pulped face, I thanked it for being unrecognizable. If I found someone I knew, I might’ve collapsed onto the ground.

      At this point, I calmed down enough that rational thoughts swam through my head. I needed a way back to Torix and company. I rolled my shoulders, and I whispered, “Torix…er, shade of Torix. Are you there?”

      Nothing answered. I frowned, sending out a message.

      
        
        Daniel Hillside, The Harbinger of Cataclysm | Level 105 | Unknown - They’ve butchered everyone in town. I’ll let you guys know if I need help, but everything seems fine for now. As fine as a massacre can be.

      

      

      Torix shot back a reply.

      
        
        Torix Worm, of Darkhill | Level 1,236 | Unknown - My warping isn’t long range, and doing it many times in a row will leave me weakened. My shade is caught currently, and Althea is returning here with your friends. Wait a day or two there, and I shall be there promptly. It seems as though something is amiss, and I believe I’ve missed it because of this ritual.

        I pray that it isn’t too late to change the outcome of whatever is happening there. Good luck, disciple.

      

      

      Torix’s logic resonated with me. The Force of Iron’s search would die down after a few hours, and I could take advantage of that. The best plan involved sitting here, waiting a day or two before charging through another part of the blockade. As I waited, I sent a message to Torix that mentioned the steel legion’s blockade, Yawm’s effect on Springfield, and me being fine.

      It was redundant, but my nerves spiked by then. I took a breather, waiting an hour. I let my mind just wander aimlessly, my eyes glazing over. The eerie screaming staved off any attempts at sleep, and the unsettling bodies also haunted me. I numbed to it all in time, and that hour gave me back my mental sharpness. At least what little I owned in the first place.

      Something moved in a house several blocks down, snapping me out of my trance. I ignored it, set on waiting out whatever infested this place situated between two homes. A pod of pink fluttered in front of my eyes. My eyes followed it as the tiny pink petal drifted in the wind. A black pod swelled at the end of it, and it reminded me of a cherry blossom.

      It flipped in the wind before landing on the ground. Another tossed through the wind and landed on the road. They kept pouring down, more and more falling from the sky. They danced in the wind, and they floated like hummingbirds at times. I stood and gawked, awash in their haunting beauty. They mesmerized me, a piece of majesty amidst all the murder.

      One petal landed on the body of a middle-aged man. The black pod split open, revealing a tiny insect made of squirming legs and writhing teeth. It wriggled into the body before drilling into the open corpse of the man. Within seconds, black veins spread from underneath his skin. Seconds later, the corpse twitched. First one finger. Then an arm. Then the eyes.

      More like a flesh puppet than a man, the body contorted and writhed before claws of bone grew from its fingertips. The cheeks of the man sunk inward before they split open, revealing the human teeth underneath. Fear crept up my spine as several tubes grew from the back of the man before swelling to their brim with blood. They burst. The open squelch of tearing meat lashed out, revealing several eyes. Hollow eyes. Hungry eyes.

      They glanced around, the limbs of the man bending backward so that the creature could move. My breathing dampened, turning shallow as the beast turned toward me. The thing twitched before Schema recognized it.

      
        
        Spawn of Yawm | Level 200 - This is one of Yawm’s new pawns. He and his entourage clear out entire populations before assimilating them into his army of mutants. This is the youngest and weakest variation you will see with Yawm’s name on it. If enough of these collect together, enormous, writhing balls of moving limbs will come together into something known as grikes.

        The best method of preventing this is burning the bodies of the dead before Yawm can wield them. This isn’t always possible. The faster you can kill these monstrosities, the better since they rapidly evolve into more powerful variations and eventually gain sentience.

        Even though this message tells you all this, little is understood about the potential of these enemies. Be wary, and most of all, be afraid.

      

      

      I frowned before gritting my teeth. It would find me, along with many others. If a petal could infect a single person, then this entire place would be swarming in minutes. Killing this thing before others reformed was my only chance. If I killed it, leveled up, used the gained points, then I could fight my way out of here. Having no more time for a more developed plan, I charged at it while crushing my own fears.

      The back of the man split open, revealing three tentacles, each with a blade at the end of them. As I reached the thing, one of the blades whipped toward me with enough force to cleave through steel. I moved my right arm and molded my armor, redirecting the tentacle straight into the ground. Another shot toward me before I opened my mouth and bit toward the thing.

      My armor’s maw followed, the metal rending open and cleaving through the metallic blade at the end of the tentacle. I jerked my neck, tearing the limb from the creature before stomping onto the blade that missed me. My foot crunched the dagger underfoot before the third tentacle snapped my way. I banged the tentacle away with a quick snap of my left forearm, forcing it to swing sideways.

      The tentacle redirected toward my side, but I charged forward. The tentacle scraped my back, gashing me open like a filleted fish, but I encroached on the monster. I pivoted my hips, launching a hook toward the center of its black, veiny mass. The flesh of the dead man popped and split, softer than butter. The dark veins stopped the might of my fist, each black tube tough as wood.

      I damaged the host of the monster, but it regenerated in a few seconds. No longer worried about killing normal people, I activated Oppression. The creature squealed out in an unearthly, monstrous bellow. It wrapped its tentacle around my waist, lifting me into the air. The tendril quivered from my weight, my body heavier than it expected. I raised a foot back and kicked it. The monster stumbled back, releasing me.

      I tackled forward, pushing the tube of meat before lifting a foot. I stomped at its chest, hitting the creature like I kicked a door down. It flopped backward before I pressed a heel onto a wriggling tentacle. My planted foot kept it from fumbling backward. From the middle of my palm, I formed a dull, jagged spike. As if I swung a sword, I sliced the spike toward the tentacle. Tight and frail, the limb ruptured.

      Black blood gushed from the limb, the tentacle whipping through the air like a sputtering hose of umbral fluid. The black ooze splattered onto my armor before I charged forward again. I raised both my arms overhead before pulling them down with all my strength. The blackening body squished under the impact. My shoulders strained at the force, but I held together. Before it recovered, I pummeled the body of the man to mush.

      It lived through carnage, its body held together by a vitality unending and absolute. It reformed over and over, a regenerative ball of filth. The blood soaked into my skin, and my armor devoured it before the liquid infested me. It tried sliding into my mouth, but my metal maw ingested the beast’s fragments. This virulent ball of death crumbled into paste. One strike after the other, my hands turned into meat grinders. The man’s deformed body turned into red and black oatmeal with bits of bone in it. I ceased defending myself, other bodies changing around me.

      I burned through most of my health, turning my own body into fuel for my augmentation runes. Other bodies morphed near me while this monstrosity stayed alive. My clawing and strikes devolved into desperate haymakers. I stomped. I crushed. I crumbled. It had to die, or its brethren would devour me.

      Dozens of corpses squirmed, each of them shivering violently as black veins grew underneath their pale skin. The surreal scene surrounded me, becoming a living nightmare. In the middle of that blood-soaked suburb, a graceful shower of pink petals landed like a cherry blossoming festival in Japan. As the petals condensed, the number of corpses thinned and the number of shambling abominations thickened.

      They closed in as the one below me stopped moving. In a panic, I opened my status. It died, giving me experience and levels. I poured my points into endurance, and I finalized my decision without time for anything else. In an instant, the dense, heavy coat of exhaustion over me wilted. I heaved a few breaths before charging into the nearest mockery of a human body.

      Fear fueled me, and I wouldn’t go down without a fight. Getting near the monster, I stalled for a second. The body of a child folded backward, walking with its stomach bulging toward the sky. I took a step back, and something in the back of my mind roared. Bloodlust. Savagery. Brutality. It consumed me. It reached out, crawling into my mind. Having no other choice, I embraced the calling like an old friend.

      Now was not the time for patience or calm or peace. It was time for bloodletting. For hatred. For murder. For hunger.

      I roared, my cry primal, my anger bleating. I tore toward the corpse of a child, and as I reached it, the stomach burst in a cloud of red mist. Two arms with hands made out of its ribcage swung toward me. My sympathy died as I let those hands crash straight into my shoulders. Like a monster, I shot my hand into the spawn’s chest. I gouged out its organs. I tore out its entrails.

      I grabbed the densest cluster of black veins and ripped it out. The skin stretched and swelled and split. I pulled out one of the writhing bugs. The petals split to two wings, each of them spread out as thin films of muscle. They latched into the child’s body while the numerous black legs of the bug had grown into the black limbs of the creature. The abdomen of the insect turned into a heart, beating the black blood throughout the corpse.

      Its muscle wings snapped onto my hand, and it crawled at me. I ripped the abomination onto the ground before heel stomping it into oblivion. It cracked like a hollow ball of wood under my heel, odd and unnatural for what it was. The crunchy remnants stuck to my foot, furthering its infection. It crawled at my foot, trying to dig under my skin. It met my armor, and I crawled back into it.

      It died, and more levels rushed in. No time for thoughtful decisions, I poured more points into endurance and finalized. The decapitated corpse of a woman shambled at me. She walked on the road before having her head sliced clean off. Bark scales grew out of her skin, forming plates of armor as her chest split open into a gaping mouth with spiked teeth. The cheekless mouth growled, the maw like a crocodile-human hybrid.

      Reacting as it charged, I stomped the mouth into the ground, breaking the new jaw of the abomination off. One of the arms whipped toward me, the arm’s bone hitting my shoulder. I stayed together, but the monster’s arm didn’t. It snapped, the dull crack muffled by the muscle and skin. The bark scales sliced out at me. They dug into my armor before I slung my fist at it. The creature’s gut popped into the ground.

      The woman’s spine snapped, caving the monster in. The upper and lower body of the woman squirmed like a cockroach pinched in the middle. I stomped the monster into the ground before grabbing its leg. I howled as I pulled with my limbs screaming in effort. My endurance fueled my runes, giving me strength and power. Wielding my blood as a weapon, I tore muscle from bone and bone from body.

      The leg gored out, the other parts of it scrambling for escape. Every part clambered in a different direction as if every piece of it lived. I restrained the beast. I growled, using the bone of its leg as a spear. I stabbed, piercing the black bug with the femur of the woman. I lifted it up, and my helmet devoured the squirming insect. My armor laughed. In hell, I was driven mad, but my armor gave my madness a purpose.

      An eternal hunger. A relentless starvation. An endless famine.

      I leaned over, glancing around like an animal. I found two bodies mushing together into a mass of meat. I bolted toward the aberration, crushing numerous bones before forcing it onto the ground. As I pulled myself upward, the skin of the creature latched onto me. Like a malignant infection, it filled into the cracks of my armor. It found no food, only a hunter. My armor collapsed onto the creature, my own flesh and blood giving me an airtight seal.

      But this monster lacked my defenses, and I abused it beneath me, jerking my arms off the beast. The skin of the creature split with sickening pops. Torrents of red-and-black blood pumped from the creature before I smashed it into pieces. I smashed pieces to pulp. I smashed pulp to liquid. From my feet, wires of my armor reached out and soaked the beast in.

      I turned, finding the head of the decapitated woman chewing on one of the leftover bodies I left behind. It grew a pair of six pus-covered legs. I grimaced as veins grew from the mother’s mouth and pumped the meat of the body into its head. As it did so, the skull ballooned outward until the scalp and cheeks of the mother split. The pumping ebbed a nauseating squelch.

      Everywhere around me, the bodies wretched and contorted and warped into disgusting aberrations of organs and skin. Some were collections of hands and jaws and teeth. Others devolved into winged thralls with their intestines hanging like a jellyfish’s tentacles. Some of the bodies grew into the ground, holes appearing in the skin of the person before the pink petal puffed out of them.

      Worse still, other corpses swelled in the bodies before slugs covered in sacs crawled out of their skin. As they neared the quarantine line, bullets rained in. Fire plumed and the slugs hissed in agony. They crawled into an electric fence, vaporizing to ash. It was madness. Everything was madness.

      In that insanity, I went insane as well.

      A darkness in the back of my mind unleashed, its fury endless and its hunger perpetual. This was my reality. This was my home. Who I was would die here. Who I’d become would survive. I surged the will to battle. I wallowed in the sanguine sensation, my hands shaking in my fervor. I dashed into another monster, ready for war. I stomped and struck like lightning. I roared and raged like thunder.

      I let loose all inhibitions, turning into an animal. Everything blurred as instinct took over. Blood became my paint and Springfield my canvas. I tore into the living corpses like a butcher chopping into its meat with a cleaver. Blood splattered across my skin, sinking into my armor and boots and gloves. It sunk into me. Anytime reasoning returned, I put points into endurance and let myself go once more.

      I chomped into the monsters, devouring them. My armor savored the flavor of their flesh, sweet as sugar and enticing as water in a desert. I lost all understanding as my fingers became claws, and my mouth curved up into a smile. A haunting laugh droned in my head, a long, maddening snicker that bore into my skull like a tungsten-tipped drill. It engulfed my mind with its steady, monotonous rhythm.

      It grew in volume, becoming a symphony in the blood and black and horror. The sound didn’t fight the sounds of guts slapping the ground or bones breaking. It harmonized with the horror, echoing the dread and the trembling of my hands. It was a coming tide, an unstoppable stampede, a boundless, dark abyss. An endless tide, a writhing mass. It poured over me, becoming my battle cry. In time, I feared that haunting laughter more than the horror’s howling.

      For the laughter was me.

      And somewhere deep within, its voice resonated with me. Something robbed me of my humanity, a seed sprouting in my chest. That hysteria and lunacy carried me through the brutality of the situation. Hours passed, each second an eternity. I gained control of myself, flashing back to reality. I stared down, finding my hand holding a skull by the eye sockets. My other hand clasped into a wet, dripping fist, suffused with blood.

      I leaned over a pile of corpses. Bodies splayed out in every direction. Horns, teeth, spikes, claws, and plates impaled my armor across several parts of me. My armor pulled back together, sheets of it ripped and gored apart. Chunks of my skin tore off. My armor smiled, gorging on the horrors around me. I gorged on the bodies with the maw of my helmet like some cannibal.

      I fell backward, landing in the bodies. My armor reached down into them, and I held down vomit at my surroundings. My armor fought me to continue feasting, but I crushed the greed with my will. I scrambled back, my head plopping back onto the pavement after I left the bodies behind. I stared at the clear, open sky. The fog dispersed, and the sun pelted me.

      Petals ceased falling, many lying around me. A few of them crawled toward the heap of carcasses at the center of the road near me. As I stared at the heap of bloody bodies, a force in the back of my mind hungered. My eyes widened, and I leaned back. My armor’s urges compelled me, not myself. It being a part of me now, I held responsibility for what I did with its desires.

      I slammed a fist into the pavement. I wouldn’t forget that.

      As I peered at the fuchsia leaves, they crawled toward the pile of pulped bodies and reformed it in seconds. The pink petal bugs kept using the biomass at will, no amount of grinding or mushing enough to stop them. Gazing at my skin, I grimaced at the source of my survival. My armor indulged on the corpses of the creatures after I killed them. Otherwise, the petals reanimated the corpses and flesh into more abominations.

      Eating the petals or even the corpses kept me alive until now. Sighing at that reality, I stood up on strong legs, no longer wobbling from fear. I paced up to the pile of eviscerated corpses. Just the thought of eating while near one, let alone eating the actual body, disgusted me. In order to live, I did what I had to do, however.

      I walked over and ripped the petal bug from the corpse pile, preventing it from reanimating the host. I crushed the creature in my hand before leaning over. I looked away and placed a hand on the pile. My armor did the rest. I peered at the pavement as the bodies drained, screams echoed, and petals crawled. I leaned my head into my palm. I laughed for a moment before my throat burned a little. My eyes followed, and I blinked out a tear.

      Other tears followed, and surrounded by evil, I wept. No one alive heard me, but I shook and trembled at what just happened. In time, a cold numbness replaced my grief. It encompassed me, and I welcomed it. It had been a long day, and my capacity for emotion already peaked. Peering around, I pulled my body along, every piece of me wanting rest.

      I killed bug after bug, their level much lower than a transformed being. I let my armor feast on the monster’s bodies, the pale imitations of humanity torturous and excruciating to look at. My eyes grew heavy, and I checked out my levels. I gained fifty-five of them over the whole bloodbath, and I amassed five million ambient mana. I killed most of the monsters before they fully transformed, and that lowered the experience I gained.

      At the same time, even being able to kill them amazed me. I piled skill on top of skill, but my unique abilities kept me alive here. In a normal circumstance, the beasts would’ve just infected me instantly. Getting rid of the bodies required specialized equipment as well, bullets not really working. That fact explained the flamethrowers used by the Force of Iron.

      Based on the number of bodies left out here, that faction killed only a few of the monsters. Most of the abominations stayed within this wasteland, probably slaughtering people elsewhere to fuel more biomass. My armor’s absorption combined with my innate resistance to the infection sustained me here.

      In other words, I was lucky.

      Closing my eyes, I never wanted to be in a chaotic situation again. I lost control in more ways than one here, so I tried taking that control back. Moving to my status, I glanced at my perks and tree bonuses for the first time in a long while. I invested most of my stats into endurance, but a few extra attributes lined up for me. I tried reasoning with a dulled mind.

      Endurance acted as a bread and butter stat with my runes. The health and regen fed my sigils, converting into physical might. Being tireless held its own advantages as well, the fight being a great example. Endurance even augmented my willpower, another useful stat, and the health gained synergized with my armor bonuses. Keeping things simple, I invested in endurance until it peaked at 201, a nice, clean whole number.

      In my status, thirteen points stared back at me. Torix mentioned level one hundred perks, and so I aimed for them afterward. Not having much mental capacity at that point, I figured strength would be the next best perk for me. I placed the points, and my perk menu popped up. The bonuses blew me away.

      
        
        [Unbroken (Endurance of 100 or more plus Unstoppable and Unbounded unlocked | Note - Only three level 100 perks may be chosen for three different attributes, so choose wisely.) - You are time’s unending march, unbroken and unending. You are a testament to the will of sentients everywhere and to the might of longevity. While others collapse where you walk, you stand tall over their bodies. You stand alone.

      

      

      
        
        Lifespan multiplier doubled once more. Yet another 1/10th of endurance added to willpower. Another 5 health and stamina awarded per point in endurance. | 20 in total, excluding multipliers | Leveling bonuses for endurance doubled. You no longer require any sleep.]

      

      

      
        
        [Paragon of Will (Willpower of 100 or more plus Uncompromising and Arbiter unlocked | Note - Only three level 100 perks may be chosen for three different attributes, so choose wisely.) - Most live their lives with their potential unfounded. You’ve walked those limits time and time again. In your journey, you learned that limits are what you make of them, not what you think them to be.

      

      

      
        
        Doubles internal motivation once more. Yet another 1/10th of willpower is added to intelligence. An additional .1 mana regen rewarded per point of willpower - Blood Magic converts mana regen to health regen. Doubles the leveling bonuses gained from willpower. Doubles current affinities for magic. Increases mythical skill cap by 1 | 2 total.]

      

      

      Endurance acted as my staple attribute by a wide margin, so choosing it required little thought. Willpower, on the other hand, muddied otherwise clear waters. The bonuses from willpower matched up pretty well with my skills so far, but by selecting it, I cut out either strength or constitution as leveling perks.

      No matter which of those attributes I sacrificed, the other attribute left a void behind. At the same time, other, less logical factors weighed on me. Peering down, my mental fatigue drenched me in a deep ocean. It piled as a pressure over every part of my being, a cloak that robbed me of my humanity. I never wanted my humanity torn from me again.

      Monsters still roamed the bloody streets. Others would come, and I enjoyed no time for rest. Worse still, a part of me feared what my armor wanted. It overwhelmed me and my reason in the battle. In a crazy situation where I truly needed my full faculties, I ended up blacking out. If I did that while surrounded by normal people, what would I wake up to?

      Or worse still, would I ever wake up again?

      Those questions eased my decision, and I finalized the willpower perk. Whatever bonus either constitution or strength offered, my armor already gave something similar with its damage resistance. Hell, my armor was probably better than the constitution perk. My goal centered on not letting my armor overwhelm my mind. That prerogative required my full and immediate attention.

      I finalized the perks and attributes, and in a crisp, clear, and cleansing wave, clarity rushed over me. It coursed into me like a palpable release of exhaustion. I blinked through new eyes, as if waking from an amazing night of sleep. No, from many nights of sleep. Hell, years even. I hadn’t realized it, but I debilitated myself in these fights. My mind dragged on through a fundamental fatigue that I just dealt with.

      The moment I finalized the perks, that exhaustion vaporized in an instant. The refreshment gave me a different view of the situation. Instead of being overwhelmed by horror, I found opportunity in each of these minions. I should’ve been curled in a corner, crying my eyes out. The system let me rise above it all.

      In a way, I stood in the eye of a hurricane, the storm disintegrating my surroundings while leaving me unaffected. Lifting my hands, I channeled some augmentation, enough to feel it. It responded with fury, a nice rush to accompany my lucid self. Wanting to ramp it up, I turned and peered around. The situation spiraled out of control in the distance. Getting out of here took priority over messing around, so I silenced the desire to take out the other monsters.

      With a quick whip, I sank my temptation like a rock out in the ocean. After appreciating my changes, I opened my status screen for the first time in several weeks. The Obliterator tree and other tree bonuses added up rather nicely to say the least.

      
        
        Level 160 | Attribute Menu

        Strength [44.2] | Constitution [36.3] | Endurance [201] | Dexterity [32.8] | Willpower [105.5] | Intelligence [55.5] | Charisma [36] | Luck [35.1] | Perception [30.5]

      

      

      
        
        Daniel Hillside, The Harbinger of Cataclysm | Character Screen

      

      

      
        
        Health - 7,838/7,838 | Health Regen - 1,293/min | Stamina - 1,720/1,720 | Stamina Regeneration - 63/sec | Damage Resistance - 97% | Mental Resistance - 97% | Physical Power - (+)481% | Damage Increase - 5%  | Evolution: 5.95 Million/16.00 Million

      

      

      
        
        Aura - Oppression | Current Damage: (8,000 + 25% of your health)/minute within a 150ft radius.

      

      

      I doubled my health in one go—literally doubled it. My health regen followed suit, which acted as mana, too, thanks to Blood Magic. I clasped my hands, eager to test my limits, but I remembered my situation. Wielding my fresh levels, I headed toward the barricade. I walked into one of the houses near the road. I sat beside the back window of the kitchen, readying a plan of approach.

      Before I got out, the ground rumbled in front of the house. I creeped through the home, quiet as I could. Near the front door, I peered through a window. Standing on a destroyed portion of the street, a robed figure walked with calm, composed steps. Each time one of his feet landed on the pavement, the ground quaked. In each boot, he carried an entire stampede. Wings sprouted from his back, one dark and one bright.

      The wing of light poured a sun’s touch across his vicinity. The umbral wind siphoned the light from around him, casting an eerie shade on his other side. As the feathered limbs widened, they dwarfed his robed body. He flapped them, and a gentle breeze flowed through every nearby home. In the wing’s wake, a storm of pink petals flipped through the sky. The majestic display robbed me of reason for a moment.

      I stared at the effortless cyclone of fuchsia leaves, and the robed figure spread his arms wide. In that moment, he appeared holy, like a reincarnated saint. Schema recognized why.

      
        
        Elijah Joan, the Fallen Seraph | Level 3,243 - One of the four followers of Yawm, Elijah is a powerful fighter with tremendous healing abilities. It’s rumored that he carries a mountain in each of his boots, and the burdens he carries give him his immense weight. While this is unlikely, his constitution is unbelievable, along with his strength.

      

      

      
        
        Little is known about Elijah outside of those factors and his angelic origins. One thing is clear, Elijah is a monster in his own right, and you would do well to avoid him at any and all costs.

      

      

      As I finished reading the message, my stomach sank. A follower of Yawm outleveled Kessiah by over a thousand. I walked in the wake of his shadow, my abilities like a mound under a mountain’s shade. Elijah glanced around, his face black under his hood. From his light side, he outstretched a pale hand that was remarkably human. He spoke aloud in a noble, piercing voice.

      “I know you are here. You’ve done well with saving yourself from Yawm’s holy wrath. You may join us and receive his holy blessing. You need only step out into the light.”

      I moved up to get over the kitchen window, obeying his command. My eyes widening, I stared at my hands. He enchanted his voice or something, and I almost walked right into an unseen trap. I lowered my head, leaning against the wall. Elijah wouldn’t call out if he already knew where I was. It was the same story for his “rewards.” Yawm’s version of payment showed itself on the people here.

      Elijah continued, his voice beautiful as a crystal in light, “Please, do not be afraid, my child. We will cleanse you. If you have sinned, he will erase that sin from within. Yawm will bring it out and use it as your power. Do you not wish to be cleansed? Have you gone mad? He may save you from madness as well.”

      I held my breath, a bead of cold sweat pouring from my forehead. Elijah’s steps beat against the ground, one at a time as he moved toward me. He continued, “You will grow in ways you cannot imagine. Yawm will unlock your inner potential. All you must do is embrace your new flesh. Your new body. Your new mind.”

      At the end of the room, a polished teapot revealed Elijah’s pacing form. The fallen seraph pulled the robe off his dark wing, revealing a twisted arm of intestines and long, thin hairs. The limb shivered and pulsed as he Elijah resonated, “Yawm will show you a truer side of yourself. A side you deserve and must face. He will open you and reveal what is within you to the world. Only then may you overcome it.”

      My skin crawled as he stepped another step toward my hiding place. He stared off into the distance, tears falling from his eyes.

      “We are so fortunate to live in a time where the holy one may help us. Where he may enlighten us. Bring us from the abyssal pit and into an endless light. A scorching light. A flaming light that sears and burns and belittles. Even if you do not believe, the new flesh will consume you and make you new. You’ll believe me then. They all do. They all will.”

      His words dripped like a toxic honey, sweet as candy but deadly as venom. I wanted to stand without thinking. With an explosion of will, I forced the urge down and tightened my control. I coiled over my mind, letting nothing in or out. I froze in place, in a stasis. Elijah sighed before screeching out like tearing metal, “I can see you. Come out…little one.”
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      I froze in place, my heart stopping. His voice compelled me to stand, but my mind roared at me to stay still. He could be lying, so I stayed seated, resisting the temptation of his voice once more. As time passed, the iron grip of my steeled mind loosened up. Sweat poured down my temples and forehead. Every part of my body screamed out, commanding me to stand and listen to him. His voice was a gun on my forehead, his words compelling me to obey.

      Narrowing my eyes, I stayed firm. I bit my lip until blood poured into my mouth. The iron taste kept me together. It reminded me of all the blood outside and just what Yawm may do to me if Elijah found me. Even then, my mind’s dominance crumbled, one piece at a time. As I resisted, mana flooded over Elijah, some kind of aura covering the entire area.

      Elijah announced into the sky, “If I must come and drag you out, you will be punished instead of rewarded. Now come.”

      He sounded like a knowing mother, stern yet gentle. It was like I stared at a cliff, and he told me to jump. Knowing it was wrong didn’t change the fact I still wanted to. This demon disguised as an angel promised so much with so little. The tendrils of his voice dug into my eyes and ears. They invaded my mind, tearing me apart as I struggled to stay there.

      I faltered, one of my feet pressing into the ground and pushing me up with a slow crawl. With my mouth clamped shut, I screamed in my mind for my leg to stop. It slowed, but I still rose up with a steady crawl. Desperate to escape, I retracted the armor from my leg before taking a deep breath. I sharpened my armored fingertips and dug them deep into my bare thigh. They dug into the meat of my leg, severing tendons and flesh.

      The pain passed over with ease, but watching my thigh gush blood sickened me. The muscles in my thigh seized up. With my fingers inches deep, the leg finally stopped pushing me upward.

      Elijah grumbled, “Then I shall grab you myself. A pity considering you’ll gain no rewards now.”

      He paced over, a walking thunderstorm. Hopelessness crawled over me, a dread that whittled away at my spirit. A part of me held onto any possibility at life, however. As Elijah’s hand landed on the doorframe, I closed my eyes. I was done for. As Elijah peered over me, a shadow encompassed me from all sides. A warm, comfortable presence turned me invisible, my leaking blood and dripping sweat floating off the ground.

      Elijah peered down, and he raised a bushy brow at the ground. “Strange…I thought I sensed a life force here. A breath, a sweat, and a fear. Now there’s nothing.”

      His irises opened wide, a handsome man staring down at me with a gentle smile. Across the cheek, the writhing intestines squirmed and moved under his skin. He peered up, shaking his head. “And I wished to save another one. This moment in time has been one disappointment after the next.”

      A tear plopped onto my head, floating on my invisible body. Elijah cried over me, the twisted angel staring forward and shaking his head. He turned, and he flapped his wings. A hurricane erupted across everything nearby. The house’s insides shattered and mangled. Every glass popped. The walls wobbled. The door splintered, and tables tore into the walls.

      Elijah flew out into the air before gliding out into the distance. As he left, I fell down and heaved for breath. I leaned my head back against the wall, my hands and lips trembling. I pulled my hand out of my thigh. It regenerated, and my armor molded back over the wound. I gasped, wanting a way out of this damn place.

      Peering down, Torix’s shade covered me from head to toe still. I turned back toward the blockade behind me. I walked toward the back of the house. From the window, I inspected the defenses. Soldiers paced along the lines of the barricade. Elijah terrified them, his flying form a harbinger of destruction. That left them all alert and ready for action.

      Compounding their vigilance, the commanders chewed them out when I busted through the blockade. Considering this infection’s rampant spread, they couldn’t afford any mistakes like that. Unfortunately for them, I prepared to pass by again. Running into the misty city had been a calculated risk, one that blew up in my face. Gaining levels took the edge off that decision, but I never wanted another fight like that bloodbath.

      As I remembered the red and decay, my hands shook, but not in fear as I expected. They jittered in anticipation, and my armor quivered in hunger. I raised a brow at myself, expecting a terrified trembling in place of brimming excitement. I enjoyed fighting more than I thought.

      Either way, fighting through the Force of Iron was a cakewalk compared to the horrors of Springfield. I closed my eyes, thinking of what my old town was like once. As I shook myself out of that, Torix’s shade hissed into my ear, “Escape.”

      It cloaked me in invisibility, and that eased any escapes I’d make. Taken aback, I pondered the shade’s late arrival. If Torix cloaked me earlier, most of the turmoil could’ve been avoided. Putting that question in the back of my mind, I skulked up as close to the trooper’s barricade as possible. I found a thinner part of the barricade within a house’s distance from the soldiers. I built momentum in the house before leaping out of the second-story window of a suburban home.

      The mana heated my arms and legs, and the guards reacted far faster than before. That proved irrelevant compared to my emboldened strength and invisibility. I blistered over a car, hopping clear over it before jumping over and behind a house. Bullets rained in nearby, but the home blocked me from becoming a lead-catching net.

      After dashing over a few houses, I found my traversal flipped on its head. Before, I hopped fences with some difficulty. I ran around cars and flipped trucks. It took time to get through a suburbia. This time, I jumped over everything. Not needing to change direction or slow down all the time, I sped up to a respectable tempo, some closer objects blurring in my vision.

      That was good, as I wanted to get the hell out of there. I sprinted across the terrain like my feet were on fire and the ground was lava. The shade evaporated my trail’s marks, stopping any pursuers from following me. As I crashed through a blackberry bramble, I checked my messages.

      
        
        Torix Worm, of Darkhill | Level 1,236 | Unknown - I’ve told the others of your message. I wish to apologize for my lack of knowledge regarding such a cataclysmic event; this ritual has consumed me. For our safety, Kessiah and I moved the marble plates elsewhere. I’ve marked the location on your map.

      

      

      
        
        Considering I am already his enemy, I will send this Yawm fellow a message of some sort to derail his efforts. I’ve planted the seeds of his enmity. I shall now reap what I’ve sown. Kessiah escaping this mess takes priority, as she never agreed to handle this chaotic cluster of a situation.

      

      

      
        
        As for your homeworld, we shall defend it. I’ve sent scouts, and they’ve ascertained the scope of this infestation. I sent you extra shades in case any of them are captured. Schema’s speed and power be with you.

      

      

      
        
        Torix Worm, of Darkhill | Level 1,236 | Unknown - The situation has changed. I’ve found reports of other worldly beings with unbelievable levels. You must escape. I’ve sent several shades to escort you out. Hide with all you have as your life depends upon it.

      

      

      
        
        Torix Worm, of Darkhill | Level 1,236 | Unknown - Four of the five shades I’ve sent have been captured and eradicated. Get out of the area, as that being will find you there. If I come, they will sense my presence. I will only make it worse. Please, escape.

      

      

      
        
        Torix Worm, of Darkhill | Level 1,236 | Unknown - I may only pray to Schema that you are alive and not captured.

      

      

      I smiled at the messages, my assumptions correct. The old necromancer did what he could for me. Brushing up on my status, our team’s base situated itself near the town on the other side of Springfield. Finding a mountain of notifications, I surfed through them. I deleted the useless ones, like level-ups or skill-ups. I put the better ones to the side for handling other problems.

      It reminded me of clearing out an inbox of an email, a little tedious but still productive. A unique message popped out of the bunch.

      
        
        Yawm’s Arrival (Quest of Survival) - Yawm of Flesh has begun an infestation of Earth. This infestation must not be allowed to spread, so no sentients will be allowed to leave until after the quarantine’s completion. It’s up to you and your species to protect yourselves.

      

      

      
        
        From henceforth, you will receive doubled experience against Yawm’s minions, Yawm’s followers, and Yawm himself. Based on experience points earned, you will gain a bonus reward after the quest ends. The value of your reward will be determined based on your points earned.

      

      

      
        
        You may turn in these earned points early for a lesser reward to assist with destroying the enemies. There will be six Sentinels placed near Springfield to assist with containment and an Overseer as well. The point system is as follows:

      

      

      
        
        1 point for Spawns of Yawm and Summons of Yawm.

        5 points for Grikes.

        25 points for the Unnamed of Yawm.

        50 points for any Named of Yawm.

        100,000 points for Follower kills. The opportunity to obtain Sentinel rights are given to anyone who slays a Follower of Yawm. Rights are issued with the respective responsibilities.

        100,000,000 points for killing Yawm. The opportunity for Overseer rights are given to the killer of Yawm. Rights are issued with the respective responsibilities. Unknown status revoked.

        Experience multipliers count toward the points gained. May fortune favor you and your kind.

        Current Point Total | 24

      

      

      I peered at my notifications, trying to figure out when this announcement declared itself. It happened after I handled all of my enemies, but the points rushed in right after. I winced at my experience gains, as they didn’t receive the same bonus. It counted from here on out, however, so I let the loss go.

      In a way, this infestation served as an opportunity wrapped in a horrific package. If I killed hundreds of these monsters, levels would fall from the sky. I no longer had to worry about getting enough experience as an endless pit of it spread out before me. It took the form of old friends and my hometown’s corpse, however.

      Those thoughts tumbled in my head as I paced out of the forest and onto the grassy, rolling hills north of Springfield. I never explored where Torix set up camp, so everything proved new. The rolling hills sprouted with sparse trees here or there. This place was a series of abandoned pastures, the grass long and wild. Some old-timers mentioned pioneers making farms and homes here before the actual Midwest was found.

      After that, everyone abandoned the area, only staying in Springfield because of the creeks here. Torix’s mark planted down in the middle of this desolate series of fields. Getting up to it, the mark planted down on a cluster of woods bunched up at the center of several grassy mounds.

      After crossing the fields, I reached the center of the hills. An old cellar from a frontier home lodged into the ground. It laid out there as inconspicuous as a rotting stump in a field. I almost missed it. I opened the door, bits of dirt falling down before I walked inside.

      Freshly made earthen steps carved a path into the ground. Long, winding roots supported the tunnel and room at the basement. I stepped down into the underground home. A glowing pool of water lit the center of the large room. The same cyan glow ebbed off the pool as BloodHollow, giving an underwater hue to the marble plates all along the edges of the hill home.

      Torix casted dominion mana from one palm to the other, the energy writhing in and out of his massive book. Roots restructured from the plants above, forming walls and rooms of the cavern. Althea hunched over a work desk lining a wall of the room, messing with some ammo from the Force of Iron. She tied three vials together with a cable, mirroring a tribal bola thrown at people’s feet.

      Kessiah floated in the pool, casting a shadow onto the room’s roof. The mana bended away from her, keeping her floating an inch or so above it. As I got into the room, no one noticed me at first. At least that was what I thought. Torix finished his incantation before turning toward me. He walked up with his hands interlocked behind himself. “I see you’ve found your way out of that predicament.” His eyes flared green. “It is… It’s very good to see you again, disciple.”

      I spread my hands. “Hah, it’s good to be back.”

      Torix walked up and gave me a hug. Althea turned to me, and she smiled. She hopped over before giving me a hug, too. As if being held by a bear, she lifted me with a squeeze. “Ah, it’s good to see you. Sorry about leaving you like that.”

      I peered down, and I gasped out, “Did you get them back?”

      Althea set me down, letting me breathe. She murmured, “I did, and it wasn’t too bad getting here. You, uhm, did a great job getting on those Jeeps’ nerves.”

      I raised my brow. “More like getting them bloodthirsty.”

      Althea scratched her cheek. “Whatever. It worked.”

      Kessiah turned a head to me, and she frowned. “You gained a lot of levels while out there. Did you take advantage of the new quarantine?”

      My expressions turned cold. “You could call it that, if you wanted to. It was more like a bloodbath.”

      Kessiah stared back up, looking exasperated. “Yeah, well, this is just the beginning. You think you’re tired now? Wait until we’ve cleared everything out and killed Yawm.” She let out a long sigh. “It might take years. Years.”

      I peered at Kessiah, then back to the others. I spread out my hands. “You’re staying to help against Yawm? I thought you wanted to leave.”

      Althea’s shoulders slumped and Torix’s eyes flared red. I messed up. Kessiah made snow angels in the mana water as she snapped, “Apparently, Torix’s magic isn’t working. I’m trapped, and I can’t leave. I’m stuck fighting Yawm with you guys. Great. Just great.”

      Disappointed she’d stay, I crossed my arms and said, “What happened to warping her out?”

      Torix coughed into a hand. “Ahem…I had believed that I couldn’t finish the summoning ritual because of your mana signatures. I obviously shouldn’t have doubted myself. I believe it was due to Schema’s requirements for this ‘Quest of Survival.’ That and—”

      Kessiah leaned up by pushing up with her hands. The pool of glowing water bent under her while she shouted, “You couldn’t get it to work because you’re washed up. Worn out. Done for, old man.”

      Torix’s fire eyes narrowed. “My ritual has worked hundreds of times before. I’ve augmented it since our arrival here, and it still doesn’t work. I’ve told you this time and time again, but my ritual isn’t the problem. Schema has sealed this world off for some reason, even to illegal means.”

      Althea peered down, not wanting to be a part of the conversation. I raised my brow. “Is it the quarantine?”

      Torix shook his head. “It most certainly is yet isn’t. Schema’s performed a rather unique operation that I’ve merely read about in historical texts. The AI rendered this planet locked off from any methods of escaping it, even illegal warping measures from unknowns. In that manner, Schema pinned us here on Earth, forcing us to fight against Yawm.”

      I rubbed my temples, looking off in a random direction. “But you’re not using Schema’s normal transport right? You could just warp out or, I don’t know, fly a spaceship, right?”

      Torix’s eyes dampened. “Schema requires special permissions for unknowns to warp. We must face Yawm or watch this world be consumed and us along with it.”

      My eyes hardened as flashes of my fights flamed in my mind. I gave him a slow nod. “Huh. We’ll have to fight him. Again, huh? That’s…that’s not good.” I closed my eyes. “It is what it is, then. We’ll do what we have to do.”

      Althea peered up at me. “Hey, uhm, think about it. We’re getting extra experience, and a lot of Yawm’s soldiers are unknowns. That’s quadrupled experience points. That puts us in a great place to level up, you know? Your armor can change, too, while Kessiah and Torix are already really strong. They can guide us, so it’s not all bad.”

      Althea tried cheering me up, but her words failed to do so. She didn’t understand what we’d be running into soon, and I didn’t have the heart to tell her. However, the fact she even tried to bring up my spirits, that brought a reluctant smile to my face. I gave her a sad smile. “We…we can catch up. No big deal, right?”

      Althea’s eyes brightened. “Exactly. We got your friends, too.”

      Remembering Michael and Kelsey, I frowned. “How are they?”

      Torix frowned. “They are stable. But I should warn you, they are both slowly dying. The Force of Iron has inspected the surroundings near the quarantine and anyplace downwind of the infection sights. It is truly unfortunate, but your friends were caught in the initial infection radius.”

      Steadying myself, I closed my eyes. I opened them at Torix. “So…can we save them?”

      Torix turned to face a wall, tapping his sides with his hands. He let out a long sigh. “I…I honestly don’t know. They’ve been infested with numerous of the, hm, petal bugs, I suppose you can call them that. If it were one, then perhaps we’d have a chance to cure them. As is, they’re turning despite the stasis pods and my cooling magic.”

      Torix placed a hand on my shoulder. “I know it’s difficult having all of this sink in at once, but—”

      I nudged his hand aside, not out of refusal but to show my strength. “Thank you, but I’m fine. Let’s talk about options to save them and what we can do right now. I don’t have time to absorb everything that’s happening, but I know that I’m not what’s important about this situation right now. Getting them back and our current situation is what really matters.”

      My eyes hardened. “Right now, I’m a body, and I just have to move. That’s it.”

      Althea reached out with a hand but kept it at a distance. “You sure? It’s your hometown and your friends. I can’t imagine what that’s like.” She stared at her hands, poking her fingertips together. “And not just because I don’t have friends or a hometown. It’s just like, like a lot to take in. For me even. And it hasn’t even happened to me. That’s not to compare the two things, but uhm…you get what I mean. Hopefully.”

      I smiled at her. “I do.”

      Torix gave me a nod. “Hmm, if you’re able to persevere, then by all means, do so. The realities are as such: First, the Followers overlevel us immensely. We’ll need to kill them before Yawm arrives. Second, this quest dramatically speeds up both of your progressions toward fighting Yawm. Third, after Yawm has awakened, other, powerful sentients will arrive. They may ease our burden regarding the killing of Yawm himself.”

      Kessiah pulled herself out of the pool, jerking herself up and out with a single hand. She raised both arms overhead and stretched. “What the old sack of dry skin is trying to say is that I’m going to be taking you both out on raids. It’s going to be boring for me, but we’ll get you both leveled up.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Raids, huh?”

      Kessiah rolled a hand in circles. “You know, when people go out to kill tons of monsters.”

      I shrugged. “I’ve never been on one.”

      Torix flaming eyes flickered. “Why, I believe that’s the only kind of outing you’ve ever had. Semantics aside, there’s many details to discuss. Come, we’ll sit there.”

      Torix pointed at the wall-wide desk that Althea sat at. I sat there myself. Before I arrived, Torix had summoned curled-up roots from nearby grasses, making a surprisingly soft seating. I leaned onto the crafting table. “So, what kind of raids are we going out on?”

      Althea bounced on her heels while walking over. “Torix and I talked about it. So, like, we’ll be sneaking past the Force of Iron’s barricade, killing some of those things, then coming back—” Althea noticed a change in my face, and she deflated. “Unless you don’t want to, of course.”

      I numbed while staring forward. “If it’s to survive, then that’s what we’ll do. What I think or feel isn’t a part of the question.”

      Kessiah leaned back. “What happened to Mister Bloodlust? Sheesh, what a downer.”

      I frowned. “Kessiah. It’s my hometown. I grew up here. It’s gone now.”

      Kessiah walked over and placed a hand onto the wall beside me. She narrowed her eyes. “But like, you have a home, so there’s that. Why so sullen about it? You had something to lose, so you could be grateful about that.”

      I expected to get in her face like before, but before I could, Althea walked up to Kessiah. The remnant loomed over our sniper, a head taller than her and wider still. Althea stood up to that and snapped, “I know you don’t want to be here, but back off. I never had a home, either, but that doesn’t mean I don’t understand how hard it must be to watch it crumble. So, er, give the guy a break. He’s been through a lot…er, please.”

      I glanced around, shocked at Althea’s outburst. Kessiah and Torix shared my sentiment, each of them rendered speechless. I gave Althea a nod. “Huh. Thank you.”

      Althea put her hands on her hips. “Uhm…no problem.”

      Kessiah tilted her head, and Althea shrank down. Kessiah’s brow furrowed before she laughed. The remnant put a hand on Althea’s shoulder, and Kessiah relented. “Hah. Okay, okay. I know I can be an ass sometimes. I didn’t want to fight here, and—” Kessiah looked away while waving a hand. “I just wanted to go back to my mercenary work. I was hitting a real hot streak before coming here.”

      Kessiah stepped off, spreading her hands. “But Torix can’t get me out of here, and neither can I. I’ll try to make the best of this situation and see where it goes.” Kessiah looked at me. “And sorry for always putting pressure on you. Something about you just rubs me the wrong way. I don’t know what it is, but I’ll try to get a handle on it.” Kessiah smirked. “Emphasis on try. No guarantees here, little man.”

      I stated, “I don’t expect anything from you at this point.”

      My scathing words bounced right off Kessiah, and she clapped her hands. “Good. So, I really want to be the one that kills Yawm. Getting rid of my unknown status would open up a lot of doors that have been shut for a long time. Any ideas on how to make that happen?”

      An edge lingered in her voice, one of the few times she exposed any vulnerability. I calmed myself down, not biting at the opportunity. We’d be working together for a while, so I might as well establish a decent relationship if I could. I stood up. “Althea and I will level up in the raids. We’ll amass our abilities until we become sizable threats.”

      Torix swung a hand. “And I shall be whittling down the majority of Yawm’s forces. My summons and tactical knowledge shall prevent any unwanted run-ins with Yawm’s troops in those circumstances. The Followers are particularly important in that regard.” Torix gave Kessiah a nod. “If you’d like to, I don’t mind you taking Yawm’s head. I know the unknown status weighs on you far more heavily than it does me.”

      Kessiah leaned back. “Oh…uh, well…thanks.”

      I raised a brow. “When’s the next raid planned?”

      Torix waved his hands. “I’m ascertaining the location of Yawm’s Followers as we speak. I’ll then create distractions for when you go out on your raids. Just as well, I assumed you’d need some rest when you came back. It was a difficult outing from what I could gather.”

      I shook my head. “I’ll be fine. We can go whenever.”

      Kessiah rolled her eyes. “Look, tough guy, you don’t have to pretend you’re made of stone.”

      I raised my hand, the armor shifting. “I’m not. I’m made of metal.”

      Kessiah glared at me, but I glared back. She crossed her arms. “Hm. Okay, do whatever you want. I’m going back to the pool.”

      I shrugged. “Whatever you want. Does anyone know where Michael and Kelsey are? I just want to check on them.”

      Torix tapped the edge of the table, uncomfortable as someone with a rock in their shoe. I frowned. “Are they worse than you let on?”

      “We’re working toward a solution, but my understanding of human biology is limited, as is my understanding of the petal bugs. For now. They’re in that room, in the back.”

      Hopping up, I walked back into the recesses of the dirt cavern. Torix grew roots to support the walkways, each of them intertwining into elegant arches. At the back was a small, earthen room where the two containment tubes leaned against the wall. Mana crystals powered the pods, keeping them stable. Someone removed the metal plates, exposing all of Kelsey and Michael floating in suspended motion.

      For a while, I watched them bob up and down. I paced up and sat on a bed of moss on the opposite end of the room. I leaned onto my knees as I stared at them both. It was a weird feeling. On the one hand, I controlled nothing about the situation. They fought my help off and set themselves up for failure. On the other hand, I might’ve been able to save them.

      I stared down at my armored palms, the runes jagged. Keeping these two alive would take a lot out of me. Finding a cure in time, keeping myself alive, and saving a few townsfolk required every bit of my attention from here on out. If anything, I stretched myself thin as peanut brittle, ready to snap at any time and any moment. To handle what I wanted to handle, I’d need to stretch even more.

      Most of that came from how complicated the situation became. I preferred things when they were simple. See bat? Smash bat. See giant hivemind? Smash giant hivemind. Keeping these two alive meant working with a few more variables, so it wouldn’t be so straightforward. I peeled back my armor from my face before standing up. I was dwelling on the situation, and that changed nothing.

      Anytime I spent too long thinking, I ended up depressing myself. I walked up and tapped the container, sending a ripple through the tube before leaning against it. The stasis pod tugged at my mana as I closed my eyes for a second. I gave it a slight tap with a fist, grimacing at the two old friends.

      Michael’s eyes hollowed out like a man hanging from a noose. Black veins reached out of the side of his neck, down his arms, and up his abdomen. Kelsey’s mouth broke apart, a metamorphosed tentacle crawling out of her mouth. Some skin split in her fingers, and from the gashes, claws reached out. Ice shards splintered their skin in several places, Torix’s magic stemming an otherwise unstoppable tide.

      I took a deep breath, and I murmured, “What am I even supposed to do?”
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      I waited there for a while, observing both of them. The symptoms of the petal bugs infection riddled them from head to toe, and it left me wondering what I could’ve done to stop it. I considered and rewound what I said and did in the conversation we had. In the end, I came up with no real answers. Despite what happened to them, I still resented how they treated me.

      However, at no point did I ever hate them. Peering at the pair, I wondered about Michael’s family back in their lodge. They probably all died already. I rubbed my temples as memories of camping trips with Michael rushed in. I didn’t remember his mom or sister that clearly, but his father’s face lingered in my mind.

      The guy was a family man down to his roots. He lacked ambition for standard career paths and whatnot, but the guy always worked hard to give his family a good life. In all honesty, I envied Michael on that front. Knowing that he died left me heavy and listless. A harsh reality set in, and I wallowed in it for a while.

      I didn’t stay in that dark place. Peering back up at Michael and Kelsey, I held a measure of faith in saving them. Torix’s medicinal knowledge and magical skill gave us a serious edge in bringing Michael and Kelsey back, and my armor may save them if I could get it to eat only the insects. Those outs for the situation instilled some hope in me, though I kept that hope measured.

      Considering everything that happened, I still lacked confidence moving forward. Getting out of that dark place, I paced into the back hallway. Torix’s design gave the underground lair a druidic feel to it, elegant roots composing archways everywhere. Support beams made of gnarled tree roots held each room upright. I passed the doorway to my own room, my name etched with mana overhead along with the title of disciple.

      I smiled at that.

      Yellow honeysuckle bloomed from the strands of wood, the leaves and flowers blocking the doorway. I pulsed mana into the plantlife, and it moved on its own. Walking inside, the honeysuckle closed behind me. All the sound from outside ceased in an instant. A bed of soft, dark moss nuzzled into the corner of my room, along with a plate of polished steel for a mirror.

      When I sat down, the moss was soft as silk. I crossed my arms before leaning down onto my knees. I tapped my head against my knees, the clanking of my armor turning into a dull hum over time. That's when my mind wandered. I dwelled on everything that happened, and hours passed by as I did. Not needing sleep, I processed most of what happened while awake. I still rested there, unmoving yet somehow restless.

      A thud echoed in from the door of plants. I raised my head, “Who is it?”

      To my surprise, Althea’s voice leaked through the brush, “Uhm, it’s me. I wanted to talk for a minute.”

      Wondering what she wanted, I stood and opened the plants with mana. They responded to my touch, unfurling in an elegant flow. Althea stood in a fitted robe, smiling up at me. She hid something behind her back, and I raised a brow, wondering what it was. Her grin being infectious, I smiled back at her, “You look ecstatic. What’s up with you?”

      She pushed herself up onto her toes, “Nothing. Well, there’s something, and uh, I wanted to show it to you. Do you have some time?”

      Peering away, a piece of me wanted to be alone. It wanted to crawl into a hole and just lay there forever. I pushed that part of me down before turning back to Althea. I scoffed, “You know what? All I really have now is time. Whatever it is, let’s do it.”

      She pulled a dusty, old game of bingo out from behind her back. She pushed it out to me while brimming with excitement, “It’s that game you mentioned forever ago. I found it.”

      I blinked, blown away. Not only had she remembered the game, she found it too. I raised a brow at the old box, “Huh. Wow. It really is the game.” I peered under the box, “There’s supposed to be a ball turner thingy. Where is it?”

      Althea pulled out a bingo ball spinner, a chunk of wood still attached from where she tore it out of a table. Someone bolted the metal turner to a table, but Althea ripped it out. Leaning back, I laughed for a long while. I kept laughing until I cried. I wiped away a tear while Althea narrowed her eyes at me, a bit peeved,

      “I thought you liked the game? What’s so funny?”

      I picked up the ball turner, “Before Schema’s system arrived, the idea of tearing this out of the wood would’ve been absurd. You never even thought to unbolt it, and that makes perfect sense. I don’t know, seeing those ideas clash was funny.”

      Althea shrugged, “Ok, well, wanna play?”

      I flicked the metal turner, balls flinging everywhere, “Hm, you know people only played this when they were bored, right?”

      Althea snatched the ball turner from me, “Ok, so it’s perfect for us. I know I’m bored.”

      I pursed my lips, “Huh...Point taken.”

      We set the game down, and I pulled up the scoresheets, the old crayons, and the other supplies. It took a few minutes of explanation and examples before Althea got the hang of it. Simple as the game was, Althea never really played any games when she was a child. This was her first seeing anything like this, so it took some time to establish the terminology and whatnot.

      She got the hang of it after a few minutes, however, and I turned the bingo ball spinner for a few seconds before pulling out a ball. I picked it up and said, “Six G.”

      Althea raised her hands in anticipation, “Hah! I’ve got it. What do I do again?”

      I pointed at the mark on her sheet, “You mark that.”

      She slashed across the paper with a crayon, “Ok. What next?”

      I twisted the ball roller once more, “We go for another round.”

      She leaned over the ball roller, “Oh I can’t wait.”

      Somehow, Althea stayed engaged with the game, maintaining her thrill the entire time. It baffled my expectations, but in a refreshing kind of way. As we played, she and I chatted away. For the most part, we kept the conversation light. It revolved around our builds, skills, and certain trees. After a while, Althea peered up from her score sheet and looked me in the eye. She raised an eyebrow,

      “Uhm, how are you holding up?”

      I frowned, “Hm...Better than I thought I would.”

      That was kind of a lie. Althea leaned onto a hand with her cheek, “That’s good. Er, great really. I thought you’d be more, I don’t know...falling apart. You seem fine, at least on the surface.”

      I rolled the bingo ball roller again, playing because she wanted to. After a ball flung out, I weighed my hands back and forth, “It’s Schema’s system holding me together. I chose a willpower perk recently, and since then, my mind feels like granite.”

      She tilted her head at me, “Really? If you ask me, you always came across like that, even before now. You always stuck it out. To me, at least.”

      I leaned back onto my hands, peering up, “Maybe. I think the system is doing the majority of the legwork though.”

      Althea furrowed her brow, “I don’t know about that. Look at Kessiah. She’s gotta have more willpower than you, but she’s still way lazier.”

      I raised a hand, “But what about Torix? That guy’s a machine. He never stops working.”

      Althea tilted her head, “I guess, but I think he works hard even considering how much willpower he has. That’s probably why he has such a high level and so many useful skills. He uses his mind as much as he can, but like, Kessiah doesn’t. At all...It’s frustrating to watch sometimes.”

      I peered at my sheet, “She’s still the strongest among us.”

      Althea pursed her lips, “Yeah, but I taled to Torix about her being a remnant. They’re born with genetic modifications, and that makes them, er, start with a lot of levels or something. It’s complicated, but think of it like Schema’s system is more of a supplement to them.”

      My eyes widened, “Really?”

      Althea shrugged, “Apparently, Kessiah was over level two thousand by the time she was twenty years old. That wasn’t from clearing dungeons either. Schema just gave it to her.”

      I blinked, “Wow...That’s a hell of a head start. She’s so much stronger than us.”

      Althea put a lock of hair behind her ear, “But how long will that last, you know? I think both of us will beat her out...In the long run...Maybe the really long run for me.”

      Remembering the bodies in Springfield, I sighed, “Man, if we survive long enough for that to happen, I’d call us blessed.”

      Althea pulled her legs up, wrapping her arms around them. She wrestled with an idea in her mind, her face showing several expressions. After half a minute, she murmured, “I, uhm...I wanted to apologize for getting you wrapped up in this Yawm situation. I feel like it’s my fault.”

      I scoffed, “What? Why?”

      “It’s obvious, isn’t it? I landed here, and the Yawm guy sent in reinforcements to come get me. That’s why he’s here in the first place.”

      I shook my head, “I don’t think so. You may be valuable, but there’s no way Yawm would send this many reinforcements to get you alone. Yawm knows about the dimensional tears that happened here, and I think he wants to know what happened. Why? I can’t guess just yet, but it has to revolve around my armor.”

      I put all my weight onto one arm while lifting the other one, “I was called by Etorhma after all, and Yawm’s connected to Etorhma some which way. We’ll have to figure all of that out by peeling his organization apart. We’ll find some clues, and answers will come from them. Either way, you don’t owe me an apology. If anything, you joining us really helps us out. It’s one less person on their side and one more on ours.”

      Althea’s eyes brightened. She chimed, “Huh...I never thought about it like that.”

      I picked up the bingo ball, “Is that why you brought me this whole bingo thing?”

      Althea blushed, “Of...Of course. That’s exactly why.”

      I rolled my eyes, “Uh huh. You sure you didn’t just want to try it out?”

      She hid a smile behind her knees, “Ok...Maybe a little.”

      I met her eyes, “Good. You should do more stuff for you sometimes. If you ask me, you don’t owe any of us anything, so it’s good you’re doing something for yourself for a change. Hell, in my opinion, we shouldn’t take you for granted because being taken for granted sucks.” I remembered Michael and Kelsey. I simmered while picking up the bingo ball,

      “Trust me, I know all about it...Nine B.”

      She scratched in a little mark on her sheet before swaying back and forth, “Yeah. You do.”

      We played another few rounds before Althea tapped her legs with her fingertips. She murmured, “Er, thanks for always saying stuff like that. Sometimes, I’ll be thinking a lot, and I’ll get in my head about everything. I end up thinking one thing, then I’ll think about another and...I end up feeling really down. Talking to you cheers me up.”

      Her words warmed me, “Really? Me?”

      “Yeah.”

      I tried stopping a grin, and I looked away. No matter my efforts, my smile was irrepressible, rising up to the corner of my eyes. I covered my mouth with a hand, “You’re...You’re welcome. I’m glad I can pay you back some for doing stuff like this.”

      Althea leaned her chin onto her knees, a mischievous grin on her lips, “Remember, it’s like you said. I did this for me.”

      From the corner of my eye, I looked at her, “Yeah, but this worked out for me too. I needed something to take the edge off, and this worked like a charm.”

      Althea tilted her head, “Glad to hear it...Are you going to roll the ball thing?”

      I shook my head, blushing a bit after staring at Althea for a while. I tapped the edge of my forehead, “Sorry about that. I got distracted.”

      Althea flushed, her silvery skin flushing red. She peered away, “Oh.”

      A tense silence passed between us before I rolled the bingo ball roller with excessive speed, “Oh man, we have got to get on with this game, right?”

      She scratched her cheek, “Uhm, absolutely. For sure.”

      A few more rounds passed, and we chatted for a while. The tension eased, and we got back into the swing of the game. In time, I stared down at an empty scoresheet, “Man, luck’s not on my side today.”

      Althea leaned over her slip, “I’m close to another win.”

      I tilted my head at her, “Huh...What about we make this more interesting?”

      She blinked, “How?”

      “Hm, if I win, you’ll have to help me train for a month.”

      Althea’s face wrinkled in disgust, “Oh, that sounds terrible.”

      I shrugged, “Yeah, but if you win, you’ll get something too.”

      “Ooh...Like what?”

      I tilted my head, “I don’t know. What would you want?”

      Althea tapped her chin, thinking for a while. Her eyes widened as she swung her arm, “If I win, you have to show me more of your world’s stuff. Like other games or food.”

      I reached out a hand, “It’s a deal.”

      A moment passed as she stared at my palm. I motioned it, “You’re supposed to shake it. This is my world’s stuff.”

      She stuck out her hand, grabbing mine at the wrong angle. Althea wobbled her hand in different directions before I burst into a laugh. She frowned at me, “What? I shook it like you said.”

      I smiled, grabbing her hand, “It’s like this.”

      We did a proper handshake, my palm guiding hers on the proper path. She mouthed, “Ooh. That’s how.”

      She held my hand for a while before I raised my brows, “You can let me go now.”

      Her hand flashed back, and her face flushed again, “Oh...Ok.”

      We played another few rounds before I gained on her. The cards played out in my favor, and I filled out my scoresheet over the next dozen rounds. Before we knew it, both of our sheets filled out to their utmost extent, and each number called could result in a victory. Althea leaned over her sheet, her eyes wide with fear at the prospect of helping me train for a full month. Me? I had nothing to lose either way, so I stayed relaxed.

      Althea’s eyes bored a hole through her sheet as I picked up the last bingo ball. I stared at it, and the number filled out the last row of my sheet. All I needed to do was say the number aloud, and I gained Althea as my training assistant for a full month. Feeling good, I took a breath, amped and ready to relish my victory.

      Before I said the number aloud, I caught a glimpse of Althea’s face. She teemed with an unbridled excitement, an almost childish wonder in the game. She wanted the win, sure, but more than anything, Althea desired a view of the outside world. If bingo got her this excited, imagine scrabble or some other old, boring-ish board game. The possibilities were endless!

      Sarcasm aside, I paused for a second. I stared at her sheet, and I said,

      “Nine K.”

      She raised her hands, shouting and jumping for joy. I flopped the ball back into the basket before she found out that I lied about the game’s result. I threw my hands up, “Gah, you got me.”

      She pointed at me, “Hah. Now you have to show me all kinds of stuff. Like food. And I want it freshly cooked too.” Awareness crossed over her, replacing the childish joy. She coughed into a hand, “Ahem...I-If you want to.”

      I gave her a warm smile, “Absolutely.” I pushed myself up, “Thanks for the game. This was fun.”

      Althea yawned, “Yeah, same here.”

      I raised a brow, “You’re going to need your sleep. We’ve got a long day ahead of us.”

      She grabbed the sides of her head, “You’re right. Do you mind cleaning this all up? I’ll do it next time.”

      “It’s not a problem at all. Go get some shut eye.”

      She stepped up to the honeysuckle doorway. As she left, she grinned, “You, uhm...Sleep well too. Or train. Or whatever you like doing.”

      “You too.”

      She left the room, leaving warmth as she did. I soaked it in, appreciating her coming here like that. It ended a horrible day with a great evening, and I would’ve just dwelled on what happened for a long while otherwise. Instead, I stretched my arms and legs, rearing and ready to work hard through the night. I cleaned up the bingo game, making certain that every part of it fitted into its appropriate slot.

      I carved out a section in the wall before putting the game there. Scared it would collapse or get the game dirty, I spent thirty minutes making a reinforced shelf out of torn parts of my armor. After situating it so that it wouldn’t be harmed, I sat myself down with my legs crossed. I took a breath, getting ready to get a feel for my extra mana reserves.

      When I ran here, I used more mana than before, but I kept some in reserve. This time, I aimed to get as much out of my enhanced health regeneration as possible. By getting an intuitive understanding of the sensation, my usability for my mana would rise by leaps and bounds. Making that happen, I revved my augmentation into action. It flared to life, a blazing orange plume radiating out of each arm.

      I kept my eyes closed, honing my mind onto converting as much of my body and blood and bones as I could. Those physical parts of me relented, converting into mana with ease. I kept surging the energies, rotating and getting a feel for them over the next hour. After two hours, I reached the apex of my current ability.

      I trembled under it.

      The rippling force of the mana left me motivated and starving for action of any kind. I wanted to jump, move, and fight. I needed an outlet, my hands clasping with white knuckled furry. Leaning down, I tried dampening the energy’s flow. It waned down in a slow ebb before surging once more. I leaned back from myself, stunned by the energy fighting me like this.

      Redoubling my efforts, I gritted my teeth while willing the energy to stop. It bowed down, but it continued its surge. Grabbing my knees, I clasped my hands with all my strength, roaring at the energy flow to stop. Unable to withstand my howl, the spiraling mana relented. It dwindled and receded, no longer pulling at my body to sustain itself.

      As it lessened into a trickle, sweat beaded on my forehead. I gasped for air, the sheer deluge of mana overwhelming my initial attempts at containing it. It fed on my flesh and bones, the mass of energy taking on a life of its own. After a certain amount of mass, the mana could direct itself. After gaining some confidence, the ball of mental thoughts directed itself against me. The sensation reminded me of blacking out while fighting monsters in Springfield.

      Leaning back, I wondered if that’s what happened to me. Testing the hypothesis, I took a breath, summoning another storm of energy. I rose the trickle up slowly, probing the mana fueling me. The desire to roam rampant and move flowed over me like jumping in a basin of bloodlust and motivation. I smiled at it, thinking of how this supplemented my natural ambitions and desire to improve. Even on its own, that was useful.

      Taking another moment, I channeled the energy through myself for a while. It burned through my health regen, slowing my rate of healing. Even more pressing, heat built in my room and on my skin. Eventually, my blood and skin sizzled from the mana overflow. I scoffed as the mana overwhelmed my ability to regenerate. In a violent, decisive jerk, I quelled the mana storm with a mental whip.

      This time, I left nothing on the table, so the mana gave in from my first strike. I let myself cool down over the next few minutes, mentally and physically. I cycled this control of mana, wrestling with the mana storms as I called them. It acted like walking a tightrope, and in time, it turned comfortable. A couple of hours later, I rolled my shoulders and stood up tall. Taking a break from mana control, I paced out towards Torix and Kessiah.

      Kessiah left the mana pool, going who knows where. Torix established an evil lair in his corner of the central area, creating graphs, charts, and maps showcasing Springfield in its entirety. Up until recently, the ritual chained the poor necromancer down, but without that consuming him, his full abilities unleashed. That manifested with plots, plans, and machinations of all kinds. Thinking those up, Torix paced back and forth while staring at a map.

      I walked up and raised a hand to him, “Yo. What are you working on?”

      Torix tilted his head at me, “Hm...You’re still awake? You couldn’t sleep, I’ll assume.”

      I shook my head, “I don’t need to anymore.”

      Torix’s fire eyes flared bright, “You...You chose the willpower perk? You of all people?”

      I spread my hands, “Uh, yeah. What’s surprising about that?”

      Torix peered off, “I...Hm, I expected you to simply invest into endurance, strength, and dexterity like most fighters do. That creates a durable, strong core of attributes to rely on. Why did you side with willpower?”

      I put my hands on my hips, “I wanted more of it.”

      Torix stared at me like I dumped a bunch of black slush on his maps. Torix murmed, “Hm. That’s a rather simple stratagem, don’t you think?”

      I shrugged, “Occam’s razor. Most of the time, the simplest answer is the best one. When I saw the perk, I wanted and needed it. Boom, I selected it.”

      Torix pushed up his glasses, “I-I shall refrain from judging you for that reasoning...Ahem, at least as much as I am able to.” Torix stood back up, “Then did you walk out of here as a break for whatever training you’ve devised?”

      I pursed my lips, “You could say that.” I gestured to the maps, “What’s all this?”

      Torix snapped his view to his charts, and he spread his arms with a dramatic flair, “Ah, this? Why, I’m so glad you asked. You see, this is a series of charts detailing the habits and locations of Yawm’s Followers along with supply routes his force has established. I’ve learned that our enemy is disorganized as Yawm has hidden himself within a world tree of some sort.”

      I raised a brow, “Like Yggdrasil?”

      Torix tilted his head, “Is that a fictional being or?”

      I peered off, “You know, maybe. Eldritch are real, so why not mythical gods? Anyways, Yggdrasil is a god of the world in, er, I think it’s the vikings’ mythos, whatever that is.”

      Torix grabbed his chin, “Ah yes, you mentioned them before. They were tribal, bloodthirsty battlers. Schema would shine favor on those clansmen no doubt. Regardless, charting these locations tells me that Yawm’s forces splinter apart often and by large distances. This makes eradicating them down to the last woman and child quite simple.”

      A chill ran down my spine as Torix scoffed, “If Yawm left any children alive, that is.”

      I frowned as Torix sighed. He shook his head, “Hah...It would seem that few sentients appreciate a bit of dark humor. Regardless, our force is far smaller than Yawm’s. However, their forces splinter far more than ours will, and those split pieces can be taken care of promptly. You and Althea shall gain many levels from doing so, and even Kessiah and I will as well.”

      Torix’s eyes flared a bloody red as he raised his hands, “And as with all conquerors, we shall stand on a bridge of their corpses. They will become fuel for our survival, a potent elixir to empower and embolden us...It shall be delightful.”

      Staring at Torix, he seemed bigger than I remembered him being. Not physically, but his presence as a whole. The more I understood him, the more he reminded me of pictures of space. It was like I gazed at something I couldn’t fully comprehend. Not yet, at least. I put my hands on my hips, “Man. You really thought this through, huh?”

      Torix cackled before peering at me, “I most certainly have. It’s exciting, isn’t it?”

      Intimidated but full of anticipation, I nodded, “It is.”

      Torix rubbed his hands together, stepping over towards all of the marks, “Perhaps you’d enjoy an explanation on where, why, when, and how their units move as they do. Having a lesser commander-”

      I waved my hands, “Hell no. Please. No.”

      Torix’s hands plopped onto his sides, “Oh...That’s a tad bit disappointing. I’d formulated quite a few lectures on just that topic, actually.”

      I scratched the side of my head, “For me, I was wondering if you knew anything about the runes. I feel like I’m good at them, and I was wondering if there was anything else I could do with them? You know, besides writing them into my armor.”

      Torix’s teaching mode returned in full force, “Ooh, so that’s what you desire to know. Well then, the real question you must ask is what can’t you do with them? They may serve any means and purpose you could desire so long as the creativity and ability for their creation is present. Here-” Torix reached up a hand, a portal appearing above me. A pile of books spilled out and Torix spread his hands,

      “These books will teach you the primary conventions regarding current runic writing philosophies.”

      A pit in my stomach form as I held about twenty books in my arms. A bead of cold sweat poured from my brow as I gasped, “So, do I have to read all of this?”

      Torix tilted his head, “What? Why, of course you do. These are the initial readings. Seeing as you don’t need any sleep, you should take advantage of that opportunity. Besides that, what else will you do with your time?”

      I raised my brows, “I don’t know...Actually practice stuff instead of reading about it?”

      Torix waved away my statement with the brush of his hand, “Scholars fight with the written word, not their fists. Being my disciple, you’ll learn this truth one bundle of books at a time.”

      I turned to my room, my shoulders slumping. Getting there, I sat down and pulled up the thinnest book. Schema converted the language for me, forming systemized text on top of the alien characters. They gave clear, concise translations of the esoteric, alien ideas. Barely touching on the thoughts of the book, I leaned my face into my hands. I let out a deep sigh.

      It was going to be a long night.
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      I scanned through a few of the books over the next few hours. It took a bit, but I got an idea of what the meta was for rune writing. None of it meshed in with what I understood about the process. Everything in a textbook applied but only in a vacuum, not in actual practice. It was the oddest thing I found about lots of texts. They dished out dense clusters of information, yet somehow, none of it ever applied to whatever I studied.

      Even worse, this book mentioned mana channeling as a foolhardy, dangerous venture. Because of that, it gave no advice on the matter. It did warn why doing so was dangerous, however. The main reason culminated from the actual energy radiating through a person’s body. A sort of magical friction occured, some of the ambient power flooding in.

      It was a lot like running power through a wire. If I sent too much mana, this magical friction increased. This heated the user’s body, eventually boiling their blood and brittling their bones. My channeling proved twice as dangerous, as I not only risked cooking myself. I used my own body to cook myself. It was like getting an oven to turn it on. In fact, the only reason my sigil markings worked at all was because of my unique circumstances.

      My armor augmented my durability, and the metal acted as a great conductor for mana. That lessened the magical friction quite a bit. I also stockpiled regeneration, letting me undo most of the damage I dealt to myself. Even better, the runes acted as an insulator for this energy, stopping it from coursing through my actual body. The mental sensations I experienced came about because of mana overflowing and leaking out of those runes.

      That came from my lack of experience. These books supplemented that experience for a normal magician, but they carried no context for my situation. In fact, they made the assumption no one could channel mana into themselves safely, so the books barely mentioned these ideas in any depth. They only rambled a bit about how terrible an idea it was. They never even got to using an actual soul for this channeling technique. That was beyond madness, according to the books.

      And that was the reason these books served no real purpose for me. They focused a lot on overcoming limitations I simply didn’t have. So, instead of listening to a bunch of close minded philosophers, I set up shop and got to work. I channeled mana through a hand, loosening my skin’s grip on my armor. A couple violent ruptures later, and I amassed a pile of black metal. This was also likely not recommended by the books either.

      But I digress.

      Picking up a piece of dark metal, I turned it in my hand. It shined with a matte finish, kind of like a polished magnet. It stayed strut after trying to bend it, the skin actually becoming more robust since I leveled up. Placing my palm on a plate, I shoved down. It gave a bit, but proved harder than cast iron. It still lacked steel’s robustness, however. A few evolutions might change that.

      Putting a hand over a different plate, I reached out to mold the armor as I did with the stuff all over me. It wobbled, though only by the slightest margin. If anything, it matched a vibration more than a motion. As before, evolving my armor would enhance my control further. With enough mastery, I might even bend different runic inscriptions into the armor after taking it off. That brought a smile to my face.

      Explosive spears, sharpened shards, even shining swords, all of that weaponry could come from my skin. With runic inscriptions, I may even detonate those weapons when they impacted monsters. That exceeded my potential at the time, so I kept working within my limits. I amassed a big pile of the metal. Such a tall stack, actually, that it weighed as much as I did. Gawking down at my armor, I discovered that I lacked hunger at all.

      Raising a brow, I rubbed my temples. This whole stacking armor with no hunger thing...It kind of defied Newton’s law of conservation. Peering at my armor, I wondered what other secrets it held. Not having time to dwell on that, I picked up several good looking slabs of the dark metal before carrying them out of my room. I placed them onto an empty spot on the workbenches Torix set up. Sitting down, I carved runes.

      I figured making something out of the plates would be both useful and calming. I started my crafting journey off with the most basic piece of armor I could make - a shield. Using my fist like a hammer, I broke off bits of the shield by slamming my fist into the edges of the plate. In minutes, Torix cast a silencing magic over me, grumbling all the while. I’ll admit, I may have been as loud as a bottle of thunder bursting.

      Maybe. Just maybe.

      Anyways, I encapsulated myself in the calm of crafting. Like a madman, I smashed that plate over and over. Stress relieving and somewhat productive, I created a roughly triangular shape. Using my gauntleted hands, I scraped the edges of the shield, smoothing them out.

      It took all I had in me to make that happen. It was enough.

      
        
        Skill unlocked! Craftsmanship | Level 1 - You are the maker of what you imagine. +1% to ease and precision of crafting.

      

      

      The skill leveled with time, and each level bumped off a bit of difficulty for molding the metal. Putting both hands over the plate’s sides, I grasped and pushed my knee into the middle. I pried it down, caving the middle portion of the plate inward. This created a nice concave shape to the shield. If I placed the back of my palm against it, the points of contact would meld together over a minute or two.

      The bonds held strong enough that the result satisfied me. With the shaping of the shield handled, I decided on several sets of runes I'd use for the shield's enchantments. After a bit of brainstorming, I added in the markings for safety, peace, and calm, engraving them in the upper right portion of the shield. Looking at them reminded me of floating underwater with my eyes closed. I could just completely let go and relax. Ah.

      After I made those runes, I carved the runes for stability and balance into the upper left side of the shield. Stability and balance came together in perfect harmony like listening to the gush of an ocean’s waves or the rumble of heavy rain. Unfortunately, all the patches of runes lacked that same concordance. The two different meanings dampened each other’s effects, making the shield dissonant and less effective.

      I aimed to change that.

      At the bottom of the shield, I chiseled the sigils for unity and love. A little cheesy, sure, but it got the job done. With a heavy pressing of my hand, I sliced long rivets into the shield between each set of runes. I etched a few runes on these connections, ensuring they made the runes connect. I pulsed mana through it, and golly, the thing worked. Gee willikers.

      
        
        Skill unlocked! Enchanting | Level 1 - You give life to what you envision. +1% to the effect of enchantments.

      

      

      The skill unlocked as I completed the last rune. When I finished polishing the shield, I lifted it up and glanced at my handiwork. Rough, choppy, and jagged, the shield beamed out with an amateur shoddiness that radiated in an undeniable fashion. I grinned at the terrible piece of equipment, it being my first work. Setting it aside, my eyes kept returning to it along with a deep sense of satisfaction. Terrible or not, I made it, and it was mine.

      I spent so much time in my life running around without owning anything. Even before the system arrived, I slept on a couch with only my boxing gloves to my name. They smelled awful, and the leather fell off all over the place, making a mess. This shield outdid those twenty buck gloves from Amazon. Sparking memories, I used Kelsey’s account to buy those gloves. I waved off some unease, keeping myself dialed in.

      For that moment, I thought about myself. And making something on my own, it documented a nice shift in my mindset. I may have owned nothing, but in time, I could amass a fortune of my own skin artifacts. I wrinkled my brow at that thought, kind of disgusted. Peering at the glossy sheen of the shield, I smiled.

      Nobody would ever know. Heh. My eyes widened at an update in my status.

      
        
        Enchanted Plate of Skin | Level Requirement: 100 - This shield is a hastily made object with a few basic runes carved into it to enhance its protective qualities. While not nearly as powerful as it could be, the unknown material carries excellent qualities. Being hard as quartz but flexible as polyglass, the metal can sustain severe punishment before shattering.

      

      

      
        
        Effects:

      

      

      
        
        Living Metal: Takes damage in place of the user if hit. The shield may use health or mana to be repaired after taking damage. This effect can occur without the user's consent if mental strength isn’t high.

      

      

      
        
        Total Health pool remaining: 1,000/1,000 | Damage Resistance: 90% | Effective Health Added: 300

      

      

      
        
        Mark of Balance: Reduces force of impact on shield by 50%. Doesn't reduce damage, just the effect of force on the user. When the health of the shield reaches zero, this effect is omitted.

      

      

      I raised my hands in victory, even Schema recognizing my tiny breakthrough. The shield paled in comparison to most artifacts, but it was worth using. The whole process left me refreshed and ready for more. In all honesty, I didn't even know how long I'd been sitting there. It didn't really matter to me either. In my eyes, it was time well spent, and considering the situation, what more could I ask for?

      Diving right back in, the shield added little to my actual health pool or anyone’s for that matter. Resolving to fix the issues, I paced back to my room and retrieved another plate from the stack of my piled up armor skin. After walking back, I froze in place. Althea worked on the same workbench as me, and she crafted these disgusting green sacks with her hands. She frowned at one, poking it with a finger,

      “Gah...These are so gross.”

      I walked up, “They definitely are. What’s wrong with that?”

      She laid her head in front of the fleshy, swirling packet of green, “These are super nasty, and I want them to be...I don’t know, cuter, I guess?”

      I poked one with a finger knuckle. It wobbled, “Huh...What about drawing a smiley face on them?” I winced, “Kind of a morbid thought. ”

      Althea raised a brow at me, “What’s a smiley face?”

      I drew one into the inner part of my shield. I turned it to her, “It’s like this.”

      “Ah, that can totally work.”

      I lifted the shield, “Speaking of work, could you work with this?”

      She turned and clamped her fingers onto the shield, "What’s it for?”

      "A shield. It's barely any extra health for me, so I figured you might be able to use it."

      I turned around and walked off before Althea smiled at it, "Woah...Thanks."

      I waved, "No problem. I might not have to take an explosion for you next time if you have that."

      "Oh haha. Very funny."

      I sat back down at the table before brainstorming for a few more minutes. Defensive gear wouldn't do much for me since the spare metal was weaker than the armor on me. Offensive gear opened up more opportunities as a whole. I walked back into my room and carried a pile of my skin in my arms. I set it into the main room with a cacophony of clanking.

      Torix kept his eyes on his charts, but he mouthed, “Keep tearing your own skin off like that, and you’ll run right through my rations.”

      I leaned over the pile, “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      I toyed with the different pieces of metal, connecting runic inscriptions on different pieces. The unending tension of the last few weeks melted away as I did. Focusing on creation instead of destruction helped me take my mind off all the stressful aspects of my life too. It even acted as a pleasant mix up from the blood and guts that permeated my fighting.

      Meandering with the plates, I found more and more limitations with the skin as it was. An evolution and a few level ups would ease the entire process. After hitting a particularly frustrating kink in the process, I let an armor piece slap the table. Leaning back, I opened my status and looked at the time. After the crafting breaks, I straightened myself out and fully functioned. Taking a breath, I stood and turned to Althea and Torix.

      I spread my hands, "I think I'm ready to head out. I want to test some of the stuff I made too."

      Torix turned, one fire eye narrow and the other fire eye wide, "Are you certain?"

      "Yeah. I think so."

      Torix sent a message using his interface with Schema, “Then here is the route you and the others shall follow. Fight enemies here, here, and here at these select times. That shall avoid the normal routes of the Followers, and I’ll update you if anything goes awry in the meantime. Considering the defensive posture they’ve taken, we shouldn’t run into any problems.”

      I read through the long list of data, “Man, you’re so thorough.”

      Torix tilted his nose up without thinking, “Oh, well it’s good of you to notice. I do put in an effort to maintain my reputation.”

      Kessiah burst into the room through the entrance. Having heard us through the wall, Kessiah frowned,

      "I thought we’d be trapped here forever. Blugh, it's time to do anything but just lay around. I’m literally bored out of my mind."

      We collected all of our relevant equipment. Althea kept a bag of glowing, green grenades under her robe. She carried my crafted shield on her left arm and her usual rifle composed her right arm. If she regenerated that shield, it might be way more useful for her than I first imagined it would be. On the other hand, I carried a bag full of random trinkets I crafted in the meantime. Kessiah kept nothing on hand, needing nothing besides her enormous number of levels.

      We all walked out, Althea and Kessiah popping up with their steps. Mine were heavy but prepared. I understood what I walked into, and a piece of dreaded it. Kessiah walked out with an obelisk in her hand, guiding us out towards Springfield. She skipped a bit between each step, brimming with growing, bubbly excitement. When we reached outside the suburbs, Kessiah turned to us, "You guys ready for a little bit of blood?"

      Althea nodded, "Uhm, we have to be, right?"

      My nerves raced at thoughts of the deformed monsters. I peered forward with an unblinking gaze,  “We do.”

      Kessiah raised a brow, “You scared, tough guy?”

      I stopped my hands from shaking as I gazed at her, “Yeah. I am.”

      Kessiah smirked, “Huh. I expected more out of you.”

      I furrowed my brow, grimacing towards my hometown, “Anyone can be brave without fear. Few can show courage in the face of it.”

      Kessiah raised her hands, “Wow, you got catch phrases now, huh?”

      I ignored her, mentally preparing myself for what was to come. Disappointed I didn’t take the bait, Kessiah tsked before bursting into a sprint. We bolted behind her, keeping up. Kessiah shouted over the wind in our ears,

      "I'm going to keep pretty close to you two, but it’ll be up to the both of you to handle these monsters on your own."

      Althea and I nodded. Kessiah pointed at herself, "Make sure you don't overextend yourself, and maybe try to work together. Your skills mesh well, so don’t let that go to waste."

      We sprinted through the fields and forests on our way towards Springfield. The whole trip drenched us in an unnerving calm. A cold sweat formed over my forehead, my nerves making me all jittery. Even though my mind accepted all that I had seen when I first entered the quarantine zone, anxiety riddled my chest and hands. As time passed, I gained a better understanding of where my adrenaline came from.

      It wasn’t fear. It was incitement. I wanted to rip and tear.

      Glad that at least some part of me looked forward to this, we reached the edges of the suburbs where the steel legion's blockade lined the infected areas. More deformed bodies piled in the distance, holes from bullets littering their torsos and skulls. Less panicky than when I first arrived at the barricade, more details popped out to me.

      Across every suburban block, the Force of Iron guarded a generator. Two circular pieces of metal spiralled around a blue core that shot out arcs of lightning at regular intervals. Runic markings covered those generators, and antennas stuck out the top of them. These streaks of blue electricity dispersed out into a field that contained the petal bugs. It strengthened the higher up I looked, the field eventually becoming brittle near the ground.

      It stopped the spread of the infectors but not the infected. The ground troops handled that part. They relied much more on killing the creatures from a distance than locking them in. So far, it worked well enough. Trucks drove down the road and unloaded shipments of ammo at supply points. Those revamped factories near the warehouse district handled the production, supplying the whole operation. That’s why they put themselve in the industrial area to begin with. It was a smart move.

      Walking up to the well supplied soldiers, I wished they lacked the foresight for that base. Their abundant resources made piercing the barricade much harder. That being said, Kessiah dwarfed their levels to the point of muting their strengths entirely. With her hands in her pockets, she strode up to the base. She smiled at them, oozing confidence, composure, and dominance. She announced,

      "Hello boys and girls. I hope you don't mind us walking into the quarantine zone. Otherwise, I'm going to have to force my way in. You don't want me to force my way in.” Kessiah raised her eyebrows, “Unless you want to play for a while.”

      The soldiers glanced at one another, confusion spreading through their ranks. My blood ran cold because I understood the context behind Kessiah’s words. Her threats were like throwing a live grenade at a child with the pin pulled. Everyone here flopped about, unaware of what they held in their hands. The soldier’s commanding officer replied with a loudspeaker and spoke back,

      "Schema has now ordered us to let anyone enter the zone if they want to. We are not responsible for saving you. Good hunting."

      The commanding officer walked out, a woman covered in metal armor. She waved her hand, signalling Althea and I to follow. I grimaced at how easily Kessiah got in. After all the work I put in, I could’ve just walked in whenever. Kessiah leaned over to me and murmured,

      “Don’t look so down. They would’ve tried killing you for the experience. Your level was low, after all.”

      A bad taste spawned in my mouth before Kessiah gave me a pat on the back. She whispered, “That’s what being an unknown is all about - knives in the back and shots to the face. Breathe it in, young buck. You might as well get used to it.”

      It wouldn’t take much longer before the soldier’s posed no threat to me, so the unknown status wouldn’t matter thereafter. Casually being threatened still rubbed me the wrong way all the same. Staring at Kessiah’s back, it made me wonder how many times she suffered from that kind of experience. It must’ve been countless occasions. Given her being a remnant, Kessiah never lived a life without being hunted.

      I couldn’t even imagine what that must be like.

      The culmination of those experiences explained Kessiah’s relentless cynicism. She lived in a world that bit her from all sides. She learned early on to bite back. I happened to be a convenient person to attack or something along those lines because Kessiah didn’t give Althea a hard time like she did me. I wondered where the animosity stemmed from, but all I could do was hope for answers in time.

      Passing the barricade, haunting howls leaked in from all directions. I centered myself back in the moment. We walked across the barricaded entrance before a girl guard walked out in front of us. She pointed her rifle at some of the infected in the distance,

      "Hey. Aim for the cores, don't let them touch you, and try to stay moving. They can overwhelm you if you let them collect into a swarm. Bullets don’t work unless you hit the cores, and fire can hold them down for a while. They’re tougher than they look, so be mindful."

      Kessiah patted her shoulder, "Thanks honey. We'll keep it in mind."

      The guard coughed into a hand, "I-I know you probably don't need the tips, but I've seen quite a few people go in there and die already. I figured it might help."

      Kessiah tapped where the guard’s nose would be if not for her helmet. Kessiah chimed, "You're cute. You know that?"

      The female guard trotted off, her embarrassment leaking out even through her metal armor. We walked by before reaching the first line of houses. Fresh blood and bloody flesh scattered everywhere. Monsters roamed. Fires burned. My hands trembled, but my armor roared out in my mind. It wanted food, and it would have it.

      I lowered my gaze, mana channeling into my runes. I intended on being awake this time. From my channeling last night, I learned my own mana could overwhelm me if I let it. To stop that, I put a chain on my usage this time, keeping it tidy and maintained. Kessiah turned to me before tilting her head,

      "Hm, normally I’d say using mana like that might expose us, but there are quite a few people fighting in the quarantine zone. People from other planets will be coming to help with the quest as well...If we’re lucky. News will have to leak out first, but after that, we’ll be in a good situation. They'll have some insane energy signatures, so we won't stick out after that."

      I ramped up the energy into my runes, charging them with the orange energy and coarse lightning. Strength flowed into my limbs before I clamped my fists. I smashed my fists together, "I’ll lead the way.”

      Kessiah scoffed, "Go for it little man. I'm sure it'll be fun."

      I bent down, "Alright. Keep your distance. I’ll be using an aura, and it’ll damage the both of you."

      Althea raised her palms, “So, like, I had no plans on going out there anyways. I’m taking out who I can with potshots for a while. You go take 'em out, chief. I’ll, uhm, sit back and watch.”

      After giving her a curt nod, I sprinted forward. Once I reached about a block ahead of them, I ramped up Oppression. It molded at my thoughts, a part of my being. I shifted the aura a little, trying to keep it from stretching its full distance. It dipped down to where I could see, putting a lot of pressure off me. The last thing I wanted was to kill someone struggling to survive out here. Piercing deeper into the town, I figured out that dealing with survivors wasn’t going to be a problem.

      We stayed on Torix’s route, avoiding fights while heading to the points of combat the necromancer mentioned. After a few rows of houses, mushrooms and other fungi rooted in the ground. Colored a sickly yellow, the funguses looked like collections of bodies molded together and reformed into plantlife. These biological horrors expanded and swelled as we explored deeper into Springfield.

      I gawked in horror as familiar landmarks eroded into mere shadows of their former glory. We passed neighborhoods I remembered from a longtime ago, having passed them on my school bus. Deformed abominations took the place of humans there, the shambling monstrosities overtaking any semblance of humanity. Everyone already died in these residential areas, most of them murdered in violent waves of the newly infested.

      The haunting sights didn’t end there. They rained in one after the other. We passed my old elementary school, the building converting into a dungeon since the last time I saw it. Yawm’s wildlife smothered the area, and a few escaped dungeon monsters duked it out with the encroaching fungal beasts. Blood took the place of chattering children. Splattering corpses replaced the sound of closing lockers. Congealing meat replaced the smells of pencils and erasers.

      In the courtyard of the school, backpacks circled hopscotch circles and a pile of jump ropes. When the system arrived, children played in the middle of some activity. The monsters ripped a few of the backpacks and knocked over some of those supplies, ripping it all apart. We left the bloody battle after I soaked in a few of the monster’s corpses. It had to be done.

      Those dilapidated places hurt to see, but the worst sight, by far, was my old boxing gym. Outlast crumbled into a shadow of its previous self, the entire building torn to shreds. Windows broke. Dust settled. Several fungi grew from the walls, and a large human moss pushed the gym’s sign aside. It was like the encroaching ecosystem was dismantling my old memories of this place, replacing them with the horrors of Yawm.

      Because I asked, we walked into the gym for a while, but no living person lingered here. As we left, I kept my memories of that place close to my chest. Like everything else here, this place turned into a memory. I aimed to keep it fresh and close to home, not let it be turned into this decayed corpse of a place.

      Other places left their marks on me, but we kept moving. At first, seeing the decay left me hollowed out like some gutted animal. This infestation destroyed my home. It was like my entire life scrubbed clean, no person, place, or thing lingering from my past. It gave me a feeling of loneliness as we skulked through those abandoned streets, torn houses, and old homes. In time, the desolation spawned something else in me.

      A dark, embittering fury.

      Yawm would pay for what he did here. He’d pay for what he did to my friends, my home, even my memories of this place. I’d tear his face off and make him wear the dried skin. Peering at my status, I stood no chance of even slowing a follower down, let alone Yawm. Unlike everyone in Springfield, I still lived, so I could change. I’d break down who I was and turn myself into something indomitable. If I needed to, I’d become a monster to kill one.

      And that would be easy here where monsters roamed in abundance. Black veins traced the stems and stalks of every shrub, lichen, or tree. Thanks to Oppression, the plants wilted in two minutes while we passed by. We carved out a slice of the growing ecosystem, forging a path here. More of the plants came together in the deeper sections of the city, the roots connecting into dense foliage. No longer did the plants pile up like bodies. Instead, they conjoined up into trees without leaves, some with buds on them.

      Once we pierced deep enough, pods covered those trees. Inside them, monstrosities formed. They peered at us with beady eyes through the thin, translucent covers insulating them. Once I reached close enough that a pod got in range of Oppression, a pod’s eyes locked in on us. The beasts swelled and pulsed from within their pods. One of the monsters popped out. A wet slush of material landed on the ground before a pair of eyes glanced up at us.

      It was perfect, because Torix sent us to handle our first batch of enemies here. Gawking at the beast, I bore holes through it with my eyes, my armor grinning but my own lips forming a scowl. Kessiah meant safety wasn’t a concern, and gaining experience took priority. Mana rippled across my skin as I narrowed my eyes.

      I’d avenge my home and the people who died here. I’d gore these monsters to pulp. It was time for battle. It was time for war.
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      From the pod’s refuse, a body emerged and formed in front of us. Scales and bones condensed into plates that ran across the front of the four legged creature. It gawked with a reptile’s eyes, slitted but intelligent. The hulking torso of the creature flowed together like a deadly machine, its movements like music made with muscle and bone.

      The beast reminded me of a tiger with no fur, bones placed over it instead. From its neck, a mane of jagged femurs expanded out, and the monster roared at us. The bottom jaw split in half, revealing a throat lined with sharpened teeth. The noble facade of the creature shattered as several other pods exploded, slopping onto the ground with wet slaps beside it.

      
        
        Unnamed of Yawm - Panthera Variant | Level 250 - These are the newly spawned footsoldiers of Yawm. If they prove themselves, Yawm may name them, granting them their previous sentience. They may then rise through the ranks of his army, being granted great power by accomplishing great deeds.

      

      

      
        
        Though unnamed, each of these troops hold considerable power. They may operate in packs and coordinate with each other. They claim a much higher level of finesse and skill with their movements. Their regenerative capacities are impressive as well along with their sheer tenacity. Combine this with their tendency to attack on sight, and they make for deadly foes.

      

      

      
        
        This specific sample is a panthera variant. Many variants and forms can be found of the unnamed. Be ready for combat when you see one.

      

      

      I rushed in, my heels tearing into the ground. I shouted, “Let’s go, Althea.”

      A harpoon drilled past my head, piercing into the armored lion's face. The bullet of bone impaled through it, but the creature stayed standing. The beast shook its head as I reached it. I growled out, augmentation overflowing in me like a flood. I fought without any restraints, my full might on display.

      My armor grinned, the armor shivering in anticipation of its next meal. The bone lion bit forward, trying to eat me. I whipped a weighted hook against one of its bottom jaws. The blow snapped the bone of the creature and knocked me sideways. I dragged towards its side, out of the way of its incoming bite.

      It clapped its teeth beside me, a shockwave ebbing from the clamp. Keeping focused, I charged forward with my right hand dragging below me. As the creature turned its head, my fist snapped up into the roof of its mouth. The teeth of the creature chipped and uprooted as my fist knocked its head upward. The dry, brittle ground cracked beneath my feet. I stayed silent with my next punch, turning on my feet.

      My left hand slammed into the top of the armored lion’s head, cleaving it down like a guillotine. The skull crumbled under the might of my fist, but the monster’s life remained strong. It swiped with its bone covered paw. The claws scraped against my armor as I deflected the blow, but even the offset strike sent me dragging backward.

      A green pouch smashed into the bone dragon’s face, acid melting its mauled skull. It howled out, stumbling sideways past me. I dashed forward and whipped another strike into its side. My fist punctured the bone like tearing through tissue paper. As I pulled my hand out, several black veins crawled out towards me. They met metal, and my armor sliced into those tendrils with my own dark wires.

      Recoiling for safety, the monster stepped back. Two spears sliced its knees, causing the head of the monster to clap the pavement. I ramped up my augmentation runes as its slitted eyes widened at my looming frame. In my gaze, it laid broken, searching for safety. It found none. I stomped the top of its head into the ground, bone crunching underfoot. It jerked away, but I charged towards it.

      Another stomp, and I smashed the thing’s face once more. Althea tore its back legs out, the creature staring at us with horror, but I gave no sympathy to the monster. Its brethren killed my kind, the beasts composed of melted humans. In us, it found its own monsters. In that way, it wanted mercy it wasn’t willing to give.

      The monster’s bone plates cracked under my fists. With a quick series of bites, my helmet tore through dozens of pounds of the creature, the creature still alive with half its head missing. After a minute of my armor feasting, the unnamed monster perished in a pool of its own blood. The other pod’s remains formed into three different creatures when we finished off the bone lion.

      One was a hulking, brown boar with dozens of tusks growing from its face. The front paws of the monster curled into bestial hands instead of hooves like its back feet. The same intelligent eyes looked at me like the bone lion's. The other creature hulked out as an enormous yellow insect, like a praying mantis except with a flexible abdomen covered in jagged spikes and three eyes. Vibrant stripes of red interlaced its exoskeleton, and the limbs on its mouth ended with teeth, like stacks of moving enamel.

      The mandible mouth made a mockery of a grin when I looked at it, an eerie drool leaking from its mouth. The last creature crawled out as a dozen legged crab with a mouth at the top of its shell. The arms fed towards the top of its head, made for shoving things into the abyss of teeth. All in all, the creatures made for a hellish scene, except for the boar. Its demeanor matched a demi human more than an outright monster.

      I tried opening my status to allocate my points from my gained levels, but the beasts surrounded me. The boar charged first, roaring as it did. The crab scuttled behind it. The mantis opened its scythe arms, revealing hundreds of horns under them. One horn shot from under the mantises arms at a time, drilling out like fleshy cables. Their collapse used tactics, unlike their zombie counterparts. They weren’t the only ones with a strategy, however.

      My runes revved into action while Oppression weighed down on them. Those monsters approached, but off in the distance, the ear shattering echo of Althea's rifle blared. A lance of bone shot through the arms of the mantis, pinning it to the pod tree as it shrieked. The boar reached me, trying to gore me on its tusks.

      I stomped forward, the energy in my runes reverberating with destructive force. Its head left a crack in the pavement under my feet as I weaved all my weight into my next blow. My right arm dragged behind me as I turned, my body struggling with all the untamed energy. I pushed more of my own tenacious life energy into the blow, further amplifying the already devastating punch.

      As my blow landed, it unloaded kinetic force into the boar’s face like a cannon. The tusks shattered. The skull ruptured down the middle. Blood sprayed in all directions like I squished a watermelon full of blood. My armor grinned, a set of spiked teeth forming. It laughed, a haunting echo amidst the decay. The same bloodlust of before crawled in from every direction.

      I stomped it out as I stomped the boar's neck. Althea sent a bolt into one of the boar’s eyes and out the other, ending its life. Keeping my sanity intact, I ducked backward, dodging a clamping claw from the top mouthed crab. Several snippers crushed towards me, but I curved myself, dodging each of them. They dug into the pavement below me as the crab turned itself and dug its teeth into the boar's corpse.

      The cannibal drenched itself in the blood of its comrade, but as it did, I found a weakness. It carried many teeth in its gut, but the teeth shattered against the bones of its brethren. I leapt up towards it, landing inside the crab’s mouth. The jaws of the monster closed in, an open maw turning into a closed iron-maiden. The red slit of my armor lit its insides, blood all around me.

      And it was the monster’s, not my own.

      The teeth of the creature cracked and fractured against my armor. With a reformation, I turned my hands into dull mallets. I hammered into the insides of the crab, teeth piling at my feet. The monster's mouth opened when I dug into its insides, the numerous arms above me poking at me in a desperate struggle to get me out.

      Spears stopped those claws, tearing and exposing the white flesh of the crab's muscle. I shouted in anger,

      "Who's eating who now?"

      The crab's lashings on my back doubled in effort at my taunting, but the damage sank in already. I turned its insides to outsides. I gripped and ripped everything and anything. The meat grinder of a mouth turned to a pulpy, bloody mass. After a minute of sloshing in it, I kicked out its side. As I crawled out, the monster stopped struggling, only its muscles twitching at random.

      Blood dripped from me, but it soaked into my skin. I turned, finding the mantis already having reached Althea. She deflected a blow with her shield before lopping it apart with a few quick slices. I envied that ability of hers, but I also counted my own blessings. I survived jumping into a teeth crab. Turning back to said creature, I crawled back inside the thing. With my armor, I ate my way out, my helmet consuming the meat like a ravenous beast.

      One of my arms stabbed out of the crab's outer shell before another arm opened the hole further. Cracking the shell open, I fell out before standing up. I hit my chest, growling at the crab. I shook off the blood frenzy after, wiping some gunk off of me. I let out a sigh before shutting down Oppression. I turned to the others,

      “Ah man, that was gross, but I prefer monsters to deformed people. They feel better to tear apart. By comparison."

      Althea glanced around at the bodies, "I don't understand how they can sit in your aura. It's just too painful."

      I rubbed some crab gunk off my armor, "It's because they have a ton of damage resistance.”

      Althea raised an eyebrow, my explanation a bit thin. I spread out my arms, "Think of it like this. Oppression’s base value is very high. When reduced, it’s not that big a deal. It goes from like ten thousand to...five hundred damage a minute. Enemies like this-"  I kicked the shell of the crab, "They don’t take much damage from it. It stops them from regenerating more than actually taking them out. It’s still useful, but nothing too crazy."

      Althea pursed her lips, "Cool...So armored enemies give you trouble? Compared to unarmored ones, that is."

      I didn’t know if that was the case yet, but I nodded anyway, “Probably."

      She raised her rifle, "That's good. My abilities are great versus armored targets. I can fill in the gaps in your offense, so that’s, er, cool."

      I spread out my hands, "Yeah, we make a good team.” I turned and looked around, “Let's handle our statuses and move on. We should follow the route Torix handed us.” I winced as I said, “Standing still is how Elijah almost got me before. We aren’t ready for him, not by a longshot."

      Kessiah sauntered up, “No, you’re not...I’ll keep you pups safe in the meantime.”

      Althea smiled at Kessiah, “Thanks.”

      Kessiah returned the smile, “No problem, hon.”

      Even though it shouldn’t, I bristled at seeing how warm Kessiah was to her. It wasn’t like I wanted Althea to suffer or anything, but it felt unfair in a way. Still, I’d rather get the brunt of Kessiah’s attitude rather than Althea. Letting it go, I opened my status. I furrowed my brow, only having gained seven levels. My eyes widened in surprise at that.

      Schema slowed leveling down to an arbitrary grind. Even with the experience split between two people, we fought overleveled enemies with doubled experience. Getting levels from the risky venture was a given. I mean, normal people fought monsters at their level or lower, according to Torix at least, so it might’ve taken months for even a single level-up.

      Despite that, our blistering pace still seemed slow sometimes. I couldn’t even imagine what a normal person went through. I hovered my hand over strength, ready to put a bunch of points into the attribute. Before I did, I leaned back and ran a few calculations. Schema’s status let me put points into different attributes before finalization. After messing around with it for a while, I gained a few insights. Endurance gave me about twice as many total points as Strength.

      That changed my priorities. I intended on putting my last level one hundred perk into strength or constitution. They both gave very useful bonuses after all. However, while they synergized with my fighting style, those attributes didn’t amplify from my trees at all. In particular, the Determinator line created a lopsided benefit to points in endurance.

      Each point placed resulted in a cascade of bonuses, giving me more bang for my buck. Endurance boosted willpower which boosted intelligence which boosted luck then finally charisma. The other ‘chain’ of stats started with constitution that boosted strength which boosted dexterity then perception then ending at charisma again. This made constitution and endurance into these cardinal attributes that everyone should place a few points into at least.

      Schema did that probably so that people were incentivised to never be too squishy. In my case, the Determinator trees bolstered my endurance chain by leaps and bounds. For that reason, I wanted to keep investing in endurance, piling the attribute up overtime. The health gained served a dual purpose as well, both tankiness and mana. My runic markings made mana into power. It came together well, syncing up like a puzzle.

      So I peered down the endurance chain, finding intelligence peering back at me. Intelligence’s benefits came across less clearly than either strength or constitution, but Blood Magic tidied that problem up nicely. Intelligence gave me mana, meaning more health. My armor synergized with health to an absurd extent. The extra resistance, health regen, and total health took my combat effectiveness to another level.

      Besides all of that, intelligence granted a lot of intangible benefits. I won’t lie either; I really wanted to feel and be smarter. Ever since I entered a school, I always felt a bit duller than most people. I made C’s all throughout school, and whether I admitted it or not, that hurt my self esteem. This attribute acted as a way of fixing that issue without me having to confront an uncomfortable reality.

      It was a win win.

      Scathing personal issues aside, those reasons ended up with me placing my spare points into intelligence. Again, I hesitated to finalize. I snapped my fingers, a eureka moment passing through me. If I kept investing into endurance, the cascading points would give me the intelligence perk overtime. There was no real rush to get the last level 100 perk, so I put my points into endurance and selected finalize.

      No rush of mental clarity coursed over me, but endurance condensed my blood and joints. The magical constructs in my body thickened as well, the arcane bonds tightening like coils of steel. The lack of mental impact left me disappointed, but I persisted either way. I’d hold onto my reasoning and follow it through to the end, wherever that left me.

      With a little more health than before, I trekked onward into the deeper parts of the city. Althea tailed not far behind, staying outside Oppression’s effective range. The plants and other various fungal creatures shriveled, giving enemies less places to hide from us. While irrelevant at first, the deeper parts of this new terrain enveloped the surroundings, choking the life out of anything coming nearby.

      The thick tundra of fungal vines, herbs, and weeds altered Springfield into an alien landscape. Yellow and tan capped mushrooms of varying heights collected into dense clusters on the dirt. Stalks of dark yellow crawled and twisted into clusters, creating shrubs above the mushroom laden, grassy ground. Roots from nearby pod trees grew between these patches, along with dead grass. Vines of black crawled up and out of these tall trees, latching and crawling across nearby buildings and power poles.

      At this point, the density for forest of fungi made moving forward a slow trudge. We didn't even make it a hundred feet forward before several zombies crawled out of cars, windows, or from out of the ground. The underground zombies carried roots growing out of them, like they were part of a tree’s root system. They probably were.

      The human bodies molded halfway into the mass of flesh and wood, making me wince. More mental whiplash rattled through me as the corpse of a father and its children sprinted towards me. They fused half together, and I wanted to run. Not out of fear per say, but more because I disturbed their remains. It was like we were grave robbers, turning the bodies into resources for our gain.

      Despite my misgivings, the dead didn’t know the difference. They ran at me, and I pulped their remains all the same. After taking out a few deformed families, even Kessiah dealt with some anxiety, her snappy phrases dampening as she fell into a strange silence. Althea tolerated our deformed surroundings the best of us all, actually. Our sniper stayed sharp, her mind accepting this reality without much difficulty.

      Without anything to compare this too, Althea accepted the sights as her normal. Knowing how awful this was compared to its former glory, I promised to leave Althea with a different impression of Springfield. Taking me out of that head space, two children leaped towards me with their warped corpses howling. I grabbed them as a harpoon detonated one of their skulls, letting me breath for a second. I collected myself again before I crushed another one into the ground with a punch.

      The black blood splattered in every direction as a nameless father dove onto my back. It pressed me down onto the ground, the man's neck split open with teeth. I shot out a few spikes from my back, the father’s body skewering. I lifted it up and shoved myself sideways. The monster tumbled before crashing into a car. I dashed and slammed it into the vehicle’s door, glass crushing and falling from the bent steel.

      My armor chomped forward, devouring the creature. The jagged teeth cleaved through the flesh, severing and absorbing the creature in seconds. It tried crawling away as my armor ate it, but with two quick stomps, I crushed its legs. It couldn’t escape as I tore it apart with my helmet's teeth. Althea shouted from a block away,

      "Uhm, what are you doing? It looks like you’re eating it...I don’t know if that’s sanitary."

      Despite myself, I actually laughed a little. My helmet did the work of eating, and it chewed up another hunk. When it finished, I turned to Althea, "This is how my armor absorbs stuff now. I mean, its not really my preferred method, but I can't evolve my armor any other way. That’s something I can’t let happen, because we need every edge we can get. This has to be done."

      Althea winced, "Huh...Uhm, it’s gross."

      I flinched at her words, my helmet covering my face. I nodded at her, “I mean...I can’t say you’re wrong about that.”

      After a few seconds of contemplation, Althea shot a harpoon through the core of one of Yawm's pawns. As the zombie fell down, Althea shrugged, “It isn’t like my power’s any better, so we, er, have that in common at least.”

      She gave me a weak smile, and I returned the gesture. I walked over towards the corpse before using my armor to get the ambient mana from it. With the corpses handled and the plants being destroyed, we trekked forward through the ruins of Springfield once more. I numbed at the destruction and desolation, the abnormal situation becoming a new average. For once, I appreciated the lessening of emotion as it left me less exhausted.

      After a while of walking, we all stood at a crossroads between the town and its suburbia. The houses gave way to dilapidated shops and brick buildings as we moved forward. The stores were emptied out from raiders, full of rotted meat and produce. Jugs of milk blew up in the freezers, more festering pits than freezers at this point. Cars crashed into telephone poles, light posts, and even brick walls.

      The fungal invasion smothered all of it, masking the signs of our old society. We’d never have seen it if not for Oppression's radius. It culled and cleared all life, sterilizing the ground as if we salted it. When the aura passed over the cars, no enemies spilled out. The petal insects hobbled over open corpses, but they lacked any means of getting into enclosed spaces.

      That gave me some hope that we may find some survivors. The zombies tended to shatter encapsulated areas, however. Whether that was intentional or not, I couldn’t say. That habit turned the hobbling petals bugs into a field of death. We found a few people turning while still alive, and it wasn’t pretty. Oppression made the painful demise into a merciful death for most of them. We couldn’t carry them with us either.

      I tried saving a few of them, the horrid surgery more a form of torture than anything helpful. I continued the grim deed despite my lack of success, however. It was the only way to save Michael and Kelsey, so I did what I had to. After a dozen failures, I stopped tearing the living apart. Whether it was right or wrong didn’t matter to me at that point.

      I couldn’t handle the screams of the mutants anymore.

      By then, my mind muted. I didn’t think anymore. I put one leg in front of the other, and I reacted. I couldn’t handle any in depth thoughts at that time. Kessiah gave me a break, and Althea cracked jokes here or there. That eased our journey, but it taxed me all the same. In that droning existence, time passed. Minutes turned into hours. Hours turned into evenings.

      The sun crossed overhead, daylight devolving to sunset. In the distance, we found a grocery store. The sound of chewing leaked out of it. Several of the spawns crowded around a few unconverted corpses and some rotting meat. They loved the putrefaction in the freezer isles, the food there spoiled beyond recognition. Everywhere else, the cans and other foods cleared out forever ago.

      People left food in the refrigerators since it took people some time to finish the tutorial. The food all rotted by then. The zombies swarmed around those festering hellholes, their misshapened mouths sunken into the rotting mush. We took advantage of them feasting away. Althea and I skulked in, the rows of empty aisles standing taller than us both.

      Some unlooted rows stuck out like the motor supplies section. Pacing by, I picked up two bottles of lighter fluid. I motioned towards Althea. She raised an eyebrow in confusion, but I walked forward anyway. As I got within Oppression's range, I pointed at the zombies. I tossed a bottle of lighter fluid towards them, the bottle landing in the brown filled fridge the spawn's indulged in.

      The amber fluid leaked out, butane spilling everywhere. I tossed another bottle. I turned to Althea and whispered,

      "Shoot it."

      Althea raised her rifle, landing a harpoon dead center of a bottle. The force alone detonated the bottle in a fiery flash. The explosion chained with the other bottle, setting all four spawns on fire. I moved forward at the same time as the detonation, putting the spawns within and Althea out of  Oppression’s range. They died over the next five minutes from a few harpoons, my aura, and a few well placed punches. Schema even recognized my efforts.

      
        
        Skill gained! Resourceful | Level 1 - You use whatever is at hand for whatever you need. +1% to damage from environmental objects or traps. +1% to creativity regarding quick planning.

      

      

      How Schema enhanced my creativity, I couldn’t know. Despite that ambiguity, We walked out with a new skill and a few more levels under our belts. Getting out of the store no worse for wear, I shut off Oppression before walking up to Althea. I dragged my hands down my face, "How much more hunting should we do today?"

      She glanced around, making sure no other zombies were present. Althea took a breath, "Torix gave us a lot of leeway for the plan, so we can just go until we’re exhausted. I’m already tired, so we can stop if you want.”

      I gave my cheeks a few slaps, "No. I’m alright. Let’s keep going."

      Kessiah raised a brow at me, her hair a mess, “Between you two, you’re the one who looks tired.” Kessiah propped her weight onto a hip, “Even though I’m feeling it too, if I’m honest.”

      I frowned, “I’m fine.”

      I blinked, my shoulders wanting to slump. Kessiah scoffed, “You’re barely reacting anymore.”

      I took a breath, “I’m just desensitized. I can’t react to everything all the time. Come on, we can keep on going.”

      That's how we spent the rest of the day and even a few hours into the night. Althea transmogrified her eyes, letting her see in the dark. That let us set traps or just brute force our way through our blinded enemies. They relied on sight mostly, so the darkness rendered them helpless. When all was said and done, I gained sixty one levels and Althea gained fourty two. It was a goldmine.

      It made a night and day difference for both of us as we retraced our steps out the quarantine zone. We found our way out of the barricade with Torix’s map and Oppression’s cleared path. Kessiah tailed us the entire day, making sure no one or no thing could kill us before we fought back. She actually killed a few monsters, the remnant just ripping them limb from limb with ease.

      Despite all of our slaughtering, we never found any sign of a fight having taken place. I hoped and expected some resistance from the humans here, but the monsters engulfed them. It left me embittered, but I kept my head up. I closed in on my next evolution, and I cultivated an enormous pool of endurance. It fed into willpower and intelligence, bolstering those attributes to respectable levels.

      Althea rose her strength to absurd heights too. I learned that because Althea and I chatted away about our builds while we all walked. We passed the plains towards our current base doing that, and it rejuvenated me some. Shades cloaked us both, but our outlines gave us both sight of each other. At least enough to work off of.

      Althea tapped her chin, "But will strength help my cannon? I really don’t think so."

      I raised a hand, "But you mentioned an ability that doubles your effective strength already, and you put most of your points today into strength. That makes the strength perk required at this point. Your melee attacks will be devastating, sure, but you’ll also be faster. You need to be strong to move fast.”

      Althea grumbled, “I know, I know, but even if I move fast, that doesn’t mean I can handle it. Er, I’ve always had a ton of strength, and it usually outruns my dexterity. I usually reach a point where I can’t control my body anymore. It’s like...my mind is too slow to comprehend what I’m doing.”

      I gawked at her, “Woah...That reminds me of a sticking point I had with constitution. Have you tried putting some points into it yet?”

      Althea frowned, "Yeah. It’s definitely made me less frail, but the mass is really hard to work with. I’m easing into it, giving myself time to adjust as my damage resistance get higher.”

      “Ah, that’s a great idea.”

      Althea locked her hands behind herself, “So...What are you working on? Anything for getting some range attacks? They’re convenient, you know.”

      I rubbed my temples, “Plans are in the works, let me tell yah. I’m going to use my dominion magic for it, but I want to have augmentation down before I do. I like mastering one thing before moving onto another.”

      Althea murmured, “That makes sense...Give me one sec. I got to do something in my status.”

      She clicked a screen in front of her before her muscles rippled over her body in a wave. She stared at her hands for a moment before smashing a hand into a nearby tree. The wood exploded outwards like she'd struck it with a grenade. The tree's trunk bent away from her strike, long wedges split up and down the bark and wood. She turned on her feet, smacking the tree over. It tumbled with a momentous thud.

      Althea hardly noticed the tree falling. She keeled over, grabbing her shin, “Ah...I think I broke something. Ooh, ouch.”

      After having seen her so much, I had an idea when she was serious. I rolled my eyes, stretching out a hand, “You’re going to be fine.”

      She frowned, “Dang. You could at least pretend you’re concerned.”

      She grabbed my hand, jerking herself up and off the ground. Her pull lifted her a few feet above the ground, and she smiled, "Yeah...This was a good idea."

      I shrugged, "What can I say? I'm full of them. Speaking of which-"

      I opened my own status screen and gave it a look over. It was a pleasant sight for sore eyes. The hard day paid off.
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      Wondering how much of a difference the health made, I walked out in front of Althea. I reached out an arm, "Hey, do mind shooting me through the arm? I want to test something."

      Althea raised her rifle to her chest, narrowing her eyes at me, “What? I don’t want to shoot you.”

      I pointed at my arm, “I want to see if all my health has made a difference to the spears.”

      She raised her brow, but her eyes stayed narrowed, “You can look at your stat sheet and see the difference. What do you need me for?”

      I rolled a hand, “You ignore my damage resistance, and that gives me a really good idea of what’s going on in reality, not on a statsheet.”

      She grimaced, “You know, you don’t owe me or anything. I don’t want payback for the spars.”

      I waved off her comment, “What? No, this is a favor for me, not payback for you.”

      She grimaced before turning her rifle to me. She gave me a nod before unloading a shell into my forearm. The shell lodged halfway into my limb, but it got stuck as if it shot through glue. I raised my hand, smiling at it, “Hah! It actually worked.”

      Althea's jaw dropped before she looked at her cannon, “How did you do that? It should’ve gone right through you. Is...Is this thing broken?”

      I shook my head, “It’s my health.”

      Kessiah gawked at me, “You’re crazy.”

      I pulled the spear out, “So normally I might be mad at you, but Kessiah...You could be right this time.”

      I watched my forearm regrow. All the leveling perks added up, and the shell’s momentum lacked enough inertia to sling me back anymore. Being heavy and dense planted me to the ground. I gave Althea a smile, "Thanks. That was all I needed to know."

      Althea sighed, “Dang...I’m going to need a bigger gun.”

      I jogged forward towards our base, “Maybe try to get the harpoons to shoot out with greater force?"

      Althea furrowed her brow as we walked up to the patch of hills disguising our current base. As we did, I stayed hopeful. Despite the enormity of our enemies, Althea and I carried unique advantages. Althea’s piercing and raw strength gave her the ability to hurt anyone no matter how much health they had. On the other hand, my health gave me genuine durability. Unlike most people, I could manage a few mistakes without dying.

      The endurance bolstered my mana and my willpower as well. After a few more iterations of the sigils, I’d amass a behemothic strength of my own. Hopefully. That didn’t even factor in more evolutions. Our quick rise left me in a better mood after what a slog it devolved into. I walked up to the base before Kessiah flashed across a hill to me.

      She gouged out a chunk of dirt as she stopped herself. Placing a hand on my chest, she hunched forward,

      "Someone's in there besides Torix. It’s strong. Be ready."

      Althea and I set ourselves up for a fight as we headed back into the hill base. As we entered, Torix's voice came into focus,

      "I take it we'll reap the benefits of your trading as well?"

      An electronic voice strong as metal replied, "Yes. Indeed you will. Schema and the Force of Iron will be pleased with your cooperation. May we both prosper."

      We reached the bottom of the earthen stairs, roots hanging from the roof. Stepping into the hill home, I gawked at a faceless, robotic humanoid. Its enormous frame cast a shadow over us, and it gazed down like a reaper. Smooth, futuristic, and intimidating, the figure kept a lightly armored skin suit over its body up to the shoulders and arms. There, the scale of its equipment changed.

      A giant platform bolted onto the torso of the person, making a flat line of black armor at its head and shoulders. This giant, smooth machinery supported the giant with flaring lights and tubes all over it. They pumped a glowing blue mana, and at the edges of this block, two giant, over-sized arms hung from the sides of it. The arms extended down to the dirt, the automaton’s massive knuckles pressing against the ground.

      Black cables hung from the back of that platform. Tubes ran through the colossal, hydraulic arms and torso. Several moving bolts locked in at strategic points, giving the arms and shoulders excellent range of motion. On the pitch black plate covering its head, six silver bolts created a hexagonal pattern. The entire living suit sheened a glossy, bright blue while the metal carried a dull gray material tracing its joints.

      It stood twice as tall as Torix, dwarfing everyone in the room as a titan. Even from a glance, I could tell it was an absolute entity. It wasn’t something any of us could fight, and its presence alone demanded compliance. It had that as Kessiah gave it a bow. Our remnant spoke with reverence, “It’s good to see you.”

      The giant lifted a palm as large as I was, the room filled by its form. It spoke with the same piercing, robotic voice, “At ease, Kessiah. You’ve done nothing wrong...Yet.”

      Kessiah winced, but she kept her face low. The faceless armor looked at me, and I shrank underneath its gaze. It turned a hand to me.

      "I am the Overseer sent by Schema. It is good to meet you...Harbinger.”
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      I gawked at the enormous presence, “It's...It’s good to meet you too, Overseer."

      The Behemoth turned to Kessiah, "You and Torix have joined forces again. Interesting. You both have quite the collection of tools at your disposal. Breaking the controlled territories shouldn't be a problem."

      Althea unformed her rifle, and she made herself small. She murmured, "Hello, sir. I’m Althea Tolstoy. It’s great to meet you."

      The Overseer tilted its head at Althea, “We shall see if our meeting is good with time. To Schema, you are an experiment. So is the Harbinger. Whether either of you manifest your potential is the real question at hand.”

      Torix turned a palm towards the giant, and the necromancer murmured, "Now, that is exactly what I am here for. This deal of ours will enable them to truly shine.”

      Kessiah crossed her arms, “What’s the plan?”

      Torix spread his hands, “You, Daniel, and Althea shall clear out the infected areas. The Force of Iron will then go behind you and move up the quarantine zone past the cleansed regions."

      I raised an eyebrow, "We aren’t exactly clearing the areas."

      Kessiah leaned onto my head, and she sneered, "That aura of yours kills the plants and spores. You can just walk past assigned sections everyday. The Force of Iron could just walk behind us."

      I glanced up at her, "Don't you think that's a bit risky to rely on my power like that? I’m pretty low level."

      Kessiah rolled her eyes, "Letting Yawm’s operations continue has the same risk. Taking them out is the only option. The thing is, you guys are killing any living zombies and I don't know, like 99% of all the infected stuff. Considering the Force of Iron wants to get rid of the infected zones, your aura is as good a tool as they’re going to get."

      The Overseer turned back towards me, its voice commanding the room, "I will organize the legion's efforts for cleaning up behind your team." The Overseer lifted a massive arm and pointed a finger at us, "You three will act as a vanguard. Torix will support you at a distance. Simple enough?"

      I nodded, "Sure. That’s not that different from what we had planned anyway...So, what're we getting from the Force of Iron in return?"

      The Overseer lowered its hand, "Torix and I discussed an exchange of several goods, including several technologies and books. It should be a suitable compensation for organizing them."

      While listening, I identified it.

      
        
        Overseer(lvl 20,000) - An enforcer of the monolith system within sector C-137. Invincible, powerful, but most of all, loyal to Schema. Do not disobey or else face elimination.

      

      

      The status read with some bias in its voice, but the level alone verified most of what it said, bias or not. The Overseer turned towards Torix. The behemoth mouthed like metal,

      "All parties agree. Good. We shouldn't waste anymore time here. We shall head to the Force of Iron, and I shall give the administrative rights for this faction to you...For the time being."

      Torix gave the Overseer a slight bow, “Thank you. If I might ask, when shall we leave?”

      The Overseer raised an enormous hand, “Now.”

      The giant raised a glowing arm, and arcs of blue lightning shot out of its palm before the giant clicked its fingers. Nothing changed in our room, but signs of a sudden shift ebbed in from outside. A factory hummed in the distance. Drilling machinery, revving engines, and firing guns echoed just outside the dirt walls. As I glanced around, Althea hugged herself and frowned. While I didn’t hug myself, it unnerved me how potent the Overseer was.

      By comparison, Torix and Kessiah kept a steady composure. I turned towards Torix,

      "Where are we now?"

      Torix shrugged, “We’re in the Force of Iron’s base. The Overseer warped us just now.”

      My eyes widened, “But...How?”

      Torix peered at the giant. Torix murmured, “They have many of the same rights and abilities as Schema, as they are his most loyal paragons of destruction."

      I turned towards the Overseer, "Were you made by Schema then?"

      The Overseer didn’t peer my way as he announced, "No. I earned my own strength. I climbed through his system, and I was rewarded for my own accomplishments. Schema did grant me my own cybernetic enhancements." The Overseer raised his hand, energy rippling the air like a rock tossed into a pond,

      "They are...Potent."

      The Overseer flicked his fingers, and above us, the ground dematerialized in a flash of light. Sun beamed in while I froze in place. Althea murmured, "So, why haven’t you killed Yawm? You, uhm, look like you could do it...If you wanted to, that is.”

      The Overseer waved his hand, “You are not incorrect. I am able but not allowed.” Wherever the Overseer’s hand crossed, the dirt walls of our base disappeared in a wave of light. Tearing down the entrance to Torix’s underground base, the Overseer revealed the inside of a warehouse. Soldiers stared at us, their guns pointed in our direction. The Overseer flicked a finger, the barrels curving up for each and every gun present.

      The giant spread his hands, “You all serve these people now. Understood? This is a directive from Schema, and the quests will reflect this change.”

      The troopers gawked at the Overseer, anything it said like new laws spoken aloud. The Overseer clicked his other hand, creating a hologram of stars above us. Galaxies, nebulas, and quasars swarmed around each of us in real time, as if we drifted through the vast void of space. My eyes opened wide at the beauty and majesty of it all. I kind of whiplashed from all the changing scenery and circumstances, adding to the effect.

      I appreciated the pause the Overseer gave us to relax. After a few seconds, the giant raised a hand towards the hologram, "As requested, I shall share what we know of Yawm. I relish in an opportunity to teach a little of Schema’s past as well. Try to listen as I won’t speak the relevant information twice."

      The hologram honed onto a shiny planet that orbited around a red dwarf. It carried scars all across its surface, as if massive patches of glass reflected the nearby star’s light. The overseer sighed,

      "This was Wohak, a planet that sustained a population of sentient life much like earth."

      The Overseer waved its hand, reversing the flow of time in the hologram. Light coalesced from a monumental detonation. A colossal, dark, and writhing shadow molded off the planet, fire raining across its surface in reverse. The Overseer winced, mainly through the tone of its voice,

      "Schema’s darkest instruments - Spatial Fortresses. They are disgusting but necessary. Schema could lob a chunk of iron at high enough speeds and simply crack a planet with ease. In that regard, planets are simply molten marbles floating in space. Your marble happens to be covered in dirt. If you send a large block of iron at it, the molten metal that composes the planet will split in all directions.”

      The Overseer raised a hand, “Schema avoids doing so as it ruins a planet for millions of years. In reality, how different are the Spatial Fortresses? It’s a question for another day.”

      The Overseer opened his hand, zooming in on the planet, "This is where Yawm was born. This is also where he should have died. He left his planet and served Etorhma before coming back to this place. It was only after he had been touched by Etorhma that he began spewing nonsense."

      Closer to the planet’s surface, a writhing, dark mountain came into view, revealing giant beings. Cast in darkness, the dark blobs shifted over a scene of trees and other wildlife. It swallowed hills and lakes, crossing over them and igniting the surface as it passed. It carried no shape or reason, an incoming tidal wave of obliteration. The Overseer closed a hand,

      "It's amazing how close Yawm came to creating what he wanted on Wohak. He converted his home planet into a fringe world, giving him an ample supply of materials for his experiments, most of it not of an animalistic origin. Wohak was a unique world in that regard. It’s primary sentient species, the porytians, originated from plants."

      The view of the hologram closed in on a wooden, hunched thing that walked on all fours. Flowing strips of wood acted as skin, and a thick layer of large, fanning leaves covered its back. Several tubes composed the mouth of the creature as it sucked up some water from a nearby pool. With no eyes and no mouth, the thing felt around with thick, elephant feet with hundreds of roots for toes.

      "This is a porytian, the plant species that Yawm hails from. They have several subclasses for their species, this one being a collector. Yawm was a member of the warrior sub race."

      The Overseer twisted his finger, sending the viewpoint of the hologram onto a much different creature. This beast owned the same flowing strips of wood for skin, but it stood upright. It walked on wooden goat legs, three large toes for standing. The long, wiry arms latched onto branches, letting the creature carry itself along a canopy of trees.

      Falling from its back was a mane of leaves that looked like hair. The two glowing, green eyes on its face pulsed with green, ambient energy. The mana sent light through several cracks in its body. The Overseer stated,

      "This is what Yawm’s subspecies looked like. Lithe and agile, they can use their own hard skin for killing any predators or herbivores trying to kill the collectors of their tribes. They relish in combat as well, making them prime candidates for Schematization."

      The hologram moved outwards, back to a view of the entire galaxy. The Overseer sighed and said,

      "Yawm saw the horror of this universe, but in a different light. Imagine what paper must have looked like to him as he went to other worlds?”

      I put my hands on my hips, “I think it would be like seeing leather boots or something.”

      The Overseer tilted his head, “The porytians view all plantlife as their own, a union and balance of all beings. That comparison falls flat. It is more the same as wearing human skin, or drinking from a human skull.”

      I shivered, “That makes a lot more sense then.”

      The Overseer turned back to the porytian, “But the horrors they found did not cease there. Paper would be writing on mushed bodies. Furniture and buildings are tethered corpses. Even something as benign as a flower bracelet is a terrifying prospect. This viewpoint is where Yawm’s own warped views began."

      The space hologram disappeared before a picture of two armies clashing came into view, one made of flesh and the other of leaves and wood.

      "Yawm believed that his species would never be able to compromise with any other species. They were too different in his eyes. Over the next few hundred years, a hostile species, known as the bracken, attempted taking over Yawm’s homeworld. This further entrenched his polarizing beliefs. During this war, Yawm was the porytians mightiest warrior."

      An image of a single poryte hunched over a pile of torn bodies came into view. The glowing green of the creature's eyes webbed down its face and onto its chest. The shining lines ran down its shoulders, arms, and back, ending at its hands. Every part of the creature these lines ran over enlarged, turning hard and muscled. Wiry arms turned into muscled trunks.

      The emerald viens linked together like a chain, keeping the creature's upper body heavy and in control. The curved legs looked more like a platform than the primary movers of this poryte. Its branch horns mirrored an elks, but too large and majestic for nature to create. It was a magnificent entity.

      The Overseer simmered, "This...This is the image used to strike fear into the porytian’s enemies. This was Yawm before his change. He was their symbol. The porytes won the war, destroying the bracken and enslaving them. Their species wore the bones of the bracken. They used the bracken's skin as their own parchment. They ground up their teeth, and used the powder as an abrasive."

      Althea shook her head, pointing at the old Yawm, "And, uhm, Yawm wanted that to happen?"

      The Overseer cast a chilly gaze over Althea. The behemoth said, “Yawm wanted to show other species the horror of what had been done to them. A hundred years of this passed before Etorhma reached out to him. It was then that Yawm realized that there were more differences than merely plants and those of flesh."

      An image of Etorhma appeared, causing gasps throughout the room. Kessiah spread her arms, "Don't you think you're telling them a bit too much?"

      The Overseer waved her question away, "The Harbinger has been chosen as an avatar of Etorhma. You cannot tell me he has not already seen this entity.”

      Kessiah’s face wrinkled like a raisin, “Daniel is an avatar? Really? Him?”

      The Overseer turned to the image, “What matters is how different Etorhma is from us mortals. He is an immortal being who can move through space and time. Yawm saw him as a god and demon all in one. This interpretation is no further from the truth than what others have seen. Etorhma is enigmatic in that way."

      On the hologram, a wave of white flashed over everything. Etorhma disappeared and the Wohak’s surface came back. The Overseer gestured to it,

      "Schema assimilated their world and warned them of the eldritch as well. Now Yawm knew of many different beings. He knew that he couldn't kill them all, no matter how strong he became. In the end, he went into hiding as he struggled to find a way to solve the problem he saw with existence as a whole."

      The Overseer spread his arms, "Yawm said, ‘How can beings, different to their cores, coexist? All differences are erased in wars and death and destruction. From that inescapable truth, there is but one way to prevent hatred and war, and that is through unity.’ Yawm’s twisted logic is wrong of course, but he saw no other alternative. He would create a singular creature, a singularity of all beings."

      The Overseer closed the hologram with the wave of his hand, "Yawm found a way of bonding plants and creatures of flesh. He turned himself into the new abomination he created. His entire world burned and his species was torn asunder by his corrupted vision. Schema allowed this to happen."

      One of the Overseer's hands clamped shut, and his voice rose, "And during the very apex of Yawm’s power, he assaulted one of the Sentinels with an army of corrupt porytians. They warred for weeks until Yawm slayed Schema’s guardian, and the porytian’s hero stole the Sentinel’s dimensional slicer. Wielding it, Yawm has traveled between worlds at his own leisure, bending them until they break."

      The bolts on the Overseer glowed bright blue, "We will crush him here, before he destroys yet another world to support his own delusions. He has destroyed thirteen worlds too many, and we will crush him before he completes his goal."

      My heart sank in my chest. I mumbled, “Th-thirteen? Thirteen planets? Like, actual worlds?”

      The Overseer deadpanned, “Yes.”

      I peered down, overwhelmed by that absurdity. Althea chimed, "Uh, how are we supposed to do what thirteen world’s couldn’t do?"

      The Overseer lowered his hand, "Using your unique talents, you will dismantle Yawm’s forces before killing him while he lingers alone. Know that Yawm has sweet words, his voice laced in honey. He speaks in convincing riddles and compelling lies. Always remember, Yawm is a misguided fool with a reckless goal. He will stop at nothing to accomplish it, no matter how many worlds he decimates. Yours will be as those before it, should you not stop him."

      I ran my hands through my hair, keeping my breathing calm. A long pause pressed onto the room as if an anvil weighed us all down. Torix appeared confident still, his will unshakeable. That made sense. The lich already resolved to duke it out with Yawm regardless of the situation. Althea remained brave as well, fighting Yawm being her only way of escaping his experiments. She’d be turned inside out if Yawm got a hold of her again.

      For me, my reasoning was the simplest of all. This was my home planet, and I wasn’t about to watch humanity die without a fight. Unlike the three of us, Kessiah lacked any real reason to fight to the death, and the remnant was all too aware of that fact. She took a few steps back, leaning against a wall. It soaked in, and her hands trembled. Her breathing scattered into short bursts, turning sharp and rapid like she breathed in broken glass.

      Kessiah blinked, “I’m...I’m stuck here. And...And I’m fighting something like that?”

      The Overseer’s stare might as well have been a hammer crashing against her cheek. The titan said like stone, “Yes. You will fight or you will die.”

      Kessiah blinked, her voice rising, “But...but you sealed this planet off. How are we going to get reinforcements?”

      The Overseer announced, “You won’t.”

      An awkward tension spread across the room as Kessiah gazed around in shock. She fumbled out her words, “There’s no dungeons we can level with here. There’s no craftsman or tech hubs or system analysts. We can’t find any ancient secrets or hidden treasures either. We...We’re being sent off to die? And for what, exactly? So you can pretend you tried to stop Yawm? You...You can’t do this.”

      The Overseer tilted his head, “I can. I must. I have.”

      Kessiah raised her hands to the Overseer, “None of my contacts or friends are going to come here knowing they won’t be able to leave, even through ‘illegal’ means. I was fine with fighting Yawm before because I thought it might be an uphill battle, but this...We don’t stand a chance in hell of winning. We’re all going to die here.”

      The Overseer remained unmoving, “You cannot decide that. This is the will of Schema, and each of you shall enact it...Unflinchingly.”

      Kessiah unhinged, her voice rising, “We’re trapped in a wasteland. A dirtball with no technology, magic, engineering-” She turned to Torix. She shouted, “What the hell is this? This was supposed to be a nice side adventure. I was supposed to just see runes, take a few pictures, and sell them for cash. I wasn’t supposed to be trapped in a primitive world and forced to die.”

      Kessiah stomped over, but Torix could only peer away and murmur, “I...I’m sorry. I couldn’t have imagined it would end up-”

      Kessiah lifted the lich, and she reared her hand back. She howled out, “I’m going to die alone here, and it’s your fault. It’s all because you lied about what was going on. It’s because you-” Kessiah turned away, and she bit through her lip and tongue. Blood dripped out, dropping onto the freshly teleported dirt.

      The red dollops channeled from the ground, siphoning around Kessiah. The remnant’s face gnarled into a twisted visage of rage,

      “I just got everything back together in my life after you came in and tore it all down. This was supposed to be a break from all the mercenary work, and now-” Kessiah seethed, “You can’t do this to me. You can’t. Not again. Not this time.”

      I winced as her voice radiated in the Force of Iron’s garage. Kessiah’s wrath oozed from her, a palpable aura. Torix shook his head, “I’m sorry, but there’s nothing that can be done. Forces outside my control have trapped us here, and I aim to make the best of this situation. Perhaps you should as well.”

      Kessiah shook Torix as she stated, “Outside your control? You saw the ritual. You knew something could go wrong, but that’s not how you explained the situation to me. You...You just can’t leave things be. You always have to put your hands and fingers on everything and warp it however you like. You like to be a puppet master with all the strings.”

      Kessiah’s hands tore Torix robe as she grimaced at the lich. She seethed, “And it’s all because you know better, right? You always know everything, so everything always works out just fine and dandy. Hah, yeah, just like when we first met. Just like right now, huh?”

      Torix’s eyes flared green, and he peered away. Kessiah spit as she spoke, “I...I wanna kill you. I want to end you and your little lich body. Gah.”

      Torix winced before sighing, “Hah...If you kill me, I can’t repay you for my mistakes, now can I? My death dooms you as well. Regardless of your current feelings, you need all of us to assist you in this effort. Control yourself.”

      Kessiah heaved a few deep breaths. She threaded the line between rage and reason. Kessiah shook in place, not from holding Torix up but from fury. She turned away, nodding her head in disgust. She turned to Torix and smoldered out,

      “Oh, you’d better pull me out of this, or else I’ll show you a dozen different ways you can die despite that phylactery of yours.”

      Althea murmured, “Uhm, you know, Torix is in the same situation as us. I-I don’t know-”

      Kessiah tilted her head to Althea. Kessiah radiated, “Oh, you think so, huh? He’s a lich, honey. If he dies, his soul will be sent to his phylactery god knows where. If we die, that’s it. We’re done. It’s over.”

      Kessiah glowered at Torix. She fumed, “He’s risking us, but not himself. That’s how he always does things.”

      Kessiah’s words fell down on me like icy water. I numbed all over, wincing as Kessiah’s anger over her situation made sense. Torix’s eyes flared red, but the lich stayed silent. Kessiah hurled Torix through the dirt wall of our just warped base. Torix’s equipment, charts, and graphs crashed into the air before the lich’s frail body hit the edge of the garage’s wall. The lich wasn’t as decrepit as I imagined, however.

      The metal wall stretched before popping in a violent rupture. Torix tumbled on the dirt just outside the warehouse before he pushed himself up. Brushing himself off, Torix simmered, “Is your anger out, or perhaps you’d rather breed further animosity between us? And just as well, I didn’t lie to you about what occurred here. I was merely unaware of what would happen in the future. Excuse me for not being an all knowing oracle as you presume me to be.”

      Torix pointed at his chest, “I never told you to think I had all the answers. I never told you to believe my words as law. You have a brain too, Kessiah, whether you believe you do or not. So yes, your highness, I’m oh so sorry I’ve made mistakes, but unlike some people, I do all that I can to prevent them.”

      Torix looked down at Kessiah, “And I have done everything in my power to assist your escape from here. Accusing me of otherwise is far worse an insult than merely tossing me around.”

      Kessiah closed her eyes as her form shifted, the air condensing around her in a wave. She howled out, and the air pressure shifted. A wave passed over us, knocking people back and against the wall. The howl loomed across the landscape, a brutal, hateful cry. Kessiah walked over to a car, and she squeezed her hands into the steel, the metal crumbling.

      After taking a few breaths she lashed out in frustration. Kessiah lifted the jeep and heaved it at another wall of the garage. The enormous collision left my ears ringing. The jeep tumbled into the distance, banging on hard dirt and harder pavement. Kessiah stomped out, her feet piercing concrete with each earth-shattering impact. She leaped away, getting distance between everyone and her.

      I let out a held breath, not really remembering when I stopped breathing. Everyone else in the room did the same as Torix hopped over the large hole in the wall. The lich interlocked his hands behind himself and turned to us, “Hm, I must say, that went far better than I anticipated. She’s not nearly as angry as I would’ve expected. She may even help us later if we’re lucky.”

      My jaw slackened as I mouthed, “That...That was good?”

      Torix put a hand on my shoulder, “As some of your literature has stated: hell hath no fury like a woman scorned. In this case, she’s a remnant as well, so you may double that phrase’s magnitude.”

      The Overseer turned to Torix. The giant said, “You believe she will assist you?”

      Torix paced back and forth, “For now, yes. She is the strongest of us. We will need her assistance, else we will most certainly struggle against Yawm’s Followers, let alone the cretin himself.”

      The Overseer peered where Kessiah left. The massive figure’s tone lightened, “Did you trap her here on purpose? Perhaps you actually anticipated the quarantine?”

      I frowned, wondering that myself. Torix stuck his nose up, “I’d never use underhanded methods like that. How could I anticipate a seal being placed here like that? It seems less like a method of killing Yawm and more a way of ensuring this planet’s death.”

      The Overseer turned its hulking frame to Torix, “Schema’s motives aside, this wouldn’t be the first time you’ve predicted unlikely outcomes.”

      Torix’s eyes flickered, “And it most certainly shall not be the last either, but this isn’t one of those cases. Unfortunately, Kessiah has many reasons to doubt me on that account, but I aim to regain her trust.”

      Althea walked up to the Overseer, "Uhm, hello Overseer, sir. Would you mind if I ask a question?"

      The Overseer opened a palm towards her, "What would you like to know?"

      Althea murmured, "You were really angry about Yawm. It sounded personal, so I was just wondering if something was wrong...Er, that’s all."

      A silence lingered before the Overseer sighed. It hissed out with the sounds of steam and metal. The Overseer raised a hand, "Do you remember the bracken? The species that Yawm and his kind enslaved?"

      Althea scratched her cheek, "Er, yeah. I do."

      The Overseer pointed at himself, "I was one of their slaves. This is the first time Schema has let me actively work against Yawm. The other Overseers have failed to stop him. I will not."

      I took a step back, stunned at his honesty. Even Torix’s eyes flared white with surprise. The Overseer brushed us off, "I won't speak of those times further, but I will act in accordance with them. That means being the intermediary between you and the Force of Iron.”

      The Overseer turned away, “I've spent more time than I should here already. Speaking of history catches me at times. Even further, history has a way of ensnaring people in its web, whether through its repetition or its curiosities."

      The Overseer stepped forward, and we passed through the warehouse as a group. The Overseer pointed a single finger at the gated doorway. Several tiny spikes of lightning arced from the giant’s fingertips, making the door pop off its hinges and open. We all walked through the doorway before Althea murmured, "Overseer, I was wondering why you have emotions. Anytime I've spoken with Sentinels, they seem more...Robotic, I guess."

      The Overseer opened a red status screen, typing on it, "Overseers are given full control of their conscience. Schema tried making Sentinels and Overseers completely driven by AI interfaces before. They were never as successful as a sentient mind. It was mostly due to risk management. The AIs take no risks, meaning they sacrificed many worlds to the eldritch without due cause."

      Althea glanced forward, "Oh...Thanks for the answer."

      The Overseer closed his red screen, "And it will be the final one before we meet again."

      We walked in front of the Force of Iron. The warehouse amped up the security, and I spotted it all through the massive whole Kessiah left behind. The soldiers installed several turrets at the top of the building. New guards walked around other warehouses, and the troops even put up some barbed wire along the windows of the building, though it wouldn't do them any good.

      We walked out of our building and towards a different one. As we approached, several of the armor clad soldiers aimed their rifles at us. Once they identified the levels of our party, those soldiers lowered their aim and threw themselves into a frenzy. Several even ran away when they saw the extra question marks beside the Overseer's name.

      I didn’t blame them.

      Before any stragglers got too far, the Overseer raised his hand, and everyone stopped in place. As the titan lowered his hand, the force was allowed to move again but none of them did. They stayed frozen in place, terrified of the giant walking with a group of high leveled unknowns. We walked into a warehouse clad with flags and radio towers. It was the command center for this faction.

      The Overseer faced his hand forward with his fingers pressed together. He opened his hand, and the walls separating us from the commanding office unfolded like wet tissue paper. Torix didn’t even flinch, and I managed to stop myself from showing my amazement. Althea didn’t quite restrain hers, her eyes still popping open with surprise.

      To me, the Overseer’s absurd telekinesis fell right in line with my expectations for him. At the end of this newly created hallway, a man specced out in a different, fancier model of armor leaned over a map of Springfield. He didn't have a helmet on, letting us see his face. With gray hair and a grayer beard, he looked like an old sea captain put onto land against his will. Carrying a look of utter confusion, he just stared at the five of us.

      The Overseer reached a hand up to him,

      "Hello, Sergeant Whitley. This group of four unknowns will assist your section of the force with containing the infected area. They will clear out invaded sectors, and your troops will lock in the containment field behind them. Do you understand?"

      Sergeant Whitley shot up into a salute before shouting, "Sir, yes, sir."

      The Overseer loomed, "As long as you understand. Don’t disappoint me, but more importantly, don't fail Schema." The Overseer turned to us, "Good luck to you all. You will need it."

      The Overseer typed out some coordinates into his red status, and his commands generated a portal. It showed a world of fire and brimstone, and the juggernaut trotted in without a care in the world. As the tear in space-time clashed shut, we all stayed there for a bit. Everything happened so suddenly, air rushing past my ears to fill the void he left behind. That air reflected his aura, as if a void in power existed.

      Everyone stood still like statues, stunned by everything that happened. The first to speak was actually me. I scratched the back of my head,

      "Hey. Whistley. I, er, want to say sorry about the other day. I wanted to find my friends. It makes sense why you guys contained them, so thank you for doing that."

      Sergeant Whitley stepped out of his salute and shouted like a drill sergeant,

      "You crippled several of my best recruits. We’ve had to re-break several limbs and have them healed back properly. You totaled several vehicles, you nearly killed three different people, and we had to replace nearly a dozen sets of armor."

      Whitley turned to Althea. He shouted at her, “And you...You disgusting maggot-”

      I stepped up and nudged my palm on his chest. Whitley fumbled back, and I sneered at him, “Don’t talk to her like that. You can say that about me, but not about her. Got it?”

      Whitley met my eye, and we glared at each other. He broke first, and I gave him a slow nod as I simmered, “It’s good you understand.”

      Whitley turned and redoubled his efforts, “My point is that changing the commanding officer like this...It’s going to result in more confusion than good. I understand that...Thing was strong, but does it understand our situation? I doubt it.”

      Torix stepped up, his hands interlocked behind himself, "Excuse me, Whitley was it? I do believe you and I haven’t been acquainted. I’m Torix Worm-"

      Whitley thundered, "You’re already called a worm? Superb. That makes your new nickname easier."

      Torix tilted his head, his eyes flaring red, “It is the name of my family, one of a reputable heritage. We managed the graveyards of many centuries worth of the dead. They acted as an excellent learning ground for my own necromancy. Now, unless you want me to do the same for you, perhaps you should watch your words more wisely, hm?”

      Unaware of the situation, Whitley walked up and poked the necromancer’s chest. Whitley shouted in his face, “You listen to me worm-”

      Torix raised his hand and snapped his fingers. An invisible force crushed Whitley's neck. The veins on Whitley's neck bulged as his face purpled. His legs flailed against the ground as Whitley tried stopping the strangulation. The sergeant writhed in the air as Torix looked up at him. The lich spoke with a casual ease,

      "Actually, you shall be the one who listens to me. I attempted politeness, but you wished to be used as an example. Well-" Torix swiped a finger sideways. Whitley crashed through the window of his office into a series of other makeshift offices in a large warehouse. Kiosks lined up with quests and assignments while people helped organize the flow of data from the terminals.

      Torix took casual steps through the doorway into that room. The lich peered at everyone present. The officers and organizers gawked at the lich, their jaws slack. The necromancer pointed at Whitley, the sergeant’s struggling intensifying. Torix spread his hands,

      “Ah yes, I believe I have your attention. Simply superb.” Torix flicked his other hand. Whitley's right arm bent backwards, causing a gasp of agony from the military man. Torix snapped his other fingers, and Whitley’s convulsing form enveloped in silence. The sergeant still screamed, but no one heard him - not even himself.

      Torix turned and looked at everyone, "Do you see your commanding officer?"

      Everyone nodded, their eyes glazed over like animals of prey. Torix flicked another finger, sending Whitley’s knee bending the wrong way. Torix spoke with a cordial finality,

      "This is what happens to those who speak to me with rudeness. Need I reiterate? Likely not, but I shall regardless."

      With another flick, Whitley's other arm and leg twisted like pretzels. The crack of bone and crumpling of steel silenced everyone. Whitley struggled against the compressive forces around him, but Torix swaggered about without a care in the world. The lich tapped the edge of his robe, and Whitley collapsed down, his form unmoving and unconscious.

      The soldiers watched the pseudo execution, all the eyes of the legion pinned to their commanding officer. Bent and broken, Whitley at least lived. I frowned at Torix, and all of a sudden, it made sense why Alfred left the guy. Torix owned surprising benevolence, but the lich also carried a grating cruelty. That’s how he learned and became a philosopher, a scholar, but also a necromancer and lich.

      He must’ve calmed down over time, but in Torix’s heyday, the guy might’ve been a complete monster. It disturbed me, but at the same time, he never directed that at any of us. Torix made firm lines between his enemies and friends, and that calmed my nerves. Some, anyways. For Torix’s anger, I preferred standing where the grass was greener. After watching Whitley, I intended on keeping myself there.

      Torix stomped one foot, Whitley’s limbs reforming back to their normal proportions. Torix peered over the soldiers, and the lich boomed, “This will happen to anyone who belittles me, ignores me, or treats me and my compatriots unfairly. If you should follow me with sincerity, however, then I shall return the gesture. I will bestow my vast knowledge of the arcane arts, tactical warfare, and even philosophy to those willing to listen.”

      Torix walked between Althea and I. Torix gestured to us, “These two are prime examples of that, and you may ask them if you don’t believe me. Now-” Torix walked forward and stepped onto a cloud of mana, “Get me an empty room and the next officer in the chain of command. We will work out a deal while you make sure my compatriots are comfortable."

      The crowd of troops burst into activity, each of them obeying Torix as if their life depended on it. It probably did. One trooper walked up, his hands shaking inside his armor. He stuttered,

      "Uhm...Uh...We can get you Seargent Briggs. He's the next highest member, sir."

      Torix gave the soldier a nod, "Then let's go meet him."

      Torix walked off with the scared trooper guiding him. The rest of our group stood in the middle of the room. After another awkward pause, Althea coughed into a hand, “Ok...So...I’m just gonna go.”

      Althea ran off, leaving me surrounded. In the distance, a soldier clasped his rifle. I put my hands on my hips,

      “So, none of you know me, I’m sure. I’m Daniel. Let’s...Let’s hope we don’t ever have to see that happen again...Am I right?”

      An unarmored scientist vomited his lunch, and I sighed. This was going to be a long day.
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      Turns out, I was wrong. We ended up getting our room and everything handled for us by the Force of Iron in only a few minutes. They obeyed Torix and the Overseer’s commands, and that put Althea and I in a great position, actually. People gave us a few unnerving stares at times, but other than that, they treated us with relative respect.

      Being inside the operation now, I imagined them handling their business in a different way. The Force of Iron wasn't a group of conquerors; they acted as a systemic hierarchy that assimilated instead. They reminded me of Schema who let people make up their own goals and decisions. The Force of Iron mimicked that philosophy, offering an efficient plan for organizing people. Considering the alternative of fighting against monsters alone, they had a pretty good sales pitch.

      The Force of Iron sent a small batch of kiosks and supply depots. People earned ranks based on accomplishing tasks, letting them raid the resources at their leisure. These goals and quests happened to form an organization, one working together well to eliminate the eldritch. Once established, the Force of Iron spread out by offering a recruitment plan.

      It operated less on discipline and subservience and more on incentives. Experience and credits acted as the premier awards, and people scrambled for them. They topped all that off with armor, guns, and other physical resources. This created a large military force that would proliferate, but without any centralized command.

      If I hadn't spawned in BloodHollow, I’d have joined the Force of Iron for sure. They gave protection, order, and stability instead of pure, utter chaos. They even let you do what you wanted in a lot of ways, though people still gravitated to the simpler tasks since they dished out higher rewards.

      At this point, Torix warped their incentives some, so the legion ended up helping us out. They repurposed a nearby warehouse as our own little hideaway. To my surprise, they moved our uprooted hill home there while keeping it intact. Having our nature base inside an abandoned warehouse weirded me out some, but it ended up feeling the same after a while. The troopers moved it in less than a day too.

      They put the roots and the dirt in place, recreating our previous workstation well. They even remade the walls, placing all of Torix’s belongings in a neat, orderly pile. Althea and I stationed ourselves there, kind of isolated from everybody else. By then, the moon loomed over us all, basking the world in its ethereal glow. Everyone slept after the long day, including Althea and Kessiah, though I couldn’t say where our remnant departed to.

      That left me alone at dusk, a comfortable feeling after the pandemonium of the day. In that comfortable quiet, I studied the sigils. I carved dozens of different combinations onto sheets of my armor, trying out all kinds of effects. Quickness, hardness, even friction enhancing enchantments, I tried them all.

      None of them worked with the same efficacy as the augmentation magic had. For some reason, that magic synced up with my personality and fighting style. Augmentation acted as a manifestation of something I already understood and believed. Channeling mana into it and writing runes acted as a way of expressing those understandings. By comparison, friction required intense effort for even a slight benefit.

      Torix’s reference texts served no real purpose for that. They used Schema’s open sourced sigils for most of their work, but those runic configurations handled simple tasks. They helped with cleaning or other utilities. They included some healing magic and whatnot as well, but they used strange, alien incantations for those processes. Oddly enough, I found lots of inefficiencies in those runes, even with my basic knowledge.

      Simply put, Schema made them for generic use. They couldn’t be tailored for an individual, and that limited their net potential. On the other hand, my runic style suited me well. It carried no ceiling really, so I invested in that long term strategy instead of trying to tie together someone else’s work. Of course, I may have been biting off more than I could chew.

      Noting all those details, I toiled through the night, trying out all kinds of different strategies. Finding no successes, I still built my knowledge overtime. The next morning came, and I walked out for some fresh air. After having a quick meetup with Torix, I walked around the camp. Kessiah disappeared, her anger having not yet faded.

      Neither had the soldier’s fears. They dodged and ducked around me, most of them intimidated. I took their reactions with a grain of salt. I mean, the soldiers fought against me and lost. Since then, I doubled my level. Falling behind or not, that didn’t justify the trooper’s fearful glowering and gawking stares. They whispered behind my back as well, unaware I could hear them.

      “He’s a monster.”

      “He must be from the infection site.”

      “Is he an alien like those other freaks?”

      Knowing what they actually thought, I kept to myself for the most part after hearing them. The animosity made my introductions rocky and strained at best. I only ended up meeting two or three somewhat familiar faces throughout the day. They still helped out Torix despite thinking of the lich as a monster as well. If anything, the lich ruled with an iron fist, using fear in place of favor.

      Based on the inherent bias of the soldiers, I couldn’t blame Torix for his methods. I might’ve done the same.

      Despite that resistance, Torix ran an excellent camp too. His summons dispersed across the perimeter, helping sort and keep everything organized. The lich himself assumed a managerial duty, learning and remaking all of their current systems. In fact, Torix turned the haphazard, splintered organization into a tight-knit, smooth running machine. Utilities like long distance communication took precedence, and Torix supplied them via magical constructs and his underlings.

      Those rewards and utilities gave the lich an immense sway over the entire site. By comparison, Althea and I lived in the warehouse for the most part. We spent a few days trying to get to know everyone, but we both flopped in that department. If the troopers believed I was a monster, then they believed Althea was an abomination. They remembered her transformations when we first infiltrated the base, and those rumors spread like untamed wildfires.

      I bristled at the fact, wanting to crack some skulls, but fighting people served no purpose. The troopers would still talk, and beating people up wouldn’t help Althea feel better. Instead, I spent the better part of a day hunting out in the forest outside Springfield. By then, Yawm’s summons already evacuated the woods, leaving people to their devices. Surrounded by the towering pines, I hunted down a deer and a few rabbits throughout the day.

      It took a while, as I struggled with finding them more than anything. They blended into the background of the forest, their brown furs easy to miss. However, once they moved in my line of sight, they doomed themselves. I tossed stones at the rabbits, making a mess of the first rabbit I found. I eased my toss for the second and third ones.

      The deer took more effort. I found it resting in a nested area, and it bolted off the moment I approached it. In midday, it sprinted off, but I kept close to it, barreling through the forest like a madman. Twigs snapped into my face, and briars tore at my shins. The deer and I kept running until the poor thing collapsed after twenty minutes. Getting near it, I gave a silent prayer out of reverence for the creature. Michael’s family did that before firing at one, and It seemed fitting. I took a second before stomping its head.

      It died instantly and without pain.

      A part of me frowned at how easy it was. The skull cracked without a struggle, and running it down took no real time or energy. If anything, I could run off into a forest and never need civilization again. I needed no shelter, clothes, or anything to sterilize food. Peering up from my kill, I spread my arms at that freedom, even if I wouldn’t use it. Knowing it was there gave me comfort.

      Tossing the deer over my shoulder, I held some rabbits in a hand and returned to camp. After getting back, I found a few soldiers in the camp who knew how to field dress the animal. They helped me out, and the process warmed them up to me. Turns out, asking for help earned more friends than doing everything on my own. I’d never have guessed.

      Either way, I gave the helpful troopers half the meat, not needing all of it anyway. My armor cleaned up all the goopy mess, giving me a supply of fresh, clean produce. Asking around the camp, some other soldiers made a garden in one of the warehouses without a roof nearby. After getting a recipe for a stew, I went into the greenhouse and got some herbs and vegetables.

      With everything gathered, I walked into Althea and my resting place. She relaxed in the workshop, feeling a bit gloomy from what the soldiers said about her. Knowing full well why she idled about, I walked into the room, spreading my hands,

      “Hey, Althea.”

      She drew on the table with a finger, holding her head up with a hand, “What’s up?”

      I pointed outside, “Actually, I was wondering if you’re free this evening?”

      She peered up, curiosity blooming on her face, “Uhm...I can find the time, I suppose.”

      I walked out of our hill base while waving at her to follow me, “Come on then. I have something to show you.”

      She paced out with me, still a bit undercast but brightening by the second. I got to the setup, and I spread my arms around the room, “I noticed you’ve been looking down, so I wanted to cheer you up.”

      I tore the roof off of a side room, letting light leak in. A gorgeous sunset lingered on the horizon, though we couldn’t see all of it from here. The purples, oranges, and reds leaked into the clouds above however. It gave the room a more natural ambience despite the old, rusty walls and dirty, dusty floors.

      On cleaned steel sheets, I gathered stones for a cooking pit, getting charcoal from a few camp members. I cleaned out a few pots and pans, and I set out all of the herbs and meats. Althea peered at it all, leaning towards the alien cookware. She murmured,

      “Woah. What’s all this stuff?”

      I pointed at the pots, “This holds water and liquids in general. This is silverware, and it’s for eating food in bite sized portions. This is the actual food we’ll eat.”

      Althea walked up to the meat, and she grimaced, “Really? It looks...appetizing.”

      I smirked at her, “I’m going to cook it first.”

      Althea leaned back from the mushy meat, “Oh...Does that make it less squishy?”

      I held back some laughter before smiling, “It does. You can sit there, and I’ll make it for you...I just have to follow this recipe.”

      I walked over towards the campfire, sparking it alight like a soldier taught me. After doing that, I paced over towards a knife, the edge dull as a cinderblock. Taking my two fingers and pinching them close, I swiped up and down the blade, sharpening the knife on my fingers. Sparks flew before I doused it with water, readying it for slicing.

      Taking the herbs, I chopped them apart before saying to Althea, “So, how’s your day been?”

      She peered around, “Good...What’s this from?”

      Althea pointed at the vegetables, so I mentioned the garden the soldiers made. Her face soured after I mentioned the troops, and I sympathized. They treated us poorly at first, but after having them help me all day, my opinion changed. They weren’t so bad. Like anyone, they wanted a good life here. All of that floated in my head as I frowned,

      “I know. The soldiers aren’t exactly the most friendly types, but while I went around all day, they really helped me pull this together. Honestly, I couldn’t have done this without them.”

      Althea sneered at the food, “Yeah, but don’t you think they only helped because Torix forced them too? I don’t...I don’t know how much it really matters that they did this.”

      I gave her a slight frown, “Hm. I guess, but I don’t think about it like that. Or, I try not to.”

      I chopped vegetables with a crisp, easy series of cuts. The skills from Schema paid off.

      I said, “The troopers helped me either way, and after talking to them a bit, they were more sincere...If you think about it, them being apprehensive of us both makes a lot of sense. We’re aliens to them, and so far, anything alien hasn’t exactly been friendly.”

      Althea pursed her lips, “I-I suppose.”

      I gave her a knowing look, “Yeah, so I’m thinking we just need to cut them some slack. Most of them will turn around with some time...Hey, maybe get them to help you with your rifle schematics? You never know; they may give you some great tips.”

      Althea mulled over what I said, peering at the skyline. She played with her hair before murmuring, “Ok...I’ll try.”

      I grinned at my chopped food, “Alright. Good.”

      A comfortable silence passed over us, a sense of ease replacing Althea’s gloom. I poured purified water into a cleaned pot, putting herbs and some of the animal fat in there. I used the rabbit meat for forming a broth, and after adding more spices, a rich smell floated in the room. Althea’s mood flipped as she drooled. She leaned over my shoulder, having gotten out of her chair.

      With water bubbling over the fire pit, she gasped, “What...What did you do?”

      “I mixed it all together, so now it’ll taste better...And just be more edible in general.”

      She gulped before her eyes widened, “I...I didn’t know food could smell so good.”

      I put my hands on my hips, raising a brow at the meaty soup, “Me neither. If I’m honest, I didn’t expect this to work out so well. Maybe too well.”

      One of the glowing embers in the fire pit rolled out of it, hitting several dusty cobwebs. It sparked to life, a flame enveloping the wall. I frowned, “Ok, there we go. That takes the edge off.”

      Althea and I panicked, smashing the wall apart while trying to stifle the fire. We ended up smothering it with a bunch of dirt, both of us laughing at how ridiculous our reactions were. After getting that crisis handled, I got our meal ready, placing food on plates. We sat around the fire pit before digging in. I took a spoonful and took a bite.

      It warmed my mouth, a rich, peppery flavor enveloping my tongue. I savored it, this being my first bit of decent food in well over a month. I closed my eyes, the delicacy sweeping me off my feet. It did the same for Althea, and she took a few more quick spoonfuls before leaning down. I smiled at her,

      “Hah. It’s pretty good, right? I remembered you liked getting the cans of stew, so I figured you’d like fresh stew better. That’s why I made-”

      My voice petered out as Althea grimaced towards the ground, her face gnarling up like ancient roots. My eyes widened as I turned to her bowl, “Uhm...Did it burn you or something? Does it taste bad?”

      Althea blinked back fresh tears, her expression tortured. I grabbed the sides of my head, and I panicked. I gasped, “Oh man, uhm, er, you don’t have to eat it. Here, I’ll throw it away.”

      I reached out to her bowl, but she put her hand out, stopping mine. She mouthed, “I really like it.”

      Not understanding what was happening, I pulled my hand back. Our conversation lulled as Althea cried in a calming quiet. I watched, not knowing anything about what was happening. After a few minutes, Althea went right back to eating her stew. She finished it, getting seconds then thirds. Once she got to her third bowl, I ate my own, appreciating the rich flavors. I couldn’t tell if I got better at cooking or that my perception made the flavors pop.

      Either way, I’d never cooked anything half that good in my life.

      Althea kept eating until she emptied the entire pot. Her tears dried, and she looked up at me. A genuine smile raced up her lips, her brow furled, “I, uhm, I’m sorry. This is the best thing I’ve ever tasted, and...I don’t think anyone’s ever cooked for me before. I didn’t expect it to be this great, so it was kind of overwhelming.”

      A palpable wave of relief passed over me before I leaned back, “That’s good news...But, I’m not going to lie Althea, I was kind of worried you were having an allergic reaction.”

      She laughed while I scoffed, “What? I’m serious.”

      Althea put the dish back onto the metal work table I used for my countertop. She hopped up onto her feet, “Thanks for this. I really needed it.”

      Not really understanding her reactions at all, I just appreciated that I didn’t make the situation worse. She perked up from then on, and our conversation lightened. We ended up finishing our meal after talking for a few hours. By the time we finished discussing our builds, plans, and other meal ideas, the moon loomed over our head once more. The subtle glow cast over Althea’s face, her silvery skin gleaming in the moonlight.

      She stared at me too, my armor’s light refracting across me. A short, tense silence passed over us before she let out a yawn. She reached her hands up, stretching herself. As she did, my eyes darted over her, soaking in her curves even as I willed them not to. She turned away and smiled like sunshine,

      “I’ll try to give these people another shot. I’m, uhm, hoping it works out. Thanks to you, that is.”

      I stood up, tearing my eyes from her, “Sure. I’ll do the same.”

      She walked off, heading towards her room to sleep. Thoughts about her filled my mind, and I lounged in them while I cleaned up the evening’s mess. Once I sorted the dishes away and handled the dirt, I clicked into a different mental gear. I paced into the hill base, sitting down cross legged. The smell of honeysuckle sauntered in the air, fresh earth and roots surrounding me. A droning quiet smothered all other noise, my breathing and heartbeat standing out.

      In the blue and orange glows of magical torches, I sat down and took a moment to reach out for my mana. Unlike my other ventures, I took a different path this time. With augmentation, I channeled the will to improve. I wanted to test out my dominion affinity this time, so I willed myself into a different mental state. I tried to control everything.

      No mana surged. I leaned back, confused at the lack of energy. Taking a moment, I took a different approach. Controlling everything was a bit vague, so I toned that down. I channeled the desire to control my own fate. Augmentation roared out before I silenced the magic. Yeah, that wasn’t going to work. Rolling my shoulders, I searched my memories for something useful.

      Honing in on my school grades, I once again wanted them to change. Augmentation thundered once more. I shook off the orange, lightning bolt mana, frowning at my hands. This was trickier than I thought. After taking a few more minutes, I thought about something more personal. I remembered my last conversation with Michael and Kelsey. They floated in the other room, each of them half alive.

      I wanted that conversation to go in a different direction. This time, augmentation arose, but it trickled in instead of flooding out. I rubbed my temples, wondering what could possibly get me a solid source of dominion mana. Everytime I imagined a want or change, I evoked it through myself and not my surroundings. Rarely if ever did I blame my situation for what happened to me, whether the situation was at fault or not.

      My eyes hollowed as a twisted possibility popped into my mind. I grimaced at it, knowing full well that it was the most helpless I’d ever felt in my life. I weighed my options, considering the vein of thought in its entirety. Even if I didn’t want to admit it, that harsh reality stood as my best option for getting this mana out.

      So I dove into my memory, seeking out painful thoughts. I recalled walking into the hospital time and time again, the sterile smell of cleaning supplies dousing everything. The fluorescent, white lights beamed down in harsh rays. I stepped up to a hospital bed, a frial form crumbled up in front of me.

      And it smiled with booming strength. My mom.

      I wanted her to be fine. I needed her to be ok. I closed my eyes, remembering how deeply I wanted her to survive and beat cancer. I held onto that, having pushed it down a long time ago. I threw that childish wish away, but it never truly died. I accepted it would always be there to some extent, some moments more than others.

      I drew upon it, and it drew upon me. A sickening, insidious desire flooded through me. I wanted to mold the disease out of my mother, make her whole and clean and happy again. I relished in that, thinking of the absolute joy something like that would’ve given me. As those thoughts filled my mind, a dark plume of mana filled into my palm.

      The dark, umbral blot siphoned light from its surroundings, a dark anti-glow invading my space. I leaned back from the mana before it filled into my hand. As it seeped in, a dark sensation coursed through me. Instead of motivating me like augmentation had, dominion mana inspired a desire for dominance.

      An all consuming need, more like.

      It was a crushing sensation as if I needed air after drowning. I breathed in a will to influence and command. I wanted an army at my fingertips. I needed others to listen to my every word. I relished in the vigor and vitality the mana endowed, not for myself but for whatever I commanded. Owned. Oppressed. It would be mine in its entirety.

      The mana caught onto my flesh and blood as if a fire found kindling. It soaked in my flesh and blood becoming a storm of desires. I grabbed the sides of my head, suppressing the overwhelming energies. They wormed and writhed under my skin, taking a life of their own. Reason gave way to madness, and it swam through my mind like a torrent.

      My armor trembled, the energy synergizing with its natural inclinations. The metal over my skin begged for battle and starved for slaughter. The dominion magic swelled in my palm, flooding out of my hand and onto the floor. The aura created a shade of darkness at the room’s foundation, as if I sat in a bottomless pit of ink.

      And it poured out of me alone.

      I snapped out another line of thinking, summoning augmentation mana. The two differing streams of thought battled in my head, each vying for power. I fed the augmentation until it smothered the dominion mana. The light eating energy wisped away from me, turning into the orange lightning of augmentation.

      I leaned over, out of breath and sweating. I raised a hand, gawking at it. I didn’t enjoy dominion nearly as much as augmentation, that was for sure.

      
        
        Skill gained! Dominion(lvl 1) - Why fight with one when you may fight with many? +1% increased ease of generating dominion mana.

      

      

      
        
        Skill learned! Dominion Manipulation(lvl 1) - You manipulate that which manipulates others. +1% to the ease of manipulating dominion mana.

      

      

      I looked around, finding signs of the eerie mana’s presence. Dominion energy sent ripples through the dirt, bending the earth and the stone nearby. The table near me warped into a spiral from the unmitigated, dark mana. Some of the energy kept siphoning into a metallic instrument nearby until it snapped, the metal squealing. I leaned back from the bouncing shards.

      Whether I liked dominion or not, it held a useful power to it - that much was certain. Wanting to know a bit more about it, I walked over towards Torix. I crossed a warehouse, only a few guards still awake. After getting into the repaired command building, I crossed several death knights and undead. They sat at desks and over holograms, the skeletal figures communicating with clicks and clanks.

      I held back a laugh at two wobbling skeletons before finding the lich in his new lair. Torix turned Sergeant Whitley’s office into a different operation, more maps, charts, and graphs spread out than I imagined possible. Torix smothered the roof and walls with runes as well, giving the room a pleasant temperature and mental zoom to it too. Gawking around, I nodded at everything,

      “Man...You work fast.”

      Torix dragged his hand down his face, “If only. There’s much to do and little time for it. I’m trying to make the most of these days before Yawm truly awakens. So far, I’ve only learned how incompetent Schema’s leadership is of this force. It’s far too lenient and unstable. I’d prefer the situation to be more in my palm, so to speak.”

      Remembering what dominion felt like, I stared at Torix with slanted eyes. If the necromancer formed dominion mana naturally, then he embodied what dominion was. Knowing dominion’s insidious nature, I worried Torix carried something similar in him. That unnerved me as Torix steepled his fingers. The lich turned a hand to me,

      “Hm. You seem perturbed. Is there something on your mind?”

      I shook off my unease, “What? No...I’m fine. I was just messing around with mana before I managed to summon dominion mana. I was hoping-”

      Torix raised a single finger to me while staring away. He pinched the bridge of his nose before, his eyes flared a bright white. Torix calmed himself down before turning back to me. The lich coughed into a hand,

      “Ahem. Excuse that foolishness of mine. Continue. Please.”

      I gave him a sideways look, “Uhm. Ok. Anyways, I summoned dominion-”

      Torix’s eyes flared bright white again, flaring the room in their glow. A map caught on fire before Torix reached over and pinched it. The lich kept looking at me, “Oh, please excuse my second outburst. Do continue.”

      I peered back and forth, “Huh...Ok, I channeled some dominion mana-”

      Torix leaned back in his chair, and the back wheel broke. I threw my hands up, “Ok, whatever. It’s not that important anyways.”

      Torix stood up, placing a hand on my shoulder, “I am sincere in my apologies, Daniel. I’m simply surprised by your progress. I’ve never heard of someone manifesting two mana types in less than a year of training. That...That is unheard of.”

      I shrugged, “It’s from that dimensional warp we did earlier. It’s paying off.”

      Torix lowered his hand, “I-I never envisioned the benefits would be this staggering. Now please, I swear I won’t interrupt you again.”

      I frowned, “Ok. I channeled dominion magic, and I got it revving up. It ended up slithering out around me and almost...I don’t know, taking me over? I don’t know how else to describe it. I’ve had the same thing happen with augmentation mana, but it wasn’t as, er, volatile as this was.”

      Torix sat back down. He pinched the bridge of his nose, “Ah...That’s what this is. I suppose excellent opportunities also come with pertinent risks.”

      “What is it?”

      Torix turned a hand to me, “It’s mana devolution. It’s a symptom from your mana production, which is likely quite high if you’re already suffering from that disorder’s symptoms.”

      I raised my brow, “Mana devolution, huh? It sounds pretty bad.”

      Torix rubbed his bony temples, “It’s quite a conundrum, and I can’t believe you’re running into it already. The way it works is best understood from a fundamental level. Remember, mana is the physical manifestation of mental strength and will. When you produce a mana type, you convert your thoughts, emotions, and reasoning to a certain line of thought.”

      Torix spread his hands, “This produces the various mana types. Now, mana has a will of its own, but it is rare that a sorcerer can produce enough mana and for a long enough of a duration that the mana develops any true will or directive. You’re already manifesting enough energy that it’s developing a consciousness and fighting you.”

      I peered in disgust, “Wait...I have to fight the mana I summon?”

      Torix let his hands flop on the table, “It’s quite an oddity, I must say. I’ve seen this most often with individuals who work with large scale rituals. They ball up more mana than they can control, and it replaces their consciousness. You’re the assimilation variant of mana devolution, a far rarer conundrum. Usually individuals possessed by large entities struggle with this issue.”

      I winced, “Possessed, huh? Man, there’s all kinds of dark ways to die, isn’t there?”

      Torix sighed, “Indeed there are. I could’ve possessed you, for instance. I don’t know how your armor would have responded to my coalesced soul, however.”

      I leaned back, stopping myself from taking a step. As if reading my mind, Torix continued, "But I just want to make it clear that I haven’t done so. You don't have to fear me. Even if I am your master, you are still my student. I want you to grow, not to become some sort of slave for me. I've got plenty of those already, and their usefulness is measured."

      A skeleton in the command room dropped its arm. Torix pinched the bridge of his nose, “Case and point.”

      A reluctant smile ran up my lips before I crossed my arms, “You know, to be honest, you basically read my mind. You’ve got a good intuition."

      Torix brushed off the accusation with a wave of his hand, "Your willpower and resistance to mind magic is very high already. You'd know if I planted something in your mind, I assure you."

      I shrugged, “That’s good, but what do I do about mana devolution?”

      Torix turned a palm to me, “I would recommend taking your mana types slow. Don’t rush into controlling enormous volumes of mana. Instead, focus on making the most of the mana you have already, and steadily build up a resistance to it.”

      “Huh...That’s pretty simple.”

      Torix swished a hand, “And yet, simplicity and ease are two very different things. You must practice until it becomes second nature to you.”

      “Sounds good to me.” I turned towards the charts, looking at all the plotted points. I pointed at one, “I spent some time with the soldiers today, and they’re not so bad.”

      Torix let out a long sigh before he gawked at me, “Really now? My and your opinions, they differ.”

      I raised a brow, “What’s so bad about them?”

      Torix shook his head, “Everything. They lack strength, coordination, loyalty, and intelligence. They are worse than my skeletons.”

      My eyes narrowed, “I don’t know about that. They just need some motivation.”

      Torix threw his hands up, “I thought death was an excellent motivator. Surprisingly, it doesn’t seem to be working all that well.”

      I peered off, remembering my time in BloodHollow. At the time, I held onto the idea that I would escape. That got me out of there. I shrugged at Torix, “I don’t know man. You could try giving them something to work for, like a future they’d enjoy.”

      Torix leaned towards me, pushing up imaginary glasses, “Hm, really? They need direction then?”

      I nodded, “I think it would help. Humanity works best with a goal. From my experience at least, which, you know, is kind of limited.”

      Torix scoffed, “And yet, it far exceeds mine. In my home world, clans ruthlessly fought over livable space. The battle was the means to the end. Since every species is different, I’ll attempt your methodology here and see if it works better than my own.”

      Feeling a bit of pressure, I coughed into a hand, “You know, I’m just a kid, really.”

      Torix turned towards his maps, “Oh, I’m well aware. Despite that, your insights are cutting at times. Me? I prefer my counsel to be sharp like a knife, so your observations are fitting. Good luck with your mana control. I’d advise you further, but your current strategies are working quite well.”

      I raised a hand, walking off, “You too Torix. Thanks for the help.”

      As I walked off, I went straight towards my personal room and focused on dominion magic. The hardest part of the process involved summoning the mana in the first place. My entire fighting style revolved around the intent to focus on myself, my positioning, and my body. Dominion involved a similar sensation just directed outwards.

      I summoned it over and over using my mom’s memory, but dwelling on something like that eroded my sanity. I reached for other corners of my mind, finding nothing that worked well for mana. After a couple hours, I took some time to come up with a different approach. While summoning some augmentation, an idea struck through me like lightning.

      When I summoned augmentation, I reached for a sensation, not a line of thought. With dominion, I tried the same approach. I channeled towards my body, and it still summoned the orange lightning. Peering down at my hands, I grasped towards my armor instead. It shivered and writhed under my thoughts before I pulled from it. Not just physically, but in the same way I pulled for mana from myself.

      And pop. Dominion mana flooded in. I raised my hands, the dark ooze pouring forth. I kept it light this time, not wanting to overwhelm myself once more. Thinking about it, my armor wrestled with me sometimes. It may’ve been why I struggled with mana devolution already as well. Operating off that possibility, I tackled the spiralling mana from that direction. My targeted approach worked like a charm.

      The issue didn’t resolve in an instant, but it lessened since I understood it better. As the sun came up, I managed to get some sort of grasp on the mana. I still struggled with getting it going again. The morning arrived with my practice midswing, so I remained in the hill home all day, directing myself at my magic.

      The day passed and another arrived. The night returned, and I practiced with dominion. I kept doing this over the next while, getting an understanding of it. For starters, dominion mana and my affinity for it spawned from my armor. The dark pit of my consciousness, that was my armor’s mental manifestation. That dark spot created my armor. If I worked with it, the dominion mana spawned with ease.

      I tried coursing the mana through my runes as well, but I gained mixed results. As Kessiah mentioned, I could use dominion to lift and move my limbs. That being said, its efficiency paled in comparison to augmentation alone. I couldn’t put both manas into the runes either. The sigils processed one until it dispersed, and afterwards, it could take either energy. Either way, the most important part of this training came in the fluidity of the mana type.

      Within the first week, I could click it on with a sort of switch. At the end of the second, I oozed it through my skin and bones with ease. I drenched myself in it, the desire for control engulfing. It gave me an idea for augmentation. I put the energy into my sigils before dousing it through my entire body. The runic markings organized the energy, turning it to raw strength. The mana in my body acted as a motivator, changing my mindset.

      It gave me two sides of the same coin in a sense. It endowed the physical might, but it also gave me the mental rigidity and decisiveness to use that might. I found the right proportion of mana to get good use out of the ability. As I did, a notification popped up.

      
        
        Skill gained! Primal Frenzy(lvl 1) - People are like coins with several faces. You learn to master which face you expose, releasing a frenzy unbounded. +1% to ease of transitioning into a primal frenzy. -1% less control lost.

      

      

      Three weeks passed like that, my skill with mana rising slowly but steadily. During one of those days, I sat cross legged. I struggled to wield the new techniques I earned before someone knocked on a doorway. I turned my head up, “What is it?”

      The living honeysuckle moved out of the way, and a soldier stepped up, rifle in hand. They gave me a salute, “Hello, sir. Torix has called you over for another raid. Miss Crow has returned to the base, and she’s offered to help.”

      I pushed myself up, “Wow, that took a while. Thanks for the heads up.”

      The soldier gave me a quick nod before walking off. Before heading back out, I got myself mentally prepared for the descent into the quarantine’s madness. As I did, the soldier peeked back into my room,

      “Hello, sir. I just wanted to thank you for letting some of us have something from your hunt a few weeks back. We really appreciated it.” The soldier grabbed the back of their head, “I know a lot of us were antsy of you all at first, but, I just wanted to say you’re alright in my book.”

      The guy gave me a thumbs up, and I raised my fists in response, “Thanks. I’ll see if I can’t take out a few more of those monsters out there for you guys.”

      He waved, “That would be a blessing, sir.”

      He walked off, and I smiled. I’d bring back other hunted animals for them, and maybe that’d improve my reputation further. Walking out of our hill home, I stepped to the edge of the unlit warehouse. I peered up at a few cracks in the rusted wall. Shining rays peered through the cracks, and I breathed out. As I did, I surged augmentation through my body.

      Discipline and motivation surged in my chest. I peered down, a subtle aura of orange permeating from me. I alternated that mana with dominion, the feeling of carnage pumping through my blood. I wanted to feast and kill and consume. I’d tear Yawm’s grasp from my hometown.

      And I’d do it one broken bone at a time.
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      I paced up past our warehouse, preparing myself for the storms to come. One involved facing the mutants, but the other came from Kessiah’s return. Stepping towards Torix’s base, I found the undead troops controlling the logistics still. In the back, Althea wore a specialized, dark jumpsuit. Her cannon no longer carried purely biological parts, a frame for it made from steel.

      Behind her, Torix talked to Kessiah, the remnant peering at him. Kessiah’s eyes slitted, but she stayed calm and composed. Stepping up past the other guards, the remnant turned to me with a wicked glint in her eyes. Kessiah raised her brow, “I see neither of you wanted to level without me, huh?”

      I nodded, “We need your help.”

      Kessiah peered away, thoughts swarming over her face. She looked back up, “Yup. Ok, let’s do this.”

      Several shades spawned from behind Torix, along with a few enchanted insects. Torix let out a sigh, “These shall help you all stay hidden. If the need arises, I shall come to assist you all...And thank you for your return, Kessiah.”

      Kessiah raised a palm to Torix, “Don’t mention it.”

      Torix turned to me, “You’ll take the lead, Daniel. As the vanguard, you’ll eradicate patches of the forest, grinding a way into Yawm’s domain.”

      I turned a hand to him, “I’m close to an evolution, and my aura will strengthen from that and any levels I gain too. This is kind of like mowing a lawn with really dull blades. We might be better off taking a minute to sharpen ourselves before we start clearing things out.”

      Torix shrugged, “That’s actually far easier to do than steadily grinding our way through everything. We’ll do that then. Good luck, everyone.”

      We readied ourselves before walking out. As we did, I surveyed my status. My eyes widened, and I held down a grin. While entrenched in my meditative training, I stockpiled over 500 tree points. The majority of those came from the magic and sigil skills I disciplined. However, quite a few were in older skills like Boundless Storm.

      With that in mind, I put all my points into Genesis of Potential before the upgrade message came up at both the 250 mark and at 500.

      
        
        You are one of the chosen among your species. You represent the latent potential for greatness within humanity. This path you’ve decided, this mantle you’ve taken upon yourself, it shall bear its burdens upon you. Be ready for it.

      

      

      
        
        +1 extra level 100 leveling perk in total | 4 Total | 2 Spent - Endurance, Willpower

      

      

      
        
        Should you rise to the forefront of your species, you shall shine down upon your kind with a blinding light. You will be more than a man. You will become a paragon of your race, the decider of worlds.

      

      

      
        
        + 2 extra leveling perks in total | 5 Total | 2 Spent - Endurance, Willpower

      

      

      My eyes widened at the tree’s description and effects. On the one hand, it presented a lot of pressure. Staring down at a palm, I heartened at the prospect. I wanted some responsibility. With it came pride and purpose, two things I’d always had in short supply. The tree’s effects matched the descriptions.

      Even my current two level-one-hundred perks defied reason. One eliminated sleep and the other doubled my magical affinities. They both dished out regen like nobody’s business. If the other leveling perks rivalled those benefits, I’d stand on my own playing field in the future. Even better, I struggled with choosing either intelligence or strength before.

      With Genesis of Potential, I’d just take them all.

      As I finished dishing out my tree points, Kessiah pointed at Althea’s cannon. The remnant smiled, “Ooh, that’s new. It looks like you’ve been working hard. Keep it up. You’re doing well.”

      Althea peered off, blushing from the compliment. Kessiah turned to me, her expression changing, “And you look the same. Good job.”

      I smiled, choosing not to tell her a thing. Whether she believed in me or not, it didn’t change my position. I kept getting exceptional opportunities thanks to my armor and my start in BloodHollow. If I played my cards right, I’d be a monster in the future. Not the people eating kind either. Noticing my lack of dismay, Kessiah raised a brow,

      “At least you’re confident. That’s something, but remember little man, confidence doesn’t pay the bills.”

      I kept focused as quiet came over us. A minute of walking passed before Kessiah dashed off. Althea and I followed. The three of us didn't waste any more time, arriving at the quarantine zone in minutes. Kessiah softened her steps with some kind of strange dispersal magic. Her sheer weight gored the ground despite her quieting sorcery, each stomp a tiny quake.

      Those quakes let the barricading guardsmen know where we came from. I inspected a few of them, finding them leveled to the mid-seventies at that point. They killed the infected spawns coming nearby, so of course they leveled up. That offered some motivation for me. Once we got towards the suburbs, we weaved around new trees driving up from the pavement and houses.

      The fungal landscape enveloped a far greater expanse, and it crept out from an unseen center in Springfield. Althea leapt through these trees, using her ever changing limbs as grappling hooks. She swung as fast as we ran, Althea’s traversal superior to either Kessiah or me. I kept pace with some augmentation, keeping up with both of them albeit some struggle.

      Branches snapped when I passed by them as did any rocks or briar brambles. The yellowed forest turned more into a playground than a graveyard, though I never forgot what it was made of. The Force of Iron stayed behind us, keeping the perimeter secure. Torix already changed the days plans based on what I told him. Diving into the suburbs past the barricade, we dashed through empty homes, no more screaming ushering out.

      Only an empty quiet.

      I found an infected person, and they no longer mirrored humans much. It reminded me of dried corpses mangled into a monstrous shape. In response, I rushed augmentation energy up my limbs and into my chest. Motivation spiked in my mind, and I sprinted at the beast. I tackled it straight into the wall of a house. A detonation of dust followed me into the kitchen before I shoved the monster through a granite countertop.

      I kept pushing it. I passed another wall, crumbling it to powder. It lurched at me, but its claws scraped off the top of my helmet. I shoved it further, passing through to a den. A couch dragged with me before splintering in half as I passed by. I spread out my arms as I rushed into the last wall of the building. The door and both walls collapsed before we rushed out. I turned on my feet and shoved the scrambling monster into the wilting walls.

      The two story home wobbled before the front collapsed, caving on top of the monster. It died, a little notification beaming in my status. After soaking in the corpse, I found another one resting beside a minivan. Dashing down the hill, I shoved the monster into an empty car. It never saw me coming, and I broke several of its bones with my trained blitzing.

      With the monster halfway in the car, I ripped the beast apart. The glass splintered against my armor, and the steel cover bent like tin foil against my attacks. However, the frame of the car gave no ground. Either way, I stepped forward and kicked the top of a car. It took an enormous bust of augmentation, but I throttled the car enough that it flipped onto the monster’s corpse.

      It splattered before my armor dredged out over the monster. Snap. Crack. Crunch. The metal over me feasted on the body. Watching elsewhere while it ate, I tilted my head as Kessiah leaped off a house. She flew high into the air. After seconds of falling, she crashed into the middle of a road. A crater formed under her weight before she ran and squeezed the top and bottom of a truck.

      An infected person inside squelched out as the metal squealed. After crunching the car, Kessiah lifted the truck with ease. She stepped forward before hurling the vehicle. The car flew like it tumbled in a tornado. It smashed into a house with a booming echo, one that Torix’s shadow minions dampened.

      The ground under Kessiah's feet tore apart at the force of her toss. The vehicle kept moving through the house, piercing walls. It flopped out the other side, embedding into another home with an impact loud enough to crack teeth. The first house looked like a bomb detonated inside it. The car carved it out, leaving little left besides the sides of the home.

      The other house held up better, though it still wobbled. Kessiah glanced at the powdered pavement beneath her, "This stuff is as soft as putty. It's like trying to throw something while balancing on jello."

      The difference in the way Kessiah and I looked at the world was telling. Pavement was putty to her while everything else was even softer. I experienced the same thing but to a lesser extent. Wood wouldn’t break my bones anymore, and stone sheared on my fists. Pacing deeper into Springfield, I appreciated my system's benefits more. It was a different world out there.

      The gaps in the fungal forest closed over the past three weeks, the landscape smothered by it. Vines, flowers, and wildlife infested the place, animals of all kinds moving in. Their echoing calls gave the cold, abyssal emptiness a much needed reprieve. In a way, finding the place less desolate helped me deal with my town’s demise. Instead of eradicating all life, the infestation reformed it.

      It was less an extinction and more a reformation, though I preferred the town as it once was. We walked into the deeper parts of that territory, making sure to keep some semblance of quiet. Like before, Torix planted different places to fight along with chosen enemies. Getting near one of those spots, we found several monsters ripping and roaring in the distance.

      They fought over one of the blooming flowers on the ground, the deformed bouquet colored gray and brown. One monster mirrored a beetle, two large mandibles jutting out of its head. Another of the beasts carried eyes bulging in its head, each one leaking a thick, yellow pus like tears. My eyes watered just looking at it. Althea and I paced ahead to the bickering beasts, ready to ambush the monster like clockwork.

      Once upon them, we dashed in. Althea burst the eyes of the crying monster, tearing its head into ribbons of meat. The beetle beast ran at me, two arms on its side opening up to reveal two more large mandibles. Trying to make the most of the situation, I spotted a manhole cover a few feet away. I ran forward and slammed my fist into the edge of it. The cover popped up, flipping like a giant coin.

      I winced, my knuckles almost breaking. They held, so I grabbed the edge of the cover. Turning in a circle, I swung it around behind me like a discus thrower. The manhole cover shot through the air before dragging the spawn backwards and into a nearby brick wall. The metal plate dented its chest, but it stayed standing.

      I dashed in, getting away from Althea and the eye beast. Using Oppression, I whittled the beast down while growing spikes over my knuckles. My leveling perks kept me at a good level of power, letting me swing and pummel the monster. It took skill and patience, my sigils granting me some added oomph. The monster’s strength and speed exceeded my own, and it held me at bay with a flurry of explosive attacks.

      At first.

      In minutes, it exhausted itself, but I stayed fully aware and more than able to continue. My mind sharpened as I warmed up, and my body loosened from the activity. Althea and I kessiah watched on while I dismantled the creature from head to toe, ripping it apart one cleaving blow at a time. It collapsed after a few minutes, and I crushed its head.

      My armor ate it, the metal mincing it into two clean halves.

      Kessiah paced up, her hands on her hips, “You know, I’ve never seen a fighter wear down his opponents like that. It’s pretty inefficient.”

      I raised a brow at her, “What do you mean?”

      Kessiah shook her head, “It takes forever just to kill a single monster, let alone a pack of them. If you invested in something like strength, you’d be able to pick them off much faster...Just saying.”

      I scoffed, “I’m not trying to kill monsters as quickly as possible; I’m trying to survive. This isn’t a game. I can die at any point, and I’m trying to make that as unlikely as possible.”

      Kessiah leaned back, “Er, you could do it that way if you like. I just thought you’d be more confident if you could actually, you know, rip them up.”

      I peered at her, Kessiah’s unease coming out of nowhere. I stared closer before my eyes widened. I pointed at her, “You’ve never had to fight things at a higher level...Have you?”

      Althea walked up and waved her hands, “What? Come on, of course she has...Right, Kessiah?”

      Kessiah flushed before coughing into a hand, “I’ve fought plenty of things over my level.”

      I gave her a slow nod, “Ah...Really now? Did you do it alone?”

      A quiet passed over us. I shrugged, “Alright then. Keep your criticisms to yourself.”

      An awkward silence came over us, and in an unexpected reversal, Kessiah left me alone. She gave me some breathing room. The usual onslaught of sly remarks slowed to a trickle, and I fought as I had to; taking my time with each monster. It took effort, but I stayed safe the entire time. Even without Kessiah’s intervention, I never approached an early demise.

      Althea lacked that same airtight strategy. She killed monsters far faster than I did, but that quick kill time worked both ways. Any beast could rip Althea apart in seconds. Several close calls forced Kessiah to step in and save Althea. Of course I kept these thoughts to myself, handling my own business. Even if I said nothing, my point was clear.

      Even if alone, I’d survive.

      Moving in a steady fashion, we cleared out several blocks worth of monsters. I sped up my approach as much as I could. I found that fighting packs of the beasts suited me well. These creatures’ maws couldn’t pierce my armor, and they lacked any instant-kill abilities. I abused those factors, kiting them with Oppression by the dozen. This equalized Althea’s superior damage output for the most part, though she still killed a few more than me.

      My unspoken rivalry aside, we mowed down block after block of the city. We walked into buildings and cleared them out before moving on. This gave us a smaller footprint, and Torix ensured we never fought too long in a single spot. We spread out our wanton destruction, thinning the herd rather than piling up the bodies in one location.

      By the time we finished a small chunk of the city, I glanced at my status screen. To my amazement, I gained twelve levels. These monsters leveled higher than the freshly deformed monsters. The main reason stemmed from a lack of any obvious weaknesses, like the mutants petal bug cores. Ripping one out killed them, but these beasts carried no singular, defining feature like that, making them much more unique.

      That translated to more difficult kills, and those benefits amassed over time. As we eliminated a few more of the creatures, I kept checking my status so I knew when I’d hit my evolution. Getting it done mid-fight was a one way ticket to deathville, a town I wanted no place in. Once I got within a monster or two of my armor’s reformation, I walked up to Althea and Kessiah.

      I spread my hands, My armor's about to evolve. Do either of you mind protecting me during the process?"

      Kessiah propped her weight onto one leg, “So...The little man needs protection during his nap.”

      I let my hands flop on my sides, “However you want to put it. Sure.”

      Althea smiled, “Don’t worry. We’ll keep you safe.” She narrowed her eyes at Kessiah, “At least I will.”

      Kessiah rolled her eyes before we entered our next set of houses. By the time we reached the last block, a message appeared.

      
        
        Evolution gained. IV Harbinger of Cataclysm unlocked.

        Evolve Y/N?

      

      

      My armor reached out to press the yes button, but I grabbed it with my hand. I leaned back back, wrestling against myself before stopping the armor. It slid backward like a hand touching fire, so I gave Althea and Kessiah a nod. We walked into a cleared home, and the both of them safeguarded a room for me. The fungal forest invaded our surroundings, but the house’s insides remained largely the same.

      Sitting down, I stared at my status and mentally prepped myself. After a few seconds, I reached out and pressed the yes notification myself. The pain rushed back in once more, but this time I prepared myself. My Pain Resistance reached 96, meaning I only experienced pain from the worst of wounds. My willpower spiked over two hundred now as well. More importantly than all that, I had an idea of what was to come.

      Even if the pain was like an ocean, then I would be the planet that ocean rested upon. And it came with vengeance. The pain surged like a torrential downpour, a vast wave that swallowed seas. It doused over me like a rain of sulfuric acid, the armor cutting and slicing into my body. However, since the last evolution, my tolerance for this onslaught had doubled. I honed my mind into iron, turning a childish will to a steely defiance.

      And I needed every bit of it.

      Blood squirted from my joints in my armor. It oozed out of my eyes and mouth, and I vomited up the red gunk. Tiny blades stabbed deep into my bones. The armor splintered my skeleton, filling hollow parts of my bones like the fillings of teeth. It was a root canal in every bone of my body. It smothered my nerves while wires crawled through my veins, my skin, my eyes. It diced into a thick ooze before it molded into every inch of my body.

      My blood boiled. My skin sizzled. My organs ruptured. In place of blood, something filled into my bloodstream. A thick, heated coagulant replaced it, thickening and straining my heart. It pulsed out as a burning acid, a liquid fire that developed and overwhelmed me. After many minutes, the pressure waned. My breathing returned to normal, and the pain faded.

      My nerves healed, the pain a fresh reminder that I could experience it still. Even laying on the floor of a wrecked suburban home, my own blood weighed on me. The pulse of my heart rang in my ears and chest, my blood thick. Staring at my status, it weighed down my stamina, though I still enjoyed plenty of stamina regen because of my stat layout.

      Endurance kept paying dividends.

      After fifteen minutes, Althea leaned in and shouted, "Uh. You alright Daniel? It smells awful there. It sounds even worse, so I’m kind of worried...Sorry, I just had to say something."

      I stared at the ceiling, “Well, you’re not wrong.” I pushed myself upright, wobbling to my feet. Strength oozed from every fiber and cell of my being, but mental exhaustion enfeebled me. I staggered forward before Althea jogged over. She put one of my arms over her shoulders, and she peered up at me,

      "You look...Pretty bad. Relatively speaking, that is. You know, because you normally look fine.”

      I smiled, “I’ll be fine. I just need a few minutes.”

      Concern flashed over Althea’s face before I lifted a hand. A rope of my armor shot out, wrapping into the ceiling. I pulled myself upright, forcing myself to stand. Spreading my hands, I let out a bit of a growl. Althea leaned away, “Are...Are you still there?”

      I rolled my shoulders, hopping up and down, “Of course. I’m trying to force out all this mental gunk. I’m fine. I’m fine. You’re fine, Daniel. You got this.”

      Althea giggled at me before we walked out of the room. Kessiah leaned on one of the home’s supports. The remnant crossed her arms and sneered, “It sounded like a group of people were being tortured in there.”

      I walked forward, acting like I was fine. As I walked down the front steps of the porch, my legs gave way. I stumbled forward as a zombie rushed out of the tree. Althea fired a harpoon towards it, pinning the creature down with a specialized lance. The creature writhed before scrambling towards me. With another quick reload, Althea pinned both its feet into the tree.

      Althea pulled a green sack from her backpack, slinging it at the creature. Doused in acid, the monster howled out in anguish as its body disintegrated. It melted into the tree, its jaw sliding off and its teeth clattering against the ground. Horrific as it was, I stared at it while admiring the acid’s effectiveness. By then, everyone numbed to the disgusting beasts, including me.

      We waited for a while, my full faculties returning after a half hour. As I waited, I read over my status and my gains.

      
        
        IV The Harbinger of Cataclysm(Body Composition, Unknown) - Armor mirroring an unknown substance. This bodily extension can absorb rift energy, also known as ambient mana, for evolutions. These evolutions may add other special effects.

      

      

      
        
        Note: Cannot be removed, only altered. Armor is regenerated with health.

      

      

      
        
        0/256,000,000 Mana left till next evolution.

      

      

      
        
        Effects:

      

      

      
        
        A Harbinger's Might - Increases Damage reduction cap by 2.5% | Current max: 97.5%

      

      

      
        
        Body Composed of an Unknown Fabric - Additional 20% increase to total health | Current total health: 120%

      

      

      
        
        The Rushing Calamity - Gives unique ability IV Oppression | Current damage: (10,000 + 30% of health/min) within a 175ft/45m radius

      

      

      
        
        An Undying Force - 3% of health added towards health regen per minute | Current regen added before multipliers: 408.8

      

      

      
        
        Forger of Souls - Soulforging and Soul Siphoning costs reduced by 10% | Current total mana costs: 90%

      

      

      
        
        An Anomaly - Decreased Charisma by 25% | Current percentage of charisma remaining: 75%

      

      

      
        
        - From a different world I rise. We usher forth creation through ruin. Our might is our union, our hunger a weapon. All crumbles in our wake, and the remains linger as our feast. In that indulgence, we find our strength...Should we choose to grasp it.

      

      

      Each of the bonuses impacted me in their own way. The damage resistance, health bonus, and health regen all harmonized into one effect - durability. As for my offense, Oppression expanded in both size and magnitude. A new bonus even popped up that worked with my runic carving, helping me make the most of all the mana flooding in. It culminated to a pointed edge, particularly my mana production and sheer tenacity.

      Taking a moment, I appreciated Baldag-Ruhl’s insight. He enjoyed those sigils, so he planted bonuses for them in the armor’s evolutionary path. Of course, that assumed I still followed that predetermined track, which I doubted. The descriptions changed quite a bit since the start, and they made no mention of being an eldritch anymore either.

      That could’ve been why Schema gave no info about the armor’s composition. This put me in a precarious position, but I welcomed it nonetheless. I much preferred treading an unknown course than evolving into an eldritch. That being said, I had no clue what further evolutions would do from then on.

      Even without becoming an eldritch, my charisma kept dropping. Compounding my worries further, the last line of the screen talked to me directly. My armor had a bit of a mouth on him, and I smiled at the little message. The metal in me didn’t seem too happy, but I didn’t mind much. This was my mind and my body, not its own. It would be in the passenger seat until I said otherwise.

      I’d ensure that.

      Closing my status screens, I shook myself a few times before charging my runes again. A surging force rushed in, one I quelled in an instant. Preventing a mana takeover was high on my to-list at that moment. I’d ease into this extra energy and runic efficiency. That being said, having to stop my mana left me in a good position, and it was better to have too much rather than too little.

      The sensation in the engraved sigils also clarified my armor’s last benefit. If I used less and less mana during my runic conversions, then I could put more and more mana into them. It acted as another way of scaling my sigil’s effects into absurd awards. That became undeniable after I paced out with a few steps. That palpable difference in output and strength coursed over me in a wave.

      I soaked in the exhilarating sensation, enjoying the change. I smiled at it, spreading my arms wide. I clamped my fists, missing the surges of strength from my earlier days in BloodHollow. This evolution mirrored those insane jumps in power. Pulling my arms in, I flexed my hands, staring at them.

      I toughened up plenty since the system started too, but that difference didn’t carry the immediacy of raw strength. If anything, being gritty and tanky manifested in effects I didn’t feel. It was more about not experiencing damage or death when I otherwise should’ve. In a way, it required more of a long-term mindset, something I tried to have.

      Emphasis on try.

      Either way, I stood up straight and stretched an arm, “Ok, I’m ready to head out.”

      Kessiah whistled, “Oh, really? It’s about time.”

      I tilted my head at her, “Didn’t you need three weeks before you came back to camp? And yeah, that was for a conversation, not a physical transformation.”

      Kessiah’s eyes narrowed, “You have some bite to you today, huh? Watch what you say, kid. I’m not always going to be so nice.”

      I frowned, “I’m aware.”

      Kessiah stared at me before spreading her hands, “I’m not that bad, am I? I’m just teasing you some. Come on, quit being so sensitive.”

      I raised a brow, “Look, I understand talking some trash here or there. That’s fine. It’s when you talked down to my entire species and planet. That’s what’s bothered me. It’s like me saying all remnants are garbage or something. It’s not me taking that the wrong way. You shouldn’t say it. It’s that simple.”

      Kessiah’s shoulders slightly slumped before she turned to Althea. Kessiah spread her hands, “Don’t tell me you think so too?”

      Althea coughed to the side, “I...I haven’t talked about remnants like that.”

      Kessiah stuck her tongue out in disgust, “You guys are just a bunch of pansies. Get some backbone.”

      I rolled my shoulders, “Will do.”

      A gurgling sound ebbed beside me, a slobbering armadillo beast tearing out of the ground. I turned to it, raising my arms to protect my face. The beast bit down on the thickened plates of my arm, and my eyes widened at what happened after. The creature’s teeth shattered. The deformed ball of bone plates turned around, slicing its tail at my side. I blocked with my shoulder, and the bones of its tail broke against me.

      Bent out of shape, the monster spit out its teeth while pullings its broken tail close. I gawked at myself, stunned by how difficult I was to harm. Unlike constitution, this damage resistance didn’t carry the same moving-through-sludge effect either. The armadillo gawked up at me a second later, fear spreading over its face.

      I grinned, my armor moving like water at my command. Runes pulsed with augmentation, my arms and legs glowing. I shot forward before stomping the monster. It curled into a ball, but my heel broke the plates. A dent formed in its back, and it uncoiled. I raised a fist and slammed it down. The heathen's head caved in, along with the ground beneath it.

      Fractures spread out from my hit, a litany of them dispersing across the dirt. They weren’t deep cracks, but they exposed a difference in raw output of power. I grasped the corpse and picked it up. Needles shot out from my hands and fingers into the corpse. It withered into a husk in seconds, falling to black cinders in my hands. Staring where the beast once was, I marveled at the quickness of the absorption.

      I put faith in this build, and it had begun paying off.

      Feeling good, I cracked my neck before rolling my shoulders. Kessiah gave me a sideways look, “That monster’s teeth broke on you...I can’t say I saw that coming.”

      I brushed the bits of broken enamel off my forearm, “I can’t say I did either.”

      Having gained a level, I opened my status and put a point into endurance as always. I got the motion down to a science by then, not letting the points stack up. Not spending anymore time, we went through more and more of the city blocks, turning a once arduous task into a smooth process.

      I charged ahead, my aura making the zombies run towards me. As they clustered, Althea sniped them. Any stragglers leftover, I crushed. Kessiah kept a lookout for anything we couldn't handle. By then, Althea and I handled even larger groups of the monsters and mutants with relative ease, our teamwork sharp and our combat sharper.

      Locking in, we kept our chatting minimal. The slaughter smoothed out from a struggle to science and eventually an artform. Smash, crush, crumble, we tore entire blocks apart looking for the mutants. It gave me hope for clearing out the town of the denizens and one day reclaiming it. By the time we reached our tenth set of ten blocks, we finished each designated zone within an hour instead of three.

      Althea and I evolved in the meantime. I stacked endurance, staying firm in all of my previous logic. Strength and constitution tempted me, but I remained steadfast. On the other hand, Althea embraced her strength based build, showing off a bit of her ridiculous physical might. She gained more damage resistance, turning her once brittle self into a much tankier destroyer.

      That change shifted Althea’s strategies. No longer fearing an instantaneous death, Althea took on packs on her own. At one point, a surge of mutants surrounded her. She reformed her arms into elongated blades, shearing the mass of bodies around her. Chunks of meat flopped off and away in a cyclone of slicing. By the time Althea finished slaughtering them, the entire group molded together into a chunky, meat smoothie.

      In other words, pretty gross.

      As I let my armor drink up that nasty goop, I checked in with myself. I found myself oozing an eerie calm at all the brutality. It was a night and day change from the last day of fighting. A part of me felt inhuman at the sudden shift, but another part enjoyed the change. I no longer paled or winced at the gruesome abominations anymore. I faced them head on, the horror numbed into my new normal, and in that moment, I stayed strong.

      I took pride in that.

      As the sun set on the day, we headed back towards the barricade of the Force of Iron. Althea drenched in blood, the coagulated mass making her almost look like a zombie herself. Kessiah kept cleaner by comparison, only the occasional bloodstain here or there. My armor glistened in the fading sunlight, no marks or imperfections present. My armor wouldn’t waste a drop of the monster juice, and I appreciated that fact while we walked into a sterilization chamber.

      The decontaminating spray doused over me without any real reason. I doubted even bacteria or viruses survived on the surface of my skin. A quick wave of Oppression evaporated them either way. Past the sterilizing area, the Force of Iron set up a base of operations near us. A few tents spread behind a collapsed sneaker store, situated between two other strip mall buildings.

      The canvas tents kept the cold out and the warm in, so it worked for what we needed. I peered as Althea dragged her steps out of the sterilization chamber. Her eyes glazed over, exhaustion  catching up to her. By then, she wore down. I walked up, feeling good,

      “You ok?”

      She stared at the ground before falling forward. I caught her, pulling one of her arms over my shoulder. I turned to her, “Hey now, don’t go falling on me.”

      Her eyes closed, Althea breathed short, concise breaths. She was out cold. I smiled, Althea’s willpower impressing me even then. Perks or not, Althea pushed through time and time again. It always surprised me. She was a wallflower, someone who wanted to remain unseen yet couldn’t help but stand out. She was like that with everything she did, always subtle yet never ordinary.

      I mean, I forgot how she overcame her powers or escaped from Yawm at times. Moments like this, ones where she bore down and pushed her limits...They reminded me of what Althea was capable of, and yeah...It left me in awe.

      I picked her up, holding her exhausted form in my arms. She gained some weight since last time, though it came from density not from a loss of form or figure. I jogged off towards the clusters of tents, finding Torix’s undead guarding one of them. Putting Althea beside three death knights, I pointed at them,

      “Hey Torix, do you mind keeping Althea safe while she sleeps?”

      The deathknights gave me a salute, understanding what I said. I gave them a mocking salute back, “At ease, troops. Make sure no one disturbs her, understood?”

      They gave another salute, walking in front of Althea’s bed in a line. I found a cover before putting it over her, along with a bag of bread rations for her pillow. Not the best, yeah, but they served their purpose. Althea wouldn’t wake up with a crick in her neck or freezing to death.  Walking out of the tent, I pulled my helmet off my face.

      I pulled my hands through my hair, the texture different than I remembered. Wiggling the armor on my fingertips, it bent in wild and weird ways. The molding became easy as breathing. It wasn’t time for seeing differences in myself, so I walked up towards one of the nearby workbenches set up by the force.

      Several scientists and other workers toiled on projects and others drank together. They earned the downtime after a hard day. Good for them, and I meant it. However, I blocked out their chatter and laughter, focusing on my runic inscriptions. Getting a better combination of the sigils resulted in more power for less mana. That was the end goal.

      Using spare paper and a pencil, I sketched out different example designs. As I did, different conversations rushed in. My enhanced hearing meant I listened to even a few far off conversations, especially ones where they mentioned my name. One such conversation revolved around a firepit, several soldier’s taking a load off.

      I couldn’t blame them for thinking I was out of earshot. I would've too, but the leveling perk for perception let me hear them. One whispered, "Did you see...What is he called again?"

      "I think...He was a harbinger of calamity? Maybe?"

      "Pshhh, close enough. Did you see his level this morning? It was 221."

      "It was, huh? He’s a lot weaker than that violet alien and Torix. That lich scares me half to death. He looks right through me man. I swear, it’s like he’s reading my mind sometimes."

      "Dude, I totally get that, but like, did you see what level the calamity guy is at now?”

      “Naw.”

      “The guy’s 273 now. Like...What? That’s wild. That girl gained a lot of levels too. It's a shame about her powers, because she’d look pretty good otherwise. Too much baggage, if you ask me.”

      I grimaced as he said that, letting it slide. They continued their talk.

      Several of the others laughed at their friends. One of them snapped, “You’re drunk, mate.”

      The whispering one continued, "Oh, you laugh now. Just wait. He won't even be in the 200's for long. Neither will that friend of his. They’re freaks."

      Another one spoke up without even keeping his voice down, "Yeah, alright Fred. Sure. Next thing you know the calamity drudge will be over level one thousand and brush his teeth with my spine."

      I furrowed my brow. If they kept talking about us, I just might. Unable to tell who said what, I listened as they said, "You don't believe me, why don't you go and check, eh?"

      "I got better things to do in my free time. Besides, he's the Harbinger of Cataclysm, not calamity. If you can't even get his name right, how in the hell can you know his level, eh?"

      "You'll see...And since none of you take my opinion for much, I'm off to bed. I already know tomorrow's going to be even harder than today considering we’re going to have to start closing in the quarantine zone."

      A few of them clinked their mugs. They shouted,

      “About damn time.”

      I pulled myself from the conversation, refocusing onto my task. The difficulty of that amazed me since every word nearby flooded right into my brain. I took a moment before an idea popped into my head. I molded my armor in and onto my ears, blocking out most sound. The quiet hum of silence passed over me, a companion I welcomed after all the distractions.

      I honed in, and after five hours of working, I took a break. I walked out of the base, wanting some time to myself. People swarmed just outside the force’s barricade, so I walked into the quarantine zone for a few minutes. The once eerie calm changed into a welcome serenity. Surrounded by it, I found a crashed car without any bloodstains in or on it.

      I opened the door to sit inside it. As I did, I winced at the backseat. Someone ended up scrambling out of the car after the crash, blood stains streaked towards some unseen place. In the back of the car, a deformed child molded into the leather chair. Dried tears doused its deformed face, its previous humanity undeniable. No matter what it looked like at that moment, it was once a child.

      Closing my eyes, I reached out and crushed the child’s head. My armor drained it as an abyssal fury radiated from my chest and through my mind. Those kinds of situations reminded me of what we fought for. Taking a deep breath, I sat into the cleaned, abandoned car. It lowered as I took a quick glance at my status. I gained one level from the poor person in the back.

      I let out a sigh before examining my stats again. Placing two points into endurance, a notification for the intelligence perk popped up. A weak smile traced my lips. At least something good came out of the situation. As I read the messages, my eyes widened. I took my previous statement back. Something good didn’t happen.

      Something great did.
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      I gawked at the intelligence perk in wonder.

      
        
        [All-Knowing(Intelligence of 100 or more plus Genius and Omniscient unlocked | Note - Only three level 100 perk slots are currently left, so choose wisely.) - Your mind is a trap, a bottomless abyss that swallows everything it sees with absolute clarity. Others walk on this plane with minds muddled. From above, you gaze below and feel pity. What others call a conscious, you call primal. In you they see genius, but in yourself, you know you’ve barely begun.

      

      

      
        
        Learning speed for mental skills doubled once more. Yet another 1/10th of intelligence added to luck. Another 5 mana per point in intelligence | 20 in total, excluding multipliers | Leveling bonuses for intelligence doubled. Photographic memory acquired. Increases mythical skill cap by 1 | 3 Total.]

      

      

      I always left one perk point in reserve in case I unlocked a random perk. Coming in handy, I selected the perk and finalized my choice. An enormous flow of energy arrived from a distant place, and my flesh turned to steel. The arcane bonds in my body condensed into tightly woven knots, like an energy lattice hard as chainmail. This arrived with a sudden, sharp clarity.

      Fuzzy memories crystalized, recent events becoming like videos I could play back over and over. I leaned back, some other memories clearing up. Calculations eased up as well, and I forgot fewer details. At the same time, my use of all my knowledge seemed the same. From what I could tell, intelligence wasn’t as direct as it implied.

      Instead of granting actual acumen, intelligence gave tools. In a way, they made the already smart even smarter, but giving all these abilities to an ignoramus wouldn’t change much. Frowning at the lack of creativity or dynamism, I took heart in the physical bonuses. Learning skills and not forgetting as easily carried plenty of long-term implications too. Maybe I’d never be a genius, but I was ok with that.

      I’d make the most of what I had, and I’d see where that’d take me. Accepting that reality, I opened my menu screens. They didn't disappoint.

      
        
        Level 273 | Attribute Menu

      

      

      
        
        Strength [44.2] | Constitution [36.3] | Endurance [540] | Dexterity [32.8] | Willpower [258] | Intelligence [101.4] | Charisma [29.3] | Luck [54.4] | Perception [30.5]

      

      

      
        
        Daniel Hillside, The Harbinger of Cataclysm | Character Screen

      

      

      
        
        Health - 19,188/19,188 | Health Regen - 3,631/min | Stamina - 9,905/9,905 | Stamina Regeneration - 117/sec | Damage Resistance - 97.5% | Mental Resistance - 97.5% | Physical Power - (+)595% | Damage Increase - 5%  | Evolution: 3.3 Million/256.0 Million

      

      

      
        
        Aura - Oppression | Current Damage: (10,000 + 30% of your health)/minute within a 175 ft radius.

      

      

      The endurance piled up from Obliterator’s bonus attributes and Determinator’s bonus endurance. That gave me absurd health and health regeneration, and stamina no longer limited me despite taking the leveling perks. Those leveling perks kept me well rounded, preventing my crazy build from falling apart at the seams. That insane endurance piled into the other attributes below it, rounding out my stats further.

      All in all, it resulted in an absurd net total to my attributes, even if it wasn’t all allocated perfectly. In fact, I forgot how luck actually gave health and mana. It added a bit of extra health I hadn’t considered. Intelligence grabbed me more health and effective mana as well, making me even more difficult to break. Compared to Kessiah or Torix, I still had a long way to go, but I was catching up.

      Learning some dominion magic may help me out in that regard. With my layout handled, I put my skill points into Genesis of Potential. As I pressed the button, someone knocked on the window of the car. I flinched, being absorbed in my status. Raising my fists in a panic, I found Kessiah rolling her eyes at me.

      Spending time in abandoned cars by myself wasn’t the best idea. I took note of that as she opened up the door before sitting down. The car bent deeper into the limits of its suspension, but at least the tires didn't pop.

      She grinned, "Hey there...We need to talk."

      I glanced around, the sudden closeness making everything awkward. Kessiah glanced out the window, "So here's the thing-" She turned back to me, “Me and you, we don’t get along very much. That’s not really your fault or anything, but I wanted to talk about it for a bit. You know...Clear things up.”

      I crossed my arms, expecting her to throw in a snide comment at me. Kessiah pinched the bridge of her nose, “Ok, so...I get you’re defensive. You have the right to be after everything I’ve said. But to be fair, we ended up getting off on the wrong foot from the start. I think that momentum is still causing friction, and I figured since I’m the oldest, I should stop it.”

      She frowned at me, “So I’m here. You know, stopping it.”

      I furrowed my brow, “Huh. It kind of sounds like you’re making excuses.”

      She dragged a hand down her face, “Great. That’s a great way to start this whole process. You know, I’m not trying to spare myself here, but you’re not making this easy for me.”

      Another whippy comment popped into my head, but I kept it to myself. Maybe she was right.

      She took a breath, “Ok, so, here’s the thing...I thought about everything for a little bit, and I was like, ‘Woah. Me and Daniel really don’t know each other.’ I figured fixing that might, I don’t know, stop us from fighting all the time.”

      Remembering how she pried into my past before, a spike of anger flared in my chest. At the same time, she never used that against me either, so I narrowed my eyes, “You understand that it sounds like you want ammunition against me, right?”

      Kessiah tilted her head, “Yeah, well, since you’re being so agreeable, I’ll go first.”

      I leaned against the car door, “Be my guest.”

      Kessiah leaned against the car window, “You know it already, but I’m a remnant. I was born and raised on a starship, and that made it so that everything was really cramped. I learned a lot about life in those shuttles, and eventually, that’s why I became a mercenary. I can’t really stay anywhere and have a schedule, otherwise someone will try to assassinate me for experience. Your life will be the same if we survive this whole Yawm thing.”

      Knowing how bulky I was, I doubted that. I let her continue though.

      Kessiah coughed into a hand, “Ahem. So, anyways, all that running, not having a home, it put me in a really sour spot. I-I know I'm a cynical jerk sometimes. It’s not one of my best qualities, but it’s something I’ve tried working on. I just know I’m never going to have a class, a home, anything really. I’m stuck scraping the bottom of the barrel, and I am so, so tired of eating scum.”

      That did sound pretty frustrating.

      She shook her hands, “It’s like...In my life, since I was born, I’ve never been able to work towards something permanent. You know, real. Something that’ll stay and keep me grounded. I’m having to bust my ass to make it past today, not for tommorrow, and that just...Gah, I hate it.”

      Kessiah shook her head in disgust, “So I’m kind of projecting those vibes out. Yeah, it’s not the best approach, and I’m, hm...I’m working on it. So there it is. That’s me.”

      I spread out my hands, “What about me gets you all riled up though? You look at me and I can see the frustration on your face. It’s obvious. I’ve felt that since we met.”

      Kessiah winced before peering out of the window. She waved a hand, “You know how I said I had nothing to work towards because I’m a remnant?”

      “Yeah.”

      “The reason for that is because being a remnant means being an unknown. It means bounty hunters, no Schema services, and no way to settle down. You know that you’re in that boat too, right?”

      I nodded, “Yeah. I’m well aware.”

      Kessiah threw her hands up, “So what’s the point in trying so hard? I can’t help but think that when I look at you. You remind me a lot of myself before I had my little bubble burst by reality. You think you’re going to beat it, but you’re not. You don’t know it yet, but there’s a lot more in the way between you and success right now than you think.”

      She scowled, “You want to own a city or even a homestead? Good luck with that. Do you want to enjoy a restaurant in peace? Prepare for knives to get thrown at your throat. You’re never going to have any of that. It’s going to be fighting for the rest of your existence until you die. Doesn’t that just...Rub you the wrong way or something?”

      I leaned onto a hand, “If I’m honest, I haven’t really thought about it.”

      Kessiah sneered, “That doesn’t make any of it any less real. Seeing you try to outdo all of that...It really pisses me off for some reason. It’s probably not the fairest thing ever, but it’s what I’m feeling. So, that’s probably the reason we butt heads all the time.”

      I pointed a thumb back to the camp, “Then why are you so cheery with Althea?”

      Kessiah’s face turned cold and distant. She looked away before taking a deep breath, “Hah...So, I guess I can say this. My family...They've all passed. They were picked apart by mercenaries and the like since I was born. One by one, they dropped. I survived by never making too much of a name for myself. You know, staying out of the limelight.”

      Kessiah leaned into the car seat, the leather hissing as air left it, “My family, well, they did the opposite. We carry this pretty big bloodline, but look at us now. What good did it do us? It’s kind of ironic, but we didn’t actually die to bounty hunters. Other remnants from rival bloodlines fought us down to the last person. And who survived?”

      Kessiah leaned into her hands, “Me of all people. Yeah, not the best person to make it through. But...But here I am...Yay.”

      I should’ve changed the subject, but curiosity got the better of me. I raised a hand, “So what are these bloodlines? I remember you used blood powers when you got angry at Torix. Was it that?”

      Kessiah recoiled as I said those words. She jeered, “That was my bloodline, yeah...You know, that lich has a knack for pulling those powers out of me no matter what I have to say about it. He enjoys it too. Torix just loves making people do what he wants. I’m sure you’ve noticed. He’s a control freak.” Kessiah hit herself, “And I fall for his bull each and every time.”

      A tense quiet passed over us, and I scratched the back of my hair, “You know what? Let’s just drop the subject.”

      Kessiah gave me a hollow grin, “Yeah, let’s do that. Back to the main point. I’m softer on Althea because she reminds me of someone that I was close to before. I can’t help but be soft on her because of that. Capisce?”

      A warmth returned to her eyes as she said that. Taking a moment, I considered her sincerity, and she seemed honest about everything. I raised my brow,

      “You’re not lying. I can tell that much, and I don’t want to fight with you either. Since you’ve told me about you, I’ll try to return the favor. The thing is, I don’t actually have much of a history.”

      Kessiah waved her hands, “Just tell me anything. Right now, I think you’re a punk with a chip on his shoulder. You're as cocky as I’ve seen them come.”

      I laughed, “You...You think I’m cocky?” I gestured to the city around us, “This is my hometown. My pre-system life means nothing, and since coming into this system, I’ve been a monster. Not the good kind either. Cocky? If anything, I’m trying to keep my self esteem above zero right now, alright?”

      I leaned back, “And besides that, I’ve been an unknown since the system started too. It hasn’t made any difference so far. If you think about it, that’s the case with you too. Your family died to other remnants, not their unknown status. You were born with a bloodline too, and from the sounds of it, it’s strong. To me, if anyone has a chip on their shoulder it's you.”

      She stared at me in disgust, “Really? I see you’re taking my peace offering to heart.”

      I recoiled, pulling a hand back, “Ah...Yeah. Sorry....It’s just I don’t think you’re giving me much to work with here. I spawned into a dungeon from the start of the system. I never got a tutorial. I didn’t get help until I left BloodHollow. Since Schema arrived, it’s been one thing after the other. I haven’t had any time to contemplate anything in depth, and my history has been stripped bare.”

      Kessiah’s eyes narrowed, “You were spawned into a dungeon when the system arrived?”

      “Well, yeah.”

      Kessiah’s brow wrinkled, “You shouldn’t have been let out without a bribe or something like that. Most remnants come with their parents to bribe Schema into letting us out of our first dungeon. After that, he doesn’t usually bother us. He gives us a few quests and sends us on our way.”

      “That didn’t happen to me at all.”

      “So Schema just released you?”

      I shrugged, “Look, I understand much less about that AI than you do.”

      Kessiah leaned back, “Maybe. From what I’ve gathered, Schema doesn’t do stuff like that. He tends to be more...cutthroat. You’re lucky your alive at all.”

      “Same to you.”

      Kessiah raised her brow, “Eh, touche.”

      I stared at an elbow spike, “And it isn’t me. I think Schema saw something in this armor, whatever the hell it is.”

      Kessiah reached out, “What’s so special about it?” She flicked it, and a dull ring ebbed through the car. Kessiah’s eyes popped open wide, and she scrambled to the back of the car. She blinked, “Wait a minute...What the hell happened to you?”

      I frowned, “Uhm, nothing?”

      Kessiah grabbed one of my arms and squeezed. My armor bent after a while, and Kessiah’s jaw went slack. She murmured, “How did this armor get so much denser? It’s completely different now.”

      I wiggled the material over my skin, “Remember the evolutions? There’s a reason I aim for them.”

      Kessiah shook her head, “Look, you got a bit better from that, but this...You’re like ten times harder to damage than when we first met. What have you been investing into?”

      I gave her a thumbs up, a smirk on my face, “Only endurance.”

      She waved a hand, “But, you aren’t weak and useless like endurance builds usually are. Those people just want to live forever, but this-” Kessiah gawked at me,  “I’ve never seen someone even half this bulky at your level. Not even close.”

      Right then and there, the way Kessiah looked at me changed. She sat up straighter, and she gave me a begrudging look of respect, “You know what...Maybe I should stop calling you little man. How about little man-ish?”

      I let out a small laugh before raising my hand, “Hah...Ok, sure. I’ll take what I can get.”

      Kessiah smiled, “You know what? Maybe I am playing the victim a bit more than I should. I’ll try to reign it in.”

      I turned my hands to her, “And I’ll try to take what you say a little less seriously. Not everything’s a life and death struggle, right?”

      Kessiah offered me a hand, “Eh, I don’t know. So, are we letting bygones be bygones?”

      I peered at her hand, “Oh, you saw my handshakes from before?”

      Kessiah rolled her eyes, “I’ve hung out with the Force of Iron some. They’re not bad guys, and they know how to party. Anyways, they do this for agreements. I know that much.”

      I reached out and gave her hand a shake, “Alright, sure. It’s water under the bridge.”

      Kessiah’s grin flashed with sharp teeth, “Just how I like my grudges to end. In compromise or death.”

      I smiled, “I’m glad I’m on the compromising part of that.”

      She pushed the door open, ripping it off the metal hinges, “Don’t be so sure just yet.” She gave me a salute, “Cya, little man...Ish”

      She left before I opened my door, stepping out of the car. Kessiah bounced away, a nice pop to her step. Before she got out of earshot, she turned and shouted at me, “Oh yeah, can you talk to Torix and tell him to relax? The guy’s working himself to death. Or out of undeath. Whatever, you get what I mean.”

      I gave her a thumbs up, and Kessiah finished dashing off, the ground bowing beneath her feet. At the same time, her melancholy melted, so I took the conversation as a win. Wondering how Torix held up, I paced back to a patch of canvas tents. Everyone already slept, the full moon offering plenty of light to see with. I followed along a path of the undead, several ghouls standing guard of a suburban home.

      Torix set up shop in it. I walked in, the front door opened. Stepping past the clutter and debris of the wrecked home, I stopped at the basement steps. Torix set up a few runes over the area, giving him a safeguard of traps for his protection. Glowing, dark lasers created a complex array over the door, and several mana gems shimmered in the cinder block stairway.

      I raised a hand to two goofy skeletons, "Yo, can I come in?"

      The skellies stepped to the side before the matrix of darkness dissipated. Pacing into the underbelly of the home, the area’s upkeep transitioned instantly. Unlike most of the nearby houses, this basement exemplified an untouched refinement. A comfortable, warm air flowed inside it, suited to maintain papers and parchment. Several portraits, trinkets, and paintings hung on the walls of the large cellar.

      Torix even laid out a soft, fluffy carpet over the ground. It carried pleasing but alien insignia over it. The charts and graphs lined the stripped walls as well, Torix needing space for them. The surrounding stone gave off a light, earthy smell. The smooth concrete floors stayed dry, the lich having sapped the air of its moisture. He probably did that to maintain his books, but it made the place all the more comfortable.

      With the smell of dry stone lingering, the necromancer himself leaned against a desk, papers spread out across the entire expanse. The desk slanted up, having been dented out of place. Torix rolled a marble up the desk before letting it roll back down to his finger. It made the same sound, over and over. After hearing it a few times, the sound blended into the background of the room, like it was meant to be there.

      Torix ignored me as I entered. I reached behind him before leaning against a nearby wall,

      "You alright?"

      Torix snapped out of it, his head shooting up. He turned towards me, then back at the desk, "Oh. Daniel. I'm sorry about this, ahem, sorry state of affairs. I’m merely letting my mind rest. I’m certain you understand."

      Torix handled all the logistical work for the Force of Iron, organized our routes and supply chains, maintained our scouting, and Torix still found time to talk with people. I crossed my arms, “I know I wouldn’t be able to handle everything like this. It’s a lot to take on.”

      I took a second, thinking of something to take Torix’s mind off of the situation. I pointed at him, “You know what? I was hoping you could show me some dominion magic, if you’ve got the time.”

      Torix sighed, "I would love too, but I'm busy helping organize the mess I made when I maimed Whitley. It was a blunder of mine, one I couldn’t afford to make."

      I frowned, “He was asking for it, but you might’ve gone overboard.”

      Torix grabbed the sides of his head, “It doesn’t make sense. Obviously, he was an example of what would happen if they chose not to follow my orders. For some odd reason, that seems to have demotivated the people here rather than rallied them.”

      I scratched the side of my head, “Uhm...You know, you basically tortured their commanding officer without any warning. People see that, and they get scared of it happening to them. Fear is a powerful motivator, yeah, but it can paralyze too.”

      I turned a hand to Torix, “I don’t think they understand you or why you did all that, so they’re paralyzed. It’s...It’s like walking through a minefield, I guess.”

      Torix threw his hands up, “Precisely. I’ve shown them the mines, so they should avoid them.”

      “They are, but you gotta tell them where the mines are and give them a way of avoiding them.”

      Torix frowned, “Gah...I thought it was obvious.”

      A small smile ran up my lips, “You know, Torix, I get why you prefer minions to soldiers.”

      Torix scoffed, “You almost make it sound as if you’d prefer leading them.”

      I raised my hands, getting a bit antsy, "Woah now, I didn’t mean that. I just know something about humans. That’s all.”

      Torix leaned into his hand, "Perhaps thats the issue. Your species isn’t used to other species commanding them. Perhaps having a human lead them is the answer...Hm.”

      I tapped my chest, letting out a metallic ring, “Yeah, I’m not exactly a model human anymore. I’ve got a few key differences.”

      Torix stood up, “But that might just be what they need. You’re an example of what they could become.”

      I leaned back, wincing a bit, “Torix, I don’t like where this is going.”

      Torix paced back and forth, “You’re not ready, but that’s easily rectified. We simply need to get you established with your public speaking skills. After that, simply using your advanced knowledge of your species-”

      I snapped, “My ‘advanced knowledge’ isn’t impressing anyone but offworlders. Me? I’m not cut out for big speeches or inspiring others.”

      Torix spread his hands, walking closer, “That’s merely what you think of yourself. Oftentimes our perceptions of who we are, they don’t line up with reality. I believe this to be the case.”

      I turned to run out of the basement. Torix lifted his hand, the traps rearming. I squinted at him,

      “Oh...That’s not fair.”

      Torix tilted his head at me, “Life isn’t fair. Undeath isn’t either, but that’s neither here nor there. Getting back on topic, you know, I’ve read quite a few of the novels in these homes. What’s the phrase? Ah yes, all’s fair in love and war. This happens to be the latter rather than the former.”

      I leaned back against the wall of the basement, “Ok, what do you want from me?”

      Torix interlocked his hands behind himself, “I was hoping for you take the position of a vanguard commander. I believe it suits your abilities.”

      “So I’ll relay your orders before running into the enemies?”

      “That is precisely correct.”

      I rubbed my temples, “Ok, I can do that...I guess.”

      Torix sighed, "Ah, thank goodness. That should ease some of the concerns with motivating these members. At least temporarily.” Torix’s eyes dimmed, “As your master, I do wish to apologize for asking so much yet giving so little...I haven’t been able to manage this situation as carefully as I’d have liked too."

      I raised my brow, “How did you think you should’ve handled it?”

      Torix scoffed, “To my estimations, perfectly.”

      “That’s the problem then. Wanting perfection, not what you’re doing.”

      Torix turned towards his charts, “I’m fully aware of that. It is a weakness of mine. I aim for absolute perfection in all cases, but I end up creating less than ideal outcomes because of that drive. It’s what led to the fall of my family. It also led to Alfred abandoning our home.”

      I blinked, “You know, I always wondered what happened to Alfred’s mother. You had to be married, right?”

      Torix waved a hand, dismissing my concern, “Worry not. It was an arranged marriage between nobility. We carried no love for each other, and she died shortly after Alfred’s birth.”

      A silence loomed before Torix’s fire eyes flickered. He sat down into a chair of mana, "Do you know what I was thinking of when I met you?"

      I cupped my chin in a hand, "Uhh...I don't know. It seemed like you were deciding on whether or not to kill me."

      "No, not at all. I was thinking that this was a chance at redemption. I could pass on my legacy, teaching you all I know so that I may pass on without worry. I painted this picture of myself as an immortal, invincible magician that knew everything to facilitate your obediance."

      I gave him a begrudging nod, "Huh. You did a good job then, I think."

      A joyless laugh escaped Torix before he mouthed, "But you have seen the cracks in that picture I painted. I'm not invincible. I make mistakes, and I'm struggling with handling the situation at hand. You know, I was supposed to be the ideal master. I can’t even assist you given your blood magic, and your current trajectory exceeded my own magical learning by leaps and bounds.”

      My face wrinkled in a disgusted surprise, “Wait...Really? Me? Outdoing you? In magic?”

      Torix shrugged, “My aptitude likely beats yours. However, your mana reserves and general durability allows you to circumvent many of the hurdles that mages deal with. For instance, most mages are terrified of internalizing mana. It will quite literally fry their blood. You’re durable enough to tolerate that, however.”

      Torix counted on his bony fingers, “That’s not all, however. Your blood magic allows you to summon mana easily. Your affinities are strong after the incidence with the dimensional tear as well. That grants you flexibility. Your runic knowledge is far beyond anyone I’ve ever seen for your level of exposure. You’re a prodigy in that regard.”

      I peered down at my armor, “Huh...It’s probably this stuff on me.”

      Torix’s fire eyes rolled in his head, “Oh pish posh. That’s foolishness. Everyone is given different opportunities. Most people don’t even see what they’ve been given, let alone actually seizing it. You’re doing a fine job in that regard. It’s my responsibility, as your master, to assist you where I am able. It's just tracking the followers while managing these soldiers-”

      Torix peered off, “It takes its toll, and I can feel my grasp of the situation slipping. I find myself worrying about the consequences for my inadequacies.”

      I waved my hands, “Well, I’m telling you to stop worrying about everything so much. You’re doing plenty. Besides that, we can start clearing territory tomorrow. I got another evolution today, and it’s going to be a long time before I get another one.”

      Torix pushed himself up off his chair, “Perfect. We’ll do so tomorrow, but for now, you wanted some advice on dominion magic, correct? I shall do what I can to show you its inner workings. I could use the distraction, and you are my disciple after all."

      I clapped my hands, “Let’s do it.”

      We walked up the steps of the basement, chatting about the intricacies of dominion magic. We walked outside, heading towards the work station set up amongst the tents nearby. Torix created a new table out of black liquid. I walked in front of it before pressing my weight down on the liquid substance. It held, though ripples gushed over the dark expanse like an ink ocean.

      Instead of supporting my weight, it pushed back at me instead. Torix paced behind the umbral table, and the lich reached up a hand. With a bit of glowing cyan-shaded mana, he created glowing lines while beginning a lecture. With each passing word, Torix lit back to life, his animation and passion for magic surging through more with each passing second.

      The infectious energy left me fascinated with his dense orations, and in time, others came near. The future magicians in the making enraptured themselves in the public lesson. We all shared one thing in common - everyone scrambled to apply the concepts Torix elaborated on. It was difficult but doable because Torix spoke like he read from a textbook.

      The information conveyed quicker than I could absorb it, but my new intelligence perk fixed that issue entirely. The poor guys and gals beside me scrambled out notes while I etched in runes on my torn skin. While the information stored in my brain, using it proved to be a different story. Breaking the barrier into applying my newfound knowledge mystified me, the puzzle becoming a true enigma.

      Torix mentioned everyone gained a fluid control of their affinity given time. Being impatient, I tried a different approach. I changed my mentality while summoning the mana. I kept that in mind as Torix turned the lesson back towards augmentation. He taught everyone new runic combinations, each of them wild and different. The odd incantations suited him, but I preferred my own enchantments.

      Mine weren’t better per say, they just suited me and my situation more. Even if I didn’t use the runes as Torix presented them, knowing the sigils offered me new tools for mixing and matching as I saw fit. They’d never replace my original inscriptions, but they could make them better.

      And that’s just what they did. Before the sun was up, I improved quite a bit on my current formulas. After doing that, I helped a few of the other soldiers with learning the runes. Torix did the same, and we got a few people familiarized with the alphabet for them. Those night shift members went to sleep as a sunrise peaked over the horizon. Torix and I remained awake and ready to go.

      Having a few more minutes before I had to leave, I asked Torix if there  any common breakthroughs I could use for gaining tree points. He knew of many for dominion magic, but they offered little practical use to me. They facilitated his thought process, not mine. That stopped much carryover from the exercise, which I found disappointing. Despite the letdown, I expected something like that.

      Skills, in general, seemed almost tailor-made to each person. Schema took a highly personal approach to the process, and that made teaching anything specific almost impossible. Torix kept his lectures centered on broad concepts for that reason. Either way, talking about the sigils helped me understand them. Immersing myself in the study and hearing some new perspectives made all the difference in the world.

      A few hours after dawn, I developed a whole new runic set for my forearms, shins, and palms. As I started walking off, Torix snapped his fingers, destroying the black table and markings that floated in the air. The lich turned to me,

      "I do wish to thank you for this. I truly needed a break from all the tedium of these past days, and this was truly helpful in that regard."

      I waved, "Don't mention it. Just make sure to repay the favor by keeping us alive when we head out."

      Torix stood tall, “Oh, I most certainly shall.”

      As I turned around, Torix put a hand on my shoulder. I turned, “What’s up?”

      Torix peered off before meeting my eye, “I have devoted many hours to studying this disease that afflicts these people. I understand its biology and how it manifests along with how to stop its transmission. However-”

      My stomach sank as Torix peered down, “I don’t believe there is a cure. I will continue my research, but-”

      I pushed his hand off my shoulder, “Hey, don’t worry about it. You did what you could, right?”

      Torix gave me a piercing stare, trying to find something. I held down a wave of mixed emotions before he gave me a nod. The lich said, “No one deserves this, and I am sorry for what happened. Deal with it as you must as there is no template on grief.”

      I waved a hand, “Don’t worry about it. I’ll be fine.”

      I told myself that more than I told him. As I walked off, I stumbled into a car before shaking off another wave of emotions. I couldn’t get a firm grip on it as the sensations contrasted so much. The most prevalent emotions were grief and loss. Losing Michael and Kelsey would be like losing the last members of my family. Even if we left each other on poor terms, that fact would never change.

      I would miss them. Dearly.

      However, another emotion hit me and without cause: relief. It left me disgusted at myself. How could I feel easier from their ends? It made me sick to my stomach to even think about, and yet the feeling still lingered, undeniable and jarring like a rotting tooth. I knew they’d pass after seeing them in the stasis pods, but Torix’s news made it solid and real.

      And final. I wouldn’t need to explain to them what I was doing or have them judge who I’d become. If they survived, they’d learn I helped cleanse Springfield, and based on our last conversation, they’d blame it all on me. Why couldn’t I save everyone? Why couldn’t I fix this absurd situation? I lacked any real answers, and they’d expose that along with every mistake I’ve made.

      Considering how hard beating these zombies already was, I couldn’t afford to take on anymore burdens. That included the harsh arbitration of old friends. Still, I couldn’t help but deem those feelings as evil. Their lives were more important than my hypothetical mood or emotions. I knew that, but I didn’t feel it. A part of me hated myself for that, and that sat in my chest like a burning coal in my hands.

      Trying to think of anything eIse, I wondered at Torix. It turned out that even immortal liches still had feelings and problems. In the end, everybody shared at least one thing in common - we were all just trying to get by, and I wasn't outside of that either. I walked back towards Althea’s tent. Before walking in, I gave myself a few light slaps to try and get myself out of my funk.

      I could do this. I would do this. I must.

      I paced in finding the death knights still stationed right where I left them. I pointed outside the tent, “At ease, death knight people.”

      They walked off in a straight line, a little comical given their dark and brooding appearances. Their marching woke up Althea who grumbled, "Ah...I’m so tired...Is that the sun? Ah. It’s attacking me today. Make it stop,"

      She swatted her hands at the rays of light leaking in from the tent’s entrance, “Go away...Back. Back.”

      I needed that so badly right then. I smiled while putting my hands on my hips, “You ready to rip some zombies apart?"

      After a long yawn, she replied, "Did you even sleep?"

      "Nope. Not a bit. Come on, we got to move."

      Leaving her tent, I walked towards one of the workbenches near the center of the camp. The entire place was buzzing with life. Troops carried supplies, scarfed down their breakfasts, and some bent away from light and noise with tired eyes and heavy heels. They might’ve had a little too much fun the night before. One drill sergeant walked back and forth to each tent, shouting each member awake.

      The sergeant passed me without saying a word. Off in the distance, Kessiah hobbled up with her hair all frazzled. She looked like she'd slept in the back of a car instead of a bed. When she reached us, Kessiah snapped,

      "You know, I usually have Torix make me a bed before I go to sleep everyday. Thanks a lot for taking my bed maker."

      I gave her a mocking bow, "My pleasure."

      Althea bounced over, her steps light as air. Despite her elegance, Althea frowned with groggy eyes and slumped shoulders. Althea peered around, “I slept so hard...Why am I even more tired now that I woke up?”

      Kessiah frowned, “I just didn’t sleep enough.”

      Feeling great, I couldn’t share in the conversation. In my case, the need to sleep lingered as a fuzzy memory more than a driving force. I recalled it with clarity, but that paled in comparison to experiencing it in realtime. Well rested or not, the fighting took its toll on Althea and even Kessiah some. The remnant slapped Althea’s back, and Kessiah smiled,

      "Hey, cheer up missy. You have a whole day of bloodletting ahead of you."

      Althea sighed, "Yeah...I know."

      I raised an eyebrow, "Would you rather do something else or-"

      Althea peered off, "It's not that. I'm just not used to this yet. It's going to take some time to adjust to this much...killing, I guess. Assassinations and mercenary work was nothing like this."

      Kessiah frazzled Althea’s hair while grinning. The remnant scoffed, "Get used to it toots. You ready, Harbinger?"

      I clasped and released my fists in repetition, “Always.”

      Kessiah pointed off towards another section of the city, "We’re actually taking territory today, according to Torix. Daniel, you’ll be the vanguard while we’ll be the primary support."

      I bent down and dashed off, “Good. Let’s go.”

      We ran towards the barricade before passing the soldiers. Each of us leaped over the actual barriers there, the soldiers giving us a battle roar as we left. This would be the first day we struck back, so everyone swelled with excitement. Having adapted to this lifestyle, I appreciated the power that came from the slaughter. Instead of looking at it like I killed my old town, I chose to believe something else.

      I let the dead rest.

      In that mindset, we began stripping the ground and salting the earth, so to speak. Using Oppression, I walked over the suburban areas near the barricade. The yellowed creatures and strange fauna crumbled after a few minutes of exposure. Any leftover mutants crawled out of the houses and homes, letting us harvest all the experience here too. After killing the minions, my armor sapped up the remains and trotted off.

      From patch to patch, we took out section after section of infected territory. We left behind dark, gray ash without any life lingering. I’d of felt guilty under normal circumstances, but the life here spawned from the corpses of my neighbors. That eased the sting as Oppression sterilized the dirt and annihilated the encroaching forest of yellow. This sped up our killing of the mutants, our clearing gaining efficiency with each patch we expunged.

      Smoother than a knife slitting a throat, we went about our business. The blood and guts and bodies would've piled high behind us if not for my armor. I thanked it for keeping everything clean, even if an ashen wasteland was all it left behind. That bested the alternative as scenes of bloodshed and horror still dotted the overgrowth.

      Cars rammed into half formed zombies, littering the streets and homes. Kitchens had the corpses of children in their parents arms, each of them slaughtered by infected family. In a way, the culling of Schema’s tutorial lessened the impact here. Without as many bodies, the mutants would’ve dispersed further and wider than they had. Instead, they locked into Springfield, and we'd be fighting thousands more zombies than we already were.

      But we still faced hundreds of them. As we did, the sun beamed down from overhead, the shadows around us darkening. Just past midday, we finished Torix’s quota to clear ten blocks. According to the force’s estimates, over fourty equally large sized segments remained. Not wanting to spend over a month on this, the three of us kept going after our stopping point.

      We figured why not? None of us were tired yet, so there wasn't really a reason to cease.

      That was the case for us alone, since the Force of Iron struggled to keep up. Oppression enabled a far faster clear rate than the soldier’s ever imagined. Their estimates piled up to a sum of years, not weeks, so every bit of their supply chain struggled. Moving the barrier machines inward, resetting barricades, and adjusting logistical lines, it all overwhelmed them.

      If not for Torix, they’d never have made it. The experienced necromancer proved himself as their savior in that regard. He used over a hundred large summons and undead minions to help out. They moved and carried supplies. Each undead kept soldiers safe, facing off against straggling zombies. The underlings even offered magical utilities, the ghouls dishing out elemental magic when necessary.

      They cooled generators and engines. They used mana for powering machines if batteries gave out. All of this further compounded by Torix’s organizational skills. He got everyone into a chat group using Schema’s system. He put everyone into different chat groups with commanders for each bunch of soldiers. This turned the disorderly bunch into a well oiled machine, everyone moving with purpose and without ignorance. Without Torix’s intervention, the project would’ve been delayed time and time again.

      But Torix was there, and our progress disregarded all former expectations.

      By the end of the day, the sun hovered towards the horizon, streaks of orange painting the sky in color. Long shadows stretched off cars and buildings, an afternoon setting in as we neared some restaurants. At that point, I shut down Oppression. We discovered early on that any place with food swarmed with the mutants. Oppression aggroed several dozen at once, and we used that to our advantage for the most part.

      However, at one point, I got a pack of over fifty running at us at once. Unable to hold them back, they swarmed Althea, and Kessiah saved her. Our overleveled remnant ended up taking all the experience, which defeated the purpose of clearing the zombies out in the first place. Wanting to make the most of this process, we handled patch after patch so we missed none of the valuable experience.

      After that, I cleared out the fungal spores and morphed the ecosystem with Oppression. Approaching the buildings with that in mind, we neared the first series of restaurants. The scent of burning meat floated in the wind, and we all skulked by several scorched bodies. Those bodies burned in several spots, some acid spread over other monsters. It was the first signs of survivors we’d seen since we began cleasning the area.

      Enthusiastic and hopeful, I snuck past two restaurants with charred bodies near them too. In the distance, the clattering sounds of pans and gunfire ebbed into the distance. I got near the echoes before a hand planted onto my shoulder. I turned, finding Kessiah staring down at me. She whispered,

      “I know you want to help them, but they’re attracting a lot of attention to themselves. Let’s hope they survive and move on.”

      I grimaced, “You’re serious? We’re going to let them die?”

      Kessiah shrugged, “Fine. It’s up to you.”

      I blinked, peering at the scene of action. Several zombies swarmed into a cheap chinese buffet, tearing glass and flipping tables. A group of survivors shot and fought inside, unseen but not unnoticed. I rubbed my temples, thinking for a second. If we went off course and a follower found us, we might all die. That realization arrived with a deep unease.

      Saving these people would help me feel better about myself in the moment, but could I afford to handle the consequences if the situation fell apart? The answer was no. I’d be risking many lives by running in, far more than my own. Sensing how important the task was on my shoulders, I took a breath,

      “Ok...Let’s leave them.”

      Before we left, Althea jumped over our heads. She flew over towards a street pole and landed on it. Firing her cannon, Althea offered supportive fire before I ran up with her. I turned to Kessiah, “Let’s make this quick.”

      Kessiah looked away while sticking her tongue out in distaste, “Gah, we’re going to get killed here.”

      I ran up to a side entrance, staying out of Althea’s line of fire. After shoving a metal door off its hinges, I stampeded into the kitchen of the restaurant. Pots and pans spattered with congealed blood, and flies swarmed around decayed food. Mutants cleaned the maggots left by those flies, having swallowed that sustenance a while back.

      I paced deeper, finding the restaurant’s dining area. Every ornament the owner hung up looked expensive, but even a little abuse from the elements exposed the cheap pieces' origins. That mix of thrifty ornaments and decaying mush created the backdrop for a fight and slaughter. The walls and floor smothered in dried blood and yellow gunk. Some of the fluids still steamed, the liquid mass fresh and disgusting.

      The spills came from the back corner of the restaurant where a group of survivors fought. Wearing gas masks, two guys stood at the front with two girls behind them. Another woman situated herself behind an overturned table nearby. The guys carried crude shields made of rebar laden concrete. They slammed those chunks into the zombies, causing the mutants to stumble away.

      While they fumbled, the girls unloaded clip after clip of gunfire into the fumbling monsters. The girl hiding jumped out after while the monsters struggled with the damage. She sliced the exposed insect core before retreating back to safety. While not neat or tidy, the survivor’s pure, unbridled pragmatism yielded results. Several zombies laid wasted on the ground, unable to move. A pile of charred bodies also lingered in the side of the restaurant.

      Even as I admired them, their limits became clear. The two shield carriers poured with sweat, their breaths growing ragged as they approached exhaustion. The woman behind them only had a few clips of ammo left. Only the hiding woman readied herself for more spawns. Considering she took the least brunt from the situation, that made sense.

      I ran up as the gunners pressed their backs against a wall. My runes roared out with augmentation energy, and I narrowed my eyes at the two monsters closest to the shield bearers. I grabbed a six legged, massive dog, and I lifted it over head. It looked down, its mouth opening with two bottom jaws. Its yellow hide gave way to a hive of insects writhing in its entrails.

      They poured over me, the bugs trying to crawl under my skin and into my mouth. Wires of my armor sliced them to mush and soaked in the dying slush. At the same time, I heaved the massive pooch down onto one of my knees. Its spine shattered, and I jammed my hands into its belly. Spines of my armor reached out and sliced it to pieces before I stood up, gouging its guts out.

      I let out a growl as I stomped its skull with all my might. Mana molded off my shin, a burst of augmentation flaring. My thigh strained as the tile floor cracked in several places. Stepping over the monster, a ball of decayed human heads howled at me. It hovered off the ground, each mouth wailing. Several harpoons gouged holes in the beast, its yellow and red tears forming several tendrils.

      Those shifting strands sliced at me. I covered my face, my armor molding into a series of sharpened blades over my shoulders, arms, and legs. The whipping tendrils sliced themselves to tatters before I reached out my hands. Rolling the yellow, gunky wires in my palms, I got a good grip before swinging the ball of heads into the tile ground. My hands sizzled, the tongue acidic.

      It didn’t matter. I held firm. I let out another grunt as the skulls clapped on the tile ground, more cracks spreading out. I lifted my head and shouted as I stomped the heads in. They splattered everywhere, the shield wielders blocking the debris with their barriers. I peered at them, making sure none of them pointed their weapons at me. They didn’t just yet, so I peeled my helmet back and stated,

      “We’re here to help. Kill them and move.”

      They gawked at me, frozen in place. None of them wore heavy armor, just plain, brown leather covering them. It stopped teeth and nails, but not much else. The metal of my helmet flowed back into place, and another monster ran at me. The sickly, deformed lump clustered over, several humans molded together into a mass.

      I heaved myself against it, tackling it with all I had. It shoved me back before the two shield bearers helped me out, pushing my back. A clip of ammo splintered the monster’s many faces, and the rogue in the back darted forward. The mass of meat found her, and it whipped a limb on its back towards the rogue’s head. As the rogue’s eyes widened in fear, I reached out an arm and grabbed the incoming limb.

      I stopped the attack. Taking advantage of the opening I offered, the rogue reached up and split the lower arm of the creature. I jerked it back, tearing the tail off. A shard of bone exposed itself to the air before I drove the arm bone back into the beast. The rogue woman spun in place, heel kicking in a spiral. Her foot drove the arm deeper into the monster. She turned on her feet once more and slit a tendon in the monster’s legs.

      It collapsed forward while I pulled my knee up. The monster’s mushy clump of heads clapped against my knee, flopping its faces up. While in the open, the rogue woman passed in front of me, slitting where the throat was. A red ribbon appeared in front me, and I drove my arm into mass’s insides. Jerking my arm back, I tore its guts out. The rogue woman cartwheeled through the air, shearing the hanging organs and entrails from my grasp.

      A hollow space formed in the ribs. I grabbed those ribs, and once more, the rogue woman sliced along the beast’s torso. I pulled the monster’s ribcage open at the same time, splitting it open wide. Flipping over the monster’s back, the rogue sliced through its spine, splitting the beast in two. I followed up, stepping into the monster’s lower half and under its upper torso. Spines of my armor split out and sliced up, gouging it apart.

      As it died, I soaked in the flesh, fueling my armor. In seconds, it disintegrated. The people behind us marveled before another zombie crashed in through a window. It dove towards the side of a shield bearer, aiming for his neck. I turned on the balls of my feet, pressing my palm against the zombie. It gurgled out blood onto the floor before I slammed its face into the tiles.

      Fractures ebbed from the tiles, and I grabbed the monster’s bottom jaw. It bit down, its teeth breaking before I ripped the maw out. Clasping it again, I grabbed the upper ridge of its mouth, ripping out, exposing its nasal cavity. With a whipping kick, the head clopped against the wall, the skull cracking. Althea shot a hole through another of the zombie's heads before another darted in through a window.

      Glass clattered against the ground before I charged through several tables. Another spear shot past my head, stabbing through another fleshy abomination. Guts ripped out, Althea using a spear covered in pricking needles. A pack of the zombies crashed into the shield wielders, and I tackled straight into the spawns. Aiming to pull them away, I kept my arms wide.

      My armor slit hooks into them, and I used my momentum to carry them off. We crashed into the restaurant's wall, crumbling into a pile. The wall caved but still held up. Before they could recover, I pulled my fist back and roared as I crushed a zombie’s spine with a heavy fist. I grabbed the cord of bone, wrenching it out with the ribs still attached. My helmet chomped into the head of the creature, killing it.

      A zombie pulled itself from the wall and dashed towards a shieldsman. Before it escaped my grasp, I tore the spine in my hands in half before stabbing the ribs into the running zombie. The bones sliced into the monster, pinning it against the wall. I kept turning, my feet sliding on the floor. I let my hand swing around as I grabbed the skull of another chasing zombie. I pulled it off its feet as I spun, slamming the head of the creature right into the head of the pinned zombie.

      Brains and blood and bone exploded as the skulls crumbled in my hand. With a quick thrust of my arm, I pierced the freshly slammed body, pulling out an insect core. My armor devoured it before a spray of bullets shot over my head. One of the marksmen at the back whimpered, “I’m sorry.”

      I frowned, “Don’t worry about it. Focus.”

      Althea killed two more zombies, but her shots paused from her reloading. I charged forward, ducking low. A weaker zombie reached me, its body thin and tall like interconnected, rotting sausages. The petal bug landed on its head, and when it reached me, I shot my arm upwards.

      My fingers wrapped around its head like metal claws. They dug into its skin as I pulled it up and off the ground. I pulled my other arm back before whipping it forward. The slender monster followed. I turned my torso, dragging the monster's head into the ground. Like a balloon full of blood, the monster's skull popped against the ground as I crushed it.

      It splattered over me in a drenching rain. Another spawn fumbled towards me. From my lunged position, I pressed my heels into the ground. My runes revved to their utmost, eating through my health. My fist built momentum before I drilled an uppercut straight through the monster, pulling the core out of it. A mist of blood and hailstorm of organs flopped down before I jerked my arm back.

      The body fell to the ground before I pulled the core up. My helmet indulged in the delicacy, the zombies slowing down after that. It made me guess at just how sentient they were. I couldn't help but wonder if they could feel fear. I intended on finding out. I charged forward with another hail of bullets unloading at the zombies to my side.

      The clanking of two dropped guns landed on the ground. Out of ammo, they brandished sharpened machetes. The last zombie came up towards me. The skull of a woman had split in half, teeth reaching out of each side of her opened head. Her legs had reformed into a four legged platform. Her arms were whipped around as spiny tendrils. They wrapped around me before pulling me towards her.

      Once in range, my armor grinned with a sinister crimson leaking from between my helmet’s teeth. As if sensing my lack of fear, the fleshy whips around me loosened. My helmet chomped into it, tearing it apart as my armor shot out needles, absorbing the creature. The monster shook, struggling to shake me off. I held tightly to it as it struggled. It tried stabbing me, pulling itself off, even vomiting onto me.

      It quit squirming after a while, and I consumed it from top to bottom. Blood squirted in every direction, making the floors slick with red. The creature stopped its struggle before I lifted it outward. My armor shot needles into it, absorbing its remaining corpse. Taking a minute, I looked around. The survivors gazed on in horror, and I winced. I took a moment, clearing my head from my frenzy.

      Staring up, the blood smothering me soaked into my armor. I raised a hand to the survivors, “One minute.”

      I walked back and forth between the bodies, draining them of vitality. I repeated the process on body parts and the larger pools of blood as well. By the time I finished, the building looked much like it had before, decrepit and ruined. That improved on the messy butcher shop aesthetic it had before. Althea and Kessiah walked in behind me before the group of five people gazed at us.

      Their hands and legs shook, the experience shaking them. Their pale faces sunk into gaunt, skeletal frames as if they wasted away. I glanced back and forth at them before noticing two faces I'd seen before. One of the shield bearers walked up, and the rogue woman did as well. As they did, I pulled my helmet back and smiled at them.

      I spread out my hands, “What are you two doing here? I thought you’d had enough blood and guts in BloodHollow.”

      Having survived since our escape from that dungeon, David scratched his cheek. He still seemed a bit nervous at seeing me. Stacy oozed more confidence, and she put her hands on her hips with daggers in hand. She gave me a genuine smile,

      “I would’ve thought the same for you...But here we are.”
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      They stood still, not making a move. I lifted my hands up, “The mutant zombie things are gone guys. We’re good to relax.” I peered out the shattered window at the desolate landscape, “For now. We should get out of here.”

      I turned, waving a hand, “Follow me.”

      Stacy walked up, a swagger in her steps. She kept her chin high, “Why do you think we’re going to die here? We were fine before you guys showed up. I’m sure you saw all the mutants we killed.”

      I gestured around them, “You were an inch away from being overwhelmed just now.”

      Stacy’s eyes narrowed, “We were fine.”

      I frowned, “You? Maybe. Your shield bearers? They were this close to dying. If they fall, then the two ladies behind them fall right after.”

      Stacy frowned back at me, “So you’re saying we needed your help again?”

      I dragged a hand down my face, “What’s going on here, exactly? Where’s this animosity coming from?”

      David walked up, a bit sheepish. He placed a hand on Stacy’s shoulder and said, “Hey, Stacy...That was a close call. We’ve gotten plenty of kills today, but we should sit down and handle our statuses.”

      Stacy gave him a glare, and David flinched. He took a step back from her, silenced from the stare alone. Peering at David, I raised a brow, “You aren’t handling your statuses as you go?”

      Their eyes widened while David gawked at me, “What? They’re permanent changes. We have to think them through. Investing points without thinking first is just...Stupid.”

      I scoffed, “Really now? You know, if you all took some time to invest points between fights, your group would’ve fought those enemies without facing death.”

      David peered off. Stacy glared at me, “We’re thinking about the long-term here. We’re not stuck in some cave over our heads like last time.”

      I raised a brow, “Huh. Really?” I looked over at the group, “You all would’ve died here without our help. There’s no ‘long-term’ if you’re all dead. You understand that, right?”

      Those behind Stacy trembled, their mortality rushing over them. Stacy stayed tall and defiant. She stuck her chin up, “Yeah, ok. Sure. Thanks for the help, but we can handle this from here.”

      I tilted my head at the people standing behind her, “You guys can come with us, if you like. We’re with the Force of Iron, and they’re supplying people with guns, shelter, and protection. You guys are more than welcome to join.”

      David coughed into a hand, “Er, so, I think we should do that, Stacy. I told you we should’ve done that earlier, actually.”

      Stacy turned, a wild look in her eye, “I already had this talk with you. We’re not going to them. We don’t need them. They’ll take our experience and a share of the loot. I can handle this, and easily. You just need to trust me.”

      Stacy turned to David, “Unless you can’t...Are you saying you can’t trust me?”

      David peered off, “I-I didn’t say that. Whatever you want. We’ll stay here then.”

      I stepped up, “Well, that depends a lot on what you guys want to do.” I peered down at Stacy, one and a half heads taller than her. I raised a brow, “Look, Stacy, it sounds like you’re putting them in a tight spot. Don’t do that. Not while I’m around. Understood?”

      I put my hands on my hips, peering down at her. Stacy turned up to me, and the others behind her cowered in fear. They got a distance away before I looked at them. I said, “Guys, I don’t know why you’re all so scared of-”

      From the corner of my vision, a dagger popped up right in front of my eye. It was fast, fast as Althea. I couldn't dodge, but I shut my eyes and shifted my armor. The crystalline dagger sunk an inch into my eyesocket before the blade caught on my closing helmet. I jerked my hand up with a snatch, grabbing Stacy’s wrist. With a quick squeeze, I crushed the bones in her arm.

      Stacy screamed before mana charged into my runes. Wielding the rush of strength, I threw her into a wall. With my free hand, I pulled out the bit of glass from my eye before flicking it away. It clattered on the tile floor as I turned towards the horrified group. They all froze up at us both like a pack of prey animals. Turning back to Stacy, I found her glaring up at me with a look of bloodthirsty rage. There wasn’t remorse, guilt, or doubt in her eyes.

      I grimaced at her, pulling the situation together. I seethed, “You...You just tried to kill me in cold blood...You didn’t even hesitate.” I walked over, “You’ve killed people before, haven’t you?”

      Stacy’s eyes widened as she hugged her shattered arm close. She snapped, “What do you know? Ever since we left BloodHollow, everything has gone to shit. Everything. We can’t even sit down without having monsters grabbing people out of our homes. We lost everyone. Everything. I’m the only person trying to get us out of that situation. I’m the only one.”

      Remembering how Kelsey and Michael reacted to the systemization, I closed my eyes. This situation played out with the same kind of disillusioned madness. I spread out my hands, “So because you lost everyone, you decided you can just kill people? People like me?”

      Stacy snarled, “People like you? I see that purple name of yours. You’re not a person. You’re just another monster like everything else in this system. I wouldn’t gain levels from killing a person, but I would from killing you.”

      A subtle hunger passed over her face as I narrowed my eyes at her. It blipped by in a second, but it stuck out to me. After a second of thought, I blinked in surprise, “Wait...No way. You thought I would be easy experience points? Me?”

      Like a child caught stealing candy, Stacy peered away with her cheeks flushed. I peered down at her in disappointment, “I pulled you two out of BloodHollow, and that’s how you repay me? Killing me for experience?” I shook my head in disgust, “What the hell happened to you all?”

      David spoke up from behind us, “Look around you man. This situation isn’t the best. We’re doing what we’ve had to do. We’re just surviving, so please, Daniel, don’t hurt her anymore-”

      I winced, “Hurt her? She just tried to murder me in cold blood. She’s murdered other people too. That doesn’t bother you?” David’s defense collapsed, and he stepped back. I gazed at Stacy, “If anything, I want to get rid of you completely. Letting you live is a risk I’m not sure I’m willing to take.”

      Stacy’s expression deadened, and her anger evaporated. A heavy atmosphere passed over everyone present, the gravity of the situation hitting their group like a ton of bricks. Stacy stammered, “I-I didn’t mean it. I was scared. I just wanted to keep my group safe. That’s all I’ve ever wanted. You get that, right?”

      David spoke up, “Please, Daniel. It was a lapse in judgment. It’s not that big a deal. Can you just let it go.”

      I pinched the brow of my nose before gawking at him, “You can’t be serious, right? What kind of topsy turvy world am I in right now? You both know who I am, and I’ve saved your lives. Twice. I even offered to be an escort to get you all out of here.” I gawked down at Stacy, “And you tried to kill me to gain levels? Do any of you know what that means or do I have to spell it out for you?”

      I turned to David and the others. My voice rose, “She’s a murderer, and she just tried to become a serial killer. Do any of you even care, or did you all decide that as long as she protects you, anything else she does is fine and dandy?”

      They turned their eyes away, unable to meet my gaze. My face gnarled up like old roots, “Well, it looks like you all forgot that killing monsters and being them are different things.”

      Althea and Kessiah walked up, and Kessiah wore a wide grin on her face. The remnant walked up to Stacy. Kessiah smirked down, “I heard everything. So this is the wild one that tried to kill you?”

      Althea’s smile dampened. Stacy opened her mouth, but Kessiah kicked her. The soft kick broke hard ribs, and Kessiah jeered, “I wasn’t talking to you, honey.”

      I rubbed my temples, “Look, if I’m honest here, I don’t know what to do. I...I don’t want to kill her, but I don’t want her stabbing me in the back in the future either.”

      Kessiah shrugged, “We have plenty we can do, so there’s no need to cut the situation down to two options like that. We could throw her to these mutants, tie her down and watch her starve, maybe even hand her to Torix. He’s a lich and necromancer, so he’ll find a use for her.”

      Kessiah’s grin grew malevolent, “Trust me.”

      Kessiah took the situation on without any worries while I held down a deep sense of anxiety. In this situation, I responded to what happened off impulse, but I didn’t consider much. Kessiah kept herself grounded, so I tried doing the same. I frowned, “Will he use her for necromancy or something?”

      Kessiah tilted her head at Stacy, looking her over. Kessiah leaned down, “Probably, but that’s not the only thing he can do. See, Torix has a lot of different experiments he likes to run. He always needs test subjects, and trash like this deserves nothing better.”

      Stacy glared up at Kessiah. Our remnant smiled down, and with that smile, Kessiah scoffed, “You don’t think I know what you’ve done?” Kessiah leaned right beside Stacy’s ear. The remnant whispered,

      “Three.”

      Cold sweat dripped down Stacy’s face. Kessiah mouthed a few words, and from where I stood, I could tell Kessiah spoke out names. David peered at Stacy in horror. David’s hands trembled as he gasped, “You...You killed three people? I thought you took down Nathan because he tried to force himself on you. What about the other two?”

      Stacy tried saying something, but Kessiah clamped her two fingers together. A magical pulse slammed Stacy’s mouth shut. The remnant turned to us, “She’ll speak nonsense, but my status has told me everything I need to know. She’s wanted for 30,000 credits, and they have the names for each person killed on the bounty. Schema has some pretty lenient self defense charges in his lawbook too, so whatever she’s told you is a lie.”

      Kessiah tilted her head to Stacy, “You know, you’re not the sharpest tool in the shed, are you girlie? Schema knows everything about you. He counts each time you breathe and each time your heart beats. How long did you think this little charade was going to last? Until you killed everyone? Pshhhh.”

      Kessiah spread her arms to me, “You know what? Don’t send her into Torix. Kill her and get the reward. Why not have at it. You know, pay her back for trying to kill you.”

      My stomach sank, the idea of actually killing someone weighing on me. It was like I swallowed an anchor. I took a step back, “I...We shouldn’t. I don’t have to, and she should have a jury or something. Right?”

      Kessiah rolled her eyes, “But it's a waste. She’s valuable experience and credits. You’re dishing out justice the good old Schema way - by killing it dead. So go be the living guillotine that Schema wants you to be.” Kessiah pushed my back, and I stumbled up to Stacy. Standing over her, Kessiah seethed,

      “Go ahead, big boy. Kill her.”

      My hands trembled as a pit of anger formed in my chest. Kessiah was proving a point at my expense, and I didn’t appreciate it. I took a few breaths before Kessiah walked over and put a hand on my shoulders. She pointed at Stacy, and Kessiah said,

      “Think long and hard about what she’s done. She stole from people without mercy. She’s lied to her friends. She’s turned into a monster who just wants more and more levels and resources. That’s why she tried killing you. She’s not unique either. Some people end up like that. They survive the system’s fallout, and they end up becoming demons in the flesh.”

      Kessiah pointed at me, “And here’s the thing, kiddo. If you let her live, you should know something. Anyone else she kills is blood on your hands. That’s right - by letting her go, you’re putting other people at risk. It’s a crazy concept, but yeah, tough choices are a thing.” Kessiah turned around and shrugged,

      “But hey, it’s your decision. I don’t really care. This isn’t my hometown, my planet, or even my species, right? I should leave it up to you to stand up for your high and mighty ideals. Go ahead and prove this place isn’t some backwater hellhole. This is the perfect time for it.”

      While Stacy grimaced up at me, Kessiah’s words tumbled in my mind. Whether I liked Kessiah or not, that didn’t change whether she was right or wrong. In this case, her experience shined through; she broke down the entire situation with her sarcastic, cynical flair. Peering down at Stacy, I remembered the monsters that Yawm turned people into. Unlike them, Stacy didn’t need a metamorphosis to become something abominable.

      She already was a demon.

      Turning to David and the others, I winced. They hid behind her out of fear for their lives. At first, I thought that stemmed from a legitimate worry about Stacy’s wrath, but that wasn’t the case. They defended Stacy to save their own skins, a pitiful and cowardly thing to do. As I frowned at them, I couldn’t blame them for it.

      They barely exceeded level one hundred, with only David getting to 112. On the other hand, Stacy was relentless with her leveling. Even without fancy armor like me, she still achieved a very respectable 188. Considering most of the Force of Iron hovered in the mid fifties to sixties, Stacy grabbed at achievements with a feverish pace. Unfortunately, she forgot to keep her humanity as she gained her glory.

      Remembering the brutality and losing consciousness at one point, I flinched. I might be carrying a bounty too, so I turned to Kessiah and said, “Hey. Can you tell if I killed anyone?”

      Kessiah looked through the restaurant, “I can tell, and you haven’t. If you keep using that aura, it’s only a matter of time though. You’ve scraped me plenty of times, but other people aren’t so tough...Or forgiving.”

      Gazing down at Stacy, I sighed, “I don’t think I’ll be able to kill you with my bare hands.”

      Stacy sighed with relief before I grabbed her leather pads. I pulled her into the air with a single arm. She narrowed her eyes at me before slicing with her other, unbroken arm. I slapped her dagger away. It clattered onto the floor while Stacy tried kicking me. I frowned at her,

      “Do you think I have to do the killing here? I’m taking you back to Torix and the Force of Iron for your own little trial. We’ll see what they put a serial killer through.”

      She froze in place before I flicked her forehead. Her head whipped back, her eyes glazing over. I took a second, channeling augmentation into my other hand. I set Stacy down before tearing three strips of my armor off. Bending the metal, I created three ‘cuffs’ around Stacy’s hands and feet. The bent metal held firm on her as I tossed her over my shoulder like a sack of potatoes.

      Turning towards my minimap, we veered off of Torix’s route for a while. I turned to Althea and Kessiah, “Come on guys, let’s head out.”

      As we walked off, Kessiah kicked a table over while jeering, “Gah, talk about a slum. Those people are trash.”

      Walking out of the restaurant, I frowned, “For once Kessiah, I don’t disagree with you.”

      One of those people, David, ran up and out of the restaurant with us. I grimaced at him as he spread his arms wide, “Ok, so, I know you guys don’t like us-”

      Kessiah’s brow furrowed, “That’s an understatement. You’re a buzzing fly. Go buzz somewhere else before I make it happen.”

      David waved his hands, “We just want to get out of this place. We’re going to die out here because Stacy was our strongest member.”

      I peered at him, my eyes hard, “We owe you nothing. You chose to follow someone like this.”

      David’s eyes hollowed out, hope leaving his body. He slumped his shoulders, and his arms fell down. He muttered, “Oh...I see.”

      Althea took a breath before stepping over. She pointed in the direction we just cleared out, “Go that way. There’s way less mutants and zombies over there. Even you guys should be fine...Probably.”

      David walked up to Althea with his arms spread wide. He smiled at her, “Thank you so much-”

      Althea pushed him away, stopping the hug. Althea winced, “I’m not a friend. I just don’t want there to be more zombies here.”

      David’s smile faded, and he swallowed his hurt pride. At that point, the guy was used to his ego taking hits. He turned and ran towards the others. We walked off, and Kessiah put her hands behind her head. Our remnant hissed, “You shouldn’t help people like that. They have a way of rewarding your kindness in miserable ways.”

      Althea peered off, “Uhm, not everyone’s strong, Kessiah. I-I think that, sometimes, people don’t have the option to even make a good choice. Those people probably just did what they had to survive. Er, we all have...At some point or the other.”

      Kessiah tilted her head, “What about Stacy there?”

      Althea’s eyes narrowed, “Well, er, yeah, she’s as bad as you said. We’ll put her on trial or whatever Daniel mentioned. I, uh, I’d rather she wasn’t used as an experiment, though.” Althea hugged herself, “I’d really rather she wasn’t used like that.”

      Considering she’d been experimented on, Althea didn’t want others to suffer that same fate. Respecting that, I said, “Eh, we’ll go with that then.”

      Kessiah kicked a car out of the way, the vehicle crashing into a building. The remnant locked her arms overhead, “Whatever you say.”

      Finishing the chat, we picked up the pace. After having diverged from Torix’s routes for so long, we didn’t really know where any of Yawm’s followers were. Without knowing that, we risked our lives each second we spent in the quarantine zone. While racing away, my mind wandered to Stacy and her situation.

      She killed people, something I hadn’t done yet. Based on what happened in Springfield, it might not be long before I was forced too. I wondered what it would be like. I mean, I already killed many monsters and even creatures that mirrored monsters. However, there existed a fundamental difference between those beasts and a normal human. As I dwelled on crossing that line, I expected chills to run up my spine. Instead, I met my own indifference.

      A part of me just didn’t care either way; it was just one person amongst many. I searched through my head, wondering why or where that thought process came from. I ended up not finding the source, but it dwelled in me either way. I didn’t know how to feel about that. On the one hand, if I did kill someone, it may not haunt me forever. On the other hand, I might not care at all. I didn’t know which was worse.

      Taking me out of my thoughts, Stacy groaned on my back, and I held down a wave of disgust. I might turn into someone like her in time. Thinking of the Force of Iron, I appreciated the fact they handled justice. Instead of me dishing it out on my own, a legal system handled it instead. That made it less personal. I wondered what the trial entailed before checking out my status.

      I gained twenty one levels while we cleared out the infestation earlier. The overall speed of my level gains plateaued despite how much we expunged. That made sense. With each level up, more experience was needed for the next one. Enemies granted less experience too, so levels trinkled in. It was enough points to matter, however.

      Having amassed some stat points, I decided on my next level one hundred perk. On the one hand, I could continue amassing endurance until I got the luck perk next. At the same time, constitution called my name in an enchanting voice as well. It funneled points down into strength, dexterity, perception, and bottomed out with charisma. Getting the constitution and strength perks were a given considering I fought close range all the time.

      Unlike with endurance, I’d probably just put points into each stat until they reached one hundred, starting with constitution. The stronger I was at my base level, the more of an impact the runic energy would have. It acted as a multiplier. That meant strength would be a must to increase what was multiplied.

      Constitution was a trickier subject. The weight and density would be nice, but I already capped out my damage reduction and then some. At the same time, mass carried a lot of advantages. If I fought someone smaller than me, they’d be thrown around with ease while I kept control of myself. In a way, being lighter than an opponent gave away a person’s positioning skills.

      A great example was Kessiah kicking the car out of our way seconds ago. When she did that, the car moved, not her. That came about because her mass was immense while mine wasn’t. When I remembered Elijah, my considerations solidified. The ground quaked beneath each of his steps. When he swung his wings, they created tempests that could send people flying.

      I didn't care about flying, but having the ground quake under each step sounded pretty cool. It would make me much harder to knock around too, which would be a serious problem in the future.Being ragdoll everytime kind of sucked, after all.

      Anytime Kessiah hit me, that’s what happened. She wouldn't even budge, and I dragged my feet on the ground just to stay standing. Having thought it through, I dumped all my points into constitution. Selecting finalize, my body expanded from within my armor. The armor skin surrounding me turned into a straightjacket. It strangled me before the armor ruptured on all my sides.

      Several sharp pangs and splits later, and I heaved for breath while my armor regrew, filling in the formed fissures. Standing back up, I hefted Stacy back on my back after she fell onto the ground. I brushed some dirt off her shirt. She’d be fine. I caught back up with Althea and Kessiah as I glanced at my status screens.

      
        
        Level 294 | Attribute Menu

      

      

      
        
        Strength [54.5] | Constitution [82.5] | Endurance [540] | Dexterity [35] | Willpower [258] | Intelligence [101.4] | Charisma [29.3] | Luck [54.4] | Perception [31]

      

      

      
        
        Daniel Hillside, The Harbinger of Cataclysm | Character Screen

      

      

      
        
        Health - 19,938/19,938 | Health Regen - 4,131/min | Stamina - 12,117/12,117 | Stamina Regeneration - 158.4/sec | Damage Resistance - 97.5% | Mental Resistance - 97.5% | Physical Power - (+)814% | Damage Increase - 5%  | Evolution: 17.3 Million/256.0 Million

      

      

      
        
        Aura - Oppression | Current Damage: (10,000 + 30% of your health)/minute within a 175 ft radius.

      

      

      My stats rose up slowly but surely. The plan was to get the strength and constitution leveling perks before heading back to endurance. Finishing the Genesis of Potential tree and gaining a ton of levels sat at the top of my to-do list after that. The plan was to become a contendor to face a Follower at that point.

      Getting there would be the problem. As we got out of the quarantined area, we got caught by several groups of mutants. They poured out of a few more of the stores. The dense hordes made progress slower than normal, but we exterminated them as quickly as we could. At one point, a zombie leapt from off a roof towards me. I ripped a car door off and slung it at the thing while holding stacy.

      Stuff like that required an amazing amount of weight, or else I’d sling myself instead of the car door. Regardless, we kept crossing out of the town before finding an enormous root scaring the entire landscape. The tree root carried moss and vines hanging off of it, and it pulsed with the dim glow of green energy. It reached up high, at least fourty feet in height.

      Standing beside it, the mountainous expanse of wood stretched far above me, something I couldn’t jump over. It cut us off from out current route, but we climbed up a few nearby fungal treest. After that, we tossed vines over the thing and climbed up.

      We could’ve just stabbed into the tree to get over, but that could’ve sent off alarm bells to Yawm. Tearing down the fungal trees could’ve too, but we had to start tearing this place down somewhere. We stuck with the lower risk options for now. Falling towards the other side of the giant root, the town devolved back into a forest of fungal fauna.

      In Yawm's sanctum, the fungus spawned everywhere once more, spores wafting in the wind. Kessiah and Althea wore gasmasks while my helmet handled that for me. Stepping into this wasteland, more developed creatures in Yawm’s infection roamed.

      Grikes rose from the ground, hiding themselves in freshly upturned soil and grass. Those monsters spawned from many mutants piling together into a larger mass. Unnamed ones came out as well. These creatures carried the workings of sentience, many of them meeting up with the Followers for direction. We knew all this from Torix and his scouting, not from our own experience.

      Instead of facing off with these threats, we skulked around them. Following Torix’s routes kept us safe, so we stayed on schedule despite the giant root and meeting Stacy’s group. Getting ahead earlier made that possible. Heading back towards the suburbs and out of the line of fire, we cleared out another patch of basic mutants we couldn’t avoid.

      Finishing them off, we walked under an interstate bridge, nothing really near us besides a few dead street lamps and streetlights. I marveled at those traffic lights for a simple reason - they still worked. In a twist of fate, all the traffic lights kept functioning, though all the lights shined all the time. They acted like strange beacons from a different era, the only sign of running power left after the electric grid fell through.

      The Force of Iron aimed to establish running water and electricity soon, but handling Yawm took precedent. Still, the street lamps gave me a wave of nostalgia everytime I looked at them. Walking beneath the underpass, the entire place radiated nostalgia, in fact. The large, slanted walls of concrete rose above us on both sides. Being the interstate, the bridge spanned six lanes worth of length. Graffiti littered the concrete beams and walls like little dots of color in all the pale concrete. It was like a wind tunnel under there, the cool breeze refreshing after such a hard day.

      But it lacked the whirling sound of cars thundering in from above. Instead, the sound of grasshoppers and cicadas radiated in. It was the full swing of late summer, something I’d forgotten about. Stepping out to the traffic light, Kessiah put her arms out in front of us. We stopped as Althea turned towards Kessiah. Our sniper murmured,

      "What's wrong?"

      Kessiah narrowed her eyes, "Someone's watching us."

      At the other side of the bridge, a collection of mana coalesced into a figure. Hunched shoulders, humped back, and a flowing red cape behind him, a single red eye stared at us from under his hood. Sheets of gray covered his deformed figure. On his right side, an enlarged, fleshy arm rested on the ground, thick as a fridge. In its palm, a broken sword scraped the ground, and crisscrossing runes glowed red.

      That crimson light molded into the traffic light’s dim glow, giving it an ominous aura. The being owned no left arm. As it walked closer, the faded cape contorted into sharpened fingers, resting over where its left arm once was. Like a three fingered hand, the writhing, energized fabric carried equal size and mass to its engorged limb now. That cape had just enough fingers to hold but not enough for anything precise.

      I doubt it intended to use it for knitting anyways.

      It showed no face, but gray streaks of steel reached out from under its dark hood. They mirrored broken, steel cables. A sickly, frail voice whispered from the creature,

      "Who goes there?"

      Kessiah stepped in front of us, “Why don't we mind our own businesses and just leave."

      Kessiah glared at the creature, and she opened a spacy portal beside her. From it, she took out a set of katars over her hands. She took out a few chunks of crystalized mana, placing them into satchels spread over her sides and back. The old beast droned out its voice,

      "You are more than no one. You have taken and culled the children of Yawm. Protecting them is my duty. They must live. For them to live, you must die.”

      Kessiah opened a book from her own starry portal. She cast some spells while murmuring,

      “Does Yawm have to kill everyone here? Even across the entire planet? You know they haven’t done anything to him, right?”

      The old looking knight grated his sword across the ground, sparks flaring. It stated, “If Yawm wished for this planet, he’d of taken it already. We rest here in good faith and good will. We haven’t spread beyond the confines of where we landed. We take no more than we need. You’re the ones who intrude, and we merely defend.”

      Unable to stop myself, I scathed out my words like boiling oil, “You and Yawm killed everyone here. Every living person and thing. What in the hell do you mean merely defend?”

      The knight spread its arm and cape wide, “But what forces our hand? We’ve crossed the stars, and in our pursuit of a home, Schema hounds us like a rabid dog. We’ve landed on worlds infested with beasts blighted and strong. We’ve arrived on planets smothered by sentients, and they grate at us, killing many.”

      The cape writhed in the air as if ethereal, “So we bolster our defenses until Yawm awakens from his rest. Once he comes to this plane, all will fall here. Your slights may be forgiven, but it serves you no purpose to continue this slaughter. You merely tighten a noose around your necks. My stopping you is a mercy, one you shouldn’t take for granted.”

      I gritted my teeth, rage spilling out of my mind in waves. This guy justified destroying my hometown as if it was a casual answer to an everyday problem. Everyone seemed to think that. If they dealt with problems, then they could do whatever they wanted. This guy, Stacy, everyone just ran away from having to handle their issues without pulling other people down.

      It pissed me off.

      Kessiah raised her palms to the knight. Our remnant chided, “Hey, you know what? You’re right. How about we just leave then?”

      It tilted its hooded face to us, “But you all seem lost, running through here. I shall show you the way back."

      Kessiah shook her head, "Actually, we know where we're going. We were just about to leave."

      The man dragged his sword across the ground, sparks shooting off the pavement. An aura surrounded the sword, like it could cleave through someone's soul. The abyssal creature seethed,

      "You've harmed my master's haven. While I respect you, I cannot let you leave unharmed. This is my duty. I will give you the honor of fighting a battle before your death. It is far better than what the other Followers would do for you."

      A bead of sweat fell off Kessiah’s chin. She bit her lip, "Can we just, I don't know, do something else besides fight to the death? It’s not something I’m particularly looking forward too."

      Althea whispered, "How did he sneak up on us like this? Didn’t Torix put us on a route to avoid these guys?"

      Kessiah glared at Althea. Kessiah simmered out, "You had to play hero by saving that group of literal garbage. Now I’ll have to pull us out of this situation.” Kessiah snarled, “How about you make sure you can actually back up what you make us do next time, huh?”

      Her words landed on Althea like a bucket of acid. Althea blinked, her eyes watering. Althea frowned and murmured, “Ugh, kids. Get over yourself. Anyways, what should we do?”

      I rolled my shoulders, “We’re going to have to fight.”

      I let out a surge of augmentation through my body, letting the mana leech into my flesh and blood. A vibrant wave of energy coursed through me like liquid motivation. I slammed my fists together, psyching myself up for a bloodbath. The knight spoke to me,

      "I see battle excites you, even in the face of death. What is your name, dark one?"

      I grimaced, "Why do you need to know my name?"

      The spawn sliced his sword, leaving a red line of energy streaking the air, “I don’t. It is a politeness.”

      I frowned, "My name’s Daniel.”

      The Follower of Yawm sliced into the air again, forming a floating, red X. From it, two robed people walked out, peeling it like warping reality. The Follower stepped in front of the robed members, "Then you and the other one, step aside. The greatest of you, that remnant, shall fight me. You two may fight against these named ones. If you are victorious, I’ll grant you a pardon in Yawm’s name."

      A ragged gasp escaped Althea as the old man continued, "Do not fret, children. If you defeat these named ones, then you will replace them."

      As he kept talking, I inspected his status.

      
        
        Dakhma Wike, Wielder of Blood and Bane | Level 3,144 | Status: Unknown | Guild: Yawm’s Forest - One of Yawm's four Followers. Dahkma Wike was once a slave before his planet was raided by Yawm. While he may have been a slave to the porytian warlord, Dahkma was grateful to the treant. Yawm gave Dahkma access to the overworld, what he and his fellow Sarthians called land under the endless skies.

      

      

      
        
        Dakhma rose from the position of slave to a knight under Yawm's faction. He is a symbol of Yawm's supposed meritocracy, since he started at the absolute lowest rung of their society, being even lower than a spawn. While the initial slave labor wasn’t as intensive as Dakhma’s previous masters, Yawm still performed dark experimentation on Dakhma.

      

      

      
        
        By the time Yawm admitted his experimentation to Dakhma, the Wielder of Blood and Bane carried a mind that was warped beyond measure. The shattered shell of the warrior lingers like a ghost. A shadow of himself or not, Dakhma carried immense will and vast strength.

      

      

      
        
        Using an unearthly infusion of eldritch blood, Dakhma gained the use of his living cape. Further dabbling in forbidden, runic languages engorged Dakhma’s right arm. The sword carried primitive versions of these runes, further strengthening Dakhma. With his immeasurable vitality, he outmaneuvers and slices his opponents to pieces.

      

      

      
        
        Little is known outside of these details forged together from splintered accounts. One thing is clear, you would do well to avoid him at any and all costs.

      

      

      
        
        Run.

      

      

      It was a long one, and after finishing it, I whispered, "We're going to die, huh?"

      Kessiah sighed, "Psh, maybe he isn't as tough as his status would like us to think he is."

      The named ones coalesced gray sheets of armor over them like Dakhma. Both of them wore long cloaks and hoods like Elthodriss or Kelto Drainer. Unlike them, these two lacked the same synergy or raw intellect. The thinner of the two named ones carried a blade soaked in a green tint. As the creature whirled the blade, the edge sheened like a sword of jade. The other named one carried a cloak with a rougher, more torn appearance.

      Only clenched teeth glistened from under his robe. I inspected the one wielding a jade blade first.

      
        
        Slyvenia Tyko | Level 438 | Status: Unknown - A named one of Yawm who is led by Dakhkma. Found working in a torrential planet, Slyvenia used the takeover of Yawm as a way to propel himself out of his drudgery. Despite his lack of proficiency for strength oriented combat, Slyvenia has compensated by taking advantage of several racial qualities.

      

      

      
        
        As an amphibious creature, he coats his skin with mucus. With the help of Yawm's cult, he has created a sword that uses his own mucus mixed with several compounds to create poison. This makes him very dangerous for less resistant combatants who lack poison resistance.

      

      

      
        
        After analyzing your build, you would make an excellent match against him. However, the level difference is still a high barrier to cross. Preparation, surprise, and knowledge are key against Slyvenia.

      

      

      I frowned at the status, knowing he’d be a lot to take down. My eyes flicked to the other named one, a golem with eerie, cheekless teeth on its face.

      
        
        Mightus Morn | Level 346 | Status: Unknown - A named one of Yawm who is led by Dakhma. He is a member of a golemic race, known as the gahgmek. Mightus Morn never reached full maturation. It used the teeth of a native creature as the catalyst for its growth, giving it a fierce appearance. Its skin is covered in a stone-like substance, and while not as hard as most conventional armors, the skin still offers solid protection against most light attacks.

      

      

      
        
        The plated skin developed in the gahgmek subrace due to the thin atmosphere there. The intense waves of radiation fed the animals that could sustain the punishment. The others would die. Now a fallen world, Yawm decimated the gahgmek by using them for experimentation in mass.

      

        

      
        Mightus was taken from that planet and kept alive. Interestingly enough, the gahgmek often eat stones to help grind up the tough fibers of plants native to their home world. Trivia aside, you're a reasonably fair match for Mightus, though the fight will be a tough one.

      

      

      Althea tilted her head at Mightus, "That Slyvenia guy will probably kill me. I can take Mightus since I pierce his armor."

      I whispered, "Teamwork. You jump back. I'll charge forward. I'll be trying to hold Slyvenia down."

      My runes charged with energy before building until mana arced out of my arms as orange lightning. My fists hummed with power and my armor grinned with me. I spread my arms,

      "Come on then."

      Dakhma's cape whipped around him before crushing deep into the pavement. The three fingers gripped into the stone before sending Dakhma flying in a sideways circle at Kessiah. Like a cyclone, he spun through the air with wind blowing Althea backwards. In the wake of Dakhma’s cape, lines of red energy glowed. When the Follower’s sword collided with Kessiah's arm, a catastrophic boom echoed out.

      It was like a skyscraper collapsed and tried busting my eardrums. A car window in the distance shattered. The force of the impact crushed the ground beneath Kessiah, but Kessiah stayed standing. She hadn’t blocked the sword either. She caught it with her hand. With a quick whip of her wrist and arm, she pulled Dakhma into the ground. Dakhma's living cape caught him. The red blot of miasma rotated Dakhma mid-air.

      The Follower kicked at Kessiah. Kessiah leaned backwards, her back catching on a pillar supporting the interstate bridge. Dakhma’s foot slammed through the pillar of concrete, and powdered stone erupted. As the bridge moaned in agony above us, Althea shot backward. Althea’s speed blurred in my vision while the two named ones approached.

      I spread my arms, waiting for them. Althea’s arm reformed in seconds as she jumped up towards the top of the bridge. Growing claws from her feet, Althea punched holes into the concrete for grip. I backed up until I thumped on the pillar Althea held firm on. I did so out of outright fear and grounded caution.

      Kessiah and Dakhma tumbled in the distance. As they did, they destroyed the world around them. The material plane crumbled anytime they punched, kicked, spun, circled, or spiraled. They moved with a speed fast as my eyes could keep pace, flashing in and out of my vision. It wasn’t that they teleported. They simply out did my eye’s ability to keep up.

      As I distanced myself from those monsters, a blip blurred beside me. Without hesitation, I shot out a quick punch. My fist met a green sword, and sparks flashed. They rained down onto the dimly lit pavement while Althea flew away with wings. At a certain distance, I unlocked Oppression. A howl of pain let out near me. Turning towards it, I dashed at the sound like a demon running out of hell.

      Slyvenia, the sword bearer, tumbled on the pavement. His robe tore as I charged him. Right as I approached, Slyvenia turned towards me with his blade shooting towards my neck. I shrugged my left shoulder, and his blade grinded up my paldron. White sparks danced across the air, lighting under Slyvenia’s hood. An aquatic, large pair of eyes gawked at me with hunger dripping from its spiny teeth and scaled face.

      I jabbed at him with my left hand, but he ducked below the strike. He spun in a circle before whipping his sword. His blade built momentum, but instead of letting him finish his fancy footwork, I tackled him. We rolled onto the ground. When we stopped, he faced down above me. He grabbed his sword and drove it down towards my neck.

      Growing my armor, several black spires of metal shot out and guided the sword away from my neck. The saber dug a foot deep through the pavement before Slyvenia raised his hand. He swung his fist down at my face, and my armor cracked open into a set of teeth. They clamped down onto his hand.

      Slyvenia howled, his voice high and gurgling. He grabbed the embedded sword handle and pulled himself sideways. He gouged his arm out of my helm’s jaws, streaks of blue blood leaking from his forearm. Long, jagged cuts traced up and down the exposed limb, muscles rippling. I turned myself back onto my feet before he sprinted towards me. When we met, he ducked under my jab and slid past me.

      Rolling back into a run, he pulled out his sword and darted towards Althea. My runes charged as I turned around. Above, Althea fired shot after shot, several landing on Mightus. She already pinned the stone skinned golem in place, his legs impaled to the pavement. As each shot pierced it, the golem pulled from the pavement to heal.

      Slyvenia used Mightus to jump towards Althea like a pouncing panther. Althea dislodged herself from the concrete pillar, and she fired two bolts midair. Slyvenia controlled his leap, spiraling in an elegant circle to dodge. Slyvenia’s blood left a streak in the air as Althea’s bolts nicked his sides. Behind us, a lightshow of red streaks flooded the area. Dakhma kept creating the glowing red lines, and they sliced anything that touched them. Mightus reached over and grabbed one of the crimson wires.

      He used the wire to cut a spiked harpoon. Ripping his feet up and out, Mightus ran at me. I tossed a few chunks of concrete at Slyvenia in the meantime, but he whirled around my attacks with ease. The guy’s acrobatics were both insane and impressive.

      Before Mightus slammed into me, I turned and met his charge. He threw an uppercut at my gut. I side stepped while whaling at his face. Metal met stone, ringing out as chips of his jaw fell apart. The pavement crushed under my feet from the crisp, clean connection. The rockface chipped as Malt lost his balance. He stumbled while I lunged forward. I stomped my heel and drilled a right hook into his side.

      Rock chipped off my hand, powdered to sand. Echoes boomed out. Using the momentum of my last punch, I swung my left hand for another quick strike on his chin. He ducked backward, falling to the ground. He whipped his hand back, catching his descent. One of his grafted teeth fell off his face before he kicked up from below. His foot caught my chin, whipping my head back.

      My eyes whited out as I fumbled backwards. He left a deep indentation on my helmet, which saved me from the worst of the strike. Blood dripped down my nose, and I spit sideways. Mightus spread his hands, pacing up to me. A step from me, he whipped his left arm out. I leaned back. The wind of his fist brushed against my face before I pulled back towards him right after his swing. I pushed off my back foot, slamming a left straight into his teeth. The rock crumbled further as he fumbled back once more.

      He swung a left hook towards me. I ducked under it and slammed a right straight into his stomach. He tried lifting his knee into my chin, but I stepped towards his right while dragging my left hand. The fist slammed into his face again, stunning him. Red blood spit out of his mouth before I tagged another right hook into his body, then a left overhand into his opened jaw.

      His facial bones snapped and popped as my fist dug in. I dipped under another punch, countering another strike. He whipped another blow at my face, but I molded my shoulder pauldron to guide his strike away. I hooked another strike at his gut, rock crumbling in mass. Pieces clattered on the stone as powdered rock flooded the area.

      I chipped away at the fighter before he lifted an arm and slammed it into the pavement. From around us, the powdered rock plumed forth. It surrounded my entire body, blinding me. In front of me, his teeth glowed an eerie white amidst the dimly lit fog. Breaking the stony prison, I rushed out a hand, snapping at the teeth. My fist sliced into one of the bridge’s pillars, chips of stone falling down. Those chips sharpened, snapping at my face.

      I covered myself before Mightus’s fist collided with my stomach. It caved in my chest plate before his other fist smashed me out of the powder cloud. I tumbled across the ground before slamming into the red wires Dakhma left behind. They sizzled and burned my back. Tangled in the energy, I gawked as Mightus covered himself in pavement.

      I jerked myself, trying to find and escape before the brute charged me. Surrounded by wires, I found nowhere to run. Mightus’s feet stomped into the ground before rearing a fist back, growling like an avalanche. Mightus slung his hand down while I grabbed one of the crimson trails. I whipped the red rope at Mightus’s head while dashing sideways.

      The crimson line left a glowing mark on the golem’s face, and his fist crushed the pavement below him. I grabbed another wire leftover from Dakhma’s battle, wielding the two, glowing energy cables in each hand. We faced each other, each of us surrounded by spiraling trails of unbounded energy. The crimson ropes offered all of our light, the sunset already coming to an end.

      My armor grinned at Mightus. My helm leaked a crimson light of its own. Mightus smashed a foot into the ground before plates of pavement upturned. Like a bender of the earth, he willed them at me, and I sliced the incoming stone with the wires. Crags of road sliced in front of my vision, a whirling hum buzzing off each cut. One slice. Two slices. A dozen shards passed by my eyes.

      The cleaved stones leaked a strange, red liquid from the slices, my hands sizzling as my blood boiled. My gauntlets glowed. I grimaced at Mightus, my focus dialed in. I spun the energy strands around him, and he slammed his hands into the road. Chunks of pavement and dirt covered him, and the wires cleaved into the asphalt. I released the wires before Mightus burst from his rock coffin.

      I let the shrapnel clang on my body before tackling him down. I lifted my hands, slamming my fists into his face with all my voracity. Augmentation roared in my palms, each of them sheening with orange lightning. Howling strike after howling strike gored and gouged the golem’s face. Stone ripped off, and blood splashed.

      He reached out a hand, covering it in the road. With a quick slicing punch, he hit me sideways. I tumbled over more, Dakhma’s wires catching me. I pulled myself from them, red, glowing lines tracing my back. I reached my hands and growled at Mightus while pacing forward. He gurgled out blood, and I did the same. My blood sheened with the subtle glow of silver, however.

      Dakhma whirled by me, and the Follower of Yawm threw a piece of his cape over me. The fabric covered my eyes, blinding me for a second or two. Once I got the cloak off, Mightus’s fist slammed into my armored face.  The metal covering my face sunk inwards as my body tumbled backwards.

      Everything in my sight tumbled, like the world flipped and rolled around me. I landed against the concrete barrier before everything turned gray from the powdered mist. Mightus dashed towards me, the gray cloud flying outwards when his fist smashed me deeper into the concrete. My chestplate dented inwards before he slammed his fist into me again. My armor dented inwards again. A barrage of blows ushered out like a hurricane from hell.

      Mightus kept smashing, and I deflected as I could. I molded my armor, diverting blow and softening the strikes. Mightus slowed down in time, his muscles burning and his lungs failing. He heaved for breath before falling towards his knees. Gasping for air, Mightus peered up at me as the dust cleared. He first saw the crimson light of my maw leaking out from the mist, a haunted smile dripping in gore.

      I pushed my crushed body out of the wall. One of my feet bent the wrong way, same with my left arm. The bottom jaw of my armor jutted sideways. Blood spilled all around me, thicker than water. A bone jut from my right arm. In the end, I survived. I snapped bone after bone back into place, molding my armor to help my body reorient itself.

      Mightus heaved for air while watching my foot snap back into place. He watched my jaw and left shoulder realign back into socket. He watched the bone of my right arm disappear back into my flesh again. My armor grinned with me.

      Mightus stood with shaky legs and a voice like stone, "Who are you?"

      I leaned forward, one foot in front of the other. The energy of my runes recharged, glowing a vibrant orange. I returned, my form looming and my vitality endless. The lightning grew in intensity as I glanced at him,

      "I’m the eater of monsters."
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            The Might of a Follower

          

        

      

    

    
      I dashed towards Mightus once more. With his stamina and mana drained, he moved like living lead. I rained down punishing blow after punishing blow. He reconstituted using the gravel and rock around him, keeping him alive. In time, he showed immense tenacity, more than I could beat through. Peering around, I found Dakhma’s glowing wires tracing our surroundings. I beat Mightus into a cluster of Dakhma’s energy strings before grabbing four of them in each hand.

      I darted around him, wrapping several strands around Mightus’s body. He swung with wild abandon, his blows whistling past my face. After getting the wires wrapped around him, I got into a melee with the named one. We swung at each other, each of us taking bone shattering blows. Exhausted once more, Mightus collapsed onto one knee.

      I kicked his other knee out from under him. As he collapsed, I grabbed the glowing energy trails and pulled them. Dragging Mightus along, I got the golem up against one of the concrete pillars of the interstate bridge. Whirling around him, I tied him against the bridge’s pole. Unable to move, he growled out in rage, spit frothing from his mouth. Pinned down, he watched as I reared a hand back.

      I slammed punch after punch against him. I targeted my blows to land near the tied wires, letting them dig deeper. With each slicing strike, I burst chunks of his body out. I pulled the wires taught right after, preventing mightus from regenerating where the wires dug deeper. Blow after blow sounded out into our surroundings. Kessiah and Dakhma shattered the horizons behind us. I zoned into my task at hand, beating this named one to death.

      He gurgled out in rage as the wires kept getting deeper. His life left him in a slow, steady dribble, my mind straining from what I did. I channeled as much enmity as I could, pretending that Mightus couldn’t speak words or understand language. I eliminated any thoughts of him being human in anyway, turning him into nothing more than a mindless monster.

      And I killed him. He drowned from the blood leaking out of his ruptured lungs.

      Gasping over the body, I winced while laying a hand on him. My armor drained while I opened my status. I gained seven levels in one go. Behind me, Slyvenia chased Althea. She flew in elegant arcs through the sky, dogdging Slyvenia as the named one leaped off the bridge, pillars, and pavement. The blade bearer sliced through the air with each jump, turning into a whirl of motions and a sheen of swords.

      They both stalled out. Althea firing bolt after bolt, sweat pouring off of her. Slyvenia looked fresh, and their positions became obvious. He was a hunter, cornering his prey. Before he finished the job, I dashed forward, the road having shattered from Dakhma and Kessiah’s battle. I closed in before shutting down Oppression. Under them both, I stared up. Mightus passed by Althea, and the named one sliced his sword across her neck.

      Her head lopped off. As her head spun through the air, blood squirted from her neck. Mightus turned towards me and bowed his head. He pointed his sword towards me,

      "Then you will be my brother in arms. "

      I gasped out, my vision blurring. I blinked out tears of shock before Althea's headless body wrapped around him. My eyes widened as even without a skull, Althea’s unusual strength exposed itself. She crushed Mightus in her arms like a snake crushing a squirrel. Blood leaked from Slyvenia’s mouth as he gurgled,

      "How?"

      Not questioning how her body stayed alive, I dashed forward. I reached him before slicing a hook towards his jaw. Slyvenia’s jaw bone dislocated sideways before I grabbed it. My fingertips punched holes through the bottom flesh of his mouth like a hook through a fish. I pulled his face down into the concrete before I raised a hand. In a blind rage, I slammed my fist into Slyvenia’s face time and time again until it turned into a pulpy mush.

      Bits of bone and blots of blood slung from my hand before someone grabbed my arm. I wheezed over the dead body, having beaten it halfway into the ground. I stood and turned, finding Althea peering at me. Her head regenerated a tiny bit, but it wasn’t all the way back yet. I tilted my head as she pulled up her rifle.

      An eye at the end of the scope blinked at me. She tapped her chest before I gasped out,

      “Did you...Did you move your brain?”

      Althea gave me a thumbs up with her unmorphed hand. I grabbed her, hugging her close while I stammered, “Holy shit Althea...I thought you were dead.”

      We stayed there for a bit before I pulled her back. Soaked in blue blood, she raised her rifle, the eye blinking at me. I took a shaky breath before I looked up. Kessiah and Dakhma tore each other apart. Dakhma ripped through Kessiah, the Follower leaving gashes all across her body. Holes littered the entire landscape, craters embedded into every surface. Even holes dotted the bridge, the two of them having knocked each other through solid concrete and pavement alike.

      I clapped my hands, the metal gauntlets ringing. I talked to myself, "Come on Daniel, focus. Put your points where you need them and let's go help Kessiah."

      I opened my screen, putting a single point into constitution before the perk popped up.

      
        
        [Behemoth(Constitution of 100 or more plus Hulking and Titanic unlocked | Note - Only two more level 100 perk slots are currently left, so choose wisely.) - Each step you take carries the heft of mountains. Your hands carve out riverbeds, and your breath swirls the skies. You stand tall, your shade a looming omen of what is to come. For those under you, your shadow blots out the sun. You see the cosmos. Others see you instead.

      

      

      
        
        Doubles weight and density bonuses from constitution. Yet another 1/10th of constitution added towards strength. Leveling bonuses for constitution are doubled. Gain an additional 5 more health per point in constitution, and 2 extra health per level up. Tactile control of additional tissue and mass halved in difficulty. Physical skills scale with constitution.]

      

      

      Not having time to soak in the benefits, I selected the perk then poured my attribute points into strength. Almost emptying out my points, I clicked until the strength perk popped up.

      
        
        [Apocalyptic(Strength of 100 or more plus Overwhelming and Cataclysmic unlocked | Note - Only one more level 100 perk slot is currently left, so choose wisely.) - Strength carries many meanings to many people. The reason for this is simple; people wish to steal from strength’s fundamental draw. Unlike other interpretations, physical strength needs no other words to speak its meaning to life. To anyone who’s felt true power, its value is obvious.

      

      

      
        
        And now you have it.

      

      

      
        
        Doubles physical power gained from strength. Yet another 1/10th of strength added towards dexterity. Doubles leveling bonuses from Strength. Adds 5 more health per point of strength. Ease of motor recruitment for muscle cells doubled. Trait added: Berserker - 2% multiplier increase towards physical power for every 1% of missing health.]

      

      

      After selecting the perk, I put all the rest of my points into endurance. Performing an intricate analysis on the perks required more time, something I didn’t have. I would decide my next leveling perk at a different time. Peering at a worn down Kessiah, I selected the finalize button on my status.

      From the stars above, enormous plumes of energy rushed in. My net mass took a leap forward, and my chest plate ruptured. As it did, my ribs broke, and my helmet squeezed my head in a violent compression. The instant concussion put me on my knees, like someone struck my head with a hammer. I lost all the air in my chest as if someone stole my breath. Strangling in my armor, I gasped grabbing at my sides.

      All over, the metal over me gave way. My armor ruptured on all sides. Blood gushed into my chest and out of my armor. The metal skin I relied on turned against me, choking me before my expansion tore it apart. Splashing on the ground, droplets of my blood dripped onto the shattered roadside. My blood sheened with a subtle metallic glow, as if someone mixed it with mercury.

      Not having time to wonder about that, I pushed myself back up to my feet. My wounds and armor healed, and I gripped my hands. When I clasped hard, a monstrous, overwhelming power rushed back into my palm. I doubled my physical power in an instant. My body’s composition condensed, turning from a man into a titan. I stepped forward, my limbs freed by my sudden shift in strength.

      For a few moments, I was intoxicated by the rush in my limbs. Every part of me ebbed a steady, colossal might. It was like changing bodies with a giant. Everything around me seemed smaller, like I grew a foot taller. At the same time, any kind of motion arrived with an explosive, instantaneous force. Before, when I applied my full strength, it required concentration and focus. After gaining Apocalyptic, my full force exploded from my fingertips.

      If anything, a normal person might injure themselves. Staring down, I appreciated how robust my body was. It would need to be. Peering up at a deafening impact, Kessiah heaved for breath as Dakhma whirled through the air as a red blur. Dakhma turned his fighting style into a dance of death, both elegant and devastating. Kessiah suffered while clinging on in desperation.

      I shouted at Althea, "Come on. let's go."

      She fumbled, "Uh, I don't know what to put my points into."

      I bent down, "Max out your damage resistance then get strength. Just tons and tons of strength.”

      She flicked in the air, her hand a blur as she poured in points. As my senses adjusted to my new body, the raspy, old voice of Dakhma came into focus. Dakhma murmured,

      "It is strange that a remnant would fight against Yawm. He fights to eliminate the unknown status and to equalize Schema’s twisted system. If anyone understands this goal, it is you, as you have suffered from those inequities far more than most.”

      Neon tracer lines swirled off Dakhma’s sword as the Follower shouted, “You're kind never held flesh as sacred. The only difference between the remnants and Yawm was that you used science to bend your bodies. Yawm uses his own power and the power of Etorhma instead. Is that really so different?”

      Kessiah gasped as her arms and legs turned into a flurry of movement. Sparks flew off the flowing sword of Dakhma as his blade clanked against Kessiah's skin. I shot into a sprint, seeing blood splatter off Kessiah. The remnant’s skin split across most of her body now, Kessiah a walking wound.

      Dakhma continued his interrogation, "I imagined your kind would join Yawm in freeing the living from Schema's little game. You are enslaved and hated by Schema. Your kind, who gave the AI’s life, has been banished to forever wander the stars with no home. Yawm offered many of you a resting place, and yet you refused."

      Dakhma movements blended into a smooth silhouette of destruction. He orchestrated an elegant ballet of murder, something without flaws or imperfections. It was beautiful. Every twist and turn merged into his next strike, like a never ending symphony. Instead of beating his opponents down, he showed his superiority in skill and finesse without ever needing to crush them.

      It was as if he was proving that motion alone could defeat his opponents, and it left me in awe.

      The entire time, he carried tangling, glowing red lines from his sword. Kessiah tripped or fumbled over these lines, the remnant being overwhelmed by the multi-pronged attack. Anytime Kessiah gained a clear shot, Dakhma molded his cape to deflect or divert. He spun and twisted and torqued out of the way. Every dodge led straight into another counter attack, making retaliation impossible. I neared them as Dakhma seethed at Kessiah,

      "You called my master's light madness. You would rather wallow in darkness than open your eyes. You have chosen to be blind, despite being born with the gift of sight. How I envy your opportunity. I wished I could have been given what you were given. But no-"

      His cape wrapped around Kessiah's waist, slinging her into the ground. Dakhma flipped in the air to give the cape momentum, and it clapped Kessiah’s limp body into the ground with his spin. He leapt in acrobatic turns, craters forming under each pounding strike he unleashed on Kessiah. Cataclysmic booms echoed around us. He tossed her, sending her flying through another pillar of the bridge. The concrete column crushed at the force of her impact.

      Kessiah sliced through it, and the ground rippled with an earthquake radiating from where she landed. Like a reaper, Dakhma paced towards her,

      "Unlike you, I was born a slave."

      Kessiah coughed up a pound of blood from her throat. Dakhma didn't even look tired or damaged. Dakhma may have been a higher level, but he demonstrated his superiority as a fighter too. Kessiah couldn't hold a candle to him. I peered behind, finding Althea struggling with her system changes as I had.

      Kessiah shook as she raised her head and spit her words like venom, "You don't know a damn thing about me."

      Dakhma dashed towards her, "I know enough."

      With a surge of orange lightning coursing through my legs, I charged straight into Dakhma. I collided with the juggernaut, and he sent me fumbling away even when caught unaware. I didn’t stop his attack, but I sent him off course. The Follower of Yawm missed Kessiah, his runic sword creating a red surge in the wall of the interstate underpass. It exploded out as he turned towards me. Dakhma spread out his arms,

      “So the child wishes-”

      I already got my footing again, and I bolted towards him without hesitating. Talking too much, Dakhma lacked any real defense, and I tackled him into the crater he just made. We slammed into the stone before his cape lifted me off of him. Dakhma peered at me from under his dark robe,

      “You wish to play? Let us do so then, little one.”

      His cape crushed me from all angles, and blood ballooned out of my mouth. At the same time, I stuck out spikes from my armor, and the metal spines pierced the ethereal material. Needles lurched out, and I drained as much of Dakhma’s energy as I could. The Follower of Yawm tilted his head at me,

      “You are what caused the dimensional tear, aren’t you?”

      I opened my helmet’s mouth, and the jagged teeth bit down onto his cape. It oozed crimson energy, the sound of screaming echoing from the cape. Dakhma laughed, “Hah, you have a lot of tenacity. For a creature of such youth, you live like one who’s walked many battlefields. You’ve crossed close to death many times as well.”

      Ignoring him, I surged mana into my body. The crimson energy from his cape leaked out in a perpetual rush, and it soaked into my body. As it did, a vibrant madness infested me. An unquenchable thirst and insatiable hunger assailed my mind. Blood. Murder. Violence I wanted him dead and starving. Drool leaked out of my mouth as I tore into the cape. Dakhma’s tone lowered,

      “You’ll lose your mind if you absorb this much ascendant mana, little one. Your mind will become engulfed in its flow.”

      I howled out, reaching my face into the gap of his cape. Molting my armor into it, I flooded into the ethereal fabric. Spikes and needles swarmed outwards, piercing his cape from all angles while my armor feasted on him. He shouted in disgust,

      “What an abyssal creature. Yawm was wrong to come here for something like you.”

      He sliced the blade down from overhead, but a lance of bone pierced Dakhma’s sword hand. Althea regained her full capacities, sniping at the Follower. Dakhma growled out in frustration as his cape rippled with his bloody mana. In a violent sweep, he slung me away. I landed on the other side of the bridge, my armor caved in like crushing a can underfoot. Dakhma dashed in, slamming his cape against me, bombarding me with several heavy blows.

      Pulling his ethereal limb back, Dakhma gasped out, his cape mangled. I tore it earlier, and it ruptured against my crumpled skin. I made no sound, waterfalls of blood pumping from between the cracks in my armor. The ground around me oscillated from each strike. Each time his cape landed, it was like swallowing a grenade and letting it detonate in my stomach.

      Yet, I lived. My heart beat blood. My lungs breathed air. I wheezed for that sacred breath, and Dakhma loomed over me like a tsunami tall as a mountain. He reached up his sword hand and stabbed through my torso, pulling it out like he gutted a hunted beast. Even with a hole in my torso, I survived as he pulled his sword from my shattered chest. From under the hood, Dakhma gasped,

      “What kind of monster are you?”

      A bolt appeared in Dakhma’s chest, Althea having fired several times already. She growled out in a low voice, stepping over towards Dakhma with her rifle raised. Dakhma sighed before deflecting a bolt from behind him with his runic blade. I remained half fused with the dirt, everything blurring together. My reality devolved into a soupy mess, like a hazy collection of memories.

      That was probably my face getting in my eyes at that point. Althea kept firing bolt after bolt, distracting Dakhma while my body reconstituted. I tried moving out of the way. My senses muddled, I scrambled in a direction away from where I was. I wasn’t going to lay there and die. Dakhma let his cape limb deflect Althea’s attacks. Instead of finishing me off, Dakhma sheathed his runic blade. He gave me a nod of respect,

      "Monster or not, you are a true fighter. I admire that in anyone. Yawm would love a monster like you in our ranks. You would make an excellent Follower one day, should you allow yourself to be purified. If I let you live, perhaps that will come to pass."

      Dakhma turned toward Kessiah and Althea before deflecting another harpoon. Dakhma paced towards Kessiah, slapping Althea's spears away with ease. Althea’s bolts missed several times, and as they did, Dakhma taunted, “It would appear your aim has worsened since you left Yawm’s grace.”

      Althea punched another hole through a concrete pillar, the savaged bridge above us caving in. A wave of dust plumed upwards, masking us in a wave of noise and dust. Before the powder settled, a pair of thin arms pulled me from the rubble. A second later, the scenery shifted once more. Something soft held me off the ground. It soaked into my skin, a pleasing cold. Two more swooshy sounds ebbed around my dark, fading sight before a familiar face glanced down at me.

      With his eyes flaring with a white fire, Torix whispered,

      "You've done well. I do believe you and Althea even saved Kessiah's life."

      I grinned back,

      "Hah...Who’s the...Little man...Now?"
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      Even as I said my words, they came out wrong. They choked out in a choppy mass, like a partially blended fruit. Blood sloshed in my throat a bit as I spoke. Torix got the message. Minutes later, my body returned to its unharmed state. My bones snapped into place. The skin reconnected. The tears in the armor sutured back as if the skin itself was alive. With a few cracks and pops into place, I was good as new and could fight again.

      Able to function, I peered at my surroundings. A sickbay made in a tent formed around us. Several sick members carried traces of Yawm’s infection, military doctors cleaving off infected limbs. Others healed from grievous wounds, Schema’s system creating a miraculous pace for healing. A few soldiers even carried normal diseases, the people looking sick like a normal hospital.

      My eyes passed over Kessiah who laid out on another table of mana. Her recovery was nothing like mine, and it was going to be a lot longer before she recuperated. Althea kept her eyes open, her will like iron. A few scrapes traced her face and certain tears in her clothes, but that meant nothing to her. If anything, she may have gained worse wounds than mine if she still showed signs of damage.

      Either that or her regeneration couldn't be bothered with more cosmetic wounds. I couldn't tell. Despite how well she healed, she exhausted herself. I popped up out of my bed, walking over. She stared up, her breathing steady and her jaw slack from exhaustion. She fell asleep on Torix’s mana bed beneath her within seconds of healing fully. Torix walked over to lift her off his mana bed and set her into a real one.

      I rolled my shoulders while saying, “I can handle it. You can focus on keeping Dakhma off of us.”

      Torix gawked at me, “You...You’re already up?”

      I took a breath, “Yup. I can save you some time, if you want.”

      Torix took a step back from Althea and gestured to her, “Of course...Ahem, thank you. I shall do as you’ve recommended.”

      Stepping past Torix, I paused. He peered down at me, but his gaze no longer peered low. Instead, it was nearly level with my own. I leaned back from him, “Torix...Did you get shorter?”

      Torix shook his head, “Hah. Daniel I’m not shorter. You are taller.”

      I stepped away from him, stunned for a moment. Above me, my helmet’s uppermost spike grazed the top of the tent. The kevlar stayed true to its reputation, not tearing as my top spine scraped it. Pulling my helmet off, I blinked, “Well...That’s new.”

      Torix interlocked his hands behind himself, “Daniel, I knew that when we first met, you’d likely be destined for great things. You were given superb opportunities, certainly, but there is a difference between being given greatness and seizing it. Time and time again, you’ve exceeded my expectations. You’ve outworked even myself, which is a difficult task. In fact, you’ve hardly wasted a moment. You’re turning one fruitful opportunity at a time into another absolute advantage.”

      Torix placed a hand on my shoulder, “I find myself excited just looking at your progress. All of that is to say...I’m proud of you.”

      I cracked a grin at him, but only the slightest tether of one. My throat choked up, and my eyes watered. I must’ve been getting soft if this is all it took for me to get emotional. As I coughed into a hand, I murmured “Ah...It’s dusty in here. My eyes are watering.”

      Torix took his hand off me and tapped the side of his skull. Dust plumed off, and Torix gave me a knowing look, “I’ll take the fault for that.”

      My grin grew wide and I laughed. He turned around, but before leaving the tent, Torix mouthed,

      “Take good care of her, and goodbye, Harbinger.”

      As Torix walked off, the change in his tone of voice stuck out to me. Calling me a harbinger carried weight to it. It lacked the mocking edge I expected. Instead, Torix meant what he said, as if I didn’t disappoint what the title implied. A slight smile lingered on my lips as I picked up Althea, the girl both lighter and smaller than I remembered. When I stood, the ground gave a little under my steps. It was odd, but not altogether unpleasant.

      After a few steps forward, I shook out the stiffness in my legs. It was weird moving, the pulping Dakhma put me through still leaving its mark. The shift in strength and the destruction of my body made me feel like I was moving a freshly healed wound. I adapted quickly, and my brain accepted my healed state. The whiplash from my injuries faded as I took Althea towards an actual bed.

      I set her down, having carried her princess style on the way there. Standing over her, I peered at her face for a minute. She looked different than I remembered her, but not in a bad way. The angles of her face sharpened, and her gaze turned more like steel. In a sense, she was more raw, and I liked it. I leaned over, and a close look confirmed my suspicions. While awake, Althea changed her face’s shape.

      Taking a moment, I soaked in what she looked like without any changes. I also made sure she was still here. When Slyvenia sliced her head off, my heart seized in my chest. Ice ran through my veins, and acid flowed through my throat. Closing my eyes, memories from that moment splashed out in a crystal clear clarity. I shook off my unease, glad Althea was still here. She meant more to me than I thought. She was a real friend, and I smiled down at her and her unchanged face.

      I was lucky to have met her.

      After a few minutes, I called a few medical personnel over, ensuring Althea was taken care of. I walked out of the tent and through the camp, kind of aimless. I moved but without direction. Pacing by, everyone seemed smaller. Based on Torix’s words, I mentally laughed at myself for a bit. It was strange how the psyche plays tricks on itself. A person’s mind would rather assume everything else changed rather than the person themselves.

      That was just it; I’d changed. In my mind, it was for the better. Taking a moment to rest, I sat on the ground at the edge of a tent. Collecting myself, I checked in. I pulled through another near death encounter, my ability to survive stunning even myself. Without my immense vitality, I stood no chance of surviving Dakhma’s bombardment. Even if I had to throw myself in front of fire sometimes, I was able to make a difference. To me, that’s what mattered.

      Keeping that goalpost in mind, I considered how to progress. I stuck with an attribute heavy approach, something Kessiah made light of at one point. She mentioned endurance and willpower based builds being useless. I aimed to change that idea. I would turn the intangible traits of those attributes into hallmarks of my own unique path.

      Endless health with the will to use it...I wanted to become a living endorsement to that idea.

      So I settled into maximizing my gains to their utmost extent. I’d abuse the Determinator tree until the stars died out in the distance if I had to. With that in mind, I peered at my status. I gained quite a few skill levels after all the fighting. Mightus and Slyvenia both carried unknown statuses too, and Obliterator doubled my experience gain from them.

      That heightened experience bonus doubled another time because of the quarantine zone. It led me to gaining many more levels than I used to get. I smiled at the numbers I found waiting for me. With risks came rewards, after all.

      
        
        Level 326 | Attribute Menu

      

      

      
        
        Strength [100.1] | Constitution [100.1] | Endurance [567] | Dexterity [54] | Willpower [258] | Intelligence [101.4] | Charisma [29.3] | Luck [54.6] | Perception [34.8]

      

      

      
        
        Daniel Hillside, The Harbinger of Cataclysm | Character Screen

      

      

      
        
        Health - 22,196/22,196 | Health Regen - 4,547/min | Stamina - 12,789/12,789 | Stamina Regeneration - 160/sec | Damage Resistance - 97.5% | Mental Resistance - 97.5% | Physical Power - (+)1,681% | Damage Increase - 5%  | Evolution: 26.8 Million/256.0 Million

      

      

      
        
        Aura - Oppression | Current Damage: (10,000 + 30% of your health)/minute within a 175 ft radius.

      

      

      The largest difference came from the vast rise in my physical power. Apocalyptic also came with an explosivity I appreciated at all moments. I could just detonate at any time like a bomb of physical force. The constitution perk, Behemoth, exposed its benefits even while sitting there as well. Situated by crossing my legs on the grassy ground, I sunk into it by a slight amount. Even without trying too, the level one hundred perks demonstrated immense utility.

      However, each time I selected one, I cut off my ability to get other ones.

      Knowing this, I wondered which leveling perk to take next. The main standouts were dexterity, perception, and luck. Compared to those attributes, strength and constitution’s benefits stood out as obvious. I fought with my fists, so being strong and tough helped me out there. They both even gave me health after getting their leveling perks, further augmenting their necessary roles.

      Perception, luck, and dexterity were different. Dexterity increased my reaction times, which would save my life in the future. The added flexibility may even make torn strips of armor more durable. The more I thought about it, the more I liked the idea. For perception and luck, I figured I’d think about them later. As I pushed myself up, a wave of unease passed over me.

      Would I just keep pushing this kind of thing off? It was piss poor way of handling something this important. Even worse, if I understood anything about Schema’s system, it was that planning reaped benefits. My goal of piling up endurance resulted in a unique, powerful build that let me survive an encounter with Dakhma, someone thousands of levels over me. If I kept thinking ahead, there was no telling where I’d end up.

      But that was the point - I had to keep thinking ahead. I sat back down. Taking a moment, I brainstormed some likely perks and trees that may form based on old tree patterns. The second tier of Obliterator might exist, maybe even a third one. There could even be perks for having 1,000 in an attribute. If perks like that did exist, then maxing out my endurance would be vital. Willpower may follow right after so I could handle the ensuing mana I generated.

      So instead of just pouring points out in a haphazard manner, I aimed at reaching those goals. Dexterity first then either perception or luck. After that, I’d pile up endurance until I passed a thousand. That would give me my best chance of growing as fast as possible. Considering the fight with Dakhma, I needed immediate, world ending power. The fight passed in my eyes, and I flinched as Althea’s head flopped in the air.

      I recalled Michael and Kelsey, dying in their stasis pods. I still didn’t know what to with them.

      I peered up, knowing that I wouldn’t have to deal with outcomes like that if I resolved myself. The situation with Dakhma pointed out how desperate our current situation was. In a moment, everything could devolve into a massacre, one where we existed on the receiving end of the slaughter.

      However, this was no different from BloodHollow. I faced grim odds then, and I came out on top. I passed out of that dungeon from a load of tenacity and a little luck. From passing through that trial, I held opportunities flowing from my palms like water from a spring. The Determinator tree wasn’t even obtainable for most. My armor was wholly unique, and Obliterator was another feather in my cap. Genesis of Potential might even be the greatest of my advantages, something with unseen and unknown potential.

      And by reaching that potential, I could race out into an uncertain horizon without fear. I could rise above where I was born. Following a whim, I stood and paced out of the camp towards the edge of the quarantine zone. Force of Iron soldiers walked beside the shield generators, holding in the petal bugs in the distance. To get a better view, I climbed towards the top of an old factory.

      Traversing to its top was easier than I remembered. I hopped onto a train with a casual leap. I sprinted forward, crossing a several car wide gap to reach the factory’s ceiling. Once on it, I shoved my pointed fingertips through thin steel to reach the top of a smoke stack. The old relic of humanity’s golden age stuck out as a beacon of what once was. As I reached the top of it, I gazed out at the shell of Springfield.

      An enormous, encroaching field of new life came over the entire expanse. It smothered and drained and sucked up everything in its path. Colossal roots carved out enormous chunks of the scenery, birds resting on the tops of the huge walls of wood. They all collected into a massive world tree at the center of Springfield. In the core of that place, Yawm rested as a tiny blot of light in the distance.

      I grimaced at the cosmic creature. My friends were in dire straights because of him. My old hometown rested in shambles. Even my old way of life obliterated from Yawm’s mark, Springfield a mere blip in his path. Anger spiked in my chest as I grabbed the sides of the smokestack I sat on, I wrenched the steel, and it squealed in my palms as I bent it. Staring at the warped metal, I flung the old pieces of soft steel into the distance.

      As they fell, so did my anxieties. I already survived an apocalypse, and I came out stronger on the other side of it. Peering down at Springfield, I’d do the same thing again. Unlike in BloodHollow, I wouldn’t need luck this time. I’d get revenge for what was done to my home and for what was done to me. I’d walk across a mountain of corpses if that’s what it took to get there.

      I aimed to redeem this place’s memory, to learn the secrets of Schema’s runic language, and to maybe even travel the stars one day. I closed my eyes, thinking about how Schema made all of those thoughts into realities. That AI turned this land into a new world, one where monsters roamed and beasts thrived, and I wouldn’t wash away in it.

      I was Daniel Hillside, the Harbinger of Cataclysm.

      And no matter what they threw at me, I would endure.
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        The New World will continue in Book 2.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank you for reading The New World

          

        

      

    

    
      We hope you enjoyed it as much as we enjoyed bringing it to you. We just wanted to take a moment to encourage you to review the book. Follow this link: The New World to be directed to the book’s Amazon product page to leave your review.

      Every review helps further the author’s reach and, ultimately, helps them continue writing fantastic books for us all to enjoy.
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        Want to discuss our books with other readers and even the authors like Monsoon117, Shirtaloon, Zogarth, Cale Plamann, Noret Flood (Puddles4263) and so many more?

        Join our Discord server today and be a part of the Aethon community.
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        He WILL protect this town.
        Glenn Redwood has longed to become an Adventurer since he was a young boy, and has focused every waking moment since he turned 14 on leveling and growing stronger.
        Answering the challenge of the Gods of Luxtera, he has fought Monsters to prove himself again and again. He has earned the right to travel the world and protect its people... but the Gods have other plans.
        After they choose Glenn to become a Town Guard, he is charged with protecting his small town and everyone within. His dreams of traveling the world seem all but impossible. Even so, as he upgrades his new Town Guard Class, Glenn learns that one doesn't need to travel abroad to find challenge, adventure, friendship, and even love.
        And the people he wants most strongly to protect may have been in his small village all along.
        Don't miss the start of a new action-packed LitRPG Adventure with strong-to-stronger progression, strategic battles, endearing characters, and slice-of-life elements.

      

      
        
        Get Town Guard Now!
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        Essence to gather. Cards to Level. A Summoner's Deck to build.
        After the collapse of the known world, Rowan Wilder opened his eyes and found himself on the First Floor of the Tower. With a flawless memory and a mere eight Cards to his name, he must venture out and prepare himself for the coming calamity.
        In this place of blood and fantasy, Rowan has to not only survive but thrive as he powers his way to the top of the Tower. The Demonic Plague that has twisted the creatures on the upper Floors is the least of his worries after he reveals the coveted Origin of the Summoner.
        Cane in hand and Summons by his side, he'll have to tear his way through Beasts and Humans alike as monsters, criminals, and zealots try to hinder his ascent. Of course, he can maintain a sense of decorum while he faces these trials, yeah?
        Don't miss the first book in the series, A SUMMONER AWAKENS, a Deck Building LitRPG Series utilizing a Card-based Magic System with loads of customization and steady power progression. Perfect for fans of All the Skills and Towers of Heaven, as well as games such as Slay the Spire, Hearthstone, and Gwent.

      

      
        
        Get Summoner Awakens Now!
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        He WILL protect this town.
        Glenn Redwood has longed to become an Adventurer since he was a young boy, and has focused every waking moment since he turned 14 on leveling and growing stronger.
        Answering the challenge of the Gods of Luxtera, he has fought Monsters to prove himself again and again. He has earned the right to travel the world and protect its people... but the Gods have other plans.
        After they choose Glenn to become a Town Guard, he is charged with protecting his small town and everyone within. His dreams of traveling the world seem all but impossible. Even so, as he upgrades his new Town Guard Class, Glenn learns that one doesn't need to travel abroad to find challenge, adventure, friendship, and even love.
        And the people he wants most strongly to protect may have been in his small village all along.
        Don't miss the start of a new action-packed LitRPG Adventure with strong-to-stronger progression, strategic battles, endearing characters, and slice-of-life elements.

      

      
        
        Get Double-Blind Now!
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        For all our LitRPG books, visit our website.
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