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Chapter 1: The Last Light Before Dawn

Wind swept through the ruins of the old world just outside the last city. A city abandoned, all of its residents who couldn’t fight had been evacuated into the conquered dungeon that lay at its heart. Things were tense for all of us who had gathered. We had all seen the system notification. The day had finally come. The day long promised by the Regressor, the King of the Crows, when he taught us how to survive after the coming of the system.
We were players, and we had survived the decades that followed the advent of the system, the quests, the scenarios, the Divinities and the ones who followed. We'd survived where all others had fallen, and we’d come together in the surviving human city of the Last Home. It was a place we built for ourselves in front of the gates to the Dungeon of the Deepest Realm, the world dungeon. The dungeon whose spirit our King had overcome and with whom he had aligned.
This is our story, and it starts with an introduction. My name is Jax Nolan, and I have survived to see the end.
My memory of things as they had been is somewhat hazy, but to start, I was a player who had taken up the Dark Knight subclass shortly after the Tier III Scenario and had found myself working side-by-side with the King of the Crows.
I remember that part clearly enough. The ending and when it came. I was laid out on a patch of green grass near the fire after I'd put my pack behind me for support and a little bit of comfort. I pushed the burning embers of the campfire with a long board I’d salvaged from a nearby ruin and read the system notice that appeared in front of me.
 
	//System Notification\\
"The Coming of Calamity"
The Elder God comes. A mad god who will reap the world. He brings with him an army of monsters. An eldritch army. Survive the coming waves and defeat the Elder God.
Victory Conditions: Slay or Seal the Elder God.
Defeat Conditions: Death of all defenders, or the Elder God destroying the Last Home.
Reward for Victory: Permanency of the System. Permanent Safe Zones.




Nothing too difficult. I braced myself and let the lie linger in my thoughts as encouragement. All we have to do is the impossible just one more time. It wasn’t the first god we had slain, though it would be the first one that’s an Elder God. I threw the long board into the fire and ignored the scattering of embers in the air. I sat up to grab my weapon, a long knife that was more saber than knife. I held it steady in my hands as I reached into a pocket and pulled out a rag to clean it one last time. A pre-battle ritual I'd gotten into. I glanced warily overhead as the sky cracked with red lightning, and a bright mist of green and black slowly encroached on our position.
I wasn't the only one feeling wary and feeling the tension of what was coming. Nerves were challenged, raw, and on edge. Whispers and doubt spread amongst my peers as I ignored them to continue rubbing down my sword. We all knew what was in that mist. Nightmares. Monsters. Creatures from beyond the veil between worlds. Things that the apocalypse had prepared us for and warned us against. The servants and abominable creations of the Elder God.
I sighed as I saw a few of my fellow players lose heart and walk away, heading towards the Dungeon of the Deepest Realm, where the spirit of that dungeon had allied itself with humanity. I knew what the retreating players were doing. They would try to seek safety within; but if we lost, no place would be safe. The dungeon would fall shortly after us.
I knew what was going on. Tonight, is the end of the ending. For better or worse, this is it; and at least the waiting for the other shoe to drop will finally be over. I stood up and finished my preparations and set the healing potions within my inventory for quick use on a utility belt.
I was not alone in my preparations. All along the concrete walls that made up our fortress and battlements, men, women, and those who had undergone changes to become demi-humans stood in front of lines of defense we’d set up in front of the entrance to the Dungeon of the Deepest Realm. If the dungeon fell, the rest of the world would follow. It was referred to as the World Dungeon at times for a reason. The dungeon connected every part of the world in webs and tunnels from the multiple pocket dimensions that lay within.
Jaws hardened. Nerves were set, and purpose drove action in places where courage would have failed. Hidden within that dungeon were the families of those who fought. Their loved ones. Their children. The dungeon was to be a refuge, while every other able-bodied player prepared for the coming battle with the old god.
I clipped on my armor. The straps of my chest piece fit easily enough and were followed by putting on my helmet and leg guards. The long knife, named so in reference to my Cavalry days, gleamed with enchantment in my hand. Soon, the battle would come. En masse, all of us readied ourselves and moved out. I followed the others towards our positions, and as a Dark Knight whose entire build was focused on melee fighting, my position was at the front.
I tried not to judge the worried faces who looked for any reason not to join us in our fight, but I shook my head in disappointment when I saw others try to shirk from the duty. We can’t all run from our destiny. The others took their places in the formation behind me. Within the formation, fear and nerves spread, even as we tried to harden ourselves with the resolve that only purpose could bring. But it wasn’t enough. Even among the powerful, doubt persisted, as did the quick exchanging of flasks and deep drags that followed the sounds of prayer.
We carried the hopes and dreams of the world on our backs, and if we fell, so, too, did all those who looked up to and counted on us. All those who had sacrificed themselves and those who had fallen along the way.
The path of survival had been prepared by a faction within the Seven Deities who had revealed themselves during the apocalypse and granted their power to the ones who bore the title of Kings. It was the highest King among them, the King of the Crows, who sat on the throne of the world, who had prepared us for the battle that was coming. The battle of the last day. The warning of the Regressor who served as the vessel on the mortal plane for the immortal known as Amarath.
Many had listened to his warnings and flocked to his banner, the banner of the King of the Crows. I counted myself among them. I would have followed that man, regardless. He was the only one who charged forward into the slaughter in the early days and said, "Follow me!" I respected that. The madman who claimed that he came from the future.
A madman, we called him, or rather they had called him. Yet here all of us were, as he predicted, preparing for the last battle. The man who came from the future, with his absolute way of thinking, made as many enemies as allies. For the King of the Crows, there were no gray areas. Only the survival of humanity. There was only one set of questions the King had posed to me in private over the years, and again once more, before the battle staging when assigning positions for the defense. Has it been enough?
Have I strengthened enough people? Have I done enough so that we might endure? That we can fight against the cogs of destiny? Will we survive the end of the ending?
I had never known what to say to him when the King of the Crows asked those questions, for truly I didn’t know. It wasn’t my place to guess, either. My place was to be a support, when it was needed of me, to the King of the Crows. A shield when I was needed. A weapon when I was needed. In the recent days, that calling had been less and less as the limited influence I had lessened. The gap between me and the King had grown wide and wider since our days diving the dungeons together. He had eclipsed and completely surpassed me.
So, to his question, I could only hope the answer was yes, and I continued to prepare. I gripped my blade and turned it around in my hand. The long knife that had been given to me so long ago during the tutorial of the dungeon, when I’d torn through the eye of a giant to escape an unwinnable battle. It was a long knife that had leveled with me; a saber keen, I wouldn’t leave it behind. I’d honed it, tempered it, upgraded it, until the weapon had become something so much more than its origins. The upgraded version was called the Giant's Thorn in reference to that original battle. I smiled at the memory and readied myself. The coming mist grew closer.
The King of the Crows had prepared, as did his closest allies. I took some solace knowing that those in power closest to him could help him in ways I no longer could. They had crossed that gap in power with him.
At the front of the army stood the King of the Crows and the Raven next to him. The Raven was an almost identical version of the King of the Crows. Like a twin, but more complicated. To the naked eye, they looked no different, except that the King of the Crows was crisscrossed with patchwork, and the Raven didn’t bear some of the heavier scars and injuries the King did, though they both had matching horns. I watched intensely as they worked in tandem with each other. Though others failed in this regard, I could always tell them apart.
The King of the Crows moved, and my eyes remained trained on him as the man’s dark armor rippled. Black shadows spread out into the air from the gnarled mass of scar tissue where his wings used to be. A wound of his first battle against our great enemy. A wound received preventing the invasion of the world dungeon before it was so renamed. The King of the Crows turned to face his army. The players who had survived all the trials up to this point.
His presence was both awesome and terrible. A pillar of stone arose from beneath him and protruded up into the air, the mass of rock erupting out of the earth like a scar. I frowned, wondering just what the King was thinking. He intends to give a speech? Now, at this time? Talking has hardly been his strongest trait. Especially not motivational speeches.
An aura of absolute authority spread out from that pillar, an aura that many found terrifying and ominous. An aura that represented a power beyond any of us, and a power that was still not enough to handle alone the enemy that was coming. Ominous. But I knew better. I knew the King of the Crows, and I knew the Raven. The King was the vessel of a terrible power that had been forced on him by an immortal who craved the continued existence of the world. As for the King, he himself was not evil so much as ruthless. Remorseless. Relentless.
Many were bowed over or fell to their knees by the sheer force of the King’s presence. It was an aura unleashed, while still restrained. As others dropped, I stood standing, my thoughts turned dark and solemn. He’s strong, but not as strong as he had once been. Still powerful, but not like he was. I waited and listened. When he spoke, his words carried the ringing truth of those who had been granted the mantle of King, and of them, he, the King of the Crows, was an absolute.
"Today is the end of an ending. Death comes for us all." The man paused and let the words build up among those assembled. Players glanced at each other, wondering just what exactly he would say, while others would think he paused for the theatrics alone, but I could tell something else was going on, he was searching for the right words to calm his people. He’s worried. The King many of the players thought to be without expression or emotion, was nervous. I had always known better. The King wasn’t some monster without guilt, shame, or regrets. He showed emotion. He was nervous. More than nervous, I caught a glimpse of hope in the man’s expression. It was a sad expression that only I’d noticed. I could tell the King’s responsibility weighed heavy on him, and I couldn’t help but think, Why wouldn’t it? For all his faults, the King of the Crows wanted nothing more than for humanity to survive. Wanted his people, his comrades, and his supporters to survive.
The Calamity that was coming for us all was endless, and it was a calamity the King of the Crows had fought once before and barely escaped with his life. The battle to close a rift to the ruined future that the King hailed from. The battle marked the night when the King’s wings of blackened steel were torn from his back by Aeon.
The King spoke once more. "The Calamity is coming. Today is the ending of everything these past decades have represented: Live, or die. One way or another, it is over. The apocalypse ends, or the apocalypse takes us. As for today, I fight beside you. I will join you and those I have cultivated and built up to be heroes and legends. We will all fight alongside you. We will fight, and we will win. Whether history remembers my legacy kindly or not, history will be remembered. Humanity will survive."
The more he talked, the heavier his words seemed to be. That must be hard, to carry that kind of weight on you. I’m glad that’s not me. The King of the Crows and the Raven would have to make do without true peers to lean upon.
As for my peers, a few cheers went up, and shallow smiles were cracked, but the King of the Crows held up a hand to quiet all of us. "Make no mistake. Victory will require sacrifice. Everyone who can fight, fights today, or everyone dies today. There is no retreat. No backup plans. There will be no second chances for me, or for you. I have used mine to prepare you for this day. We must not fail. If you fail today, everything that you have ever held dear and everyone that you have ever loved will pass into the void, to be forgotten and consumed by the calamity and given to the endless churn of the abyss. The calamity I have long warned about is coming. Aeon, Mad God, who would rather see the world destroyed than see it redeemed. He comes for us."
As soon as there was a lull in the talking, the remaining Kings stepped forward. The other vassals of the Deities who directly intervened in the apocalypse. There was the King of Green Briars, a necromantic sentient undead named Edd who inherited the will of the Well of Souls and the power of ice from the lands without sun when his creator, the Dark Lord and Deity of the Nether, Zekant was killed by another god.
Next was the prisoner, the one named Daniel, who had climbed the Tower of Afterlife, the tower of the betrayer and slew the dread god of that realm after stealing away portions of its power. And lastly, a swordswoman in blue armor who carried an impossibly large sword, the one named Felicity. I had only recently heard of her, the King of the Burning Sword. Her story was not told among us, only that she had conquered the Tower of the Steel and Shadow and come out a blessed vessel. Very little was known of her, only that she had intense and powerful attacks, but as for ability? I had no idea. I had yet to see her in battle.
She was the last of those with the title of King with the blessing of a deity to join Last Home. They were not the only kings, nor had all the deities committed themselves or their vassals, but we had no illusions about those that remained unseen, they would not be coming. Very little was known of the other Kings, except that they had been killed already or fled to the far reaches of existence in fear of what was coming. Or hid in fear of being killed outright by the King of the Crows for the power they weren’t using.
The King of the Crows stopped speaking, and the pillar of earth started to descend. Once on the ground, the King of the Crows raised a hand and channeled mana through his body. The ground around the King pulsed with mana. A mana that changed from black and blue, and finally settled on purple. In front of the King, an arcane circle of summoning appeared and spread out in a wide circle, and from within that circle a portal was created and out of it came a dread presence and a chill brought on by another world. The world of the most trusted summon of the King of the Crows. The summon was something like a man, but not a man.
From within the arcane circle came a long and well-muscled arm. With slender hands and long clawed fingers, the thing that was not a man grabbed on to the edges of the portal within the arcane circle and began pulling itself up and out of the Nether Realm from whence it had come. The King of the Shadow World, a realm of nightmares. The Nightmare King’s body revealed itself as little by little it emerged from the portal. Nearby players backed away quickly.
The Nightmare’s torso showed a heavy marring of scar tissue and purple muscle that was barely covered by the mixed set of black leather and plate armor it wore. Around the Nightmare’s wrists I spotted rusted iron chains that wrapped around both of its wrists and circled around its torso. It looked restrained, but I knew, as did everyone else who looked at it, that only one among us held the reins of those restraints. The King of the Crows.
The Nightmare’s head was hidden underneath layers of armor and a triangle-shaped hat of dark material. Hidden beneath the layers of leather wrappings was a face obscured by an unnatural darkness. All that could be seen were two slits of yellow and black orbs where its eyes should be.
It was a monster, and it sprang out of the portal and landed on two thin, sickly looking and unsteady legs. A tattered figure leather and chains. Where the monster landed, the weeds in the ruined asphalt and the bits of surviving grass rapidly turned to ash and the unpaved area blackened with a grey blight. the grass began to rapidly turn to grey ash, and the earth beneath it blackened with blight before holding up its claws and closing them in a fist. Abruptly the encroaching blight stopped.
The Nightmare, the King of the Shadow Realm, reminded us all of whom it served and in front of the King of the Crows bowed respectfully . The Nightmare turned, and in a voice that projected into all of our very thoughts, it spoke its words aimed more towards the King than to us. "Once more unto the breach, is it? It’s good to fight together again, old friend."
The Shadow turned and smiled a smile full of white and yellow razors at the crowd of worried players. "Well, what are you waiting for? He just showed you how to do it. Get to summoning. You’ll need every edge you can muster. Every favor you can call in. Every monster, every saint. Bring them all.”
There was a collective grunt among us players, followed by a flurry of movement. Every player who possessed any kind of summoning ability did exactly what the King of the Crows had done, exactly what the Nightmare had suggested. Players summoned with their magic whatever spirit, monster, or demon with which they had arranged a contract. It was not an ability I possessed. My talents lay elsewhere, away from summoning and almost solely with my weapon. Any extra helps, I wish I had invested an ability slot in a summon. Our numbers grew with each new summon. Soon after, healers and supporters marched between the rows of players. They cast spells to buff, spells to protect, and anything else they could think of to keep those of us at the front alive. I wished there were more of them. Support type players were few.
My wishes for what if and if only didn’t matter though. If I had learned anything over the last few decades, it was that there's never enough done in advance, and that there's always more that should have been done. Preparation and hindsight went hand in hand. But on that day of all days, I wouldn’t leave behind any regrets. There was something I needed to do while there was still time to do it.
I broke ranks and strode forward, straight towards the King of the Crows and the Raven. Players and their summoned minions moved aside, golems and other creatures. There were many who did not know of my connection with the King and the Raven. It had been forgotten by time, that for many years, before he had taken up the mantle of King, he and I had journeyed together across the dungeons. It was a privileged secret, and the others looked at me, both curious of and horrified by the casual ease with which I approached the King of the Crows.
I didn’t care. As I came close, I put my weapon away and reached out to grab the King and then the Raven. They didn’t resist as I embraced them, nor pull away. "My friends. Try not to die today. I’ll have plenty of trouble getting my own ass out of the fire without having to worry about you two." They fought back a laugh and smiled. Things were not as they had been, but I could not simply do nothing on what could have been the last of days.
I looked at them, not as who they had become and the responsibility they bore, but for who they had been, my friends and comrades. "If I don’t make it, if none of us make it, don’t worry. We tried our best."
I felt a tinge of regret that I couldn’t fight beside them one last time, but my place was elsewhere, I’d reached my limits and those limits guided my path. The two of them had been forced to move on without me. I couldn’t keep up with their growth. No amount of determination and regret would let me cross the chasms between us.
I turned around and headed back to where I belonged, at the front with the other fighters. The King of the Crows looked at me with a dark expression as I went, not in anger, but in fear. Worry was etched deep on both of their faces, but I couldn’t let them worry about me. "I’ll slay them all. I’ll fight." I whispered, knowing they could hear me with their advanced senses, "This is all I can do. I will fight and refuse for death to take me."
They both looked at me with grim faces but said nothing. They know the front will be the first to be hit, and they assigned me there. I could have asked to be removed, and they would have done so. But I know where my place is. Today, they need me to be just what I am, a fighter. As soon as I was back in position, they whispered among themselves, but whatever was said, I couldn’t make out. Only the eyes of the King of the Crows betrayed the worry all of us were all feeling. The worry they too were feeling.
“Get into place!” The Raven took up position next to the King of the Crows and called out as the green mist prepared to crash against us all. "It’s here! Ready yourselves."
After checking my status, I applied the last of my points to strength. I didn't know if that was the best choice, but today, I felt like I needed it. I needed to be stronger. I had prepared as I could and I wasn’t going to sit on points that could save my life and make a difference if used. This is as ready as I’ll ever be.
//Status Sheet\\
	Name – Jax Nolan*

	Unused Experience Points - 0011


	Dark Knight 
Level – 217

	-Title-
"The Remaining"


	Strength - 1302
Agility - 868
Intelligence – 651

	Current Primary Quest
-The Coming of Calamity-


	Earned Emblems
Friend of the Highest King
The Last Knight of the Apocalypse
The Sword That Didn’t Break
Mr. Runs-Towards-Danger––
Goblin Slayer V
Fae Slayer V
Undead Slayer V
Entity Slayer II
Avian Slayer III
Slime Slayer IV
Demon Slayer II
Ent Slayer III
Bug Slayer IV
Dragon Slayer I
 


	Abilities
Cloudrunner (8/10) – When activated, allows for the user to run on air for a short time.
Sanguine Blade (2/3) – When activated, allows for an activated beam of light to shoot from the sword in a wide area attack that partially restores health.
Battle Rush (5/5) – When activated, time practically stands still for the user.

	Passive Upgrades
Iron Skin – Receives an additional layer of protection. Makes condition status Shatter impossible.
Sword of Heaven and Hell – Does extra damage to all sentients when their moral affliction is neutral or worse.
Quick Use – Allows for the use of a potion belt and other potions.


	
	

	
	



I dismissed the status screen as the wave of green crashed into us. There was nothing more I could do. I took a deep breath and gripped Giant’s Thorn in my hand. The world went dark in a haze of mist, a green curtain that spread out in the distance and moved in towards us. The battle started.
	System Notification
*Imminent Attack. Presence of an Elder God*
* System Failure *
Error. Error.








Chapter 2: When the Levee Breaks

So, no more notifications until this is done, then? I tried to bring my status menu back up, but nothing followed. If the system isn’t working, I won’t be able to swap out abilities, either. For better or worse, this really is the end. I gritted my teeth and steeled my nerves. My blade was raised and at the ready.
The creeping mist of green and black passed over us, and within that mist came the enemy, the monsters from beyond. Glowing eyes stared and blinked in a blur of movement. I tried to keep up, but in the swirling of the mist, my eyes couldn’t keep up, my senses couldn’t keep up.
A sharp pain erupted along my arm, and a trail of red appeared where I had been cut. An attack? Already? I slashed blindly with Giant’s Thorn, and a monster howled in the dark and fell back into the mist beyond my sight. This is going to be difficult.
The wind shifted again, and I caught the scent of something unfamiliar coming directly my way. A harsh stench like burning oil and fire. I readied my weapon and prepared to attack.
 "Don’t attack me, don’t attack me," screamed a Lamplighter Cleric, a Support classer, as he ran towards the front with a glowing orb in his hands. The orb allowed his face to be seen, and I caught a brief glimpse of the strain of bearing the orb on the man’s face. With a grunt, the Lamplighter launched the orb up into the air and it floated for a moment before rooting itself in place above us. Oh, an Orb of True Sight. As soon as it was in place, the haze of the mist partially cleared away, and all of us fighters on the front could see again. Other Supporters joined soon enough in launching more orbs up into the air, the sky lit up.
Now I can see; it’s not perfect, but I can work with this. My field of vision expanded just in time to come face to face with an enemy. I was forced to dodge and hit the pavement to avoid a Fel Hunter crashing into my body with all the force of a small truck. The monster had a long and thin body covered in thick grey and black skin. It was lithe, agile, and extremely dangerous. I grunted and scrambled to my feet as the beast narrowly missed me with a downwards swipe of its long claws. The attempted blow left a trail of eldritch green ash in its wake.
The Fel Hunter was quick to react, it lashed out with a claw to ground itself on the pavement and abruptly switched directions to attack me again. I brought the Giant’s Thorn up in a quick parry that cut into the powerful and corded muscles of the beast. I pressed in and put all of my weight and strength behind the blade, but the weapon for all of its upgrades could not cut any deeper into the monster’s arm and my muscles bulged from the strain of the attempt.
It’s strong, I hadn’t thought the Fel Hunters would be this strong. Still. I can’t lose here. It’s not my time to die. I grunted and pulled back on the blade creating mere inches of space between me and the monster. I dove forward to press the small window I’d created to attack, and I thrust Giant’s Thorn into the soft points of the monster’s underbelly. It was a gamble based on a hunch and a valid one. The underbelly had been an unprotected layer. The weapon slid in and cut deep through layers of tissue. Green ichor sprayed and dripped down the blade as the monster collapsed to the ground, the shine of green in its eyes faded to grey nothing.
It was a shock to me that a system message didn’t follow, even though I’d already been halfway expecting the system to be down, but I couldn’t give it any more thought. I had no rest. The Fel Hunter was immediately replaced by another as the endless horde that had assembled against us pressed in.
With Giant’s Thorn still lodged into the dead monster, I pulled out another knife I kept on my belt and brought it down in a quick stab at a new Fel Hunter. The knife cut through the soft tissue of the monster’s foot and hobbled it, as I tore my primary blade free and took advantage to get back into position to attack and followed up with an empowered sideways slash across the monster’s neck. The head rolled and the body slumped over, but it was immediately replaced as new Fel Hunters clamored for position. They’ve got a few weak areas. That makes this a little easier. A little. Not that it matters with their numbers.
On I fought. On the others fought. With spear, sword, axes, hammers and bursts of magic. To my left and to my right, I was joined by other players who fought as well and as hard as I did. When one fell, another player took their place. We were all grim faced but determined. Other monsters crashed into the summoned minions and nearby I saw a clay golem shatter into dust under the blows of an undead.
The Orb of True Sight did not extend our line of sight out far out from our position, but between attacks, and from what I could tell, the force against us was endless, as were the type of monsters in the horde. If I survive this, I’m going to need to sleep for at least a week to get over it.
Precious minutes passed. My movements started to drag and became sluggish as the stamina of my tired body was put through a level of demand I hadn’t felt since the early days when the apocalypse had first started, back when stat points were far harder to come by and mattered a lot more. My blade grew slower, and before I could kill the Fel Hunter in front of me, it managed to land an attack on my face and tore open my cheek with a talon. The fighting is tiring me out faster than I would have thought. This is going to be tough.
A hand patted me on the back, letting me know I could swap out. I stepped back immediately, and a fighter I’d known for ages stepped forward. A man named Lonny who wielded an Executioner’s Pole Arm. The man’s form was legendary, and he went to work immediately to keep the pressing Fel Hunters at bay. Every attack delivered punishing strikes and crippling sweeps that left the target maimed, weak, and vulnerable for waiting players in the rear to finish off with their own attacks. It was the reprieve I needed, and the little bit of rest helped me to build up a second wind to keep going.
I appreciated the work Lonny was putting in and tried to make good use of the quick break. In a practiced, rapid motion, I grabbed a stamina potion from my belt and went to drink it all in one swig. I was only able to get halfway through the potion before I was forced to drop it and defend myself from a different kind of monster: A Dire Leaper, a monster that looked more like a man’s body stretched and shaped to look like a dog with spikes. The Dire Leapers had started to jump over the Fel Hunters at the front of the formation. Chaos spread as they began to tear apart the battle line. It was one of those that came for me while I was distracted by the potion.
My reaction was swift. I brought up Giant’s Thorn and stabbed outwards, straight into the eye socket of the monster. I hoped to kill it in one blow. I tore the weapon out, and the monster dropped to the ground, dead as part of its skull went flying as I tore the blade free. Not as heavily armored as the Fel Hunters, I can work with that. Inconvenient to fight, but doable, just gonna be hard, if these are going to be jumping all over the place.
I turned to face another of the Dire Leapers that came at me, but in the chaos of the formation and front line breaking down and falling apart, a Grotesque Boomer had managed to work its way forward, unnoticed by the players who specialized in ranged attacks, and exploded. Green ichor went everywhere in a haze of poisonous gas, and players dropped to the ground as health rapidly diminished. With my quick-change ability, I was able to immediately drink an Anti-Poisoning Potion and tried to engage, but in the chaos a Fel Hunter managed to land an attack I hadn’t seen coming.
Claws tore into my back, and where the claws had struck, eldritch fire started to burn and sizzle. It was a green fire that sought to consume the enchantments upon my person, and the protections bestowed upon my gear. I moved and struggled, and brought a dagger up and stabbed backwards, aiming just above the growling mouth that tried to bite down into my neck. Ichor flowed.
I stumbled free, and the monster dropped down dead; but another moved in to take its place, and I met it head-on and attacked. Even then, I looked around in a daze as I held up Giant’s Thorn and slashed about wildly as more and more of the monsters moved in. The front line is gone. I don’t see Lonny anywhere. This is how it all ends, then?
My thoughts were interrupted when one of the Princes of the Underrealm, Adramelech, the Ram Lord of Fire bounded over. A small legion of summoned goblins running beside him that launched themselves against the surging horde in sacrifice. Adramelech was a great, flaming beast, with the legs of a bull and a muscular man’s face with rams’ horns. He was a beast who had sworn complete and absolutely loyalty to the King of the Crows. Relief flooded me. I’m saved, then.
Gigantic hands that were almost as large as a man moved in. The ram-headed beast grabbed ahold of the nearest Fel Hunter and tore it in half in one fluid motion followed by a tearing sound and a spray of green ichor. The Ram Lord of Fire withdrew a massive, barbed and cruel-looking sword from its back and attacked in a sweeping arc that cut through Fel Hunter and Dire Leaper alike. The lesser monsters had no chance. Green blood flooded the field in blood as the monsters died in scores.
"Fall back to the next position," Adramelech commanded in a booming and guttural voice, as all of us remaining players followed the command. In those moments that followed, eldritch fire was consumed by the crimson blaze of the Ram Lord of Fire as the giant beast reduced them all to ash. Adramelech growled and pointed a finger directly at me. "Our master has sent me here to protect you."
I nodded affirmatively. I knew better than to fight against the wishes of the King of the Crows; and at this point, I needed the help. All of us who survived what had been the front line needed help. But I had no intention of leaving the Ram Lord of Fire behind to fight in my place. Prince of the Underrealm or not, I wouldn’t leave a comrade if I didn’t have to. I’d learned long ago the ethos behind the words, "Never quit."
"I’m staying with you; when you go, I go." I shouted at the beast as I quickly drank down a healing potion and another stamina potion. As if in agreement, the Ram Lord of Fire spewed flames from his mouth at the next wave of Dire Leapers that headed straight for us.
The entire following wave was drawn to the Ram Lord of Fire and his immense power. In that moment, I knew exactly what my next move needed to be, an idea that came as the Dire Leapers sprouted wings and wove through the air to dodge the flame. I started to run and took advantage of my ability, Cloud Runner, that allowed me to jump and push off the air, I could continue doing so as long as I had the stamina and mana to do it.
Adramelech shouted at me as the giant beast tore apart the monsters that mobbed around him, "We can’t let them follow us to the next position. The flyers must die."
“I’ve got it!” I jumped and landed on the air and kept sprinting straight at the flying monsters as they continued to evade and dodge the giant sword of the Ram Lord of Fire. The Dire Leapers dodged and kept dodging, until they didn’t. Adramelech’s giant sword cut through many of the flying Dire Leapers, but not all of them, not by a lot.
He can’t reach them all. It’s up to me to finish it. I ran and jumped. My body slammed into the first of the surviving monsters, and I stabbed down with my blade into the back of its neck. Unlike the Dire Leapers on the ground, the flying Dire Leapers had even less armor, and my Giant’s Thorn cut through easily without effort.
After the first of my kills went limp and started to fall to the ground after its wings failed and stopped moving, I was forced to lean even more into my Cloud Runner ability. I pushed off the Dire Leaper’s body and jumped and ran to the next, and then the next after that one. I reaped the same step with each kill as I systematically worked to exterminate all of the flying Dire Leapers. It wasn’t until I had killed the fifth Dire Leaper that the monsters finally noticed the danger among them and turned on me in attack, but by then, my companion, the Ram Lord of Fire was ready and threw a mass of red forward near the Dire Leapers. I blanched. A meat lure? Fel Hunters collapsed on the red mass and started to consume, as did the Dire Leapers still on the ground. The lure gave him much-needed space.
I deactivated the Cloud Runner ability and quickly descended through the sky in free fall. I reactivated it once I’d fallen far enough to avoid the fallout on my way to the ground. I avoided taking heavy damage. The air around us cracked with the sounds of fire as the Ram Lord of Fire summoned Burning Flames from the very pits of the Underrealm. Fire erupted in front of the two of us, and all of the flying Dire Leapers and many of the monsters on the ground burned hot and turned to ash. A slight cheer went up on the battlefield, a cheer coming from the next defensive position.
"Let’s go," I told the Ram Lord of Fire as I reached into my belt mid-run and pulled out a Health Potion, a Mana Potion, and a Stamina Potion and drank them. Adramelech took off, and I ran alongside the great beast towards the waiting defensive position and the surviving players. I couldn’t help but notice just how many of the others had been left behind.




Chapter 3: The Brightest Star of Disaster

Old trucks, rusted cars, and shipping containers made up the battlements of the fallback position. They were tall walls of steel and aluminum that protected us, at least for a time, from the onslaught of the monsters in the mist. They’d been stacked and melted together by fire magic, working in combination with the augmented strength of the players.
Hard-earned sweat on easier days saved us now as wounded and tired warriors rushed for temporary cover behind those battlements, and some ran off further in to deliver reports from the abandoned front and gather new orders from their leadership. Glad that’s not on me. It was a duty I was thankfully exempt from. It left me open to do what I did best.
	System Notification 
-Partial System Connection- 
You have survived 1 of 3 waves 
Functionality Limited




System’s back. It must be glitching a little after whatever that was happened. The Elder God from earlier must have moved on or died already. But still, the connection isn’t fully restored and could kick back off at any time. I can’t trust it right now for guidance or updates. Only a partial connection. I frowned and took a deep breath; it wasn’t my first time having to rely fully on myself and not the system. I took up a position near the defensive funnel point of the new front. Gradually, my body returned to normal functioning away from exhaustion. The potions were moving throughout my system and worked to rejuvenate and heal me.
For the time being, none of the Dire Leapers or Fel Hunters pursued us. They weren’t able to get past the second barricade, and those of us who survived were thankful that the fighting had, for a time, been left behind. While we waited and tried to prepare for the next round of fighting, a group of supporters joined up and headed over to an arcane circle as a Great Barrier was cast over the second fallback position.
We all breathed a little easier when the shield of mana rose above and around all around us. It’s was only possible now because there were so fewer of us to protect.
I looked back over at the ruins of the last battle and winced at what I saw. A battlefield of death and monsters. The fallen keep the attention of those bastards. I
winced again and couldn’t unsee or unhear the monsters starting to feed. The Ram Lord of Fire looked up at the Orb of True Sight, and in a show of power, a ball of fire shot forward out of the beast’s hand and destroyed the orb. Everyone’s eyes turned to him, some angry and some disapproving. The Ram Lord of Fire shrugged his massive shoulders. "Nobody needs to see any of that." His response was met with silence as the green mists obscured the carnage of the dying and left behind.
The Ram Lord of Fire walked away from the shield’s edge and headed straight to my position. The beastman leaned against what had been the hood of an old semitruck and looked over at me approvingly. "Well done, human. You fought well. I’ll admit freely, I was wrong about you, I thought yours would be a body left behind on that field." For a prince of the Underrealm, it was an uncommon compliment. He sat down where he was and started to clean green ichor off of his fur.
I heard the words and nodded, but didn’t feel the praise, no matter how hard-earned from the source. It’s hard to feel like this is a job well done when so many of us didn’t make it. I looked back toward the mist and tried to ignore the sounds of the dying in the distance rather than the silence of the dead nearby. Those sounds were the hold-outs that hadn’t made their way back to first fallback position or the safety of the Dungeon of Deepest Realm. I shook my head in disappointment.
Too many thought they could find safety by trying to hole up in whatever spots of paradise they could find out there in the ruins of the city, rather than here, alongside us. Fighting alongside us. Far off into the distance, even through the mist, I could hear the sounds of battle being waged as the monsters broke through those shelters. The sound of broken homes, splintering boards and shattering concrete was unforgettable. Still, they’ll help buy us a little time.
I looked over at the hulking beastman leaning against the wall. Sometimes it was hard to believe we’d managed to somehow gain such an ally as a prince of the Underrealm. "If it wasn’t for your intervention, I would have died along with the rest of the front."
The Ram Lord of Fire, much to his credit, was as blunt as he was consistent, and merely nodded in affirmation. "Yes, you would have. You are welcome."
I laughed. A grim laugh, but a laugh none the less. The giant beastman gave a half-smile in return. Still, it was hard to think about anything but the battle. Over half of our number died in the first wave, and we’ve still got a lot of fight ahead of us. This will be the hardest battle any of us have fought. Gonna be a lot of losses today. I wasn’t close to a lot of them, but I’ve known most of them now for decades. This hits different then the initial apocalypse. Dying this close to the finish is so much worse. Most of those who had died were only elite-classed players, leveled Tier IIs who’d lacked the power, experience, and crest access to unlock an additional Tier. It wasn’t our best that died by the score, but that doesn’t make their deaths any easier. The loss of so many was felt, but in the meantime, the mourning would wait. I took the time to get what rest I could and cleaned my weapon.
A support classer approached and glared at the Ram Lord of Fire, "The King of the Crows says to leave the orb be. We need vision on the field. Dignity for the dead will have to wait." With a flurry of movement, the supporter launched a fresh orb into the sky above, and soon we could see again into the green mists.
I grimaced at what was revealed. Many of the bodies were gone, but not all.
On the abandoned battlefield, shapes and monsters moved among the wounded and marred who hadn’t been able to escape to the fallback position. Kicking and screaming shadows dragged across the rubble. I clutched my weapon and clenched my jaw as I watched from that safe distance while the fallen were dragged off into the dark beyond the battlegrounds, deeper into the green mists.
The Ram Lord of Fire shifted next to me and growled as he gripped the giant sword in his hand. He pointed with his other hand towards the battlefield and asked me, "Do you know what waits for them?”
I nodded, full of regret, and asked him, “Can you do anything about it? What about one of your ultimate abilities? Something that’s a near-instant kill to show them mercy."
The prince of the Underrealm shook his head in regret and tightened his grip along the hilt of its sword. "No. I’ve been ordered not to do so. It is within my power, but it is not the right time, not yet. They still hold purpose, at least some of them. Not all the lost will join the battle as a threat today. I must focus only on this battle. It is not my place to question. There is another plan for the dead."
I looked away in frustration. Just like it wasn’t his place to second-guess the decisions being made, it wasn’t mine either. I still struggled with it. The dead and dying would be carted off to the dark, beyond where we could see, and I knew what happened next. Everybody did. The dead would be changed and turned into some version of the Dire Leapers, Fel Hunters, or something else altogether. Such is the grim fate that awaits all those who fall. My
stomach churned with regret for the lost. I turned toward the beastman and asked of him a favor, "If I die, destroy my body. Don’t let me become one of those things."
The Ram Lord of Fire just grunted and pretend he didn’t hear me. I was pretty sure I heard the beastman mutter, "Or you could just avoid dying."
A sudden hush came over the area. The others stopped talking, as did Adramelech. I looked out towards the mist to see if I had missed something or if we were already under attack again. The Ram Lord of Fire poked me on the shoulder, prompting me to turn around. A hooded figure in green armor approached from the rear. I know him. The King of Green Briars. The Skeletal Lord who controlled the Well of Souls. A Necromancer who fought on the side of humanity, a player, and a peer of the King of the Crows.
Mists of black and white mana swirled around the King of Green Briars. Where the Necromancer walked, grass sprang up from the ground, green and vivid only to wilt in the next moment. Within him existed the power of life and death. Creation and rebirth. For a brief moment, the King of Green Briars looked at me, and then his eyeless gaze passed over the Ram Lord of Fire in acknowledgement. He then stepped outside of the protection of the Great Barrier and the defensive position. A shield of blue mana surrounding him.
I had to step back and hold a hand over my face for protection as he moved by me. Power churned around the Necromancer and a pressure built up in his presence as he channeled the magic within him. He raised two hands into the air, and a power like no other I had seen pulsed out from him in five waves of black and white. The ground started to quake, and for a moment, the Fel Hunters and Dire Leapers that roamed among the dead locked eyes with the King of Green Briars, but it was too late.
The mixed mana crashed across the field. The strong hands of the recently dead and forgotten deceased reached out in hunger. The hunger of the Greater Dead and they were controlled by the Necromancer. Human, demihuman, and monster alike rose up in a state of undeath as the black and white mana formed together almost like a hurricane and churned overhead. The Greater Dead quickly launched themselves against the monsters. I looked around and saw grins on the faces of the other players as we all thought the same thing: We just might win after all.
Adramelech growled "I wouldn’t trust it. Be ready, human. They won’t last long. Greater Dead or not, they’re still only fodder." The Ram Lord of Fire grunted, and I saw him reach into the air and pull something out of his inventory. The beastman cracked what looked like a brimstone egg and drank the contents from inside and wiped his mouth clean when done. He growled again when he saw me looking with a horrified expression on my face.
"What?” Adramelech thundered with a guilty and contented look on his face. "You think you’re the only one that needs to restore yourself? There’s no such thing as absolute power. Not mine. Not his." With the last word, the beast turned and looked over towards the King of Green Briars, who worked and weaved the bones of the Greater Dead together into his own monstrosities as the fighting once more broke out on the battlefield.
Still, it was hard for me to believe otherwise. For a moment, I believed. I thought we might win. The legion of the Greater Dead led by the King of Green Briars was powerful and on the offensive. The undead looked like they had managed to push off the monstrous horde. Skeletal monsters and rotting ghouls tore into the enemy. It seems these endless waves are not so endless. I felt hopeful watching and thought that the end of the second wave might be coming soon.
On the battlefield, newly constructed Giant Skeletons fought against the Fel Hunters and Dire Leapers. Bones cracked and whipped around as monsters tore and tried to sever bodies no longer constrained by flesh in a battle from which us still-living players were thankful to be separated.
The Ram Lord of Fire sprang up and growled, the deepest growl I had ever heard from him. The hackles on the back of the beastman’s neck were raised. "Look, human. Far sooner than expected. Ready yourself." Adramelech pointed a hand covered in singed fur towards the sky.
In the dark of the night came disaster. I watched as meteorites fell from the sky as if tearing through space within space. Trails of flame and smoke were left in their wake. Where the meteorites landed, the ground rocked and moved. Earth shifted as broken asphalt and concrete lifted up in dangerous protrusions out of the ground. Large pieces of debris and rock went flying everywhere, and lines were carved deep into the ground like an ugly scar. In a matter of minutes, the legion of the King of Green Briars took many casualties, but the majority of the Greater Dead remained standing.
A ray of green energy shot out from one of the meteorites and connected to the next, and the next after that, until all were joined and hummed in harmony as their power synergized. An explosion followed, and behind that came a wave of green that exploded outwards in multiple directions along the path of the ray. The wave that followed only had to touch a Greater Dead to destroy it. The undead not destroyed in the initial fall of the meteorites fell as the wave expanded across the battlefield. In moments, the army of the King of Green Briars was reduced to bones and dust and nothing more beyond that.
The wave of energy didn’t stop with the destruction of the Greater Dead. It kept coming. I shouted out a warning, and we were near-immediately joined by Supporters as they worked to raise a supplemental shield at the opening to the second defensive position. It was barely enough. The Greater Barrier broke and shattered under the sudden barrage. Shards of mana fell to the ground and dissipated into the air as the barrier fell apart.
The blast washed over us, dealing damage to us all as the wave of energy turned into eldritch flames that licked at our wounds and set into our bones. I felt the damage; it felt like a poison worming its way into my body. I didn’t get a notification, but I feel it. I’m definitely under the effect of poison or some other damage-over-time ability. The system must be down again. I had just one problem, if it was a poison I’d just been hit with, it wasn’t one that I could easily get rid of.
I turned to the nearest supporter. “Hey, cast Regeneration on me! Cast it on everyone, we are all taking damage.” The supporter nodded and worked his magic. Lines of white dots spawned on my body and spread like stars in orbit.
“Thanks.” That feeling like my body was being damaged lessened but didn’t disappear completely. With the effect of Regeneration on me, the damage over time was all but offset.
A feeling of unease rose up from within my core. The Ram Lord of Fire growled. Flaming hackles erupted along the beastman’s mane as the Ram Lord of Fire self-immolated and showed why he truly was a prince of the Underrealm. A cloak of fire covered him. One of his ultimate abilities. I turned away from him and looked towards the battlefield. I realized something as dust and smoke cleared from the impact site of the meteorites. Those aren’t meteorites at all.
Sovereign Outsiders emerged from the craters. They were giants with bodies slick like black oil that only vaguely resembled the silhouette of humanity, but just as unnervingly, they held an alien physique, like a walking abomination. They had dread eyes blazing with white light and a malicious aura of otherworldly power. The aura that emanated from them and washed over us rivaled the aura I felt coming from the Kings. This was a power that was capable of killing any of the Kings. I felt a malaise dig its way into my mind. I felt sick, tired, and overwhelmed. The entire course of the battle changed again and turned with the arrival of the Outsiders.
The King of Green Briars partially retreated towards a more defensible position within our second fallback position. The Necromancer took up a new position that provided a vantage point over the new battlefield and started to chant. Pieces and fragments of bone dust lifted up off the ground and flew to him as he worked to activate his ultimate ability: Goliath of the Dead, a channeled ability.
Next to me, the Ram Lord of Fire clenched his jaw and came to the same conclusion that I had. The King of Green Briars needed time. These are monsters that can kill our strongest. If we lose them, we lose -- period. The beastman glanced down at me and offered barbed encouragement. "I could have died in worse company, human. You’ll do."
With the coming of the Outsiders, the Fel Hunters and the Dire Leapers resumed their advance. A hundred thousand eyes glowing with the energy of the void advanced towards the surviving players and ran forward in a frenzied state.
"I am serious, human. It is a good day to die. Now is not the time to question what can kill who. It is a question of how many can we kill. And don’t worry. I’ll leave plenty for you, this is a feast of violence. This is the time of abandoning fear and embracing a battle that none of us will be leaving alive." With that said, the Ram Lord of Fire laughed and urged me to join him as he launched himself like a blazing inferno forward straight into the heart of the coming horde.
I felt respect and renewed vigor. Adramelech was like a star in a dead sky, and he burned bright. Flames leaped from his body and enveloped the monsters around him in the very fires of the Underrealm. The fight would continue, and at the very least, the two of us thought we would take out what enemies we could until death came.
In the end, we were not alone. She joined us, the King of the Burning Sword. She strode out from the inner world of the Dungeon of the Deepest Realm in an armor that looked like glacial melt. On both sides, she was flocked by 6 of her Silver Valkyries. They were not legion, but they didn’t need to be. Together, all of us would buy time for the creation of the Goliath of the Dead.
I turned my gaze towards the Ram Lord of Fire. The beastman was already swinging his sword with absolute abandon. I shrugged when Adramelech yelled out, "The path to the future will be paved by our deaths." I was ok with that. A Supporter cast another Orb of True Sight, and I ran forward with a yell to join the fray.
From the crater nearest the Ram Lord of Fire, an Outsider emerged. Tendrils and bizarre appendages spread out from its body as it sought out players and others to consume. A single eye opened in the center of the space where its head should be. An eye that contained within it the power of the void that consumed the stars.
When it moved, any similarity it had to a man ended. The Outsider stood gigantic and with an otherworldliness to it that defied coherent thought. Limbs that shifted and contorted at odd angles. But for all the limbs the monster had, it had only one mouth. Dark, terrible, and cavernous. The ground trembled with each of its steps. With each of those steps, fear and doubt crawled among the players, spreading like a sickness. That sickness tugged at me, an inner voice whispering and feeding those doubts. Flee. Run. Survive. You cannot fight this, and you cannot defeat the master of this monster. Give up.
"Don’t listen to it. Attack. Attack and hold nothing back." The King of the Burning Sword screamed in outrage as the Silver Valkyries fanned out and speared the incoming Dire Leapers and Fel Hunters. A blinding light flashed, and wings of pure energy emerged from her back as the sword in her hand lit up as a pillar of cleansing fire erupted from the blade. The Silver Valkyries cleared a path as they cut down all monsters that tried to come between their master and her target.
A moment of awe came over me as I watched. I blinked hard as I steadily regained control of my body. The mental intrusions of the Outsider were set aside and overwhelmed by the commands of the King of the Burning Sword, who sprinted towards the Outsider, her killing intent loudly broadcast through her sword.
My legs finally moved, and I followed behind. As did the Ram Lord of Fire. The beastman was covered in ichor, and blood poured from multiple wounds on his body, but even in the damaged state he was in, I was sure I caught a big smile plastered on the beastman’s face. "I’m going, too. I wouldn’t miss this for anything."
Behind them, propelled by the actions of the King of the Burning Sword, other players who were at least of the heroic class designation followed. Not into battle, but into the space left behind. They worked to keep the second battlement clear for the sake of those fighting the Outsiders. The message was sent. The path will be open when you need to run.
A blaze of light shot down from the sky and energized the blade of the King of the Burning Sword. She swung her sword in attack, cutting through the dark and shadowy appendages reaching out for her. They burned away in the presence of the sword.
The Outsider screamed in rage as portions of its body disintegrated and returned to the void. At the sound of its scream, others of its kind began to emerge from their craters. Each one just as terrible as the last and the next. But for the Outsider facing down the blade of the King of the Burning Sword, it was too late. The sword blazed again, and this time the pillar of light contracted into the blade itself as power built upon power, hardened, and condensed until the blade was only white -- not an empty white, but the white of all light that burned like a star. In fierce attack, she dashed forward. Her blade cut a path through Fel Hunters and Dire Leapers alike. All enemies in her way where easily cut down.
Each of the Steel Valkyries fought just as hard as we did, and as hard as she did. They were spurred on by the performance of their master, and more so after their master’s sword cut through the upper half of the Outsider. I and Adramelech were both in awe. We’d heard limited rumors about the King of the Burning Sword, but it was entirely different to see her in action.
I looked at my own weapon and thought, I would have loved to learn something from her. I’m an absolute amateur in comparison.
The blue hue of her armor was reflected off the monster’s skin as she approached the body of the Outsider. Her sword still harnessed the power of the sun. She thrust it again and ran along the seams of its body as cleansing flame incinerated and destroyed the Outsider, giving it a true death and preventing it from healing or restoring itself once it returned to the void.
Spurred on by the death of the Outsider, I fought harder. If we can kill one of those, we can kill all of them. We’ve got a chance. With the Giant’s Thorn in my hand, I lashed out and cut deep into the Fel Hunters that pressed in around me and the Ram Lord of Fire.
The knife drank greedily from the essence and lifeblood of the otherworldly monsters. I passed a threshold. Each kill taught me more and more about the monsters and how to kill them, and what their weaknesses were. The knife knew innately, and every attack grew deadlier.
The Ram Lord of Fire was similarly impassioned. The beastman jumped forward and slammed a Dire Leaper that crashed into him midjump. The prince of the Underrealm ground the monster into the broken asphalt with a cloven hoof and adopted a ready position with his sword to take out more. More players joined the fray. We were not alone. There was a sense of renewed hope. All because of her. The King of the Burning Sword would lead us to victory.
And she was the first to fall.
The sense of victory and celebration that followed her slaying of the Outlander was short-lived. The King of the Burning Sword pulled back and held a hand out as bolts of light shot out from her fingertips and crashed into the ground below. Each of those blows causing a rippling explosion that destroyed monsters by the score. As soon as one monster was dead, she’d move on to the next. She moved on to another Outsider, and with an overhand lunge, her blade dug into the monster’s flesh, and she tore downwards, splitting it open from top to bottom. Green ichor spilled all over the ground.
The Silver Valkyries rushed forward to support their master and to clear a new path through all the enemies, but it wasn’t as easy to keep up. The King of the Burning Sword was looking forward towards another battle as a score of Dire Leapers tried to bar her path. That moment of pause between killing and movement was all it took. The Outsider she had killed was not alone, none of them were, and we had lost sight of it. No Outsider was alike, and our minor victory hadn’t change that. I tried to call out when the body of one such Outsider began to morph and shift in a way the others hadn’t. Eyes opened on the monster’s head, not one, but many. Each eye looked around independently, and all settled on her.
The head shot forward at impossible speed. The Silver Valkyries saw it too and moved to intercept, but we could do nothing against the monster’s raw strength. Broken bodies were cast aside with ease. The Outsider opened its maw, and half of its head became unhinged and pulled apart. Revealed within was a mass of writhing shadows behind razor teeth. Too late, the King of the Burning Sword noticed. She was caught in the mouth of another being that equaled her power.
I stopped moving as shock set in. No. I have to do something. I
readied my Cloud Runner ability to try and save her, but the Ram Lord of Fire stopped me. Adramelech was not gentle about it either, but instead grabbed me and threw me roughly back to land on the asphalt. "Not today, you fool. You cannot help her. All you can do is live a little longer. We’ve plenty of opportunity ahead for dying. Save your sacrifice for later, if you are so inclined."
The Outsider closed its maw and bit down and ground its teeth. The King of the Burning Sword’s blade sliced out with her sword, cutting through the flesh of the monster’s face, but what I saw inside behind the wound was hard to forget. Rather than a tongue, the Outsider had a line of bizarre looking undead. They clung together like a tongue and moved around the monster’s mouth.
The King of the Burning Sword tried to escape out of the hole in the Outsider’s mouth, but undead hands pulled and grasped at her until the cheek sealed again, leaving her in absolute darkness. All the while she resisted, and the Outsider made exaggerated chewing motions. Light shot through the flesh of the monster, until finally, an audible pop was heard, followed by a loud and satisfied chewing sound, a sound that let us all know in the absence of the system, that the King of the Burning Sword had fallen.
White light spread out from the monster’s mouth, tearing away flesh and muscle. The monster made a laughing sound and spit her out. Her body came flying towards us, and the Ram Lord of Fire lessened his flames and ran and maneuvered himself to catch her. The beastman never reached her. Her lifeless body exploded into the cosmos as the power she carried within her returned to the universe to be reclaimed. The Silver Valkyries turned on the Outsider that killed their master and attacked in reckless disregard for their lives.
The Outsider welcomed the attack with a still-hungry mouth. Their lives were quicky snuffed out and forfeited without fanfare. A grim reminder of the difference in power between the Kings, and those who served them.
"That’s enough. It is time." A voice shouted, and I turned to see the two most powerful players. The King of the Crows, and his shadow who was called the Raven approached. They shook hands, and I watched as they exchanged promises and split into two groups. The Raven went wide, keeping his eyes peeled and helped to keep threats away from the King of the Crows. He was assisted by an assortment of Dungeon Summons and Nightmare Dukes. The Nightmare King was nowhere to be seen, but I knew he had to be close. They had a mission. Kill any
Outsider on the outskirts who posed a threat to the King of the Crows.
I felt relief. Their power completely eclipses mine, but it is nice, at least here at the last, to fight once more alongside them. I wasn’t as strong as some of the others in attendance, but I followed the King of the Crows as the powerful man sped past me and Adramelech. The king had claws of Blackest Abyss that appeared where his hands had been. Claws that could rend the night if he so chose. He no longer had his wings of black steel, but dark shadows carried him forward instead. His was a different goal than sowing death.
The King of the Crows held up a hand and absorbed the fallen power of the slain King. His body began to undergo a transformation. For the sake of survival, he took on the power of the fallen King and the embraced the blessing of their deity. The King of the Crows began to glow with an aura of blue light. His body expanded, and he grew in stature by at least four feet. It wasn’t a form I had seen before, and it left me feeling awestruck and wordless. It was not enough to completely defeat all of the Outsiders with ease, but it was strong.
A giant hand swung out at the King of the Crows, and rather than trying to evade it, the King met the blow with one of his own. The claw expanded like the weapon the King of the Burning Sword had. The tips of the claw cut through the hand and then further through the monster. It cut the monster’s arm down the middle and then tore into its body. The King of the Crows kept going and pressed the attack with another. The Outsider was rent in three places that killed it instantly. The king didn’t stop to admire or check his kill. He moved. More Outsiders came at him. He moved and weaved while the claw cut through outstretched arms and hands, leaving severed appendages that moved like living shadows on the asphalt. The Raven approached in the distance, running at a dead sprint to join the battle. To which the King simply shouted, "Stay back and protect them."
The King of the Crows proved why he ruled as the highest King. He was a blur of movement. Cutting through monsters of all levels, including the Outsiders. He turned the battle almost single-handedly, just by absorbing the essence of another King.
"Hold, all of you," the King of the Crows called out to those of who could still fight. "Survive a little longer. I’ll kill them all."




Chapter 4: The Essence of Power

The battle waged on through the night and into the next day. Every player alive fought to, and past, the point of exhaustion. The King of the Crows, the Raven, and the King of Green Briars controlled the flow of the battle. At some point a Supporter from the rear called out, "Just got the notification, the second wave has finished." I didn’t get a notification; neither did the Ram Lord of Fire.
"Be cautious, human, and be on guard," the beastman grumbled as it scanned around. "For them to receive a notification and not us means something capable of interfering with the system is near. The third wave will start soon."
The ground started to rock as soon as he finished talking, and the air rippled in distortion. Multiple portals connecting to the void opened, and out of the void spilled Greater Hunters and Helion Leapers. Upgraded versions of what we had been fighting so far.
The King of Green Briars waded into the fray. His Goliath of the Dead had long since been completed. It was an ultimate spell for an ultimate power. He stood in an arcane ring of necromancy within the skull of the giant monstrosity, moving it, and he guided it with his thoughts. I watched as the towering skeleton clad in armor crafted from bone waded through the next wave of enemies and cut them down where they stood with a Sword of Darkness that churned across a bone handle. The King of Green Briars acted as the heart and core, wielding the Goliath of the Dead like a giant armor. Every monster that was killed was immediately resummoned and sent back against the invading wave of monsters.
A portal opened up near me and the Ram Lord of Fire. Adramelech looked over, and I caught sight of the sheer exhaustion that wracked the beastman’s body. The giant sword the beastman carried dragged on the ground, and the fire of its mane had almost gone out.
"Don’t worry, I’ve got this." I put a hand on Adramelech’s back and moved him aside. I raised the Giant’s Thorn and bent my knees, adopting a swordsmanship position to use an ability I preferred to keep in reserve. But we can’t keep everything in reserve for the last; it’s a marathon, not a sprint, and we still have to reach the end.
I raised my blade and took up a fighting stance as I circulated mana through my body and activated the little bit of power I’d managed to cultivate between me and the sword. All the magic in my body traveled through me, and through the tip of the blade. A dark crescent formed on the edge of the sword. I swung, and the crescent went flying through the air. The Sanguine Blade. A curved edge of magic and mana that cut through all in front of it.
The wave crashed into the newly emerged monsters and cut deep into them. It did some damage but didn’t kill any of them outright. But that wasn’t what the ability was best used for. Above the monsters, a black and red orb formed and absorbed a portion of the lost health of the monsters. I looked over at the Ram Lord of Fire and directed the orb at him. It crashed into the beastman’s chest with enough force to knock the beastman off his feet, but rather than take damage, the beastman’s wounds began to Heal. The Ram Lord of Fire was renewed. "That, human, was appreciated."
I nodded, suddenly feeling more tired than I already was. I pulled a Stamina Potion from my belt and quickly drank it down. I’m lucky I can use these; the Ram Lord of Fire can’t, one of the drawbacks of being a demihuman.
The newcomers from the portals were quickly taken care of. On the ground, the players were hesitant but hopeful as the Orbs of True Sight showed the stream of monsters had started to taper off and the number of the local horde had fallen. The King of Green Briars continued to slaughter the enemy. He was unstoppable. The Ram Lord of Fire and I looked at each other with renewed spirits, and the hulking beastman broke out in a huge smile as my sense of battle was renewed. We are winning.
But then something happened. I noticed a blink of light from the skull of the Goliath of the Dead. An explosion of light followed, and the massive skeleton that the King of Green Briars piloted collapsed into a pile of bone. A curved otherworldly dagger was stuck in the eye socket of the face of the Necromancer.
An explosion of white and black mana followed as all the power that the King of Green Briars wielded was released with his death, scattered across the battlefield and behind. All of the Greater Dead and other risen dead returned to the nothing from whence they had been summoned. The tide of battle turned once more as the number of our defenders dramatically dropped. The King of the Crows and the Raven responded immediately from their respective corners of the battlefield.
With a speed that was near impossible, even at my level to keep track of, the King of the Crows swept across the battlefield on his wings of shadow. Each step the King took broke rock and left deep prints in his wake.
I was awed, as was the Ram Lord of Fire.
"That, human," said the beastman with obvious approval as he got my attention, "is the power that brought the Underrealm to heel. A power we should all chase, even if it’s one we will never reach.”
I could only agree. The highest King for a reason.
The King of the Crows reached the collapsed bones where the King of Green Briars had fallen and glanced around with eyes like blackest midnight. He reached out suddenly with his massive claw at a perceived otherness, a ripple, and grabbed at an invisible spot in the air. The air suddenly churned, and within his grasp, a Faceless Elite appeared. Much like the Outsider, it was a monster capable of killing one of the Kings, but with one sizable difference. The Faceless Elite were not truly faceless. They were created from the dead.
I grimaced.
I recognize the face. It’s Lonny. “They’re already turning our dead against us.”
The claws of the King of the Crows erupted into purifying light that entered the body of the Faceless Elite. The man beneath the monster was freed, but the monster itself could not come back from the second death. It was simply an end. The battle renewed as Fel Hunters and Dire Leapers sought out battle with the King. As for the King of the Crows, he held up his clawed hand, and the mana that had been floating in the air of White and Black coalesced on his raised arm as the lingering power of the King of Green Briars was absorbed by his body.
Immediately, the fallen bones reconstructed, but rather than build a giant armor for him to wield and pilot like a weapon, the bones assembled themselves into a double for protection. A clone made of bone that mirrored the King himself. The clone spawned at the King’s back and matched his movements almost perfectly as it protected him from sneak and back attacks, in a massive boost to his defense. So instead of a Goliath Undead he chose a Bone Sentinel. I nodded approvingly, as did Adramelech.
Suddenly, I felt a pressure exerting on me, as something approached. I tried to backtrack but found myself rooted in one spot and unable to move. A faint glow in the air let me know exactly what happened. I’ve been marked for death by a Faceless Elite.
In a flash, the King of the Crows arrived before anything happened and impaled the air with a claw. A Faceless Elite appeared where the King’s massive claws had attacked. The monster’s invisibility was broken, along with its body. With a twitch of his hand, the King of the Crows shredded the body of the Faceless Elite into multiple pieces.
In that moment, I could see the lingering essences of the fallen Kings that hung around the King of the Crows. Their power was already changing him, morphing him, fueling his growth into something more, something stronger. I lashed out again with my blade as Fel Hunters collapsed on the three of us. Adramelech roared and swung his giant sword, but it was the King of the Crows who decided the battle. His hands were a blur of movement as bodies were reduced to gory mist in a flash of movement that completely eclipsed all others.
Every kill seemed to empower the King. But whether it was because of some leveling or strengthening mechanic, or whether it was due to the King unlocking the latent power he had absorbed, I had no idea. But I guessed the newly acquired power was driving the King of the Crows’ rapid growth.
My blade was hardly needed. I was transfixed as the enemies died in droves all around them. The scene transcended time and space, and for a moment, I saw the King of the Crows for who he had once been. Not the King who had led us to survival, but the admitted and exposed tyrant he had been before his regression. He’s stronger now than he ever was. Stronger even than back then, and he’s done it without resorting to killing other players for their power.
I had a thought as I scanned around and looked for the other lesser lords of the Underrealm that served the King of the Crows. I turned to Adramelech, "Where are the others? Your brothers." The beastman shrugged. "Either dead or fled. It is our way. To seek that which we desire, and my desire is tribute and battle. My brothers are not so inclined."
The last of the monsters nearest to the King of the Crows dropped to the ground in a mess of torn skin and grey gore.
"It is time." The King turned and shouted out toward the entrance to the Dungeon of the Deepest Realm, where the last of the Kings stood watch from his position guarding the dungeon realm. "I’ve need of you."
The man who had been a prisoner in a tower of an endless climb stepped forward away from what he guarded. The King of Transformation, who much preferred the title of Dark Titan. Within him he held the form of every monster he had slain while imprisoned within the tower, and within those forms he had mastered a way to combine them all. The Dark Titan was the name he had given to the combined form.
The Dark Titan began to move and walked forward towards the King of the Crows. The man grew, and he towered. His pale skin grew taunt and gained a leathery, browned look as the man took on the initial form of his transformations. The Grave Titan. Fleshy appendages appeared on his chest and thrust outwards at impossible speeds towards shimmery spots of air where Faceless Elites had waited hidden away in the open to systematically take out players. Green blood spilled on the ground.
The transformation continued. Next came the form of the Bone Giant. Giant spears of white ivory erupted through the hands of the King of Transformation, and he started to throw the ivory spears across the battlegrounds, each attack destroying and tearing through everything in the path of a shard of white. For those of them who had never seen the Dark Titan fight, it was a sight to behold. I struggled to hold my place as a duo of Dire Leapers joined forces with another group of Fel Hunters to come against him. The Giant’s Thorn lashed out in my hand, and monsters screamed in rage as they fell beneath my blade.
The King of the Crows began to change some more as he channeled the inner power of the old god he carried inside of him and then began to absorb the little bit of power that was left on the battlefield from those who had been slain. Was this his plan, then, in the end? To absorb what he could, and hope it was enough to take on the calamity? The King’s body grew and turned to shadow as the Dark Titan worked to kill and keep the battlegrounds free of Faceless Elites looking for easy opportunities and easy kills.
A cold sensation directed my attention to a little trickle of blood that poured out from my side. In places, the blood had already dried over. The Regeneration spell must have expired. I didn’t even remember when I’d been attacked or took an injury to the side. I reached into my inventory and pulled out another Health Potion and drank it down. The effect was quick. The bleeding stopped, and the skin rapidly bloated and started to repair itself. I launched myself once more into the battle. I might not have been as strong as the others, but I had survived.
I might not be able to handle the Outsiders, or the Faceless Elite, but at the least, I can kill the easier mobs to save the ones who can do more from exhausting themselves on the small tasks.
Enemies worked their way onto the field. Enemies that were within my power to handle without resorting to abilities like Sanguine Blade that left me exhausted and vulnerable after their use. They were Lurking Defilers. I grunted as I saw the formless shadows reveal what hid underneath. A form that was snakelike, but more centipede than snake, with the arms of a man that helped the monster to scurry across the field.
They were carrion collectors, and it was they who carried away the broken shards and parts of the dead to take and remake into more monsters, like the Faceless Elite. I knew what I needed to do, what I could do, while the Dark Titan and the Raven busied themselves against the main body of the monstrous horde and while the King of the Crows stepped back to try and speed up processing the power he’d absorbed.
I moved my blade steadily in my hand, and with a nod towards my companion, I went forward, and the Ram Lord of Fire followed behind. The beastman’s giant sword cleaved any enemy that tried to get in our way. I can’t help with the others, I can’t take out the Outsiders or the Faceless Elites, but I can do this. I can defeat the Lurking Defilers; I can stall the growth of the horde. The battle continued. All around Adramelech and me, the sound of blade on claw could be heard as steel and shadow rang out against carapace and armor.
From the rear, the surviving and the few mages amongst us unleashed the spells and magic they’d kept in reserve to buy the melee-based players feet and inches of respite. Just brief gaps in which to catch a breath and cycle through the potions we had on hand. The pacing was relentless. Survival dictated nothing less.
I moved through the carnage, at one point becoming separated from the Ram Lord of Fire as I dodged and dived under vicious attacks and spells, like a vat of acid that was spewed over my head to land, unluckily enough, on another player who screamed and disintegrated into goo.
I worked my way towards the first of the Lurking Defilers. Carrying the Giant’s Thorn in my hand, I was ready to destroy the mob, and I brought the weapon down on the back of the monster’s neck and nearly tore the monster’s head off with a savage cut as it prepared a load of torn parts in its arms to be carried away.
Not today. My
thoughts drifted toward lost friends. I grunted as I tore the knife straight through the monster’s carapace, cut straight through, and went on to the next of the Lurking Defilers. The Ram Lord of Fire caught up with me, but briefly stayed behind at each corpse I left in my wake to spew fire as tiny, spider-like things crawled out of the bodies of the defeated Lurking Defilers. I moved forward and killed again, and each time Adramelech followed behind right after, making sure all of the death spawn were destroyed.
Every Lurking Defiler I destroyed was at least one enemy that wouldn’t be sent against us in the future. As the number of players on our side had only grown smaller, we couldn’t afford to let enemies multiply, not when only a quarter of us remained, and those of us who remained were standing on the door to exhaustion. We’d been kept awake and aware only by our high endurance and a constant cocktail of potions of every type.
The King of the Crows suddenly shuddered and abruptly pulled back to the bastion of last defense, right in front of the entrance of the Dungeon of the Deepest Realm. The King’s body began to morph and shifted. I noticed and looked on in concern, as did a few of the others. The Ram Lord of Fire smacked me in the back and reminded me, "This is still a battlefield. You can gaze upon the absolute later."
I couldn’t look away, though, not completely, not once I saw it. I looked in concern, but it was not pain that wracked his face, but change. The power the King of the Crows had absorbed was morphing him, changing him into something new.
Six wings, actual wings of giant black feathers, erupted from the back of the King of the Crows, and a crown of light appeared over his head. On that crown were seven stars, and a radiant aura spread out over the King of the Crows. It was a light that cast its glow over the entire battlefield. All who basked in that light were renewed, and the enemy horde seemed lessened by it and pulled back slightly, as if the light was anathema to them.
I felt a moment of alarm. If the system was working, we all should have just gotten notifications about all sorts of buffs and boons. This is a huge thing. The Ram Lord of Fire launched a furious attack against the nearest monsters so he could pay his respects in the moments between fighting. The beastman kneeled respectfully and tilted his head. "Master," he said reverently. Our wounds and aches healed in a way that not even the healing potions had managed. Within moments, four of those stars started to waver and disappeared, but three stars remained.
Something inside of me recognized the power that the King of the Crows was wielding. He’s no longer a King, but a fragment of an Absolute Monarch. I thought maybe the transformation would continue, and the King of the Crows would continue his explosive growth, but then my attention shifted and focused on the 3 stars on the King’s crown when there were 7 before. What’s that mean? The answer came to me easily enough. The power is incomplete.
The King of the Crows now possessed a power that was 3 times the strength he had when the battle first started. The earth trembled at his might. Waves of raw power cast out from him, causing the very air around him to bend and shimmer. He jumped down from the top of the last defensive position and glided towards the earth on his hands. Still, where he landed, the ground broke. In his presence, the Lurking Defilers, Fel Hunters, and Dire Leapers disintegrated in droves, as if his very proximity unmade their existence. The pressure from his dominion and aura was absolute.
It was a dominion that was supported by his closest followers. A dark shadow spread out from the Raven, as the shadow dropped back from the fighting at the front to link up with the King of the Crows and fight side-by-side. The Bone Sentinel who’d been left behind waiting readily rejoined the King of the Crows as the sovereign took up his rightful place on the battle.
Every enemy turned on the King of the Crows, all eyes locked on him, and those eyes advanced to their deaths. The green mist that had spread throughout the battlefield cleared around him. The Dark Titan stood vanguard and was beginning to falter. The King of the Crows shouted out towards him as he sped forward, "I’ll take the front. Fall back and heal; I’ll need you again soon." The King’s voice carried on the air.
The Dark Titan retreated from the front, and a Supporter quickly cast a protective shield spell on him as he reverted back to his human form. As soon as he did, I noticed the sheer damage the Dark Titan had taken that had been hidden by his much more powerful Dark Titan form. I grimaced. None of the Supporters was strong enough to truly be of much use to him.
Still, I tried to help as I could. I tossed him multiple potions. The Dark Titan guzzled them down and thanked me. But it wasn’t the thankfulness that got my attention. It was a dangling piece of flesh, a mass of gore from which one eye hung uselessly. A remainder of an injury where two Faceless Elites and an Outsider had tried to completely overwhelm him and met their destruction.
The Dark Titan cut the eye away with a dagger and summoned fire in his hand to quickly cauterize it. That’s a big decision. Permanent injury was not so easily healed, not even for one like him. The small choice of regaining the use of the eye eventually was gone in favor of stabilizing his health now.
With a grim wink towards me with a missing an eye, the Dark Titan approached the King of the Crows and patted me on the back as the radiant aura altered the course of the battle once more. I could see at least some of the Dark Titan’s lesser wounds were already healing. "Out of the many times I’ve regressed, this has been my favorite. This is the furthest I’ve ever gotten thus far. Maybe we can survive this, after all. I’m usually just trapped in that damn tower." I smiled and walked back toward the rear to let my own body rest while I could before the next battle, the last battle, started. I knew I would be needed. I looked at the Dark Titan as he walked away and shook my head. What was that about?
The Ram Lord of Fire walked over to my side and just put a hand on my shoulder. "The things you say so casually. So loudly. These ears of mine hear everything. But for some, being alive in these moments is reward enough. I could fight like this every day of eternity and never tire of it. It has been glorious."
I looked at him, the Ram Lord of Fire with his sword the size of a man. Horns curling around his ram-like head and wisps of fire trailing along where fur grew. "Maybe so. But what do you get out of this, Adramelech? It’s you alone. The other Lords of the Underrealm have fled, and the ones that supported us have been killed already."
Adramelech tilted his head back and laughed. A massive, toothy grin spread across his face at a found memory. "I once fought my master to the death when I was the last boss to be defeated. My sword impaled his heart on the onyx stones of the deepest pit in the dungeon, and his claw tore through my skull and severed my head. The next time we fought, it was not as enemies, but as allies, when the dungeon was invaded by the future of the first ruin. We have become comrades of blood, and I do not wish for this world to be destroyed."
I nodded thinking I had an understanding. "Because… he’s your friend?"
The Ram Lord of Fire smiled and nodded. "Something like that. Besides. I have other worries. If this world dies, the only thing that awaits me after is the endless bore that is the abyss. It will be an eternity before a new world manages to rise from the ashes of this one. I would rather live or die a true death here."
 




Chapter 5: Those Who Persisted

In the moments that followed, I looked around at those who remained, and caught sight of the Dark Titan leaning against the wall. He was closest to the entrance of the Dungeon of the Deepest Realm. His body was rapidly regenerating from the damage it took, but he still had awhile to go before he’d be back in fighting form. It’s odd seeing him in his human form walking around like this, after seeing the monster he can become on the battlefield.
The man caught me looking, and a strange expression crossed his face before he slapped both hands on the top of his legs, righted himself completely, and walked over to me. I tensed, but the man waved a hand in a friendly gesture and then leaned in close so that only I could hear him.
The Ram Lord of Fire moved aside respectfully and gave the two of us our space.
"Before they called me the Dark Titan, I was simply Daniel. A healer and the supporter of my team. When I was trapped in the Tower of the Betrayer, I lived lifetimes trying to find my way back to them. It never happened, not like I thought it would. The only thing that ever changed was his coming to free me. Your Seraph. Your Crow King." The Dark Titan sighed deep in memory. He sounds tired. "Literal lifetimes I spent inside that tower. Hundreds of times I went back to the beginning, and it was only towards the end that I was finally made aware of how many times I’d repeated the same steps and tread the same path. Experiments. Altered paths and trials. Regressions without memory, and after all that, I could die today, content knowing I have done well. We have done well. The ones precious to me I can leave behind in the dungeon behind us, and so long as we win. They will survive, and that is why I can smile and rest at a time like this. We will win, I know it."
I nodded and didn’t want to disagree, but when I looked on at the carnage of the second battlefield and the destruction of the one before, I couldn’t help but disagree. Even if it wasn’t out loud. Even further still in the distance, were the ruins of the old city and the old world. A hollow echo of fallen humanity.
"And what if we don’t win?" I asked as I turned back towards the Dark Titan. My question was almost a dagger aimed at the man and I didn’t mean it to be.
The man shrugged. "Then we don’t win, but I’ve never gone far doing anything in my life thinking it was impossible from the get-go. Impossible is nothing. Impossible is a word thrown around by weak men unwilling to do what must be done. Unwilling to surpass their limits and grow stronger. Have the years of the system taught you nothing?"
I had no response to that. My mind reflected back on the years and how far I’d come from the person I was when I’d first joined the guild created by the King of the Crows. A lot has happened since then.
An aura of power came down on me and everyone around us as the King of the Crows stepped forward. His body had changed once more and grown even more powerful. Even more beyond any of us. Even the Titan. I respected the man who’d become more than a man. Prismatic light cast out rays of every color, and behind those rays was the power of the fallen Kings he’d absorbed, a power propelled forward by his own.
Following behind the King of the Crows came the Raven. They had been near equals before, but now, they stood apart, in the same way that I stood apart from the Raven. Though the Raven was still one of the most powerful players left alive, just under The Dark Titan in terms of strength.
With every step, the body of the King of the Crows shimmered and gleamed with magical distortions. Behind him came the Raven with an almost equal amount of distortion. Multiple and powerful enchantments were layered on his body that further accented the ethereal look of the pair as they walked in tandem. The Ram Lord of Fire and I both nodded respectfully at the pair in admiration of their unique bond and the hardship they’d endured to achieve it.
The King of the Crows took many measures to ensure the survival of his shadow. A promise to the one man he respected more than all others. A promise to ensure the survival of his younger self. A promise he almost broke when he’d almost been forced to kill him to complete his regression. A promise I respected him for keeping.
Their dynamic had always been interesting to those of us close enough to observe it. A dynamic where one treated the other as something more akin to a younger brother, than as a shared existence that brought about the return of one from the first world of ruin. Still, regardless of the source, it’s good to see. The King of the Crows was human, like the rest of us, even if he was on the cusp of godhood. There was a time when I thought he’d be my enemy, and the enemy of all mankind, not a savior. I’m glad I was wrong.
The moment ended abruptly. A Heroic Fighter in golden armor came running from the new front. He was covered head to toe in green ichor, mixed with red streaks of his own blood. The man carried Twin Axes strapped to his back and had an ease about him that was uncanny. I shifted uneasily when the man approached, and the Ram Lord of Fire glared menacingly. The man was not well-known to us and wasn’t a welcome addition to our party. Not much was known about him, only that he’d joined us late and said his name was Daniel Elder.
I prodded Adramelech in the beastman’s side, and judging by his raised hackles, the prince of the Underrealm had his own misgivings about the new arrival. “Something about him isn’t sitting right with me. He smells wrong."
The Ram Lord of Fire growled and gripped the barbed sword in his hand. On an instinctive level, the beastman knew the truth of the newcomer. An enemy. My own sense of caution and alarm was raised. "Stay close to me, Jax; the ax man has secrets. I can smell them on him."
Daniel ran right up to the King of the Crows and dropped down on the ground to brace himself against it. He placed one hand on his knee and raised the other hand off the ground in a wait signal as he breathed hard and tried to catch his breath. It lasted but a second as Supporters and other nearby players rushed over to see what was the matter, and what was so urgent that Daniel had to stop the King of the Crows.
The man raised his hands up defensively, wiped sweat off his face, and started to laugh and laugh some more. "Bit prickish about that, are you? It doesn’t matter. I’ve seen enough. This is it? All you have to offer. This was it? This was your grand defense? This is everything you all have after how many years? All that time, and this is how you prepared? Just this? This is how you think you’ll stop Calamity? This is nothing."
Besides me, the Ram Lord of Fire growled, his haunches bent, ready to spring forward. I tried to restrain the beastman, but the beastman just pushed me aside as he held his massive sword at the ready, killing intent flashing in his eyes as the fires of his mane once more erupted with battle fever. "You dare talk to the King of the Crows disrespectfully? Have you forgotten your place? You would dare?"
The man grinned, and something moved behind his face. "Not even once. I forget nothing" The color of his eyes started to fade away, replaced with grey before turning to eldritch green with flakes of gold. Faster than anyone thought possible, he moved before any besides the King of the Crows could react.
In one fluid motion, the man named Daniel pulled his axes off his back and jumped up in an attacking leap towards the incoming Ram Lord of Fire. The Twin Axes came down in one sweeping motion that easily cut through the beastman’s neck. The weapons dealt true damage, ignoring the protective armor and the wisps of flame that licked at the ax blades. Adramelech’s head toppled over as the man jumped off in another attack, taking out an unlucky Supporter, whose chest erupted in a haze of red mist as the Twin Axes found another mark.
The eyes of the Ram Lord of Fire blinked, and then the entire body erupted into hellfire as it was returned to the ash from where the beastman had originally come. In a flash, my companion and ally was killed.
Shock fell over the players. A shock followed by frantic movement as I used my Battlefield Adrenaline ability. An ability that I kept in reserve for moments just like this due to the strain it put on my body and the long cool down that followed. An ability that under normal circumstances practically slowed time. But not here. Even with the boost, I was still slow to react to the new threat. Daniel, with his green and gold eyes, eclipsed me and rivaled the King of the Crows.
Shock fell over us, shock followed by the frantic movement of every nearby surviving player, supporter, mage, minion, and summons, moving to take down the newly revealed threat. The King of the Crows instantly reacted and used a Mass Protect ability. A shield of blue and red spawned on me and on all our nearby allies, but the raw power of the Heroic Fighter was greater. His was power beyond those gathered against him.
He moved fast. I only saw his movements showing as a barely captured after image. Mirage. It wasn’t an ability that I was using, but the singular might of my physical prowess that went beyond all rational thought or reason. Not even the King of the Crows is this strong.
Defenders fell in swathes as Daniel tore through all the ragged survivors with the Twin Axes that had killed the Ram Lord of Fire. I tried to stop him, but I couldn’t keep up. Providence alone saved me from his attention. A downward slash cut a Mage in two before the Mage could unleash a Glacial Forest. A group of Heroic Swordsmen moved to try and cut him off, but a single sweep of those Twin Axes shattered their blades before mowing down the group and left them disemboweled. With a laugh, the newcomer moved on and slaughtered as he went. A red mist following him.
It was the Raven who intervened and stopped the advance of the mad man and the massacre. The Raven’s body hardened and yet turned to a gel like substance as he leaned into the ability that marked him as third strongest. Body of the Abyss was an ability he’d been granted from surviving the attack of a Corrupted Sovereign Elemental. Twin Axes cut into the Raven but did no damage. So long as he maintained his Body of the Abyss form, the Raven could only be harmed by magic.
The Raven grabbed onto the Twin Axes, and for a moment, the newcomer was rooted in place. It was only a moment, but that’s all it took. The King of the Shadow Realm, who was bound to the Raven, emerged from its bindings within the shadow of the Raven. The Raven ushered a command, and the chains that bound the monster dissolved, and with it, any restrictions on its power.
The newcomer didn’t care. The force before him had left him unhindered and unimpressed. Within the hands of the King of Shadows a blackened Pike of Darkness emerged. I had heard of the weapon and only seen it before once during a fight in the Underrealm against an Onyx Armor. It was a weapon that could destroy any defense.
Yet, Daniel only laughed as he thrust a hand downwards and broke the concrete and dug into the ruined ground in front of him. A pulse of power followed, knocking everyone back except the King of the Shadow. "A summoned weapon, is it? I can do that trick, too."
The Twin Axes in his hand immediately changed forms, becoming curved blades that gleamed with an eldritch glow. Dark shadows wrapped around the swords, sentient shadows as if the blades themselves had been summoned from darker, hungrier places beyond the void.
The newcomer launched himself at the King of Shadow, who raised the black pike and found a weak point and counter-attacked. The pike never landed the blow. Instead, Daniel’s weapon cut straight through the head of the pike and kept going until the tip of the eldritch sword erupted out of the back of the King of Shadows. The false hero’s laughter increased its tempo as my own body began to slow, as my ability wore off and my own speed returned to the level near everyone else’s. Daniel raised a hand and turned, "Did you really think you could escape me?"
I scrambled up as understanding dawned on me. He’s been here the whole time, and there’s nothing I can do to help. I made it this far, and it’s not far enough. The King of the Crows grabbed the back of the Raven and shoved him back. "He’s beyond you." Blackened claws sliced out against the sword that was not a sword, and the two waged battle and each met each hit of force with each force. They were, to the dismay of those watching, evenly matched.
They were two existences that completely eclipsed all others. A meeting of shadow and light. Dark blood splattered on the ground as each scored hits on the other. The lifeblood of the immortals rained down from the sky, and where it landed, strange creatures emerged who were neither monster nor human, but something else altogether. I moved out of the way. The creatures were left alone as everyone else struggled to watch the battle. For those who survived, and those who could see, we all learned what it was like to see two gods fight.
"You’re better than the others were," the mad man complimented as the King of the Crows landed a hit and racked the man’s face, cutting deep. Large cracks formed, and portions of the face gave way like it was a clay or porcelain mask, rather than actual flesh. The King of the Crows attacked again, not bothering to respond. He had a singular focus to win and to survive.
The newcomer’s face melted away to reveal an expressionless mask of gold beneath, with green eyes like emeralds. It was a face that belonged to the mad god who had once taken from my master his wings. "But this world has been judged. It will end along with its darkness and all the evil in it. Humanity has lost the mandate of the heavens."
I couldn’t just watch anymore, but when I tried to intervene, vines erupted up from underneath my feet and locked me firmly in place. I recognized it for what it was, an ability of the King of Green Briars, which meant the King of the Crows himself had cast it. This means he plans to take this monster on alone, then.
"Why have you come now? The ending has long since been reached. We have survived," the King of the Crows demanded as he swiped away Daniel’s sword and scored a hit on the god’s leg that caused gold and green ichor to splash and spread across the ground.
The god laughed. "Does anyone need a reason? Perhaps I was bored. Perhaps I’d hoped for a different ending. Perhaps I was waylaid. The reasoning doesn’t matter, only the destination."
The god began to warp and grow as the monster it truly was began to reveal itself, almost as if it could no longer be constrained by the form of the man it was wearing as a costume over it.
I watched. The King of the Crows was not so easily beaten, and he began to morph again to match and met the god head on. They joined together in a struggle to kill the other. They twirled in a mass of green, black, and gold. Shadows and prismatic energy spewed forth.
I had to avert my eyes from the strain. I wiped what I thought were tears from my face and realized drops of blood had started to weep from my eyes from trying to watch. I have to trust the King of the Crows. I turned away and joined the Raven and the few other survivors who were still fighting, as they closed the gap to fight against the minions we could defeat. And to make sure our master wouldn’t be attacked by other monsters that joined the battlefield. We couldn’t help him defeat the mad god, but we could try and make sure he wasn’t attacked by anything else in the meantime.
I sighed. Our numbers had been reduced to under 10% of the defenders we’d started with, and we’d already lost the majority of the players that could have survived. Yet somehow, I’m still alive. Only people like me remain. Those who persist. Just have to say, never quit.




Chapter 6: The Thorn That Killed A God

An explosion sounded, and the ground was thrown up in the blast that followed. Dirt, debris, and rock were thrown in all directions. I braced myself, and the few surviving Supporters threw up shields where they could in an effort to diminish the damage taken by the last of the players left standing. I was thankful for the shield.
A light flared. A light brighter than anything those who watched had ever seen. It blazed as the two gods went flying away from each other. The King of the Crows skidded on the ground and left a trail carved in the asphalt and concrete, like a jagged wound showing where he had landed and skidded to. The King of the Crows stopped moving once his body hit a car, and both he and the car slid until he hit a wall. His head slumped over unconscious, his chest was rising and falling in odd ways. He’s damaged, badly. I realized it as I saw the blood start to flow down his sides from wounds hidden by the wall and car that had softened his crash. The six wings that had sprouted from his back had been torn off. Bloodied pinions were scattered on the ground, still holding black feathers. The crown of light that had sat on the head of the King of the Crows had disappeared.
I moved while the Battle Rush ability was still active, before my body suffered from the backlash. I held the Giant’s Thorn in one hand, and the last of my Health Potions in the other. I didn’t care what happened to him. All I wanted to do, all I could do, was grab the King of the Crows and try to get him out of there, try to save him.
From the other end of the battlefield came an inhuman roar as the monstrous entity that the King of the Crows had been fighting stirred in the crater created from the explosion of their blows. I looked over at the unconscious form of the King of the Crows with worry. It
doesn’t look like he'll be getting up anytime soon.
"Don’t worry about it," a voice shouted out as The Dark Titan reemerged in his human form. I looked and saw the man’s eye socket was still bloodied, and his body hadn’t healed completely. The Dark Titan moved toward the enemy and tossed a glance at me. "I’m putting my faith in you. Make sure this gets finished. They believe in you; I’ll believe in you too.”
As he walked, I saw the man’s face grow and contort as it elongated. Pale skin turned to leather, and then more rough skin grew on top of that, as leather on leather formed protective layers. He grew taller as his body expanded and grew bigger. The transformation accelerated. He grew faster. Became stronger. Until finally, he was fully immersed in the change and showed why he was known as the King of Transformations.
A spear of bone emerged from the center of his hand, and The Dark Titan broke it off with a twist and heaved it with all the power within him. It sped through the air like a javelin. The bone spear landed square in the middle of the mad god’s body, and the monster screamed as its body reverberated from the force before collapsing in a defensive maneuver around the spear in an involuntary response to protect itself.
The Dark Titan held up a hand and closed it into a fist as he thundered the command, "Bone Prison," activating the ability within the spear. Curved bone, gigantic and ivory, emerged from the spear and collapsed around the mad god as the protruding bones cut into the ground like stakes, temporarily restraining him.
"That’ll have to do." The Dark Titan muttered as he gave a look to the surviving players as if to say, get out of here. The ground cracked as the massive Titan launched himself forward with an ability I had only heard of before, an ability never before witnessed directly by any of the survivors, except for the King of the Crows himself when he had saved the Titan from the betrayer’s tower. It was an ability passed on by a Deity who’d refused to take on a vessel and make another a King. The Hand of Chronos.
A spinning vortex of pure energy appeared in the palm of the of the Dark Titan as he slammed that open palm into the writhing and bound form of the mad god. At the impact site, a millennium passed in the blink of an eye. Parts of the bound god turned from green and gold and darkened to black and grey with age. Bits and pieces of the monstrous form started to chip off and fall as the monster’s body began to return to dust, as age and time accelerated further out from The Hand of Chronos.
I watched as the mad god roared, and with that roar, its body began to shift, taking and flashing among the different forms it had taken over the years. The Hero, the Ax Fighter, the Creator God, and the wormlike monster it had become. It thrashed against the Bone Prison, but the Dark Titan remained rooted in his spot and pressed the attack. He would not be dislodged.
With a grunt of massive effort, the Dark Titan pressed in more. I could tell he was giving it everything he had. He focused all his power into that one ability that could damage the bound god. But it was not enough. Something began to change. I could feel the change in the air as I rushed towards the fallen form of the King of the Crows to tend to him.
Beneath the Dark Titan, the bound god thrashed and settled on a new form as its body continued to fail, a form that oozed like slime. It oozed straight through the ivory bones of the Bone Prison and started to envelope the Dark Titan’s body, starting with his hand and then spread outwards.
Too late did the Dark Titan recognize the threat for what it was. An eldritch slime covered him on all sides, spreading out like a sheet so he had nowhere to go and nowhere to retreat. The slime clamped down and held firm on the hand that channeled the Hand of Chronos and attempted to destroy the hand. Spears of bones erupted in all directions as the Dark Titan attacked and thrashed and used every ability at his disposal to attack the slime and maintain the channeled ability.
Large gaps appeared in the flesh of the slime form, but those gaps were quickly filled in and the damage ignored, if not outright regenerated as the fight continued. Still, even in all of that, not once did the Dark Titan try to escape. Duty bound him to stay.
He’s buying time, I realized as the last of the survivors turned to the Dungeon of the Deepest Realm and began to run for the entrance rather than stay and try to help. They actually think they can hide within. With the retreat the rest of our lines collapsed completely. The Dire Leapers and Fel Hunters we’d been keeping at bay started to advance in on the position.
The slime form of the mad god turned to grey and then a burnt crimson as The Dark Titan poured forth all his power into The Hand of Chronos. Nothing was left for later. Every ability was used and all of his mana. Fleshy appendages erupted out of his body, each, in turn, sharing the time-decaying ability. For a moment, I could see the face of the Dark Titan within the mass of flesh as an orb of time began to form in churning silver, but then it was over. The slime form completely covered the Dark Titan, and no more could be seen. The orb collapsed. The damaged body of the mad god’s slime form flashed from burnt crimson to gold as the slime form hardened and rapidly healed.
I tried to rush over, but the Raven grabbed my shoulder and stopped me. "What exactly do you think can do when the rest of us have failed? Aeon the mad god is not so easily killed. The King of Transformations knew what he was doing. He bought us time. You’ve no reason to die today. Another purpose awaits you." I looked at the Raven and nodded in partial understanding. “A plan B.”
The body of the slime form began to retract and disappear, revealing the restrained and muted form of the Dark Titan within. Portions of gold tendrils wriggled around the opening of the King of Transformation’s mouth and forced their way down into his throat before disappearing. I could only notice their presence after by the writhing they made under the skin as they worked through the body of the Dark Titan.
I stared on in shock as the Raven crouched next to me and tended to the King of the Crows. He frantically tried to awaken the unconscious King.
A malicious aura suddenly exploded outwards from the battlefield. Killing intent swept over all of us. The Dark Titan opened his eyes, and only green shone through those eyes, and familiar laugher started shortly after. The same manic laughter the mad god had when he’d initially revealed himself to us when he was still in the human form of the Ax Fighter.
A groaning, tearing sound followed, and multiple bones of green and gold spawned throughout his body as he launched a barrage of bone spears against us. The attack tore through all the remaining Supporters, players, and the handful of Mages that hadn’t fled already. Death came for us all.
The Raven moved and shielded me and the fallen King of the Crows with a cloak of shadows from his body. The bone spears did some damage to the shielding enchantment of the cloak of shadows, but nothing serious, save for the tears and rips in the darkness. Others were not so lucky. Each projectile was infected with part of the mad god’s essence, and where my allies fell, enemies rose up again.
I looked around to assess the damage. Our army had fallen. It's only us that remain. The Raven cut open the palm of his hand and held it to the mouth of the King of the Crows as he transferred some of their shared lifeforce. The king stirred and opened his eyes, and the Raven dropped from the sudden loss of power.
A voice boomed, as the bodies of the infected moved around us, not advancing, just looking. "We’ve been here once before, if you remember. It’s just the four of us now. As it began, so will it end." The mad god laughed in his possessed form and clapped his hands together. "You have done well. I will admit, much better than our last battle when I took your wings, but today I finish what was started long ago. This world and every world before and after will join it in the empty of the void."
From within the center of the mad god’s hand emerged another spear. But unlike the ones spawned before, this one was fully enhanced with eldritch power that twisted around the barbs that adorned the head of the spear and shaft. The mad god looked at the awakening form of the King of the Crows and went to attack. I reacted. I moved without thinking. I screamed and ran. I tried to grab the King of the Crows and push him away, but somehow, I ended up hurled through the air looking down at the one I tried to help and instead of helping, I instead landed in front of the entrance to the Dungeon of the Deepest Realm. The King of the Crows followed after, landing next to me. He stirred, his conscience finally returned to his body. What just happened?
I staggered up and saw the Raven standing where I had been. The golden spear was impaled in the center of his chest and had completely destroyed the shielding protections. The Raven grabbed at the spear and tried to remove it, but his movements were too sluggish, the damage too great. Blue eyes stared up at the sky in regret, and a moment later turned to me in sorrow, as shades of green began to change him as they had changed all the others.
"No." The mad god yelled in a rush of anger. "I deny you. You’ll not be joining us." He turned to his vast horde of minions. "Go. The dungeon awaits." The waiting Fel Hunters, Dire Leapers, Lurking Defilers, Faceless Elites, Outsiders, Undead, and other things I had never seen sprinted forward in a dead heat.
The mad god jumped forward, and with two fists joined together, raised over his head. He brought the joined fists down in a brutal attack against the impaled Raven. Bones broke and shattered. Red liquid splattered, and the Raven was gone. My heart sank. I screamed and raised Giant’s Thorn in defiance, but the King of the Crows grabbed on to me and leaned on me.
"This is our window. We have to escape. The dungeon is being attacked. I’m portaling back immediately." I thought to yell and scream at the man I’d following all these years, but when I looked at the King of the Crows, all I saw were lines of regret and loss on his face. This battle has been just as hard on him as it has been on me. He’s lost friends and people he cared about, too.
In a flash of light, the two of us were teleported and returned to the Dungeon of the Deepest Realm and within the dungeon. The mad god would come for The Last Home next, the kingdom the King of the Crows had built after the world ended. Our home.
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Bright lights met me as I stumbled forward on the summoning platform. Screens and monitors showed green mist everywhere, and in the mist, the monsters on the surface pressed through the gates. The first floor was already being overpowered. Panicked players who hadn’t answered the call to help defend the dungeon entrance sought refuge in deeper levels of the dungeon, while those who had fled the battle found themselves involved in yet another.
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Enough. I mentally dismissed the screen and sent the command that the rest of the notifications were to be ignored and quickly allotted all my unused points from the level-ups towards strength. At this point, it might be a waste, but a few more points could make the difference between a kill or just injuring. 

Beside me, the King of the Crows collapsed and started to wheeze. It sounded almost like a death rattle and I wondered just how much damage he had taken. In a rush, a woman with pointed ears ran over. The woman was his bride, an elf woman named Sadie. They embraced without a word. She could tell, as could I, that he was dying, and behind her another followed. An older man who was not a man. The master of the dungeon, the immortal with whom the King of the Crows shared a connection, the true power behind the crown. Amarath.
The immortal spoke first, breaking the silence. "I’ve seen it reflected through your eyes. We’ve fallen, then. We’ve failed."
The King of the Crows coughed and looked at me. "Fallen, but not failed. We always knew this day could come. We were close, though. The closest world so far." The King smiled, despite his wounds. "We hurt him. We can close the gap. If only I was just a little stronger, we could have won."
"Oh," the Immortal responded with an upraised eyebrow as he appraised the King’s injuries. "Only just a little stronger?"
"I promise we did." The Immortal turned to me and explained. "The King of the Crows was prepared. I knew, and through him, you’ve known and been prepared. Strange how fate changes things across lifetimes shared. I was the only one of my fellows to leave my fate directly in the hands of my vessel., I don’t regret that decision. He did do well. "
The immortal looked at the King of the Crows regretfully. "This is partially my fault. I should have let him regress alone instead of trying to join him. Instead of pulling my dungeon and my minions back in time with him. Had I not, I would be stronger and would have more power to give him. The passage through time has so many unforeseen effects, it is impossible to control for them all, even when one has the aptitude to navigate times river."
"So, what? We lament and just die, then?" Sadie looked up towards the immortal, her eyes watery. "Let’s all go back. We can try again. We can regress like you did."
The King of Crows coughed again and tried to smile for her. "That’s not a choice anymore, not for me. We’ve already gone back once. Everyone but him. Even if we could, it would only destroy the timeline, not build on it." The King of the Crows pointed at me. "But as the Immortal said, one person can change the timeline. We can fix that; he can fix that."
"Wait," I protested, not sure how to respond. "It shouldn’t be me. It should be somebody else."
The Immortal shook his head. "Maybe so. Maybe not. But I can’t know for sure that it shouldn’t be you, and we don’t have time to choose someone else. You’ve long been selected for this. A chosen one to minimize the butterfly effect. In minutes, there will be no one else. I cannot regress again, and the King of the Crows is linked to me. Sadie, you, as one of my servants, cannot regress; neither can the other elves. But if Jax was to go back, the three of us will remain in our last regression, and he alone will know of this future. He’ll have to go back all the way to the beginning, before us and our changes. He can use the knowledge he’s gained, without interfering with the progress we made. Back to the true beginning. He might even be able to stop the first invasion, the one from the ruined future."
The King of the Crows nodded and pulled himself up and put a comforting hand on my shoulder. He supported me, not as a leader, but as a comrade and friend. "I can tell you from experience, this isn’t going to be easy. Thank you. For everything. Remember the quest. Even if it doesn’t carry over. Forgive yourself for what you must do, and what we do. It is the only way.”
I nodded, and suddenly my hand was pulled forward. Hot liquid passed over my hands, and I realized I was still holding the Giant’s Thorn and it was embedded into his stomach. The king’s body collapsed as his bride looked on in anger. His body collapsed, but rather than spread out through the room, some of that power passed into the knife in my hand. 
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Sadie leaned over the fallen king’s body and began to weep, but I noticed none of it as I started to travel through time and space towards the past that awaited me and the final quest I was given.
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Chapter 7: Between One Life and The Next

The world shifted, and I effectively fell out of existence; and what followed was something I couldn’t describe with any kind of accuracy. It was a sort of shadow life. An existence that placed me between forever and nowhere at all. A sort of unlife, in which time and space held no meaning. Things moved endlessly, and I was incorporeal and barely conscious. I floated on the vast emptiness of time in the nether, the realm between realms.
It was endless, and in that endlessness, I lost myself. Eventually, a light appeared on the horizon. A light that called out to me, and I was drawn to it. I moved. Rather, I willed myself toward the light, and rather than coming to the light, it seemed to appear in front of me, instead. Consciousness began to return to my body, slowly, suddenly, for the first time in days, or hours, or weeks. I had no concept of the passing of time. The only thing I had was sudden awareness as actual thoughts crossed my mind. That’s no light at all. Or rather, it's a well-lit platform. What's going on here?
I reached out with unseen hands and grasped at the end of the platform and pulled myself up. My form regained some of its shape, but my body remained more spirit, more ethereal than anything. I took a look behind me and saw only an endless sea of black. Not of darkness, but of nothingness. Where am I?
Is this really the great empty? My thoughts remained jumbled and confused.
"Seems your gambit failed, old friend. I told you it would end poorly." A voice called out, and I turned towards the voice in confusion. I don’t see anyone else here. What’s going on? My attention refocused, and the platform seemed to have expanded in the single moment when I looked away in distraction.
A tree stood in the middle of the platform. The bark of the tree was white, and its leaves were blue. Trails of mana ran through the leaves, and down into the roots that spread out into the dark and beyond. Beneath the tree, an old man sat, his back arched against the tree in a restful position.
"Old friend?" I called out in response as I walked over towards the tree. My footsteps were without sound or form. The old man still noticed my movements and tapped the ground with a finger every time I took a step. "I don't think you have the right person."
The old man raised his face. I felt uneasy under his gaze. His eyes were white and pale as if they’d lost their sight, but he tracked my movements without issue. "Ah. My mistake. I had thought you were somebody I used to know. Not many guests find their way here, certainly not ones that aren’t my kind. I had hope you were wayward kindred who got…." The old man’s voice trailed off as he stood up straight and gave me a full look-over, his eyes starting to glow with power and authority; eyes of gold that were reminiscent of both the King of the Crows, and of the mad God. "...too closely involved with the humans."
Just who is this supposed to be? Who is this man? I shook the thought away. I knew it was the wrong way of thinking. He's not a man at all. I looked closer at the old man’s face and saw that those golden eyes glistened with the same hardness he’d only seen reflected in the King of the Crows’ alone. The other Kings hadn't had the same look. "Just who are you, exactly? I seem to have lost my way. I was going… somewhere? There was something I needed to do. People depending on me." I was at a loss for words, my memory was fuzzy on what had happened. "And I’m not sure where this is, or quite what I was supposed to be doing."
"Ah. Yes. No, you wouldn’t know. This place can be disorientating, I’m sure, for one of your kind. No matter the source who directed you here." The old man stepped forward toward me, and I had to fight the urge to recoil away from him. Shadows moved across the old man’s face, and white hair trailed backwards, connected to the tree behind me like roots. "You wouldn’t know me. Not by name, but welcome to all that remains of my Kingdom, what you would know as the Nether, or the Great Empty. You would have known my vessel, when he still lived, as the King of Nowhere. I go by a different name. I have been called Mobius. As far as names bestowed upon me, that one has been my favorite."
I racked my thoughts for the name. Both of Mobius and the King of Nowhere. Of the seven deities who had bestowed their essences on humans, only 4 of their vessels had been at the last battle. Mobius, though… the name sounds familiar, but in a far-off way. Maybe I picked it up in passing.
"Haven’t heard of me then, have you?" The old man half-asked, and half-answered with a chuckle. "I’m not surprised. Means I'm doing my job. Staying out of things. Just like I told the others. There were nine of us once. Eight who were bound, and the ninth who stood watch as our jailer. Sealed gods beneath the ruins of the old world. Good. Evil. A spectrum, like the true pantheon and I remained behind in the graveyard of that old world, to watch the endless tilling of their efforts."
A thought tugged at me. A suspension of unfinished business that started to tug at my senses. "I think I'm supposed to be doing something here. Or somewhere. Elsewhere. And this, this place isn’t where I need to be.”
The old man shrugged his shoulders and held out one hand, and then the other, and showed them to me. In the two hands that were grey with age, he held two golden orbs. "I was once a god of time. I suppose I still am. It's not something you forget how to be, or simply stop being. I just lost interest in it. The title that is. I’ve seen a few things, and I know a few things. I can see, clear as the day, that you bear the Mark of the Regressor. When I crafted that mark, it was for one of my Kindred; it was never meant for a human. Yet it’s been used by both. The life you’ll return to is not your own. Too many things have been put in motion for that. The question is which timeline? The first? Or the second? What life do I choose for you? Which timeline can I return you to for the most effect? Whose future do I take?"
I looked at him, and befuddled thoughts wormed their way into my brain. What would the King of the Crows do here? If he could have gone back again, what would he have done differently? "I’m not sure. I don’t even know really what I’m supposed to do. Everything is blurry, and my thoughts aren’t coming easily. I just know I don’t want to get in the way of the others who already went.”
The old man hushed him. "The question wasn’t for you. It was for me. Trying to get the creative juices flowing. You’ll know soon enough what to do. What I need to figure out is what to do for me and the others, and what to do about you. You were never meant to be here. But since you are, it’s all a matter of where would the others be best served and how to get you there.”
A thought returned to me, and a last-minute promise to not forget. "I was given a quest to gather the essences of the Kings. Does that help?" I asked as the old man looked at the two orbs in grim and serious consideration. I need his help to get out of here; I can't afford to offend him.
The old man shook his head. "No. Not helpful at all. Not even a little bit. Of course, you were given that quest. How else would you find the power to do what needs to be done? No. This is an issue I need to work out. It would be far simpler if there were an infinite number of timelines and if I just simply chose the one that fits. But there’s not an infinite number. There’s only two, and maybe soon three.
"Tell me," the old man commanded as his eyes flashed with blue light and the leaves above him started to glow just as blue, "which would you choose? The timeline of the apocalypse, when the immortal who spawned the first dungeon was his strongest; or the second timeline, when his vessel attempted to right his wrongs and mistakes, but lacked the power to survive the last battle? A timeline where others have also regressed, but without their full power; or the original timeline, and you would be alone to wield it all…?"
Memories came flooding back as I looked at the two orbs and thought about it. The first timeline, according to what the King of the Crows told us, was brutal. Death was far more regular, and the servants of the first spawned dungeon actively tried to undermine the system. Players were groomed and culled completely separate from the system. In the second timeline, the Servants were wiped out early by the King of the Crows, but not enough of the power of the immortal remained for him to be as strong as he was.
He
had to make allowances for things and behaviors that, otherwise, would have never been allowed to happen. He took on allies that should have been enemies. Aside from that, I heard stories about the first, but I lived the second.
The old man sat down in front of the tree. The branches above started to sway and move as if the man was in deep thought. Thoughts reflected in the movement of the tree. "Ah. I know what I’ll do. This is a tough one. The solution wasn't easy to come to. I hope you'll serve the burden of responsibility that comes with the knowledge from an abandoned future."
"Uh. What do you mean? I’m open to ideas, as well. I’d certainly take your counsel," I offered, trying to get the old man to loop me in.
A smile broke out on the old man’s face. "Oh, none of that. It’s far too late for any kind of input. The solution is simple. I’ll simply merge both of the timelines, only to a degree I assure, and make a new third. Well, not a true third. More of a second-plus. But a third, none the less. You may be able to do something with this new path I'm opening. It's not so simple, you know. I can't look into the forward. Just the future past of the regressions."
"I don’t think that’s a great idea," I responded, feeling overwhelmed., "Maybe we should think this over, talk about it a bit? This is all going very quickly."
"No worries," responded the old man, with a gleam in his eye. "It’s already being handled." With a sudden influx of power, the old man slammed his two hands, and with it, the Regression Orbs merged together. The entire area was eclipsed in a wave of power and light. I had to turn away.
"Off you go," the old man said with a grin as he reached out with his hand and pushed me in the center of my chest. Where he touched, it felt like fire, and I fell backwards, not landing on the ground of the pillar, but landing somewhere else. Somewhen else.
	System Notification
*Blessing of Mobius *
The Old God, Mobius, Master of Time and Space, has allowed the regression of Jax Nolan to continue. All complaints have been dismissed, and a new timeline is currently being seeded from the second timeline, with small portions of the first to not interfere with the work of those who are currently experiencing their own regressions.
Starting Location Set – Corner Store – Gas Station – 3 Hours Before Apocalypse








Chapter 8: Dual Legacy System

	System Notification
World Seeded

*Partial System Restore. Back-up process *
Initiating Dual Legacy System
**Collect The Scattered Memories of the Two Timelines**
Note: Memories not collected will be lost, and no recollection of them will exist. Additionally, memories belonging to CENSORED will not be prioritized. Seeding memories of CENSORED.




I knew what I needed to do. I can’t lose them. I was falling, moving, passing through a tunnel of blue and white light. Memories flew by in a flash of glowing orbs of gold and blue. Orbs of Memory. Each one containing the moments and memories of things that had happened, things after the apocalypse. The journey, the adventure, the hardships, the trials, and the scenarios. My life passed me by, the orbs of my own memories passing away here and there. It was not only my life I witnessed. It was a sort of merger between the timelines. If the old man was the god of time and space, why didn’t he just choose a timeline where we won? 

The answer came to me. A voice carried across that vast space that seemed to whisper in my ear. A reminder from an Orb of Memory that showed a conversation spoken on the last battlefield. No power is absolute. The beastman’s voice echoed through the orb. Not mine, not his.
The memory echoed in my mind as I tried to aim and move my body towards the Orb of Memories. Some of the memories were mine, but many weren’t. Each orb that I grabbed was instantly absorbed into me in a flash of light, as I traveled through that tunnel leading away from the Great Empty. Each memory played briefly, and I was only able to get a vague sense of their contents. Only that it seemed the scattered memories by and large belonged to the King of the Crows and the Raven.
The ones I assumed to be the most important I made sure to grab. Unlike the rest of the orbs, they were bound in the binding of black feathers. Core memories. I need those ones to survive. I
pushed myself to keep the memories of the first and second lives of the King of the Crows, and, in the process, I knew I lost portions of myself. I traded memories of my own past to ensure the ones I’d most need to lean on survived.
I traded the memory of my first car for the Orb of Memory that contained the secrets of the guilds the King of the Crows had controlled. Further along in the tunnel, I traded the memory of my dad teaching me to throw a baseball, and at a later time, how to throw a punch. I lost the memories of my first job, and then even some of my own survival in the dungeon. Not everything was traded or abandoned, but much was. Much had to be. I picked up information. Rumors. Secrets. The plans and wishes. The what-ifs, and the only if type of regrets that the King of the Crows and the Raven had carried with them.
Then the memories shifted to the more recent. The last battle played before my eyes. But this time, every perspective was shown. My own perspective, and that of the others. I saw the things that I missed, the movements of the Ax Fighter as he fought alongside many of the other players. The way he’d joked and saved those he’d later slaughter. I saw the way he had watched and been among us from the get-go. I need to remember that. The calamity was already among us before the arrival of our army.
The last memory I collected was out of order. It was not recent at all, but rather was a core memory that had become dislodged. A memory that had atrophied from disuse. The memory of an accident on the road and the journey that set the King of the Crows on the path of destruction he had originally taken. The path of an angry youth lingering on the words of a father. "I’m too busy today…."
It was the last memory. The Great Empty disappeared into and collapsed into a vortex of darkness, and the remaining Orbs of Memory I had been chasing were gone. I felt a sense of remorse and loss that lingered long after my vision faded into nothing but the emptiness.
 
	System Notification
*Collect the Scattered Memories of the Two Timelines*
79% of the available Orbs of Memory have been collected. 
A better understanding has been gained of the King of the Crows and the Raven. 
An ability has been granted. Now returning to the timeline.




***************
A tanned hand slapped down loudly on the countertop. Startled, my entire body shook, and I opened my eyes. The world was hazy, and I struggled to see as my eyes tried to adjust to my surroundings. Everything around me was blurry, and my mind had gone hazy. My surroundings were unfamiliar and foreign. In front of me, all I saw was the silhouette of a man that steadily came more and more into focus. What’s going on? Where am I?
My hands felt around, touching against the cool, hard surface of the countertop, and I tried to orient myself.
"Hello? Hello? I’m talking to you here." A fist knocked against the glass, and the world finally came into focus as my senses adjusted. Standing there in front of me was a man in a red flannel shirt, pulled up to the elbows, and horn-rimmed glasses. The man glared and pointed at what he pushed across the counter. A few energy drinks, snacks. “And now that I’ve got your attention, I’ll be taking a few of those too, now that you’ve snapped out of it.” The man in flannel pointed at the packs behind me.
I’ve gone back. I’ve really gone back. I looked around and ignored the angry man in front of me. I tried to place the time and day. A notification sounded from within my pants, and I pulled out a cellphone It had been tucked deep into my pocket. I pulled it out and looked down at the text.
"Mr. Nolan, 67.34$ has successfully been debited from your account." Oh. My phone bill. I pulled it closer to my face and saw the date on the lock screen. March 3rd. 2:05 P.M. Just a little under three hours remain till the apocalypse hits.
The man punched against the glass again, and the sheet shook. "How about you do that on your own time? You’re holding me up. Let me buy my stuff before I have to call your manager or the cops to figure out whatever you’re on."
I ignored the man and tried to open the phone. I can upload what I know to the internet real quick before the apocalypse hits.
 
	Input Password to Unlock




My password? That’s easy enough. 1089. I put it in while the man in the red shirt grew increasingly frustrated, as did the growing line behind him.
 
	Incorrect Password




"Alright. I’ve had it with you. I’m calling it in." The man yelled angrily as he turned to me and all the people behind him and held up a hand in apology at the scene he was making.
"The world is ending today." I announced as they all rolled their eyes. "And I’m not spending the time I have left before that happens in this…." I struggled to find the words that properly described the tiny room I was in and the name of the store it was attached to. My mind eventually settled on, "fine establishment." I’m not even a little upset that one of the memories I lost was of the name of this place.
I gave a last look around and grabbed the stuff I was sure was mine, an old, long coat, an energy drink, and then I opened the door of the cashier’s cage and walked out. I didn’t bother to lock up back up behind me. Money didn’t have any worth soon, and I didn’t remember where the key was and didn’t want to waste time looking for it.
The man in red stepped out in front of me, "Well, what about my stuff? I’ve been waiting and waiting.”
I shrugged and looked back at the man. I read the name woven in black lettering above the man’s heart. Hank. "Not sure if you got the memo, Hank, but I just quit. Do you really want to upset me further? If you want it that bad, go take it." The man tried to say something back but caught a reflection of something he didn’t quite like in my eyes and wisely decided to say nothing.
I headed outside, and dueling memories flashed as the ability, Memory Trigger, activated. For a moment, I was just a passenger watching a future that never happened. Or hadn’t happened. It was confusing.
 
	Memory Trigger – Under the Bridge
The two men sought refuge underneath the bridge as a fire burned, with their clothes laid out nearby to dry. We had almost been overwhelmed by a horde of Draugr while trying to clear out the Dungeon of the Lost Apostle. "That was close. If it weren’t for those Sticky Bombs to slow them down, we wouldn’t have made it," Travis told his companion, the one called Luca who would go on to become the King of the Crows. Luca nodded. "A mistake on our part, but I’ve tried to make sure to have a few tricks up my sleeve in case of emergencies." Travis pulled a hard ration out of his inventory and put it next to the fire to warm up. "What made you even think of that? That’s genius." Travis summoned a Shadow Herald to watch over them while they relaxed. He lied. "The big day, actually. Thank the gods you weren’t on the road when the system hit. Monsters cleared everything, and it was the spiders that were worst of it. They spread out webbing to trap us up there. I was lucky; many weren’t. As I fought my way to safety, I took as many of the drops as I could. So here we are. Yesterday’s misfortune is today’s lucky break."


	Timeline Memory – The First Sacrifice
The King of the Crows looked up at the highway and remembered the gauntlet he had to fight against. Goblins. Wolves. Spiders. I lost too much time that way. He turned his eyes towards his real goal. The entrance to the Dungeon of the Deepest Realm. If he abandoned the highway all together and made his way there by other means, he’d be one of the first to claim an ability, and a class. I need to get stronger, faster. I can’t let anyone get ahead of me. I need to put distance between me and the others, so when they see me, I’ll be so far ahead of them, they won’t even think about catching up.
There’s so much I need to do, and not enough time to do it. A few sacrifices here will be worth it.
The King of the Crows turned away from the highway, and he continued on his way, taking the backroad just behind the gas station that would lead him all the way to the Dungeon of the Deepest Realm.





The memories faded, and no time had passed for me in the real world. I had just finished staggering out of the door and immediately found my attention drawn to the on-ramp that led up to the highway. This is the gas station from the memory I saw. He passed by here. But which timeline path am I taking? Is he on the highway? Or is he already on his way towards the dungeon? The question lingered for a moment, but I made my decision.
If the King of the Crows is following the path of his second regression, he doesn’t need me to compete against him just by showing up at the Dungeon of the Deepest Realm, and I’m too far away from any of the other spawns to make it in time to make a difference. But all those people up there on that highway are going to die if somebody doesn’t intervene. I can save them. I can make a difference. I can do something about that. Maybe that’s my way forward.
An odd sensation came over my body as my mind adjusted to a body that was younger and less hardened than the body I was used to. The system hadn’t taken over, and I wasn’t being boosted by stats. I felt disoriented again.
	Dual Legacy System 
Start Chosen – Highway 
Soul-Bound Item – Granted – Regressors' Key
Make your way towards the Highway before the timer is done to be included in the event "Running of the Mobs".
You may not leave the immediate area.
 




Alright, so I can’t leave the area. In the meantime, I need to grab a weapon.
A weight suddenly pressed against my leg, and I looked down and saw a long knife that bore a resemblance to the Giant’s Thorn, but upgraded. That must be the Regressors’ Key. I’ve got my weapon, then. An unbreakable knife to fight against fate and destiny.
But what should I do with the rest of my time?
I’ve just a little over two hours before I need to be up there. I checked the phone again. I still hadn’t figured out the password and ended up clicking the password hint button. "What’s your favorite movie?" I groaned and laughed. When my first and second answers were incorrect. Even if I managed to collect the Orb of Memory that contained that memory, how am I supposed to guess what my favorite movie was decades ago in a previous life? 

Frustrated, I put in the first random phrase that came to mind and wasn’t surprised when the answer was wrong. My stomach started to growl, and the smell of food wafted on the air, enticing me. "How long has it been since I had a real meal? Years? Decades?" I muttered as visions of food danced in my thoughts. The prompt did say I couldn’t leave the area, and it looks like I can’t get any information out by phone. I’ve got time, may as well use it. Besides, maybe someone else I run across might have a phone so I can call… I sighed in frustration as I tried to remember who I would call. I don’t remember any numbers.
Still... the smells drove me forward, and I dashed across the street into the restaurant. No point in not enjoying it while I can. My mouth salivated, and for a little while, I put aside my thoughts about now and the future and enjoyed the little bit of time I had.
Two hours and with a much fuller stomach later, a horrified server, a young man named James who was barely out of his teens, brought over the tab to my feast. I’m sure if it was the end of the world and I had to live on my savings after, it might have ruined me.
The table was a ruin of stacked plates and empty cups. "Are you finished, sir?" The server asked and I could tell James was nervous about my ability to pay for the tab. I looked over his shoulder, over the other seated customers, towards the register. I saw the management looking over. Ah, he’s been sent to get rid of me. They’re hoping I go peacefully and pay my dues. This area was always a little rougher, they probably think I’m going to skip out on my debt.
"Just finished.” I told him as I drug a napkin over my mouth before cleaning my hands. “This was great, by the way. I haven’t had food this good in years." I gave him a real smile, and the boy relaxed a bit when he realized I wasn’t going to do anything hasty or make a scene. I reached for my wallet and set half of the cash in my wallet on the table. It was more than enough. I might not have remembered the password to get into my phone, but I had remembered my pin number, 5550, and pulled out all the money I had in the bank. It’s not a lot, but since the world as people know it is ending soon anyways, no use hanging on to it. Besides, it’ll be a bright spot for this kid on what will be a relatively horrible day.
"$300 should cover it all. Right? More than enough. You can keep the rest. Or split it with the people in the back, I don’t mind," I told the server, whose eyes bugged out in shock at the unexpected generosity.
James stammered. "Are you sure, man? This is a lot. Your bill was half of that. I’m so sorry if you felt like we were hustling you out of here."
I waved away the concern and started to side-waddle out of the booth where I’d been eating. "It’s fine, but I’ve got some advice for you today, and I want you to keep this in mind. Stay off the highway, call your mom, your dad, your dog. Call your loved ones, and just remember, if things get crazy and you’ve no idea what else to do, just remember the gem is a weak spot, you just need to find it. No use in aiming elsewhere, unless your strength is just overwhelming.”
The waiter looked sideways towards his manager and shrugged. The implications were obvious to anyone that was watching. This guy is crazy but seems harmless. He’s on his way out anyways and left a good tip. No complaints here.

Once I was out of the table, James’ eyes darted immediately towards the weapon on my side, Regressors’ Key. I could tell panic almost immediately set in by the way his face paled.
"Listen man, I don’t want any trouble. Just get out of here, ok? I didn’t see anything." James stammered, and the manager looked alarmed and picked up the phone. He looked at me and started to make a call.
I understood their position, and it was time to move out anyways. "I’m already gone. Just remember what I said, ok? It could save your life one day. Maybe today."
With a heavy grunt, mostly because I’d overdone it at the table, I stepped off. I left the red-carpeted restaurant and the staring server and his manager behind. Meanwhile, Regressors’ Key at my side started to throb and pulse with a light that got weird looks from the few people walking about on the side of the road as they went about their errands.
"Aren’t you a little old to be playing with toy swords?" An old woman asked me pointedly as she pushed past me to head into the restaurant. I could only laugh. If this lady only knew the half of it. We might even be the same age, or close to it.

Once she was out of sight, I reached down and touched Regressors’ Key. It was oddly comforting, and a sensation of familiarity flooded me. Not a toy at all.
	“System Notification” 
Dual Legacy System
Details: The Regressor, Jax Nolan has been granted 79% of the memories of the three shared timelines. These memories will be triggered by the Timeline ability. The Dual Legacy System will supersede the Localized System upon its initiation. The Dual Legacy System will be granted the higher priority.
Persistent Quest Reminder
Gather the essence of those who will become Kings. 
Known Location: The Dark Titan, The Betrayer’s Tower 
Known Location: The Immortal, Dungeon of the Deepest Realm 
Known Location: The Necromancer, Heroes’ Memorial 
Unknown Location: The Lady of the Sword
Unknown Location: The Eldest
Unknown Location: The False Hero
Known Location: The Traveler, The Great Empty
 




Not much I can do about a lot of that right now. I’m still locked in this area until the Running of the Mobs event starts, and I complete it. With how touch-and-go things are going to be for a while, I might not be able to reach any of those anytime soon. I’ll have to find out the information on the other locations when I can. But I won’t be able to get to the Tower or the Memorial until I’m much stronger, and the next time I get to The Great Empty, I’ll need to be much more powerful than I am now to survive. Which just leaves the Dungeon of the Deepest Realm. I can clear the highway event, and then the tier II placement, and then head straight towards the dungeon. I’ll miss out on the initial early adopter advantage for the best abilities and upgrades, but there still should be plenty of classes and abilities left I can use.
I remember the King of the Crows telling me that the Immortal chose him after the Dungeon of the Deepest Realm had been opened, and that the earlier arrivals had been passed over. I don’t want to interfere with that, either.
I looked over at the highway and tightened my jaw. I knew what I had to do. I started to walk. I glanced at my phone and saw there were only ten minutes left until the end of the world as it had been, and the beginning of the world after the coming of the system. I rubbed the back of my neck and thought about what I needed to do as I moved. That road is going to be overrun by monsters and mobs soon. It will run red with blood, unless I do something about it. The highway isn’t known for its survivors.
I walked down the road along the sidewalk and kept the Regressors’ Key palmed in my hand. People drove by, unaware of what was about to happen. I started to walk up the grass of the on-ramp and kept going. I kept to the shoulder and ignored the shouts coming from the drivers. The shouts accusing me of being on this or that.
Once I reached the road, it was a parking lot of cars parked behind cars. Nobody moved. Nobody could. Horns honked and sounded while drivers yelled across the lanes at each other. None seemed concerned by the dark skies on the horizon. They seemed even less concerned about the black lightning that started to flash. They should have been.
"Hey! What’s going on?" The nearest car to me rolled down their window and asked. They were anxious, and the fact that I was carrying a weapon didn’t help their nerves at all.
A small lie could go a long way here. I shook my head and responded as I kept walking, "Nothing good. I had to leave my car behind. The scanner said there’s been an accident up ahead. Something about a truck flipping with a bunch of stuff meant for the store. I heard reports about looting too and people getting violent. You might want to find a weapon."
The voice behind the question said nothing. Rather, the window to the truck quickly went up, and the sound coming from the stereo inside turned up. I recognized the sound and smiled grimly. It was an old tune about a rooster and the 101st airborne. Across lifetimes, it still touched me; and then the moment was gone.
A familiar blue screen popped up in front of my eyes and everyone else’s. Time’s up. The only way forward is through. 
 
 
	Welcome! 
Localized System Is Now Initiating
Details: Congratulations! You have been selected to be participants in the system.
You are now a player!
Missions, quests, challenges, and trials await.
Current assimilation rate – 12.9%
Your first challenge is here.
The Running of the Mobs

Victory Condition - Reach the finish line by dawn tomorrow.

Failure Consequence – Elimination. 
Reward - Tier I System Access to Status Menu
Reward - Basic Class - player




I looked at the blue screen and swiped away. "Till dawn tomorrow? I can work with that." I muttered softly and pulled out Regressors’ Key. I tapped where the blue screen had been with it. It was more a hunch then anything, but if I was going to make a difference, this might be the perfect place to start, and it started where I could gain access to the system. Regressors’ Key connected to something, and then there was a hum of energy as the invisible node searched and tried to connect to the system.
 
	“Hidden Ability - Unlocked “
Overwrite 
Allows the user to change one limited factor of the active scenario.
Current Localized System Command 
Spawn Monsters Attack -- Move Area: Highway




"Yeah. Let’s see what this can do.” I said to myself as possibilities started to worm their way into my mind. I walked toward the center of the road, the Regressors’ Key raised and at the ready. I had an idea. “Overwrite attack move area with attack move target, Jax Nolan."




Chapter 9: Redcaps

Gravel shifted under my feet as I kept walking in what I thought was the general direction of where the wave mobs would start spawning. It's still a few miles away, but I need to try and cover as much distance as I can. That one command change isn’t going to make a difference to anyone who still gets caught up in the attack move command before the monsters can reach me.
I walked along the edge and tried to keep to myself. None of the people I walked by wanted anything to do with me. To be fair to them, I knew what kind of picture I cut with my appearance, but for the sake of survival, I wasn’t willing to do less. Even if my presence put them on edge and on guard, I knew the truth, which was that they needed to BE on guard.
"Hey man, just what do you think you're doing with that knife? What are you? Crazy? You’re scaring people. Put that thing away." It was a heavily accented voice called out from the window of a raised truck. The owner peered out and looked skeptically and suspiciously at me.
I looked back at the man and rested Regressors’ Key across my back and shoulders as I responded. “I don’t know if you’ve been paying attention, but I’m the least of your worries. Didn’t you see that blue screen? Things have changed, and are going to keep changing. You should adjust accordingly. That’s a big truck you’ve got. Use what you have. I’m sure you’ve got a tool bag in the back. You might want to consider pulling out a tire iron or a big wrench, something along those lines, because you’re going need a weapon soon, and if you’ve got a gun on you, it won’t be enough.”
The man looked at me with barely veiled hostility. The man leaned forward towards his glove compartment. I knew what that meant. I just sighed and kept moving before it became a problem. I didn’t have time to save people who had to be convinced of the danger they were in, and I didn’t have the energy or desire to stay behind and help them clear that danger. I knew I had a lot of work in front of me: Saving the people who understood that the world was ending and who wanted to live would be hard enough. The first event of the apocalypse is all about separating people. Separating those who are willing to struggle and cling to life to build them up, while culling those who’ll run.
Black lightning cracked in the distance, and powerful thunder rolled, causing the ground to shake almost like an earthquake. A shrill horn attached to a large metal pole went off. It was a warning sound that marked the coming of a storm and the possibility of an incoming tornado. I kept walking and shook my head. Something far worse than bad weather is coming. The man in the truck rolled up his windows. He held a can of mace, not a gun. He didn’t take my advice to grab a weapon for himself.
I kept walking. Even then, I watched as people started to panic. Car doors flung open, and men and women poured out onto the road and started running away. They weren’t sure what they were running from, only that the primal animal part of their brains told them danger was coming. They probably think a tornado or something is headed this way. I grunted in disapproval as people started to evacuate the highway. Too many of them are focused on watching the horizon while running away from it; they can’t see the danger here. They don’t want to see it. People are too fickle. They too easily ignore what they see when it doesn’t match up with what they know, and what they expect. Most of them probably decided the blue screen was just a trick or their imaginations in overdrive.
More than once, people ran into me and fell down to sprawl out on the pavement before collecting themselves with a half-mumbled apology. None of them changed direction, though; they just kept running, and the cars were left sitting on the highway. Panic was fully in the driver’s seat, and I was just an observer. I can see why most of these people didn’t survive. I’ll do what I can, but this will be the only time somebody else is going to save them. They’ll need to learn that.
It wasn’t the cracking of thunder that I paid most attention to; it was the sounds of shouting and screaming in the distance. It’s starting, the running of the mobs. A loud noise started to rumble, and the hair on the back of my neck stood up. The air was dense with energy, and a blue, translucent shield began to form over the highway, creating a tunneled dome that sealed everyone in.
"I need to get out of here," one man yelled as he jumped down from his Jeep. "I’m seeing things I shouldn’t be seeing. This is just way too much for me. Blue screens and sky fences."
I ignored him and the hundred just like him out. I hadn’t liked the panic during my first life, and I liked it even less now. My tolerance for it wasn’t what it could have been. Black lightning cracked again in the distance. I watched as additional panicked people got out of their cars and started to run as a blue shield spread over the whole highway. It didn’t seal any of us in; it just marked the area of the scenario and set boundaries for other system monsters.
The ground started to shake, and I shifted my footing and had to adjust my posture to keep from falling over. The highway was suddenly lifted up into the air. The road was torn from the ground, and erupting underneath it were massive pillars of stone that rose up into the air. The effect was quick and almost instantaneous. Parts of the asphalt broke under my feet and jutted roughly upwards and at odd angles. Loose rock and dirt went over the newly created cliff. I peered over cautiously and gauged the height. Maybe twenty to thirty feet. It’s hard to judge at this angle. Somebody might be able to survive the fall, but not without getting injured pretty badly.
I knew exactly what the sudden obstacle was supposed to do. Maim the quitters. The system and its apocalypse weren’t designed to build up everyone; they were designed to build up those with the will to survive. I glanced around and saw an endless parade of people abandoning their cars to run away. They were practically endless, and all of them stared at me and the weapon in my hands with open hostility as they passed by, as if I was the monster they should be worried about. I remained calm and kept focused on what I needed to do. These people. They don’t get it right now, but I’m the closest thing they’re going to get to help for a long time. But more than anything else, they need to learn to help themselves.
I kept on keeping on. I gritted my teeth and pressed forward, ignoring the press of bodies that stormed past me. The way grew thick and difficult to move. I had to push and shove my way forward toward the spawn point as I ignored those who just lay down on the side of the road or collapsed and sat down, and I ignored the ones still in their cars begging for something to come and help them. It’s not that I didn’t care; I just didn’t have the luxury of helping others in this situation. Time was not on my side, and the further I moved from them, the better off they would be. I had summoned the danger to me.
I had made one minor alteration to the system scenario, an alteration that would change things, hopefully for the better. All it had required was a target on my back. It wasn’t foolproof. It was still an attack move command, so anyone between me and the spawning mobs was in danger. Which means the longer it takes me to put distance between myself, and all these people, the more people that die; and I can’t forget: In the last timeline, most of these people died.
The crowd grew deeper and denser. It was even harder to move through as people carried gear, coolers, groceries, whatever they thought they needed. It made it harder to move through. I held the Regressors’ Key and tried to intimidate people into moving and making way, but after the spawning of the blue shield and the sudden rising of the highway, the weapon in my hand didn’t have the same kind of intimidating factor it might have had just a few minutes previously. A quick blow from the blade would have changed that impression, but I couldn’t bring myself to do more than wave the knife menacingly and hope people got the message I was trying to send. It didn’t work.
Fine. I’ll do this the hard way. I hopped onto the hood of a nearby car, and with a running leap, jumped to the next one, and then the next. The cars groaned, and the hoods and trunks bent and dented, but overall, I started to make good progress again.
"Hey, what are you doing! That’s somebody’s car." I just shook my head. People just don’t get until it’s too late just how much trouble they’re in, and how little remains of the world they used to know. None of these cars are likely ever going to be driven again.
The screaming started again soon after that. It wasn’t that far up ahead, so I focused on that. I had complete tunnel vision and ignored the crowd around me as I jumped from car to car to reach the screaming. The screaming itself was different than before. That’s the screaming of somebody looking death in the face. Somebody looking straight into mortal danger and not knowing how they’ll survive the encounter. I
spurred my body to move faster. Faster, towards the danger and away from the ones trying to flee from it.
It didn’t take long for me to see them. The spawned monsters, the system mobs. They were taking their time moving through the vehicles between me and them, but they were not doing so lazily. They moved methodically, intentionally searching for victims. I was expecting Hell Hounds, I was wrong.
Something else appeared instead. Redcaps. I knew them well. They were the first stage of goblins. They had small, rounded bodies of black, tar-like skin and wide, white circles for eyes, and wicked-looking, pointed teeth. They almost looked like running children, except for the almost cartoonish look they had about them. Like a caricature of a monster from a videogame. Regardless, a violent flood followed as they gleefully tore into the lingering humans who hadn’t run away with the others. As far as I could tell, none of them turned around and tried to fight off the Redcaps.
I need to hurry. The crowds had largely been left behind, and I didn’t have to work so hard to move. Between me and the Redcaps, there were only a few stragglers and pockets of people remaining. People too stubborn to leave their vehicles behind, or those unwilling to believe that something had gone very wrong with the world. Only a few stayed because they refused to leave behind somebody else who couldn’t move.
One such man fumbled around in the trunk of his car, and I came upon him just as he pulled out a wheelchair and a baseball bat from the trunk. The man’s eyes were narrowed in worry as he shouted out at his son. "Come on Luca, just get in the wheelchair. We need to go, now!" Something about the man was vaguely familiar, and I felt a kinship to him that drew my attention as I saw the burden he had on his hands. A father struggling to save his son and a son that needed help.
I would have kept going, but I saw the boy struggling with his father, refusing to get out of the car. Just go, I silently wished, and the boy released his grip on the handle over the car door and the father picked him up and placed him in the wheelchair. They readied to take off down the road. The father leaned in to say, "I know this is hard on you. But you need to be brave."
I ran over drawn to the pair. I think I know them. I couldn’t just leave them behind, not like this. I might not have had time for the others, but I’d make time for them, they were special, I could feel it. The father looked at me warily and gripped the bat, not with fear, but with hard determination. "We don’t want any trouble, but if you came for trouble, you’re gonna have more of it than you can handle." 
 
 
	Timeline Memory – Death on the Highway
I watched from under my seat as my father swung the shovel at the Hellhounds. My wheelchair had been kicked away in the skirmish, and one Hellhound lay dead on the road where my dad had broken its neck with the spade. They were monsters. The monsters had torn through every human on their way down the road. Their eyes were red with fire and blackened fur. My dad was covered in wounds, and large claws had ripped through parts of his body, but on he fought, keeping me, his son, safe, until he just couldn’t anymore. It wasn’t his will that broke, but his body; and when the light finally went out from his eyes, it was only regret that remained, the regret that he couldn’t protect me any longer. His last words to me lingered.
"Whatever you do. Survive."




I let the fog of the memory pass and pointed the knife down the road as I fully returned to the present. "I’m going to try and head off those things; I could use the help, but I won’t hold it against you if you don’t or can’t. Just know the two of you are welcome to follow me and finish off any of the monsters I can’t." The King of the Crows should be on his second life now and on his way to the dungeon, but these two remind me a lot of the first life I heard about. I’d like to help them. It won’t hurt me to leave a few kills to help give them an early experience boost.
"What do you mean?"
The man asked me nervously as the sounds of Redcaps breaking into cars intensified. The sound of broken glass scattering on the ground was followed by the terrified and screaming voices of those still in front of me. "I need to get my son out of here."
I shook my head. "There's no getting out of here. Anywhere you go, you’re going to find danger, and a lot of it. The only way out is through. It’s like a game. You saw the blue screen. You saw the notices. You can figure it out alone if you want to, but I’m going to go kill monsters and then press on to the finish line before the time expires." I felt like I’d said enough and wasted enough time. I needed them to focus on what I said, rather than arguing with me. I took off running and shouted out as I went, “You should do the same.”
I put distance between us, and soon manic, cackling laughter erupted, followed by a mad howl nearby. I was prepared for what was to come. The aluminum hood of a nearby car suddenly crunched inward as a Redcap jumped down from the roof and slammed a tiny, gloved hand downwards in a show of force meant to scare and intimidate. The small mob smiled at me and hissed, thinking that somehow, I was going to be unsettled by it.
But I was unaffected. I looked straight at the Redcap, and behind the mob, I could already see more just like it pushing through and jumping over cars on their way towards me.
A hundred enemies, if not more, were coming straight for me, and me alone. There was no one else, not a soul to back me up. I looked just to make sure. Can I take this many on by myself? I
grinned and embraced it thinking of the Ram Lord of Fire who had loved battle. I don’t really have a choice, do I? I made this decision, and now I have to survive it. The boy and his dad had opted to head in the other direction. I should be angry about that, but mostly I’m excited. I can handle this without having to worry about pulling any punches and looking out for other people.
I was still smiling when the Redcap jumped down off the car and scrambled towards me on all fours with a weapon in its hand. The mob was quick, agile even, and right before it reached me, the monster sprang up and tossed the weapon into the air with its mouth and caught it in its hand. The mob flashed the edge of the blade in show. It’s trying to scare me. The knife was red and looked like it had only just stopped dripping. I felt the heat of anger rise in me. These mobs might be controlled by the system, but the system didn’t make it do that. It’s mocking me. Trying to provoke me. Well, it wins. I’m provoked. I’m not intimidated, I’m just pissed.
The Redcap attacked. There was no strategy or skill to the attack, not even the cunning or intelligence it had showed a minute before. Just a simple attack. It’s the attack move target command. The attack command is driving the mob’s body, not the mob itself. I can use this. A thought dawned on me. If the Redcaps got this far, it means nobody is alive between here and the spawn point. I shook my head, feeling disappointed.
"And sometimes the best way to channel disappointment is with violence." I muttered with a grunt as I held the Regressors’ Key tight in my hand and lunged forward to meet the attacking Redcap. The shadowy goblinoid tried to do an awkward, overhead stab. I moved my arm faster and used my forearm to slam the shiv out of the Redcap’s hand. The shiv went sprawling, and I brought my own weapon in to finish off the mob. The Regressors’ Key sliced clean through the otherworldly body of the Redcap with ease, and the blade erupted out of the other side of the mob’s neck, not in a mess of gore, but in shadow as the creature’s essence was returned to the system.
	“System Notification” 
Overkill Bonus – Extra Experience – Redcap – Shadow Goblinoid – Highway – Experience 3
Working Towards Upgrade Emblem – Goblin Slayer 1




It would be nice to get a targeted upgrade, but that’ll only work for the beginning stages. Goblins fall out of use by the dungeons and the system fairly quickly once the power inflation of the system starts. I dismissed the prompt, and with a quick motion, I retracted the knife and continued to move. That was just the first; where are the others? I kept my eyes scanning around as I ran through the stalled vehicles. The sound of laughter met me. Where’s it coming from? They should be heading straight for me, but I don’t want to assume and get my ankle slashed by a Redcap in hiding.
I hopped up onto the hood of the car, and three Redcaps popped their heads over the next set of vehicles. Found them. They headed immediately for me in a straight line as they bounded over the tops of cars and climbed over the bed of a truck to reach me. I was ready. I shifted the position of my feet and launched myself towards the Redcap on the nearest car just as the mob jumped to try and attack me. The mob’s face widened in shock as I stabbed straight through its soft underbelly and tore the Regressors’ Key through flesh and sinew and came out the other side of the monster in a haze of red blood and shadow.
 
	“System Notification” 
Redcap – Shadow Goblinoid – Highway – Experience 2
Working Towards Upgrade Emblem – Goblin Slayer 2




The next Redcap growled from atop the truck and used its positioning to try and surprise me with an almost spear-like attack, as it moved its body to align with the knife in its hand to make itself a projectile. I was wrong. The system isn’t guiding all their movements, just a lot of them. I nodded appreciatively at what the goblinoid was trying to do. Seeded from a blended timeline? I remember that move from when I killed a giant with it. It’s how I got my knife to begin with.
"But you? You’re just an imitation.” I yelled out as I dodged to the side and then sprang backwards as the Redcap came crashing down. But right before it could hit the ground, I counter-attacked and adjusted before springing forward in an overhead whirlwind of movement that transitioned into an overhead slash with the Regressors’ Key. I cut the Redcap in half, and the system reabsorbed it before the mob’s body could even land on the ground. 
 
 
	Overkill Bonus – Extra Experience - Redcap – Shadow Goblinoid – Highway – Experience 3
Working Towards Upgrade Emblem – Goblin Slayer 3




I felt sweat roll down my face, and I started to breathe heavy. All these quick movements are taxing my stamina. I forgot how much weaker my body is now. I just can’t keep up this kind of pace like I thought. Shame on me, I really should have known. The difference in hundreds of stats will do that. But I just need to push myself a little further, and it’ll be ok, and then I can start upgrading.
I looked at the last remaining Redcap from the wave and saw its eyes widen with fear. Fear of me. I turned to it head on. I could see the mob trying to force itself to flee, but the command of the system drove it forward, drove it towards me. The mob’s body did not respond without a fight. It bulged and screamed and tore at itself as it tried to force itself to retreat. I didn’t care. I drove on and dispatched it easily enough with a tired, sideways slash. The monster clutched its belly and fell to the ground.
Maybe I should leave this one alive for somebody else to finish off. I looked behind me, hoping the two from earlier would have changed their minds and followed. This would have been the time for them to pick up easy kills. I chastised myself for trying. They hadn’t followed me. My mistake. The kid isn’t the King of the Crows. I can’t let nostalgia guide my decisions like that. I looked again, hoping I was wrong. It was a nice thought. I
brought my weapon down and finished off the mob right before the next wave of Redcaps hit.
	System Notification 
Weakened Opponent – Experience Reduced - Redcap – Shadow Goblinoid – Highway – Experience 1
Working Towards Upgrade Emblem – Goblin Slayer 4








Chapter 10: Wave Ending

I didn’t wait long between the waves. Cars rocked back and forth as tires skidded across the broken asphalt. A few went so far as to careen off the side of the highway and land all those feet below in an implosion of metal and glass shards. The remaining vehicles were shoved aside by the combined force and weight of the final wave of the Redcaps. The shadow goblins weaved through the idling vehicles as they came after me, guided almost completely by the attack move target command. The sound of their laughter carried on the air, and I could tell there were many, and they were coming for me. The numbers didn’t matter, I’d destroy them all.
With the sheer number of Redcaps, they could maneuver in ways a normal goblin couldn’t. The mass of goblins piled upon and over each other. They were able to easily clear the cars and trucks and keep coming like an unrelenting wave. Not one at a time, not in small groups, but in a horde. I ran and put some distance between me and the goblins as I glanced around, trying to weigh and consider my options. For a moment, I questioned the decisions I’d made that led me to reach that exact point. It was only a second, but I doubted. I can handle this, right?
I didn’t have an answer. Neither did my memories. The Redcaps gave me the answer, instead, through action, when the first of the small mobs broke out in an all-out run to reach me. No choice but to handle it, then. I
took a deep breath, and the doubt went away, only to be replaced by fresh determination.
The last wave of goblins had more sheer numbers than the previous ones; I didn’t have the ability to maneuver around quite as easily as I had before. I couldn’t take the chance of missing one of them, if I split my attention. The last thing I needed was a sneak attack carried out through a blind spot. I’ll have to do this the old-fashioned way. The leading Redcap jumped at me in a frenzied attack, and I countered with a sideways swipe that bit deep into the mob but didn’t kill it. I was on a time crunch. Instead, I ran straight for a semitruck carrying a load of treated timber. With one hand in front of the other, I scrambled up, using the wood and the canvas straps for hand holds, and I pulled myself to the top. A Redcap moved to follow right behind me and jumped up to stab at my heels, but I kicked the shiv away and countered with a downward sweep of the Regressors’ Key. The weapon cut clean through, and half of the face of the Redcap was severed by the blow and slid to the ground.
	System Notification 
Overkill – Experience Increased - Redcap – Shadow Goblinoid – Highway – Experience 3
Working Towards Upgrade Emblem – Goblin Slayer 5




Another of the shadow goblins followed behind it, but I didn’t have the time to attack or finish the mob off. Instead, I cut the bindings of the lumber and kicked it forward. The timber went flying off the truck bed, almost all at once. The logs rolled and bounced as the logs crashed into the wave of Redcaps, crushing many of the goblins, and maiming more. 
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Environmental Hazard – Experience Capped - Redcap – Shadow Goblinoid – Highway – Experience 10
Working Towards Upgrade Emblem – Goblin Slayer 29


	System Notification 
**Emblem Granted**
- Goblin Slayer Rank I-
*An Emblem bestowed upon those who have conducted slaughter of the Goblin Race. 
The first rank is bestowed at 25 Goblin Kills. 
The second rank is bestowed at 250 Goblin Kills.
The third rank is bestowed at 1225 Goblin Kills.
The fourth rank is bestowed at 2500 Goblin Kills.
The final rank is bestowed at 10000 Goblin Kills.
Goblin Slayer Rank I bestows the following bonus: 
-"Second Wind of the Goblin Slayer" – There’s always room for one more. Restores stamina with each kill of a mob with the monster race affiliation, Goblin.
 




That might be just what I need. The logs didn’t take them all out, not by a long shot, but this gives me a chance. I didn’t get a notification saying they’re all dead. If I had to guess, it looks like the ones under the logs are still alive, and the ones in the back will push forward in a minute. I didn’t try looking too closely though to see how many were left. I didn’t have time for it. The heavy logs started to move as the Redcaps started to push the timber out of the way, and other, unaffected Redcaps ran across the fallen logs without a concern.
In a blur of movement, I dashed forward and jumped off the back of the truck trailer, landing on the hood of the next car. A Redcap emerged from under the trailer in pursuit. With a surge of speed, it came up right behind me. The mob surged forward again in a fit of hysterical laughter and tried to attack with the shiv it held in its hand.
An irregular? Now is as good a time as any to try an old technique. I turned and spun into it and grabbed the outstretched arm of the goblin with my hand, and using all of the mob’s momentum, I leaned and threw it into the windshield of another car. The windshield broke, and the Redcap collapsed into shadow as it returned to the system.
I ran, and more of the mobs caught up and ran right behind me, while others trailed along between the vehicles in pursuit. I put a hand on the hood of a car and vaulted over it, and repeated the step time and time again, to put more and more distance between me and the massed mobs.
In the reflection of a car mirror, I saw the Redcaps had funneled themselves into what was effectively a straight line right behind me. Not massed up anymore. I
wasted no time. I ran straight for a van that had created an L-shaped wedge between it and another car. The ghost of a plan formed in my mind. If they’re going to be following me around, I can use that. I’ll kite them and whittle down their numbers, one at a time; and with the Goblin Slayer Emblem, I should be able to keep up the pace.
I sent a mental command to the system to hold off on notifications while the battle was ongoing and waited just a moment for the Redcaps to catch up. I caught the lead across the mob's neck with a sideways swipe of the Regressors’ Key. The mob dropped to the ground. Holding its neck, I felt the immediate sensation of strength returning to my limbs as my stamina was refreshed by the system. This is almost better than getting some rest.
I reacted quickly as two more of the Redcaps followed right behind the first, trampling over the fallen mob. I followed with a stab and a backhand that slew one of the Recaps but only disoriented the other. The rest moved forward and started to climb up the sides of the van. Time to move.
I slammed the door shut behind me and shoved out of the way as I moved through the van’s interior and grabbed a backpack before I scrambled out the other side. The van rocked, and three Redcaps dropped down from the top of the van. I threw the backpack up as a shield, brushing off most of the incoming attacks. One caught me in the stomach with the shiv. I shrugged it off. Minor hit, nothing more. With a thrust of my weapon, the Redcap crumbled to the ground, and a quick turn of my blade followed, allowing me to take one of the remaining out with a blow that tore through its side. I moved.
"Hey, there he is." A voice called out. A human voice. I looked and saw a worried face running straight towards me. A father pushing his son in a wheelchair, and they’d fashioned what looked like a makeshift spear with a sling blade and a broom handle. I laughed in spite of the situation and ran towards them. They weren’t alone. A group of four followed behind them. I didn’t recognize any of them. People that didn’t survive in either timeline. That makes sense. I was cautious but optimistic.
The man who was pushing the wheelchair, Paul, called out to me. "You’ve done enough. We can handle the rest." I nodded as I moved past them to tend to my wound and make sure the bleeding wasn’t worse than I thought.
"I just need a moment to check out where I got hurt and get patched up," I responded appreciatively while the others looked at the wound on my side, and then at the trail of blackened blood and shadowy remains I’d left in my wake, with new respect.
The remaining Redcaps, a horde that I had managed to reduce to just a little over half its original size, came at them, and the would-be players waited with whatever weapons they could find. To my credit, I didn’t just sit back and watch them finish off the mobs I hadn’t destroyed. I offered help where it was needed and stepped in when necessary. In short order, the rest of the Redcaps had been defeated.
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Chapter 11: The Lonesome Wanderer of Apocalypse

I rifled through a nearby, abandoned ambulance for a medical kit, disinfected the wound, and applied some bandages to it. Once I had access to healing salves or magic, it wouldn’t matter; but in the meantime, I didn’t want to chance it.
Once I was patched up, the others approached with a wariness that let me know they were on guard, and respectful, if not a little afraid of me. Good. I’m not trying to make enemies, but if word travels that I’m not somebody to be messed with, it will only save me from trouble later on. A little bit of healthy fear goes a long way.
The boy’s father took notice of the wariness towards me, and rather than be standoffish, he decided to set the tone and introduced himself first. I appreciated it and looked at the man with a second appraisal. He carried himself very well, with solid posture and an even pace, like somebody with military experience mixed with the humility of somebody from the country. I recognized traits of myself in him. He walked over to me and stuck out his hand, while in the other he shouldered a bat. "I should have done this earlier. That was poor manners of me. I'm Paul Fernandez and this is my son, Luca Fernandez." He waved to the boy, and I grinned, seeing the spear attached to the wheelchair.
"That’s impressive." I admitted with a laugh before looking back towards Paul and staring the man in the eyes. I saw something reflected in those eyes, something familiar, but I couldn’t quite name it. They seem familiar, but I don’t recognize these two at all. They must have died on the highway in the previous timeline or sometime after.
The other four had the same issue. Their leader held up his hands and turned around in irritation. "Is this really the right time for you all to be pumping coffee mugs and exchanging phone numbers? I already promised my guys here that we’d be getting to the end of the road before dawn. I don’t know what this whole quest thing means, but I’m not sticking around to find out what happens if we run out of time. So that leaves one question: Are you coming, or not?" The man glared, and I had a sudden realization. He’s trying to intimidate and pressure me. Really? Am I really the person to have an attitude with?
I stepped forward. That’s going to bother me, I need to put this down now. Paul frowned and moved to intercept me before I could do anything. The man put a hand on my chest and muttered, "I know you don’t know me, but are you sure about this? I know that look well enough. It’s gonna be trouble."
"I’ll be fine." I responded, as I gave Paul a friendly pat on the shoulder. "Don’t worry, I’m not your enemy, but you might want to stay with me after this, in case anyone gets the bad idea to go after you for backing me. “
I left him there and strode forward and approached the four. "I’m making time for introductions. Right here, right now, since you seem to have misunderstood our roles here. I’m not your pal, I’m not your minion, and you’re not in charge. Now, don’t be ruder than you’ve already been, or it’ll piss me off, and you don’t want to piss me off. I’m Jax Nolan, and who might you be?"
The big man looked sideways, expecting one of the others to step in and put me into place. It didn’t happen. He waited a second before responding in a gruff, angry voice. "I’m Bennet." He then pointed out a shorter man next to him. "That’s Bradley." And then the two women with them, "And that’s Clarissa and Amy."
I smiled and pulled out the Regressors’ Key. "Fantastic. All right, then, Clarissa, Amy, Bradley and Bennet. I’m only going to say this once." I moved towards Bennet and, with a quickness that surprised all of them, I put my weapon to the man’s jowls. "Whoever you thought you were before today, that person doesn’t exist anymore. If I need to embarrass you, I will. I’ve seen a thousand guys just like you walk all over anyone that lets you. Not me. Make that mistake again, and I’ll leave you the same way I left all those Redcaps. That’s a promise. This is the closest thing to a second chance you’re going to get. The next guy you come across and try those shenanigans with might not be as forgiving as I am."
Bennet looked down cautiously, and his eyes passed nervously over my weapon. I could tell the man was thinking long and hard about my next action. I sighed and retracted the weapon. I don’t remember them, either, and I’m not in the mood to start having to kill people yet. "I’ll make you a deal. I’m going to go in the other direction. In the meantime, feel free to not be here when I get back, or we’ll have some real problems."
I turned and walked away, and Bennet collapsed to a knee as he considered what exactly had almost just happened to him. Probably the first time anybody has stood up to him. I walked away. I didn't have the time or energy to force the issue. Some other time. I won't be able to look away twice.
With a quick pace, I set out and left the group behind to tend to themselves. I didn’t need a potential enemy at my back.
 From behind me, a young voice called out. The kid? I turned and saw the boy was furiously pushing his wheelchair, trying to keep up, and his father Paul followed closely behind. "Listen, you really might not want to go that way. We just came from that way." I could tell they were worried about me, but I needed to check on the rest of the survivors that would otherwise be left behind.
I stopped and stood up in a car and peered down the road. The other four already moved on. That’s good. "Alright, what happened? What did you see back there that caused you to turn around?"
Paul stood right next to Luca. "You wouldn’t believe us if we told you; it’s hard to believe, and I saw it myself."
I waved away the concerns. "I’m not stressing about that. Just give me the details. I can judge the information well enough without being a skeptic."
Luca butted in. "Wait a minute, ok? Promise you’ll take us with you. I might be in this wheelchair, but I can help. I’ll learn to help." Paul went to protest, but Luca interjected, "Please, let us go with you. This is important."
I looked at the pair, and the sense of familiarity from earlier set in. Yeah, I can’t leave these guys behind. "Fine but tell me what you need to say; we don’t have a lot of time left. It’s just a couple hours till dawn, and even if we ran the whole rest of the way without issue, that’s still an hour of travel."
The pair looked at me in confusion. Paul responded, "All right, well, we reached the other side of the highway. It just sort of ends, and the end of the road is set up almost like a camp. When we got there, we had to dip immediately. There are these things walking around. They look like, I don’t know, well. Elves. They wouldn’t let anyone leave. But that’s not what was worrying me. The end of the road didn’t just end. It opened up into something else."
Luca interjected. "You don’t have to say something else, Dad. Just what it is. A giant mouth. A massive, giant mouth, big enough to stretch across the whole road, and I’m positive I know what it's there for."
I was intrigued, and possibilities started running through my head. Maybe it’s an early dungeon access point? Or a secret side dungeon? It’s possible that it was here and nobody knew about it. "What do you think it’s there for?"
Luca shuddered. "Elimination, right? Anyone left behind is going to be eaten by that thing. Everything will get eaten by it, probably the whole road. Otherwise, why would it be spread out across the highway like that? And why would those elves be keeping people right there?
That’s solid thinking on his part. It’ll do him well in the days to follow, if he gets a solid class he’ll be a survivor. I started walking again. I can’t take either of them with me, not for this. If that’s a dungeon opening, I can force-start my status and upgrade before the next event. "I know I said I’d let you come with me, but you can’t come with me all the way on this one. I promise you, both of you, if you get to the finish line, I’ll make sure you and your dad survive the next event."
	Memory Trigger – The Pits
I looked at the sheer masses of misery as I tried to keep quiet and not draw any attention. This area belonged to the elves, and the elves kept it. I silently cursed my luck for not having gotten stronger yet. All the elves had been taken in by the dungeon as servants when their own world was destroyed. They couldn’t get stronger on their own. By becoming servants, they gave up their status and experience. But what they could do was kill players and participants for flat stat gain. In the pits, those who died dropped loot orbs and stat orbs instead of experience.
My presence did not go unnoticed. The face of a minotaur came into view. The edge of a mace came forward, and an explosion of light was followed by darkness, as I was rendered unconscious and dragged toward the pit. 
The last words I heard before being tossed in, “Maybe he’ll accept this sacrifice.”


	Memory Trigger – The First Sacrifice
The King of the Crows looked out on the ruin of the Elven city and remembered what we had done, and what we tried to do. Their rebellion about their role and their function had cost thousands of lives. I would never forget them, nor would the spirit I had bonded with. How many people died that should have survived just because the elves tried to cheat the programming of the system that binds us all?
He looked over at his bride and noticed the scar that trailed her cheek. A mark that followed her from one timeline into the next No, not all of them. Just a faction. If only I had reached them sooner.




The memory disappeared, and I was brought back to the present as Luca continued an argument with me that I hadn’t even been aware we were having. "And that’s why we’d be good companions. Just think about it." I didn’t respond to the boy; my thoughts went elsewhere. In both timelines, the elves were a problem and rebelled against the commands of the system to try and harvest the stats of the players and participants before we got any classes. If I can take out part of the farming operation right now, it’ll make the eventual fight with their elites easier; and if that’s really a dungeon entrance, it should have some kind of rare ability that should give me an early advantage. All I need to do is get in and out quickly.
Luca was still waiting for an answer, but I had other things to worry about. "Yeah, sure, fine, but if you get into trouble, I can’t guarantee getting you out safely, and this isn’t a team up; just if you guys are following in the same direction, I won’t say no to it." A notification popped up, and I winced. Whatever, time to get going anyway.
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The three of us headed out. Paul pushed Luca’s wheelchair, and the boy smiled broadly as he waved his spear back and forth. I looked at the two of them approvingly as the wheelchair crunched over shattered glass from a windshield. They seem to have adjusted well.
"Come on, you two, we need to get going. This isn’t a place to linger, and dawn won’t wait for us," I called out as I started walking down the highway again. Above their heads, the dark sky rolled with fresh lightning, and the dark was cut only by the light from the system-run streetlamps.
"It’s going to be alright, kiddo. You did great back there. We can make this work, just mark my words," I heard Paul tell the boy. I turned to look and saw Luca’s hands curled around the spear tight enough for his hands to turn white. He’s right though; once we initiate with the system, the boy will regain the use of his legs and be able to walk again. The system might be a lot of horrible things, but at least it was an equalizer.
I called out to them, not wanting to interrupt their moment, but needing to. "I’m going on ahead to scout. I don’t want us running headfirst into an ambush or a trap." Paul nodded appreciatively as I pushed the wheelchair and maneuvered over and through broken glass. I walked ahead, always keeping my hand on the Regressors’ Key as I kept my eyes wide and looked for the holding area the two had told me about.
It didn’t take long for me to find it. Towards the end of the road, where the fractured highway abruptly ended in broken cement, asphalt, and rebar, a ring of wire and old tires had been laid out. Behind this wall were groups of people, families, and other refugees from the road who had been rounded up and put in place. I wonder if they even know they’re being kept prisoner.
I looked around for other clues about the threat posed. I counted three elves, but more important, I saw a massive mouth, partially translucent but appearing more physical by the minute, perched on the edge of the highway. Just like they said. That warning is easy enough to figure out: It’ll consume everything it its path once the time is right.
As if it sensed my presence, the monster at the end of the highway curled its mouth into a terrible smile. I don’t remember being told about any of this. The First Regressor made no mention of it, and the King of the Crows never mentioned a monster like this, either. I frowned. The answer was obvious. They
only went forward. Why would they have known that monster was here?
An elf in modern attire walked around the perimeter of the makeshift holding area, and another two elves stood watch by the entrance in and out of the holding area. One of the elves from the entrance moved away from the front and walked among the huddled masses of refugees, alternating between haughty and arrogant while offering condescending “comfort”.
I’d heard it was like this in the beginning for those who spawned on the road. But I never thought I’d see it in person. The King of the Crows had killed off most of the elves early on; I never met them firsthand. Just how exactly am I going to manage this?
An idea came to me as I watched for a moment. I turned around and met back up with Paul and Luca. "Those three over there, judging by the pointed ears, I’m guessing they’re elves, which mostly means they're a bit stronger than the people they're guarding, and they’ve got magic, too."
"So, you’ve got a plan, right? How do we get them out?" Luca asked.
I responded, "I’m not sure just yet; we need to watch longer, get a pattern and a sense of what we're doing before moving in. Bide our time and wait."
Paul and I took cover behind a car and watched the elves. We stayed in place, not really moving. More than once, one of the elves would call out, "No monsters in sight. Still waiting on the evacuation orders from the government." They might have been pretending to get security, but they were lax. None of the three actually thought there was any danger of being attacked. As servants of the system, the monsters spawned by the system wouldn’t attack them unless specifically told by the system to do so. They weren’t there for protection; they were there to keep the refugees from running, and to lie enough in the meantime to prevent confrontations.
If they are here, though, regardless of whether they’re acting on the orders of the system or not, they still have to be within the basic parameters to spawn within the scenario. I looked and gave the elves another once-over. Yeah, that means not one of them should be above the beginning threshold for levels, even if that means they're on a penalty down from their true level. They have to be defeatable; that’s a hard rule.
I considered the problem. It’s just three of them, and it's not like I haven’t fought worse before. This is doable. "Alright Paul, Luca. I’ve got an idea, but it’s going to be dangerous. But if you guys listen to me, we will win, and all of us will make it out alive.” 
 
 




Chapter 12: Fae Slayer

I leaned in close, motioning for Paul and Luca to lean in, as well. "Listen to me, and don’t mess up. Paul, I need you to turn yourself in to the elves. Pretend to need help. Do whatever you can, Paul. Scream. Cry for help. Say your kid needs a healer, doctor, whatever."
I looked at Luca. "And you, I need you to act the part. Moan as pathetically as you can. Really sell it, I need the two elves at the front distracted for as long as possible, while I take out the roving guard. Can you guys handle it? The attention is going to be on you."
Paul nodded. "Be an overbearing dad. Got it. But what about you? How are you going to manage them?
I shook my head. "Best to not let you know, just in case. Just wait for my signal, ok?" They nodded, and I bent low and sprinted as near to the glowing blue shield at the edge of the highway as I could and ducked behind a truck and waited.
Once I was in place, I motioned to Paul that it was time to go. Paul grabbed Luca’s wheelchair and started pushing it frantically and yelled like a mad man as he ran straight towards the holding area. "Help! Somebody help me! I need help! My son has been hurt. Hurt bad! Real bad! We were attacked by these monsters on the road. I need a doctor!"
Oh man, he’s really trying to oversell it. I groaned. My eyes moved towards the elves and tracked their movements. I watched as the two of them at the gate ran forward to help Paul.
One of the elves shouted to Paul, "Come on! Get over here, we're with the government. We can help. This is an evacuation zone. Go wait with the others until we can get you sorted out."
Paul mumbled a few words in protest about needing a doctor, but he saw the same look I did that the elves gave each other and rightly quieted. His antics had given me the moment I needed, and I vaulted over a row of tires that made up part of the wall of the holding area. I landed on the other side and motioned for the startled refugees to be quiet. Their lives depended on it. The look the elves had given each other was one of greed, as if to say, another lamb for the slaughter.
I headed straight for the roving guard. He would be the one most likely to become a problem if I didn’t handle him while he was out of position. The elf had busied himself with harassing some of the refugees. "Don’t you have anything else you can offer? We’re really sticking our necks out for you guys right now. Maybe you can think of some other way to pay me back."
An old woman interrupted the elf. "Please, you said the government was on standby. Do you have any idea when the helicopter will be here? What about the police? Or the army? Surely the National Guard is on its way, my grandson is in the----"
The elf turned towards the old woman in irritation and cut her off. A flash of his true nature came across his face, and the old woman recoiled. "You can just calm down and wait like everyone else. I don’t want to have to ask you again, I don’t care who your grandson is, or what he does," the elf looked back at the other refugees, "or anyone else to not make any trouble for us." A look of contempt had replaced the one of irritation. "It’ll be over soon. Just wait." I knew the reasons behind that look, and I knew why he appeared to be so unconcerned. He had no reason to fear anyone there. His actions had no consequence.
I can use that. He’s complacent. These people are all in shock and pretending this is just a natural disaster, and not something much worse. I can take advantage of that. I can work with that. I stumbled over towards the elf. "Please, sir, do you have any water or food? Or even a phone? I need to get ahold of my daughter."
I wobbled and made sure my footing was uneven. I needed to sell the stumble. My clothes were dirty and bloody from the road, and they made the performance slightly more believable. The elf drew back his arm to backhand me. I was quicker. Too late did the elf realize his mistake. In a flash of movement, I pounced and stabbed upwards with the Regressors’ Key. The blade erupted out the back of the elf’s skull, and I moved a hand around to gently cradle the body and lower it to the ground without making a sound.
	System Notification 
Overkill – Experience Increased – Elven Imposter – Fae – Highway – Experience 9
Working Towards Upgrade Emblem – Fae Slayer 1




This could be much more useful than the Goblin Slayer Emblem. The old woman stared at me horrified but said nothing. She was too afraid to say anything. It can’t be helped, but these people are going to have to learn that the world has changed. They can change along with it or remain as they are and become victims. Just next time, somebody like me won’t be here to save them.
Near the entrance to the holding area, the two elves looked down on Luca. "Would you look at that? A wheelchair. This is just perfect, don’t you think? It’s good you came to us. Somebody like that doesn’t have any business struggling against what's to come. The father would be better off just leaving him behind."
Paul’s jaw clenched in anger. I bit my lip when I saw it, I understood the anger. I need to get over there before he gets himself in trouble. "Now what the hell exactly did you mean by that?" Paul asked, pointing a finger at the elf who had said it. The two elves smiled at each other maliciously.
"He’s threatening us, right? Do we really need to tolerate this? We’ve got enough in holding already, correct? Will missing one really put us back?" One elf asked the other. The other elf shook his head for no. "All right, then."
The elf grinned as he turned towards Paul. Mana coursed through his body and he held a hand up as a ball of fire was summoned into the center of his palm. The elf moved forward, but rather than shrink back, Paul went on the offensive. Just before he moved, Paul caught my eye, and I motioned toward the elf without the fireball. Paul tackled the elf to the ground while the elf with the fireball in hand moved to take out Paul. Unbeknownst to the elf, I had dashed across the holding area and with a slash, I cut straight through the elf’s torso with my weapon.
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On the ground, Paul struggled with the last elf. The elf’s fingers danced with raw magic and mana as bits of electricity moved between the elf’s fingers, intending to electrocute Paul. They fought for position, but the elf being stronger got the upper hand and reached down with its electrified fingers to kill him. I was too slow to save Paul. "Move, man!" I screamed hoping that my words might a difference.
A spear stabbed forward into the elf’s side, tearing open a bloody wound and knocking the elf over. It was the boy. Paul and Luca locked eyes for just a second as Paul rolled away with a kick, and I was on them and finished the job as the Regressors’ Key cleaved the elf’s head from its shoulders. Breathing hard, we all slumped down and watched as the elves disappeared into nothing as they returned to the system that spawned them. 
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Paul and Luca looked around, shamefaced and horrified. They don’t know what to say. This is a hard adjustment for them. "You did good, both of you, a lot of people survived because of you, Paul.” I turned toward the kid and continued, “And Luca, you came through there: If not for you, I wouldn’t have reached your dad in time."
I got up and held out a hand to Paul. The man took it, and I helped him to get up and patted him on the back like an old friend. "You’re a good man, Paul, you need to make sure you and your boy survive this." I turned and looked at the refugees who, now that the elves were gone and the battle was over, tried to press forward with demands and concerns.
I stood up on a couple of tires and yelled out what needed to be said. "You need to get out of here. Whatever they told you is a lie. Nobody is coming to save you. WE came and saved you, and from here on out, the only one who can save you is yourself. If you don’t listen to what the blue screen said and get to the other side of the highway, you will die." I raised the Regressors’ Key and pointed at the massive mouth that had covered the edge of the highway and connected with the part of the system that had hidden the mouth from view.
It wasn’t quite enough to trigger the full effects of Overwrite, but in the current situation, I thought it might just be enough if I made the mouth far more visible. Pulling on the thread between Regressors’ Key and the scenario of holding area, I increased the visibility of the monstrous mouth from the easy to ignore and right off 20% to the full 100%. They all needed to see it.
The effect was instant. People started to scream, and some screamed at me. I ignored it all and pressed on with the point I was making.
"If you’re not on the other side of the highway by dawn, that thing is going to eat you." I yelled as more and more of the refugees scrambled away from the giant mouth that they hadn’t seen before. Others laughed at what they tried to pass off as a joke and made comments about special effects. "This isn’t a trick. It’s not special effects. You aren’t on a TV show, and nobody is secretly recording any of this. That thing is going to eat you if you don’t get out of here. I won’t ask again. Save your own life and move.”
A few of the refugees moved, and Paul waited toward the exit of the holding compound, beckoning them over, trying to get them to follow him and Luca, but not many made the choice. Many wanted to stay where they were and wait it out. I felt anger rise up in me, but I wasn’t the one to act on it.
Something inside of Paul switched on, a repressed something as the part of him that had been in the military activated and started to operate on instinct. "You heard the man. Move, move, move! We need to get out of here now!" Paul’s yelling seemed to affect the others, and in a flurry of sudden motivation, the refugees got to moving and headed Paul’s way. The crowd had been cowed and moved.
Paul turned to me and asked "So, now what?"
I looked at him, "I need you to get these people to the other side of this road. I have something I need to get from inside of that thing. I don’t think you’d survive if you came with me, or that I'd survive, either. As much as I’d like the help, I need to go alone. "
Paul nodded. "I understand. I trust you. We’ll be waiting on the other side. Try not to die in there. But since you’re going, better you then me."
I grinned. “You try to get stronger." With an audible gasp from the crowd, I approached the monstrous mouth, and stepped forward, passing through the barrier that separated the realm world from the instanced that was the dungeon.
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Now Entering – Hidden Dungeon 
The Mouth of the Dragon 
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Minimum level 6? That’s not too bad. Once I get access to an upgrade terminal, it shouldn’t take long for me to figure that one out. I looked around, and the only way to go was forward, down a long tunnel that led into the dark. The way was lit by burning torches. I don’t have any memory of this place.
I wracked my thoughts and sighed. Why would I have any memory of it? I was never here, and the memories I inherited from the First and Second Regressions would have had no reasons to have gone backwards at the start to have learned it. I’m going in blind.
Just then, the tunnel lit up, and a flaming creature came flying towards me. It didn’t seem to be aggressive. It called out to me. "Congratulations!"
I looked at the strange creature. It looked like a flying lantern with big eyes and a mouth. "You’ve done well," it said with a smile. "You entered the hidden dungeon, The Mouth of the Dragon. You’ve satisfied the conditions of the feeder round, and as such, this supersedes the active quest, "The Running of the Mobs". It has been marked as completed for you alone, and you have been granted access to the rewards."
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The floating lantern brought two wing-like flames together as if it was excited. "Fantastic! You’ve gained a class. The player. This is a basic class upon which all other classes are built. As time allows, you can find rare items that unlock hidden classes, or upgrade to higher-ability classes from one of the many class pathways, such as the earning of certain titles, emblems, or scenarios."
That is good. Now all I need is to check my status and apply my points. I put a hand into the air to summon and muttered, "Status." But nothing happened except for the flying lantern making a strange buzzer-type sound and glowing red.
"Impatient! You mortals always do that, and at the worst times! Think about the future. What if I’d been an enemy getting ready to attack you. Just for that, I think you need an adjustment. From now on, your status and upgrades can only be checked with a…." The lantern stopped talking and held a flaming wing up to its mouth as if in deep consideration and then glanced around. "I’ve got it, you’ll need access to a status and upgrade terminal. It balances out, you’ll have access to slightly better offerings in your ability pool to offset the inconvenience. This is for your benefit, not mine. You’re welcome for my service."
That’s frustrating, but it could work in the end for the best if I manage to luck into something I couldn’t otherwise get. I had to admit, better luck in the ability pool was a good benefit. The other part though was going to be an inconvenience at least. Upgrade terminals had their uses, but only being able to upgrade at a terminal was going to be a pain to manage. No banking points to try to use at the right time. Everything will need to be used in advance.
"Now, as I was saying. Let me introduce myself. My name is Fortuna, and I am one of the Divinity assigned to serve the system by the true Pantheon. It is my responsibility to guide you and the other participants as you navigate this brave new world of yours. So, first order of business. Let’s go back to the basic class you unlocked. The player. Now, you must be wondering what a player is and why it should matter."
I decided to go with it. I don’t need to offend this monster any more than I already have. The Divinities can make trouble for me too easily, and I can’t do anything about it right now. If I can survive the last battle, I can survive another tutorial block of instruction.
"Wonderful, glad you’ve chosen to quiet down and listen" the Divinity continued gleefully. "A player is the class given to those that survive the feeder rounds. It allows you to begin processing the experience and mana granted by the system. Just as important, it is used for class advancement."
I bit my lip. You already said that. But I do need to start thinking about class advancement. I want to be more useful this time around.
"This terminology may be unfamiliar to you, and that’s ok. I’m here to guide you through what’s to come now that you’ve survived the feeder round." Fortuna explained and I got a sense of how little the divinity cared about all the lives that had been lost so far. One day, my master will purge the lot of you from the world. I continued listening. "In a purely laymen sense, your world has been marked and changed forever. There is now a near-omnipotent power that guides this world, and that power is what controls the system, bestows the class, and manages the scenarios. However, this is just the beginning. You’ve only gained Tier I Access. This merely lets you purchase and process the experience that you gain while defeating monsters and completing quests. That same experience is used as currency to buy upgrades from the system. Experience is easy to earn. You can do almost anything to earn experience. However, experience is only one of a few ways by which you can gain stat experiences. Those with natural talent, and those with the tenacity to train and the discipline to do so, will always rise to the top; but for everyone else, the system can be a great equalizer in the intermediary. Once your Tier Access increases, you can gain class specific abilities, and even cosmetic advances.”
The Divinity snapped a wing, and a chair appeared behind me. "In case you were feeling like you needed to sit. Continuing on, your status is broken up into three stats: Strength, agility, and intelligence. There will be different ways to boost these stats, including purchasing them with experience, as well as stats gained when a level-up threshold is reached. As you level up, any free points may be assigned when visiting any upgrade terminal."
"You may be curious what these points do. I’ll put it bluntly. Putting points into intelligence will not make you any smarter. It will, however, increase the strength of your magic abilities and increase the mana pool you have available for using magic abilities. Your strength will increase your health pool, your stamina, and your attack strength, and your agility will increase your speed, and your defensive rating, as well as your accuracy. Not all of these numbers are overtly tracked. Only know that the system does obey the laws of status inflation. Unfortunately, you do not yet possess enough access to learn about the inflation system."
I nodded. I know enough of it. At some point, if the stats of one monster or player surpasses the other to an extent that it doesn’t matter, the system just applies the overkill bonus, rather than bothering to figure out the math of it all, and it rewards or punishes the kill by modifying the drops, like experience. Like me using an artifact like Regressors’ Key to instantly kill a Redcap by attacking critical weaknesses.
The Divinity looked at me oddly to make sure I was still paying attention, as if it could tell my thoughts had wandered away. Good guess. I bet it’s given this talk a few times and lost the crowd at this point. "Moving on, in your current state, you can only have two activated abilities at a time. The abilities you choose may be discarded at any time, removed and placed into the inventory or sold. They may be upgraded as time, conditions, and available experience for spending allows. Passive abilities and emblem power-ups do not count against this, and we do not have a possession limit. The intention is not for you to be content at the lowest of levels, but rather for you to constantly pursue higher and higher power."
I remember a few just like that. A Necromancer who wasn’t the King of Green Briars. This particular Necromancer invested all of his time, energy, and experience into basic skeletons that didn’t scale into greater difficulties like he needed. He ended up being killed when an elite boss used a splash attack to destroy the entire legion of skeletons the Necromancer had raised up.
The Divinity narrowed its eyes. "Of course, not all of these rules apply equally to everyone. It is possible to gain skills, purchase items, and even be granted as rewards ways to break these limits. It may be applied to hard caps by the system, such as how many abilities you can use, or even the effectiveness of your stats and how you interact with your abilities. We’ve talked enough about that. Now, emblems. Emblems are going to be one of the primary sources of power a player can secure for himself or herself. Emblems are what will set you apart.”
“All manner of emblems are granted through feats big and small. The reward is often proportional to the difficulty of the feat, but that is not guaranteed." The Divinity looked at me and continued, "Such as the Goblin Slayer emblem you possess. However, not all emblems may be earned by all people. Each emblem has a cap on the number of emblems that can be bestowed before no more of that emblem can be granted. So, it is important that if you can guess at what an emblem requires, you do the feat associated with it before that avenue of power is closed off to you."
I remember that. There were a few emblems I’d wanted to earn. One was an emblem called “Tom Thumb”. It didn’t do much besides speed up the growth of planted seeds into real time. The possessor of that emblem I came across used it to plant rows of trees defensively as fencing. The Divinity looked behind itself, down the dark tunnel, and turned back to Nolan. "Now that you’ve cleared the feeder round, I will go ahead and guide your scenarios from here on out." Fortuna clapped its hands and nodded. "It seems for now, it’s just you and me for this event, no others will be joining us." The Divinity sighed. "I’ll have to repeat my explanation for the other group when we finish on the road." The Divinity flared up and the somber tone vanished, "Still, that’s a problem for the me of the future."
"Once again, I welcome you to the Mouth of the Dragon. It is assumed that you understand the risks and that you are capable of surviving the difficulty. As such, the difficulty will not be adjusted or lifted. The current level recommendation is 6.
	Do you still wish to continue?
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I quickly selected yes. The Divinity smiled and seemed pleased by the decision. "Wonderful. Now, within this dungeon is a monster cast out by the gods. A dragon sealed into the system as punishment for its crimes against the heavens. A devourer of its own kind. The quest is simple. Journey into the deepest pit of this dungeon and take one of the Dragon’s scales and return here. In return, you will gain the Draconian Measures passive ability."
Draconian Measures? I thought in surprised. I’m unfamiliar. "What exactly does it do?
The Divinity laughed. "For a dragon? Nothing. But for a human like you? It’ll keep you alive much longer than you would otherwise. A little redundancy in your bodily system doesn’t hurt. The ability to regrow a torn liver, regenerate a sundered heart, spawn a severed limb. I believe you would consider it a healing factor, but it is so much more than that."
"Do you still wish to continue? I know you told the system. But you need to tell me, too," Fortuna said, and the lantern-like divinity flew closer to me and examined me.
I nodded. "Of course, I do."
With that said, the Divinity squealed in delight and faded away, and above where it had been floating a terminal now stood, an upgrade platform. Exactly what I need.




Chapter 13: The Blue Screen of Selection

I approached the terminal, and a blue screen popped up as soon as I reached out to touch it. Meanwhile, a calming voice spoke out to me. "Welcome, player Jax Nolan. As this is your first time using the upgrade platform, we must assess your current level." A beam of light erupted out of the platform, and like a wave, the light moved up and down my body as if scanning me.
When it was done, the terminal turned green for a moment and then blue again before announcing, "Your level has been determined to be five. Your strength is determined to be 9, your agility 5, and your intelligence at 9. Points gained from previous level increases have automatically been assigned. Future point distribution will be an end- user function. Now pulling up status sheet."
//Status Sheet\\
 
	Name – Jax Nolan

	Unused Experience Points - 0128


	Health – 45 Points

	Mana – 45 Points


	Health Regeneration - .135 Per Minute

	Mana Regeneration – .135 Per Minute


	Class Player 
Level – 5* -Unused Points -0

	-Title-
"Lonely Wanderer of Apocalypse"
+30% to Attack Damage during combat and 250% to passive healing factor when resting.


	Strength - 9
Agility - 5
Intelligence - 9

	Current Primary Quest
-Draconian Measures-
Finished Quests
-The Running of the Mobs-


	Earned Emblems
Goblin Slayer
 


	Abilities
None Yet Unlocked

	Passive Upgrades
None Yet Unlocked


	Next ------>

	

	
	

	
	



None yet unlocked. That’s an interesting distinction. But what about Overwrite and the lingering quest with the legacy system? Wait… maybe that’s it. We don’t quite match up, because it’s two different systems and one is overlaying on the other. I’ve no unused points to apply to stats. Moving on.
I pressed the next button on the terminal screen. Let’s see what the shop pool has available for me.
	Experience Purchase Menu – Available Points – 0128


	Items


	Coming Soon! Items are not yet available. Crafters, blacksmiths, alchemists, and general loot have not yet been sold back into the system. As excess items are sold to the system, the shop will update with a random pool generated from sold items. Please check back with us soon!


	Abilities


	Icy Touch 0/6 – Cost of 1st Purchase 100-The possessor of this ability deals in damage per second, rounded down to the nearest whole number, INT*.019 and puts the debuff Cold on the target. This ability can stack twice and can stack again for each rank of Icy Touch purchased. This ability can be purchased 6 times. 
Cold – Reduces all movement by 5% 
(Mana Cost – 5 Mana Per Cast – .5 second cooldown)
Twisting Vines 0/7 - Cost of 1st Purchase 100-The possessor of this ability is able to sprout vines at the target location. These vines will attach themselves to whomever, or whatever passes through the area and temporarily immobilize them, while dealing damage per second equal to 1% of the target’s remaining health + INT*.3 in flat 1 time damage upon entry to the location. Location size is equal to a 2 by 2 square. This ability increases in size by the base factor per rank and can be purchased 7 times. 
(Mana Cost – 30 – 6 Minute Cooldown)
Summon Golem 0/6 - Cost of 1st Purchase 100-The possessor of this ability is able to summon an autonomous Golem that follows the user and protects them from harm. The Golem’s strength is equal to INT*1.5, and the Golem’s agility is equal to INT*.9. Additionally, the material the spawned Golem is made with increases in quality with every purchase of the ability. Mud, Wood, Bronze, Iron, Steel, Platinum. This ability may be purchased 6 times. 
(Mana Cost – 60 – 3 Hour Cooldown)
Cloak of Fire 0/8 - Cost of 1st Purchase 100-The possessor of this ability is covered in a thin layer of fire that deals damage each to 1 + INT*.05 per second, rounded down to the nearest whole-number damage to all hostiles touching the possessor of the ability. Bonus damage increases by .05 with every purchase of the ability. This ability may be purchased 8 times. 
(Mana Cost – 5 Mana Per Second – No Cooldown)
Blessing of Light 0/3 - Cost of 1st Purchase 100
-The possessor of this ability is able to cast a targeted healing buff that instantly grants a flat 30% health restoration, and a regenerative effect of 10% of max health per second following, for a total of 3 + (INT*.1) seconds. Additionally, while under the effect of the regeneration, the receiver of the healing receives a flat damage reduction of 5%. Each purchase of this ability reduces the cooldown by 30 minutes. This ability may be purchased 3 times. 
(Mana Cost – 50 – 3 Hour Cooldown)
Raise Dead 0/30 - Cost of 1st Purchase 100
-The possessor of this ability is able to permanently raise the corpse of a nearby dead animal, monster, or humanoid. Enemy or ally. This is a permanent minion that will follow and protect you. The base stats of the undead raised by this ability are 3 + (INT*.3) for strength, and 1 + (INT*.2) for agility. Each purchase of this ability increases the total max minion count by one, and the stat bonus per intelligence point by a base .05 and .04 respectively. This ability may be purchased 30 times.
No More Abilities Yet Available In The Store


	Available Stat Points


	Strength Points Available – 29 – Cost of 1st Purchase 20
Agility Points Available – 11 – Cost of 1st Purchase 35
Intelligence Points Available – 3 – Cost of 1st Purchase 20
Increase Health by 50 – Packs Available – 2 – Cost of 1st Purchase 200
Increase Mana by 50 – Packs Available – 0 – Cost of 1st Purchase 350
Increase Health Regeneration by 1 Per Second – Packs Available – 1 – Cost of 1st Purchase 700
Increase Mana Regeneration by 1 Per Second – Packs Available – 5 – Cost of 1st Purchase 900


	No More Purchase Categories Currently Available In The Store
Please check back again later for our future offerings. 
Clan Stones! Class Items and Accessories!
Sorry for the inconvenience! 
-Fortuna
 




This isn’t a horrible system; it’s easier to look at it and plan it out this way. Besides, better to figure out things like this now than during the middle of a battle. Alright, I need to think this one out. Critically, and logically. Once I start making purchases, the costs start going up. Right now, for my level and where I’m at, my strength is fine. With the Regressors’ Key, it’ll be a long time before there’s any kind of monster I can’t damage physically, even with the system law of inflation. My agility could use some work, but I can take future points and put them there as needed. Which leaves my intelligence stat as the most important investment of my points now. But before I make any decisions, I need to take a closer look at these abilities and think.
I need more magic power, and I need to be faster to avoid death. A slow mage is a dead mage; I can’t ever forget that. There was a lesson for me in the death of the King of Green Briars. As powerful as the Necromancer had been, an assassin’s blade borne by one of the Faceless Elite had struck him down.
I thought and considered for a moment taking that same kind of power. The path of the Necromancer held no appeal for me. Not just because of how the King of Green Briars had been defeated, but because most Necromancers all followed the same path, a path that overlapped with that of summoners and carried the same inherent weakness. Mass, and mass some more. And at some point, massed monsters all met the same fate. Something stronger could take them out. I didn’t discount gaining a summoned monster later; I knew their use and how effective a single, powerful summon could be, and how useful mass could be. But right now, it’s an investment sink that will cripple anyone that gets caught up in it. Unless…. my thoughts turned to a few summoners I’d known that had been granted legendary monsters from early on. Exceptions exist to every rule, but I doubt I’ll get that chance.
The ability Cloak of Fire held a lot of appeal to me. I knew what it would turn into if I could max it out and transform the ability into Domain of Fire. Which damaged all enemies nearby, while healing nearby allies for a percent of the damage dealt that way, while stacking an armor debuff. That would be good. I thought of the Ram Lord of Fire and thought such an ability would be a good homage to him.
I could practically feel traces of fire on my skin, burning away enemies with a flare of a power. I imagined enemies clutching at those flames as they spread across my body and completely engulfed all of those who dared to attack me. In my mind, I saw waves and waves of mobs break against me, collapsing into burning husks, as they fell to the power, I could invest into the protecting flames. I wanted to.
I resisted. But that’s not my role, and the final form of the ability is a long way away. The Dark Titan was plenty able to absorb damage, but he wasn’t able to overcome his body being stolen from him; and until I can find a way to mitigate that kind of power, investing in myself as the front line doesn’t make sense, unless I can find allies to shore up some of our long-term ability needs.
I considered the other abilities, Icy Touch and Twisting Vines. One still required me to be face-to-face with the enemy, while the other was carefully laid control on a damage burst. The King of the Burning Sword did plenty of damage and was right there up at the front of the battlefield, but without any protections on her, she fell too easily. I need to remember that as I build myself up. I can’t be a glass cannon. I can’t depend on raw damage to do what I need. Icy Touch might be decent later on, as a crowd control ability in a one-on-one situation, but I’m likely to run into other abilities that do it better, and I’ll need to invest in a heavy mana pool before being able to really use it like needed. As it stands, I can use it for 5% crowd control, a few times, and then basically have to wait a day to get my mana back. That’s not what I need.
That leaves one real option. I closed my eyes and tried not to wince as the obvious choice became apparent. When the others fell, it was just the King of the Crows who remained, and he just wasn’t quite powerful enough to stand alone against an elder god. If this timeline follows what it should, the King should be with the other early starters in the tutorial floor of the Dungeon of the Deepest Realm. Even if I follow the same footsteps, and seize the power meant for him as my own, I trade his ultimate fate for mine. The only way for me to get to that end point, is by taking the power meant for him, and then I’ll be without an ally. I cannot draw power from the same source. So... I’ll go the route of support and healer instead. There are three Kings that didn’t join us on the last battlefield, and below them the Lords of the Underrealm. I can chase their power instead and letting it go unused when needed most. Only the Ram Lord of Fire fought alongside us. I smiled thinking about the flaming beastman whose happiest day was the last day. If I can get him on my side early… The thought wasn’t unpleasant. If I can find a way to the Underrealm, I need to go once I’ve a Tier II class.
I looked at the blue screen, deep in consideration as I turned my thoughts back to support and healing. That’s the solution. That is a gap in power that can be exploited without crippling me. I can’t chase the same power that my master used. I can’t take what was meant for him or one of the others who made a difference. But I can take the powers they weren’t able to reach, and I can take for myself the power of those who fled and hid; and when the time is right, I can join them, and keep them alive. Not as a Supporter who hides in the backlines, but as a companion. To sustain them. Protect them, and when needed, beat back the enemies that come upon them. What if, just once during that last battle, a Supporter had been able to cast a protect spell on the King of the Burning Sword or an Untargetable enchantment on the Dark Titan? When the King of the Crows battled face- to-face and almost matched the enemy blow-for-blow… how would things have gone if a healer powerful enough had restored him? Or granted more buffs to him?
I looked down at the screen and prepared to make the selection. At my side, a flood of energy emanated from the Regressors’ Key, a warm energy that seemed to encourage my selection. "Well…" I muttered, "That’s the closest thing that I’m going to get to an agreement. I just gotta make sure I don’t die in the meantime."
"So be it then." 
 
 
	System Notification 
Dual Legacy System 
Persistent Quest Update
Details: The Regressor, Jax Nolan has decided on the path he will take on the third regression. He will undertake the path of the Supporter and take for himself the power of the Kings and Lords who did not participate in the last battle and/or fell too easily. As such, the required essences for this quest have been altered.
The Strength Left Behind
Gather the essence of those who will become Kings and subjugate or seize for yourself the power of the Lords of the Underrealm. 
Unknown Location: The Lady of the Sword
Unknown Location: The Eldest
Unknown Location: The False Hero
Known Location: The Traveler, The Great Empty 
The Lords of the Underrealm




I nodded in agreement as the quest notification went away and returned my attention to the terminal. I made my selection. "First, I’ll purchase the Blessing of Light ability." Instantly, 100 experience was deducted from my point count, and the next upgrade showed the cost as 1250. That’s a decent increase in cost. But I think it’ll be manageable. But first, I’ve one other thing to do. "And then one stat point of intelligence." 
 
 
	Price and Inventory Update – 
Available Points 0008
Intelligence Points Available – 3 to 2 – Cost of 2nd Purchase 20 to 50
Blessing of Light 1/3 - Cost of 2nd Purchase 1250




Perfect. I walked away from the terminal and down the tunnel. Away from the dungeon entrance where I had met the divinity Fortuna, and deeper into the dungeon beyond. The devourer below and the prize for the quest Draconian Measures were too good to pass up. I’ll make myself into a Supporter that can’t be killed.
 




Chapter 14: Dungeon Grinder

I moved away from the upgrade terminal, satisfied that I’d made the right decision. If I do this right, I can get a lot out of a single use of Blessing of Light. The flat health restoration isn’t the biggest boon, it’s the 10% of max health per second for 3 seconds and some change. That means theoretically, I can heal myself back to full health from about 40%, which is at just around that critical margin where I, or anyone else, would start having trouble keeping up from all the damage. But with my current intelligence stat where it’s at, I can realistically only cast it once a day until I can build up a better mana pool and regeneration.
Still, though, that’s not a bad way to start off, but if I don’t get around to actually clearing this dungeon, I’ll never get to it. I smiled. I felt satisfied with the decision and looked down the hall of the dungeon. Time to go. I went straight past the terminal and into the dark beyond. I felt good to be moving towards a goal, towards a foundation of later victory. My footsteps echoed on the damp pavement below. The further away from the mouth of the dungeon I got, the less light that I had to see by. I lifted the Regressors’ Key, and the enchanted blade gave off a minor glow that at least let me see the walls and let me know I was still going in the correct relative direction and hadn’t missed any side tunnels or rooms in the dark. I kept my eyes looking for traps and incoming dungeon mobs. With a name like “The Mouth of the Dragon,” I had a few ideas of what monsters I could expect. Lizards. Salamanders. Dragons. Reptiles.
Before I go deeper, I need information, and I have a way to test what type of mob I’ll find here. Better now than later, on another floor where the mobs might be a lot stronger. I stabbed outwards into the wall of the dungeon with Regressors’ Key. Any other weapon available would have broken or shattered. But not mine. The blade sparked as it sliced through the wall. It wasn’t easy, but I managed. Mostly due to how sharp the weapon was that was bound to me and the enchanted nature of the blade that made it unbreakable. The tunnel shuddered and moved. In the distance and close by at the same time, I was positive I heard an angry scream.
The angry scream was followed by the something similar to the sound of a drop of water hitting the ground. I recognized it. The sound was followed by another, the sound of walls tearing and breaking. I scanned around. Where is it? Where are we? Still holding my weapon, I turned around and saw an egg-like sack being pushed through the dungeon walls. It fell, wet and bulbous, to the ground with a thud. The first such sack was followed by another, and within I could spot the bent body of some rough beast waiting to be born.
Let’s not make this a thing. I strode forward with my weapon firm and powerful in my hand and sliced. The blade cut straight through the sack, destroying whatever was inside before it could be birthed, and then I turned to the others and did the same. I cleared all of the eggs until only one remained, and this one I stood away from a safe distance and watched and waited.
	System Notification
You have destroyed 9 Unhatched Dungeon Eggs 
As no mobs have spawned from them, you will gain no experience. 
No further notifications.




I sighed. Yeah. I should have known it wouldn’t be that easy. It’s all right, though. The egg in front of me started to move and distort as whatever was inside of it pushed and tore at the membrane surrounding it. A silvery, translucent appendage erupted out of the egg sack, followed by another. The mob inside poured out of the egg and stood in front of me. Well, sort of stood. The monster seemed to immediately notice me and readied itself in attack. It flung itself forward at me, its gel-like body bending and contorting as it headed straight for my face. I wasn’t nervous. I knew the secret of this mob. I knew how to kill it.
There it is. 
 
I watched the weak point, a sort of glowing core within the translucent body, and brought the Regressors’ Key up and stabbed straight through. The glowing core erupted out of the mob’s body, and immediately after, the mob turned to grey and was reabsorbed back into the dungeon system. along with the core.
	System Notification 
Dungeon Mob Identified!
Luun - A Dungeon Slime
Luun – Dungeon Slime – Mouth of the Dragon – Experience 5
Working Towards Upgrade Emblem – Slime Slayer 1




A Luun, huh? I wasn’t thinking about the slime family when I got into the dungeon, but that changes everything. For anyone else, this dungeon might have been a problem, but for me, not at all. All I need to do is damage the core to destroy one of the slimes and not attack the rest of its body. Slimes don’t take damage the way other mobs do. I turned back and walked further down the hallway. I didn’t bother to test the walls again; I had collected enough information. It’s obvious to me now. The dungeon is the dragon; that’s how the system trapped it, by turning its body into a dungeon. Which means, for me to grab a dragon scale, I can guess what the boss is going to be. A Hatchling, or something like that. But their levels start at around 12. I’m not strong enough to take on a Hatchling yet, especially if it’s been boosted as a boss.
I hung my head and stopped abruptly and laughed as an idea came to me. "You thought I was done, didn’t you?" I thrust the Regressors’ Key into the side of the dungeon wall and ran down the length of the hallway. The walls shook violently, and the floor rocked. The scream of rage and anger was much more noticeable. I winced, feeling bad for the dungeon. "Sorry. But I need this."
Membranous sacks erupted out of the wall, 1, 2, 3, ten. Twenty. The count went on. I went towards the dungeon mouth, back towards the well-lit area near the upgrade terminal. Alright, if I remember correctly, I can trigger an elite dungeon mob to spawn if I can kill a hundred of the base mobs. I
looked down the hall at the silver bodies pressed together and that were headed my way. I sent a mental command. Mute notifications.
The first of the Luuns launched itself at me. I roared and brought my sword overhead in a vicious slash that tore through the slime’s body and broke the core in half. The slime disappeared as two other Luuns crawled forward and tried to attach themselves to my legs. Regressors’ Key came down. The weapon impaled the core of the Luun into the floor of the dungeon and destroyed it. The other Luun secreted an acid that started to corrode my pants. I flung it away with a kick, and the Luun went flying.
Three more followed right behind. I only grinned as I watched and waited for the perfect timing, seeing in my mind the connection among the three individual cores of the slims. Regressors’ Key swung out in a wide arc, cutting through the first, the second, and then the third.
The slimes piled up and in, more and more followed behind, and I couldn’t kill them fast enough before they attacked. For every 3 I killed, 1 of the Luuns got through and managed to secure a hit. But I wasn’t worried, I wasn’t afraid. I felt alive. I laughed and smiled as I waded through the mobs, my weapon a constant blur of movement.
Slash, stab, slice. Over and over, I repeated the pattern as I worked to clear the mobs. It was like clockwork. At some point the work became easier, but I didn’t notice it. I wasn’t lost in my thoughts, but in my movements. My blade was an extension of myself, and I fully embraced the battle. When the last of the mobs dropped to the ground, I rested for a moment on the hilt of Regressors’ Key and caught my breath. I looked my body over. I’d taken a bit of damage, but I guessed my health to still be at around the 60% range. Plenty to survive. "It feels good to be alive, feels good to battle." Condense. Summon Notifications.
	System Notification 
Condensed Notifications
Summary
You have killed 41 Luuns. You have gained 197 Experience.
**Emblem Granted**
- Slime Slayer Rank I-
*An Emblem bestowed upon those who have conducted slaughter of the Slime Race.
The first rank is bestowed at 25 Slime Kills.
The second rank is bestowed at 250 Slime Kills.
The third rank is bestowed at 1225 Slime Kills.
The fourth rank is bestowed at 2500 Slime Kills.
The final rank is bestowed at 10000 Slime Kills.
Slime Slayer Rank I bestows the following bonus:
-"No Critical Hit" – It takes just one. Prevents instant doom status from slime-type abilities on critical areas of the body.
 




I grimaced when I read over critical hit. I wasn’t worried, but the last part of the notification was a reminder that all mobs could be dangerous in the right setting. If one of those had actually managed to get on my face….
"Back to it, then. I’ve still got quite a few to go before the elite spawns. If I do this right, I can double my experience, and then be ready for a heal just in time for this mini boss." I turned back to the wall and thrust Regressors’ Key in. "Round 2."
 




Chapter 15: Preparations

An hour later, I stood, bloody and panting, in front of the upgrade terminal. The blue light from the terminal cast a blue glow off the walls. The dungeon mouth was no longer as visible as it had been, and the massive opening no longer let in much light as it had begun to close. I looked at the closing mouth and thought, maybe I’ve lingered too long; I need to take off once I finish off the elite.
In total I’d killed 94 Luuns and was sitting on a grand sum of 0417 experience points after the ordeal, including what I’d already earned from before. Not bad at all. I’d also managed to gain a level and was sitting on (2) unused stat points waiting to be assigned. I put my hand on the terminal and immediately assigned both points to intelligence. I’ll be able to use passives, emblems, and titles to boost my raw stats, but it requires my mana pool to be high enough to sustain it. At some point, I need to move away from being a front-line fighter.
//Status Sheet\\
 
	Name – Jax Nolan

	Unused Experience Points - 0417


	Health – 45 Points

	Mana – 55 Points


	Health Regeneration - .135 Per Minute

	Mana Regeneration – .165 Per Minute


	Player 
Level – 6* -Unused Points -0

	-Title-
"Lonely Wanderer of Apocalypse"
+30% to Attack Damage during combat and 250% to passive healing factor when resting.


	Strength - 9
Agility - 5
Intelligence - 11

	Current Primary Quest
-Draconian Measures-
Finished Quests
-The Running of the Mobs-


	Earned Emblems
Goblin Slayer I
Slime Slayer I
 


	Abilities
Blessing of Light

	Passive Upgrades
None Yet Unlocked


	
	

	Next ------>

	

	
	



That’s good progress made in short order. A lot easier than what the others are going through right now. These mobs are level-appropriate for me to take on and handle. Mixed in with the extra damage from my Lonely Wanderer of Apocalypse title, I’m more than capable of soloing for a while. I clicked the next button to pick up some more abilities and was curious to see what, if anything, new was available.
	Experience Purchase Menu – Available Points – 0417


	Items


	**New**!
Witch’s Pokey Hat Cost 4400 - In Stock – 1*Grants the wearer the Cursed Charm ability. Targets under the effect of charm can be turned into permanent Golems that follow the user. Every stat of the Golem thus created is equal to 1.3 of the original stat. 
Bloody Casual Wear Cost 5 – In Stock 10691
*Provides no current advance, save as replacement clothing. Unpurchased items will be phased out during the next cycle.


	Abilities


	**New**!
Summon Wisp 0/10 - Cost of 1st Purchase 185-The possessor of this ability is able to summon a spiritual companion. A Wisp. The Wisp is a permanent companion, and if destroyed or banished, may be resummoned. The Wisp cannot take physical damage. The Wisp’s strength is equal to INT*1.1, and the Wisp’s agility is equal to INT*1.7, the Wisps intelligence is equal to INT*2.2. Each purchase of the Wisp ability increases the number of ability slots the Wisp may be taught and used. Abilities may be purchased from the shop, for the Wisp. This ability may be purchased 10 times.
**New**!
Blessing of Amarath 0/5 - Cost of 1st Purchase 200-The possessor of this ability is able to bestow a buff upon the target that doubles movement speed. Additionally, this ability increases overall agility by INT*1.3. The blessing lasts for 30 seconds. Each purchase of this blessing increases the scaling of the agility buff by .125 and adds an extra 3 seconds to the buff’s duration. This ability may be purchased 5 times. 
(Mana Cost – 30 Per Cast – 5 Minute Cooldown)
Icy Touch 0/6 – Cost of 1st Purchase 100-The possessor of this ability deals in damage per second, rounded down to the nearest whole number, INT*.019 and puts the debuff Cold on the target. This ability can stack twice and can stack again for each rank of Icy Touch purchased. This ability can be purchased 6 times. 
Cold – Reduces all movement by 5% 
(Mana Cost – 5 Mana Per Cast – .5 second cooldown)
Twisting Vines 0/7 - Cost of 1st Purchase 100-The possessor of this ability is able to sprout vines at the target location. These vines will attach themselves to whomever, or whatever, passes through the area and temporarily immobilize them while dealing damage per second equal to 1% of the target’s remaining health + INT*.3, in flat 1 time damage upon entry to the location. Location size is equal to a 2 by 2 square. This ability increases in size by the base factor per rank and can be purchase 7 times. 
(Mana Cost – 30 – 6 Minute Cooldown)
Summon Golem 0/6 - Cost of 1st Purchase 100-The possessor of this ability is able to summon an autonomous Golem that follows the user and protects them from harm. The Golem’s strength is equal to INT*1.5 and the Golem’s agility is equal to INT*.9. Additionally, the material the spawned Golem is made with increases in quality with every purchase of the ability. Mud, Wood, Bronze, Iron, Steel, Platinum. This ability may be purchased 6 times. 
(Mana Cost – 60 – 3 Hour Cooldown)
Cloak of Fire 0/8 - Cost of 1st Purchase 100-The possessor of this ability is covered in a thin layer of fire that deals damage each to 1 + INT*.05 per second, rounded down to the nearest whole number damage to all hostiles touching the possessor of the ability. Bonus damage increases by .05 with every purchase of the ability. This ability may be purchased 8 times. 
(Mana Cost – 5 Mana Per Second – No Cooldown)
Blessing of Light 1/3 - Cost of 2nd Purchase 1250
-The possessor of this ability is able to cast a targeted healing buff that instantly grants a flat 30% health restoration, and a regenerative effect of 10% of max health per second following, for a total of 3 + (INT*.1) seconds. Additionally, while under the effect of the regeneration, the receiver of the healing receives a flat damage reduction of 5%. Each purchase of this ability reduces the cooldown by 30 minutes. This ability may be purchased 3 times. 
(Mana Cost – 50 – 3 Hour Cooldown)
Raise Dead 0/30 - Cost of 1st Purchase 100
-The possessor of this ability is able to permanently raise the corpse of a nearby dead animal, monster, or humanoid. Enemy or ally. This is a permanent minion that will follow and protect you. The base stats of the undead raised by this ability are 3 + (INT*.3) for strength, and 1 + (INT*.2) for agility. Each purchase of this ability increases the total max minion count by one, and the stat bonus per intelligence point by a base .05 and .04 respectively. This ability may be purchased 30 times.
No More Abilities Yet Available In The Store


	Available Stat Points


	Strength Points Available – 29 – Cost of 1st Purchase 20
Agility Points Available – 11 – Cost of 1st Purchase 35
Intelligence Points Available – 2 – Cost of 2nd Purchase 50
Increase Health by 50 – Packs Available – 2 – Cost of 1st Purchase 200
Increase Mana by 50 – Packs Available – 0 – Cost of 1st Purchase 350
Increase Health Regeneration by 1 Per Second – Packs Available – 1 – Cost of 1st Purchase 700
Increase Mana Regeneration by 1 Per Second – Packs Available – 5 – Cost of 1st Purchase 900


	No More Purchase Categories Currently Available In The Store.
Please check back again later for our future offerings. 
Clan Stones! Class Items and Accessories!
Sorry for the inconvenience! 
-Fortuna




Alright, so two new abilities just became available. Blessing of Amarath is a must. Even if I only purchase one rank up, the extra speed and agility boost will scale better than just a regular haste. That said, the Wisp ability has the potential to scale in a way some of the other summons I’ve seen won’t. If it can hold up to twelve abilities, I can invest more buffs and support on the Wisp to take some of the load off of me and diversify a little better. The question is, will it count against my Lonely Wanderer of Apocalypse? It might not, because it’s a pet ability, but even still, I can’t turn up a chance to acquire a Wisp. I was going to sell the title anyways. Let me go ahead.
	//System Notification\\
Permanent Companion Gained – Wisp
-Welcome your new companion. Please grant it a name. Please be aware to take good care of your new companion, and consult the owner’s manual if any issues should arise. 
Manual not included.
 




"Alright, let me try." I lifted a hand and made the command. "Summon Wisp".
The air in front of me shimmered, and beams of light traveled through the air and coalesced on a single point, forming a shining, radiant ball. The room instantly became brighter. A small, almost purring sound could be heard coming from the shining ball, and it started to rapidly zig zag around me as it sped through the air. I smiled as I held out my hand and the Wisp landed on my palm. I looked and saw only the swirl of light, and within it an intelligence similar and different than my own; but more than anything, I knew the Wisp was friendly.
"You’ve a good energy to you." I muttered as I inspected my new summon. "I’ll name you, Lumen."
	//System Notification||
Title Disabled "The Lonely Wanderer of Apocalypse"
Details – The possessor of this title has taken on a companion and as such, the title has been disabled and will remain disabled until all companions have left or been dismissed.




"Urgh." I had an idea. "Overwrite classification. Change classification of summons to pet."
	//Dual Legacy System//
Notice: Overwrite Request Denied. Does not meet request, "Part of the scenario".




I shrugged. It was worth a shot. I groaned as I read back over the notification. Yeah. That definitely says companion. I looked up and spoke. "System, I’d like to put title "The Lonely Wanderer of Apocalypse" up for sale in the shop. Starting price, 3000 experience. Add flavor text, The banner of the once and future King."
I felt an energy pass through my body, and shortly after the title appeared on the screen. "Good, and I’ll go ahead and take the Blessing of Amarath as well, but I'll apply the ability to Lumen."
The Wisp stopped moving and seemed to sag as if surprised by my sudden decision. I laughed. "Why be surprised? Who supports the Supporter? It’ll be good, but Lumen, until I tell you otherwise, only use Blessing of Amarath when I say "Speed Me" or when my health reaches critical. Say 30-40%, can you handle that?"
The Wisp’s body flicked twice, and I took that as a "Yes."
"Alright, one last order of business then, I’ll just pick up that last strength stat point before somebody else does, and that’ll be a wrap."
 
	Price and Inventory Update – Available Points 0012
Strength Point 29>28 – Cost of 2nd Purchase 40
Blessing of Amarath 1/5 - Cost of 2nd Purchase 1750
Summon Wisp 1/10 – Cost of 2nd Purchase 1440
Inventory Added for Sale! New Category Added! Titles
**New**! The Lonely Wanderer of Apocalypse Cost 3000 – In Stock 1
Details: The banner of the once and future king. This title will be displayed for all neutral and friendly affiliated persons. This title represents the aversion of the possessor to take on companions. So long as the possessor of this title is not part of a team, the possessor gains +30% to Attack Damage during combat and 250% to passive healing factor when resting.




I nodded, satisfied, "Alright Lumen, let’s get to it. I’ve a handful of slimes I need to destroy before the elite appears, and then we move on to the next floor." As soon as I stepped away from the upgrade terminal, it flared red and began to descend into the floor. I wouldn’t be able to use it again. Message received. Move on.
The Wisp flared gold in contentment and took up a perch on my shoulder. I smiled and went down the hall, the Regressors’ Key carefully probing the walls as new Luuns spawned. 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6…. That’s it. I turned and waited for the Luuns to spawn from the dungeon eggs. "Remember what I said. Lumen. Only cast Blessing of Amarath if I say, "Speed Me," or my health goes critical."
The first of the eggs split open. and I sprang forward, my sword instantly destroying the mob’s core. "This will take no time at all." 
 
 




Chapter 16: Slime Monarch

A few minutes later, the walls began to warp. They didn’t shake, like before; they actually started to crumble inwards and twist as multiple eggs at a time suddenly erupted and fused together on the ground. I wiped away a bit of blood from the corner of my mouth and the sweat from my brow. I figured my health was somewhere around the 50% percent mark after having destroyed 100 Luuns to trigger an elite to spawn, and I still was sitting on the mana to do a Blessing of Light for a burst heal followed by regeneration.
The giant fused egg started to pulse, and whatever was inside of it pressed against the membranous sack. I clenched my weapon and prepared. This is my first real test.
"Alright, Lumen, this is it." I nudged the Wisp and the tiny ball of light sped out from me and took cover in the rear while I brought up the Regressors’ Key in a defensive stance.
The egg sack exploded outwards in a hail of grey ichor. Where the egg had been, only a giant slime mob remained. Complete with a silver crown on its head. Oh, I know what that is. This isn’t what I was expecting at all. I frowned. I’d been expecting an elite, but what had come out of the egg was far more dangerous.
Rather than the Elite Slime, a Slime Monarch had been spawned, and unlike the Elite Slimes, I wasn’t as confident I could win against it without taking a huge risk. On cue, the Slime Monarch attacked. Three equally deadly appendages jutted forward, like silver spikes looking to stab into me. I dodged the first two and used the blade of the Regressors’ Key to block the third.
A fleshy appendage flopped to the ground, and the Slime Monarch roared and bounced forward, its entire body shaking with anger as more spiked appendages were launched against me. The effect remained the same. I dodged what I could and cut through what I couldn’t. The Slime Monarch spread out its limbs and secured itself in every direction, creating an obstacle with its body, preventing anyone from passing through.
I scanned for the mob’s core, looking for a quick out, but I couldn’t quite get an accurate idea of where it was. Every time I thought I caught it, the Slime Monarch would move, and the small bulge that showed the core would disappear back into the Slime Monarch and reappear somewhere else. I tried to get in close, but in the tight quarters, the Slime Monarch was able to use its appendages as grim deterrents that kept me from moving.
I moved in and used the Regressors’ Key, not to attack the Slime Monarch's body, but to hack off some of the appendages, I knew I couldn’t really hurt the monster, but I could draw its attention. Every attack drew more of the mob’s ire, and every attack ended with the sudden thud as another arm or leg, or whatever the Slime Monarch had intended it to be, fell to the ground as I continued my work.
After the seventh such attack, the Slime Monarch suddenly withdrew all of its remaining appendages into itself. I looked at it oddly. A sense of foreboding and danger took hold in me. I was already running down the hall when the Slime Monarch took on a perfect ball shape and launched itself forward like a cannon ball.
"Smart," I muttered as I increased my stride and speed. I don’t need the Blessing of Amarath, not yet; that’ll be my trump card. Lumen was right behind, and as the tiny Wisp moved, it fired tiny bolts of light that bounced harmlessly off of the enemy. Still, I cheered for the Wisp. It’s the thought that counts; that warrior spirit will do nothing but help me in the future.
As soon as the hallway opened up into the main room, I dived immediately to the side, and the Slime Monarch followed with a crash. The monster came to an abrupt halt and scanned the room as more appendages appeared on its body. Those appendages immediately sprang out in all directions in chaotic attack as the barbed appendages lodged into the floor, walls, and ceiling. I can beat this, though; I’m not stuck in the hallway anymore. I can outmaneuver it here.
I scrambled up and got out of the way of incoming attacks. I began to run around the room as I slashed with Regressors’ Key, cutting aside appendages that were meant to block and impede my way, while other attacks were met with a slash of my blade that left more severed tendrils on the ground. I noticed something. Little by little, the Slime Monarch was getting smaller as more of its body was left behind in its attacks. I knew better than to think I could damage the Slime Monarch by attacking it this way, but I did have a plan. The more I hack away, the more of its core that gets revealed, making it easier on me to destroy the core.
The Slime Monarch screamed in rage as it tried to kill me, but I was always just a step ahead, until I wasn’t. Suddenly, the Slime Monarch extended a massive portion of its body out, creating a wall that I couldn’t pass, while with much of the rest of its body, it created a wall of sharpened spears that I couldn’t evade. I laughed even as the Wisp blinked hesitantly, unsure of the situation and how to interpret it. The Slime Monarch tried to bring the spear wall together with the wall it had created and kill me, but I was ready. "Speed me!"
The Wisp flared up happily as it cast Blessing of Amarath immediately. I felt my body lighten and my agility improve without needing to even see it quantified on a stat sheet. I moved, but rather than dive out of the way of the wall and the spears, I ran forward towards the main body of the Slime Monarch. I moved faster than the Slime Monarch could bring the wall down on me, but rather than be angered, the Slime Monarch seemed pleased, and I only smiled as my plan came into motion.
As I approached, the Slime Monarch widened its body like a curtain, thinking to envelope and consume me with a slime-type doom spell, but when the Slime Monarch's body came down on me, the Slime Slayer emblem kicked in and prevented the doom status from applying, which gave me just enough of a window to direct the Wisp to the mob’s core. Lumen flew forward at a speed that surprised me and went straight for the mob’s core. Wisp and core came tumbling out the other side of the Slime Monarch, and without the core, the monstrous transformation collapsed as the Slime Monarch scrambled to reestablish itself with its core. I was ready, though. With a grunt, I brought the Regressors’ Key down and destroyed the Slime Monarch's core.
The monster turned into essence and was reabsorbed by the system. I shrugged and looked at Lumen, "You did good." The Wisp glowed, appreciating the compliment. As for me, my whole body ached, and I was covered in cuts and bruises. "I need to handle this, though. Blessing of Light. " An instant warmth filled my whole body, causing much, but not all of my wounds to close up and my aches to lessen. Over the few seconds that followed, the lingering pain all but disappeared. I closed a fist, pleased with it. "Not perfect, but I think I took more damage than intended. This puts me somewhere around 80%."
	System Notification 
Dungeon Mob Identified!
Slime Monarch– Dungeon Slime
Slime Monarch– Dungeon Slime – Mouth of the Dragon – Experience 55
Working Towards Upgrade Emblem – Slime Slayer 2
Working Towards Upgrade Emblem – Monarch Slayer 1




I looked around for any drops and saw a few half-crystals where the Slime Monarch had fallen. I picked them up and grinned widely when I realized what we were. 
 
 
	System Notification 
Loot Acquired 
Mana Crystal X5
Details: Each mana crystal may be consumed to boost maximum mana by 10. Mana gained from mana crystals has a cap of 3000, and no more mana may be gained after using this method.




"Fantastic," I muttered as I instantly consumed them by biting and crunching down on the blue crystals. "Let’s go going, Lumen. The next floor awaits."
 




Chapter 17: Selection

The Wisp and I moved on. After having successfully farmed the dungeon mobs of the first floor, and with the upgrade terminal gone, the two of us had no reason to linger any longer. The Wisp acted as a guide and took off down the hall into the dark as I followed behind. Lumen’s tiny body flared with light and acted as a beacon by which I found my way.
"Take your time, Lumen," I called out as I walked behind the Wisp. I didn’t get a sense of immediate danger, but it was still a dungeon, and I didn’t want the Wisp getting too far ahead of me. For one, I didn’t want the Wisp to get hurt, and two, I needed the light to see by.
Every now and then I would hear a loud plop sound, and another Luun would spawn, trying to attack us. I avoided them as much as I could. I’d already managed to secure some early growth and didn’t want to put myself into needless damage. With the experience I’d already gained, there were diminishing returns and renewed danger, with my mana too low to cast my Blessing of Light. More than anything else, I was worried about accidently triggering spawn conditions for another Slime Monarch. Without a way to heal or restore myself, it was simply too much of a risk.
We continued on. The Wisp lit the way and I followed. We passed through rooms with barren treasure chests, and then longer hallways with old paintings that moved when my back was turned, and even rooms with trapped and false floors. None of which deterred either of us. It was a dungeon, and more than a dungeon it was an obstacle to clear, and a steppingstone on my journey towards my own goal.
Eventually, the hallway ended and turned. Am I here? The damp, concrete floor was replaced by red carpet, and on both sides of this new path, green mage fire burned brightly, making it easy to see. The two of us followed the new path, and all the while, I kept my hands on Regressors’ Key. Something about this place doesn’t sit well with me; it’s more than the danger I’m used to from mobs. It’s like eyes are watching me, but it feels familiar, too.
I shrugged away the feeling and stowed it deep within myself but didn’t forget it for even a second. Eventually, the hall took on a grade, and we started to descend deeper into the dungeon. At the end of the path, the red carpet branched off into two different, though side-by-side paths, each leading to a door with the image of a dragon’s head carved into it. I held up a hand and motioned for the Wisp to return to me. Something isn’t right here.
I cautiously looked at one, and then the other. Nothing out of the ordinary, then, nothing obvious, but something is wrong here; I can’t simply just go through. I
approached the first door, and immediately, a translucent seal erupted out of the door, creating a protective bubble over it as a giant dragon’s head appeared and began to talk to me. On the other side, a similar image of a dragon spawned. A Dragon Avatar.
I jumped backwards, ready to defend myself from attack, but the dragons remained stationary, completely rooted at the location of the seal. And instead of fighting, the Dragon Avatar nearest to me opened up a mouth full of teeth and spoke in a language that was foreign to me, but which I could understand on an instinctive level.
"Hear me, oh player. I who make mortals tremble. Behind one of these doors is the sealing place of the body of the Devourer. The other door will lead you to certain death," the Dragon Avatar turned and motioned toward the other door, "You may ask my companion or myself for guidance, but be warned. One of us always tells the truth, and the other always lies. Choose wisely."
	//System Notice//
Update: Draconian Measures
Details: You have found yourself at a crossroad point. Twin avatars stand in your path, but only one leads you to your goal.




I really don’t have time for this. I need to link up with the bigger group as soon as possible before all the early classes are accounted for. I sighed and immediately headed towards the first Dragon Avatar and said, "I choose you.” And then followed with my question. “Which door leads to safety and my goal, and which one leads to certain doom."
The dragon avatar narrowed its eyes suspiciously as if questioning just how exactly I got the answer. "This door leads to that which you seek. Tell me human, how did you know?"
I shrugged before reaching out for the doorknob to pull it open. I stopped myself. "I know the answer is supposed to be a logical puzzle where if I phrase the question correctly, the right answer is always revealed no matter which one of you I asked, but there was an even simpler solution besides that method, and you gave it to me."
The Dragon Avatar looked at me curiously. "Do go on."
"It’s simple. You explained the rules. Which left one of two conclusions, either you were the one who always told the truth, or the both of you had unreliable answers for me, in which case it didn’t matter what question I asked, or which door I choose." I explained.
The Dragon Avatar looked at me in consideration and broke out in a wide and mirthless smile. Suddenly the room began to shake as the wall that separated the two doors collapsed and the two doors and their avatars began to merge.
The Wisp flared red in warning in front of my face, and I pushed the tiny spirit out of the way and hid it within the hem of my coat as the sudden power in the room began to expand, and I felt the exertion of a massive presence upon me.
Where the two doors merged together, the faint outline of a massive dragon could be seen. The outline flared purple for a moment, and then the Dragon Avatar looked over at me. It was bigger than it had been merely moments prior.
The dragon avatar, newly merged with the other door, roared and pulled away from the seal on the door. "You have chosen well, human. I will grant you the scale, after all."
 
 
	//System Update//
Draconian Measures – Quest Updated
Details: You have been granted permission by the Dragon Avatar to seek out the scale, but be wary, he is watching. You have shown some cleverness and wisdom in your selection. To a dragon, sometimes the process and commitment is more important than concept alone or correctness.
Step forward into the Sealing Room of the Devourer for your reward.








Chapter 18: The Devouring Lord

The Dragon Avatar disappeared, and I moved through the open door and found myself in a small room with an upward, winding set of stairs. I glanced up and saw that the stairs continued for as far as I could see. All I need to do is get to the top of those stairs, and I should find myself in the sealing chamber of the Devourer, and then it’s a matter of getting the scale to finish the scenario.
I walked forward and took a deep breath to steady myself as I put a hand on the rail and waited, listening for noise and scenes of incoming mobs. I don’t hear anything, but I sense something, a heavy energy coming from above me. It feels similar to when I fought alongside the Ram Lord of Fire.
The Wisp darted out in front of me and scurried around, darting back and forth as it flashed red with warning. "Yeah, I get it, Lumen, it's dangerous here." I held the Regressors’ Key out in front of me and maintained a defensive posture as we started the climb. Last thing I need is to lower my guard.
One step and then another, I moved. The sense of unease was growing within me, along with a small shadow of doubt. What if I chose the wrong room? I tried to dismiss the thought, but it weighed on my mind as I climbed. Instead, I tried to rationalize it away. The only way I chose wrong is if both the Dragon Avatars were unreliable, in which case, it wouldn’t matter. For all I know, the way that leads to danger is the correct path.
The Wisp darted over and flashed in front of my eyes. I felt a soothing calm come over me as the Wisp activated an innate trait of its race to relax a target. With the agitation gone, I turned to the Wisp. "Thanks, Lumen. You’re right. The only way out is through, and everything else is noise."
Once I reached the top and stepped off the stair onto the landing, I scanned out and saw a vast room spread out in front of me. A room much like an arena, and above my head, Mage Lights burned and spread their light. I heard a grinding sound and looked over and saw the staircase had sealed itself shut in a swirling pattern. I smiled as the way back was taken from me. All in now. Only way out is through.
I looked out from the landing, and my eyes centered on a circle of pillars at the end of the arena-sized room, and within the circle was the ivory bone of a dragon’s skull that sat atop a neat pile of massive bones. A purple barrier connected the pillars, and sporadically, bits of red crimson energy splashed against the barrier as the monster contained within tried to let loose its essence. The Devourer, then? I just need to get over there.
	//System Notification//
Scenario Update
Current Quest – Draconian Measures
Details: Once sealed away into the very system itself, the Devourer is a prisoner here. The seal around the Devourer has started to weaken, and with it, a portion of its power may be claimed by those who would seek it. To gain a portion of the Devourer’s power, one of its scales must be taken from the sealing pit and then assimilated into one’s body.
But beware, those who would seek the power of the Lord of the Abyss will find themselves always the recipient of the Devourer’s ire. 







So, in essence, it’s a cursed item. A cursed quest. If I was to finish this, I would end up cursed, one way or another. Unless…. A grin spread across my face as a thought came to me.
"System. Overwrite. Replace Ire with Comradeship."
In my hands, the Regressors’ Key began to glow white, and a hum of energy traveled through my body. But when it was done, the lingering system message had been changed. I looked in shock and muttered, "Wow. I didn’t think that would actually work."
I gripped my weapon tighter and stepped off the landing and onto the arena floor. Immediately, my presence was noticed and adjusted for. Giant Slimes began to ooze up from the floor and pull themselves together. They were much smaller than the Slime Monarch, and smaller still compared against an elite slime. They likely did a fraction of the damage, but I could tell without needing to count, there’s just too many of them. 

The Wisp floated around in front of me, and I didn’t bother to try to think of a plan. I instantly moved to act, knowing that even a moment’s more hesitation could be the difference between life and death. All I need to do is reach the seal and secure a scale on the other side.
"Come on, Lumen!" I grabbed the Wisp and shoved it into my coat and ran forward with my weapon. I moved in an almost dead sprint while attacking, and in the process, every swing of my sword was deadly. I cut and sliced and stabbed. Each attack killed a Giant Slime, but I knew it wouldn’t be enough to take them all out. I didn’t have that kind of time. And once they start to coordinate, it’s over. I won’t be able to fend them off.
The Regressors’ Key tore through the bodies of the Giant Slimes, and even the attacks that didn’t destroy a core helped to buy me enough time and space to move and breathe. Sweat beaded down my face as I slashed again with my weapon, bringing all the force I could muster as I cleared the last few mobs before reaching the seal.
With a grunt, I reached out with my non-combat hand and touched the purple barrier and immediately passed through it. Within the seal, things were different. The energy I felt on the other side of the barrier had weakened, and I found I could think better; the sense of unease I’d been carrying went away. But let me finish before I trigger something else I can’t handle. I glanced over at the pile of bones and inwardly groaned. If I know anything about dungeons, it's that those bones mean an undead boss, and I’m not equipped right now to have that fight.
The eyes of over 80 Giant Slimes looked back at me from the other side of the barrier. They all crowded in, and none appeared to be interested in leaving. But waiting could be just as bad. I wasn’t one to struggle with indecision. I walked over to the dragon’s skull, and with eyes on the bones, I cautiously grabbed a scale the size of a shield, and I bowed respectfully before the skull. "Thank you."
In response, the barrier connecting the pillars around the seal of the devourer flared with arcane energy. From within the dragon’s skull, red fire blazed, and dead eye sockets glowed. A Dragon Avatar appeared, and from the image I saw, I could see why the monster had been referred to as the devourer.
"Who dares?!" The Dragon Avatar demanded, as it scanned around with eyes of fire before setting its vision on me. The avatar looked at me curiously and sniffed. "A healer? A healer thought to rob my prison? Laughable." Flames spewed out of the skull’s mouth below the Dragon Avatar. I moved out of the way and didn’t suffer any damage. Involuntary response? I need to find a way to sever the Dragon Avatar from the bones.
 
The Dragon Avatar stopped roaring and looked at me. "Still, a quest is a quest, and it has been a very, very long time since any would-be players found their way into my prison."
I bowed again as I clung to the Regressors’ Key and looked for a way to attack before the monster’s monologue ended. The Dragon Avatar noticed what I was doing and laughed, a deep and merciless laugh. "Smart human. Futile, but understandable. Maybe you will do after all. Calm yourself, and let me tell you a tale."
I went to respond, but the Dragon Avatar only glared and interrupted me before I could speak. "They called me the The Devouring Dragon. I, Sturwurm, was a Lord of the Underrealm. The strongest of the Lords. My essence has been taken as fuel, as mere FOOD for this dungeon system. My nature is immortal. I cannot die. Instead, they have drained every bit of vitality from me and my life. Only bones remain, but should the seal be lifted, I would quickly regenerate and take back my throne in the Underrealm."
	//Memory Trigger//
The Ram Lord of Fire turned to him. "Only I joined this battle. The others killed or fled, too cowardly to fight. We are not as strong as your Kings, but their absence has been felt. The whole of the Underrealm should have come out to this battle, just as the Shadow King brought his soldiers. We should have as well.” Adramelech sighed regretfully as the beastman picked up his barbed sword and charged in. 





The memory faded, and I was left with an idea. A solution, at least part of it. He
wants something.
This dragon doesn’t mean to kill me. At least not today. Maybe my overwrite is working better than I thought. This doesn’t have to end in a fight, and if I do this right, maybe I’ll have a line on the solution to another problem. The absent Lords of the Underrealm. I won’t be able to use the scale for a while. Not as I am. This monster is a sentient; to take into myself part of its body like that would invite possession and absolute control by it. Not unless I prepare myself. I’ll need a few items that are next to impossible to find now, but when I do, I can make that power mine.
"So, you’re trapped here, then." I pointed out, "This seems like a good time to make a deal with me. A pact, even." I tried not to be too subtle with what I was aiming for.
"What I want…. Player…." The Dragon Avatar stared at me hungrily, and the skull flared again with flames before the avatar abruptly turned away to stare off into the distance, as if it was considering something or fighting against dueling elements of its own nature.
"Take the blue scale. It belonged to a lesser dragon. You’ll find it will synergize well with what you intend. As for what I want, it is simple." The Dragon Avatar twirled in the air a few times, and a blackened egg the size of a man’s head appeared. I gingerly grabbed it. "Take this egg, the last of my will, and return it to the Underrealm. Guard over it until it is strong enough to defend itself."
I looked at the egg and tried not to balk. Dragons live a long time; strong enough to defend itself could be anywhere between months and years.
The skull flared again, and the Dragon Avatar barred its fangs at me. "We are not as weak as you humans. We only need three of your days to reach the point of strength. But yes, during those three days, you will be required to watch after my hatchling."
"And what will you do?" I asked, knowing that now was my time to push for something more concrete and permanent.
The Dragon Avatar roared, and the seal around it wavered for a moment. "I have no choice in the matter. I am stuck in this prison until the end of the system. This dungeon is one of many that my body and essence fuel. You would have to destroy all of them at the same time to free me. You cannot."
I nodded. "I’ll do as you ask." I put one scale down and reached for the blue dragon scale instead and held it in both of my hands. A beam of light surrounded me as the quest completed. 
 




Chapter 19: Draconian Measures

"Remember, my words…." the voice of the Dragon Avatar carried, and soon I found myself transported out of the Dungeon known as "The Mouth of the Dragon," and I was placed directly at the end of the highway. Although of the Dungeon, there was no sign. A notification popped up.
	System Notification 
**Title Given**
- Favored of a Fallen Lord -
Details: This title will be displayed for all neutral, hostile, and friendly affiliated persons. Whomever possesses this title will automatically be granted a neutral or better standing with the factions of the Underrealm and will not be attacked.
 




The Underrealm. That’s where I need to go, anyway, but it still won’t be for a while yet. I need to get to the tutorial dungeon and actually secure a class beyond player while I can. Maybe something like War Priest, or Light Bringer. I looked at the Scion Egg and the Blue Scale I carried, and the possibilities began to churn over in my mind.
	Memory Trigger
The Kobolds were grouped up and pressing in. I could try and destroy them all, but I knew if I did, I’d only be abandoning my allies, and I had a least a few among them I had no intention of leaving behind. But we were injured, and even as powerful as I am, there’s only so much I can help them with. But I can do this.
With my Thousand-Handed ability, I summoned multiple orbs of light. They didn’t do anything except shine, but they were bright, even blinding, if you looked at them.
"Don’t look at them." I shouted as I tossed the glowing orbs into the battle. The Kobolds screamed in anger. The ratmen shrank back, unable to see from the sudden burst of light. My allies moved in on the blinded mobs…
 




Plenty of ways to help out without raw damage.
My thoughts were interrupted by a familiar voice.
"Well, this is fantastic. I had no idea you would actually manage to finish, but well done!" I looked up, and the air in front of me, the Divinity Fortuna appeared, its body warping and glimmering into existence. The flaming, lantern-like body was oddly unsuited for the road, rather than for the caverns and tunnels of a dungeon where I had first seen it.
"Ah, I see you disapprove. No worries! I can fix it. I just hit an upgrade point myself thanks to you finishing in the dungeon." Its body started to warp and glimmer as the Divinity Fortuna re-appeared in front of me. The flying, lantern-like body molted and changed as it adopted a new form, turning round and pink with an oddly shaped, jester-type hat. "It’s just that we’ve one minor, itty bitty little issue. You still need to join up with the rest of your group before the next scenario starts, or you’ll get locked out of it."
I cursed and glared. "What about the Draconian Measures quest? I got the scale and haven’t received an upgrade for it yet."
The Divinity smiled, and a row of sharp teeth stared back at him. "Oh, you remembered, did you? Yes. I think I remember something along those lines. Don’t say I never helped you."
Fortuna snapped its fingers and the Blue Scale in my hand disappeared, followed by an immediate pain that broke out across my entire body as if my skin were on fire. I dropped to my knees and grunted as my throat constricted and I struggled to breathe. No, not on fire. Friction. My skin is tearing. I slammed a fist into the highway asphalt but refused to give the Divinity any kind of satisfaction in seeing my discomfort.
I waited and bore the pain. Gradually, the sound of beating in my chest started up, followed by a pale echo alongside it. My breathing cleared, and my veins widened. Gradually, my senses seemed to reset and restore themselves. The whole process was a matter of minutes, and when it was over, a pool of sweat had formed underneath me, marking the otherwise dry road.
	System Notification 
**Passive Granted**
- Draconian Measures -
Details: You’ve gained the heart of a Dragon. This is a redundant system and will only activate if your primary heart has been destroyed. As you gain more power and your body can accommodate the stress, other systems will gain redundant organs; and eventually, you will regrow limbs.
**Hidden Ability** Transformation - Not Yet Unlocked




One step closer to prevention of being instantly killed. I need to get more like this. Maybe one day when I fulfill my promise regarding the egg, I can gain the more powerful dragon scale. I thought as I scanned down the road and sighed. "This is going to take a minute."
Fortuna snickered and pointed at its hand as if reading the time. "You’ve fifty of those left. I suggest you get going. You wouldn’t want to be late for the next event. Don’t worry, I’ll go with you. You can talk and run at the same time, right?"
"I can run and talk, but what's the next scenario?" I asked as I took off down the road and the Divinity flew right beside me.
"My personal favorite," the Divinity answered, making a face as if giving it heavy consideration, followed by a gleefully malevolent smile when it answered. "You might know it as Supremacy of the Strongest, or in your more common tongue, King of the Hill., Defend Your Castle, Defend Your Home Base. They all have basically the same meaning."
I hung my head and pushed away the thoughts. I didn’t need the Divinity to be any more curious than it might have already been. "King of the Hill?" I asked as I ran. A player versus player game? Already? Have I changed too much? This shouldn’t be happening yet.
"Yes. King of the Hill. Or a game like it. The Scenario is officially called "Defend Your Homebase." The Divinity answered as if it was the most obvious thing that I should understand. "You and the others will need to defend against waves of mobs, and every round, your number will only get smaller and smaller, until only the best among you remain."
I felt instant relief but didn’t show it. I’d rather kill monsters and slay mobs than have to kill other people. I’m in no hurry to visit that particular hell. Monster waves is something I’d take over battle tournaments any day.
I grimaced and sped up. I couldn’t maintain a sprint, but I could do a fast jog. "Alright. Next stop, the others and a game."
 




Chapter 20: Call Me Doctor Love

The wisp and I had about five miles to clear before getting to the end of the highway and arriving at the next destination for the second scenario for our zone, for the event, King of the Hill. Many such scenarios would be played out across the city and across the world as people found themselves drawn into their own localized, deadly games and competitions.
Purpose moved my feet. I need to make it before the next event starts. Most of the scenarios could be skipped, as in death itself wasn’t always a penalty, but it meant missing out on the experience gained from the event. And more important than the experience was whatever the prize was for winning or placing high in the event. I crinkled my brows as I thought and moved. The prize for the second event had a few variables. One thing remained constant. Survivors who performed well gained an initial feeder class beyond player, the Tier II. Just having a Tier II would open an additional two class-specific ability slots. I couldn’t miss it. I hustled down the road.
Something bothered me. The hair on the back of my neck stood up. What is this feeling? I tried to push it away. I felt a sense of unease as I passed the empty cars. It was hard to put it into coherent thoughts. An eerie, soundless calm had overtaken the world. I realized what it was. There’s nothing here at all.
The highway was barren. Of the hundreds of people who had been trapped on the road, and of the score that I had freed from the Elven encampment, none remained. Not a soul moved from place to place, not a single person had hidden themselves away, and not a single monster or mob waited. It was as if something had come through and consumed all the life on the highway and left nothing but the cold steel of the idling vehicles behind. I felt my ears burn. The answer was obvious. The Mouth of the Dragon had cleared the highway. And the Divinity must have decided to teleport me to the other end of the highway, and not where the dungeon ended up.
I shrugged. No use focusing on it. It is what it is. I’ve other things to worry about. I kept moving, and the journey continued until the cars came together in a kind of wedge formation. It looked like they had crashed together, while others remained in odd positions. Suspicious, but something like this could have happened just from the end of the running of the mobs scenario and the consequence that followed.
Just in case, I motioned for the Wisp to scout ahead and check in places where it was hard for me to see easily. Lumen zipped around, flying under cars and through the open windows of larger trucks, but nothing was found. It’s as I thought. It’s all cleared. The Wisp returned to me and blinked a grey color regretfully, as if to say, “It’s empty.” The system has moved on from here. It’ll soon be incorporated into the general spawning rate of the area.
Even then, I kept my eyes open and my head on a swivel as I scanned the area for sudden changes the system might throw at us. "Lumen, stay by me. You’ve done your best." The Wisp perched itself on my shoulder, and we moved on.
I kept a brisk pace as we moved, with my body already somewhat enhanced by the stat gain from the system. I was able to make good time. At the next obstacle, I was able to easily vault over the cars that had been moved to create barricades and climb over trucks that were in the way.
At around the halfway point, I heard a scream of anger, followed by yelling and the sound of metal clashing against metal. The sound of a desperate struggle echoing easily in the void of a currently noiseless city. I ran over to the edge of the road and peered down from the edge. The previously blue shield that covered the highway was gone, and only a warning sign remained. As soon as I tried to peer over, the warning expanded.
	//System Notification//
GENERAL WARNING
-Danger, Danger, Danger-
Current Area (City Streets – Rank 1) is currently rated for
Level 11 and Above
Attention! Players!
Please Complete Scenario Tier II Selection Scenario Before Attempting Free-Range Activities
 




Just one more example of the importance of gaining a Tier II class. I need to get there soon. I pushed the warning away. I need to see what’s going on.
Down below, I saw a man in a white tank top wielding the top of a tin trash can and a mop handle. The man was hard-pressed in a fight for his life. It was nobody that I recognized. I’m guessing that in the other timeline, I was already dead by the time our paths might have crossed. This is a moment that I can change.
The man had his back to the brick wall of a sandwich shop named "Harden’s Subs". The business logo for the shop was painted across the big window up front, with a smiling sandwich doing a little, friendly dance. As for the man, he was in the fight of his life. A barbed club came down, only to be batted aside with the trash can lid. The mop handle lashed out in counterattack and caught the nearest of the four Lesser Orcs under the chin, with a direct blow to the soft under-neck that left the Lesser Orc gasping for air, as the other three Lesser Orcs attempted similar attacks and met with similar fates.
I grinned, seeing the man fight, and couldn’t help but root for him. Don’t you die today. The call of the next scenario pulled at me, and I looked at the man regretfully and prepared to take off. He
looks like he has it, and I can’t stick around longer to watch. The man kept fighting, and the Lesser Orcs were joined by a pack of Redcaps.
Movement behind the window caught my attention. The man with the mop turned his head sideways towards the sandwich shop with a horrified look on his face as the window blinds suddenly came undone. Before the window was recovered, I caught sight of what was on the other side. People. Young and older. I sighed and felt conflicted. I don’t have a single memory of that guy down there, which means he dies here, and I’m assuming everyone else in that building dies if he dies. If I do nothing, nothing changes, and we all get killed again.
The orcs saw the movement, too, and grew incensed. One of the Lesser Orcs roared and brought down a Crude Ax in a furious blow. The lid of the trash can caved in, and the man, to his credit, didn’t falter at all. He let the shield drop to reveal a bleeding and injured arm and counterattacked with the mop handle.
The long stick stabbed outwards and jammed straight into the Lesser Orc’s eye. The mob howled and screamed, but the man didn’t let up the pressure. He attacked again and again, forcing the Lesser Orc away. But even then, the system mobs were crowding around and pushing in faster and faster. A Redcap darted towards the man in a follow-up attack, but the man’s response was immediate. He kicked the goblin away as he tried to shimmy over to the opening of the sandwich shop for a bit more cover and for a way to funnel all the mobs better. I held my breath and watched, hoping the man would survive. He’s not bad at all. He knows what I know: He can’t afford to let all the mobs crowd him.
Another attack came in, a large club that slammed into the ground and cracked the pavement as the man narrowly dodged it, but he didn’t dodge the incoming knife slash of a Redcap. The man brought the mop up to beat back the attack, but the mop handle was cut into two smaller pieces. The sudden destruction of the man’s weapon did nothing but fuel the mobs on the ground. The Lesser Orcs began to growl, and the Redcaps began to laugh as they moved in to finish up the wounded man and his broken weapon and shield.
You can do it. I said silently, more a wish than anything as I watched. I couldn’t look away. I couldn’t help the man, but I would remember his final moments. The mobs started to move. This could be it for him. I need to do something, or him and all those people depending on him die. Changing the future for the better starts today.

The Wisp’s body blinked in a series of colors as it tried to make some helpful noises. I patted the Wisp before turning my attention back towards the man below. "You’re right, Lumen. I’m making a promise: Anyone I can save; I’m going to save. If I’m late getting to the King of the Hill event, so be it."
An explosion rang out, and a wave of power cleared the street. The man screamed in rage as he activated an ability. An ability that I recognized, but not from the man. The Spearman Frenzy. It formed a spear made from magic ability, and while the spell was ongoing, the attack speed of the user doubled every second until the ability wore off. Red light surrounded the man, and like a cloud of smoke, it crawled over his back and down his arms, extending out on to the mop. The red smoke curved like a blade, and suddenly the mop handle began to cut, where before it had only pushed back.
I grinned. He
might be able to survive this after all, with just a push from me. He’s over the hump and he’ll survive another day at least. I couldn’t use it before because it wouldn’t have mattered, but he’s forced my hand. This is about as good of a use as I can get for it. Let me just add a little fuel to the fire.

"Lumen, use Blessing of Amarath on that spearman down there," I commanded and pointed at the man to accent the point.

The Wisp’s body responded as it glimmered with gold energy. A single bolt fired out of the Wisp and hit the man below. Immediately, his speed increased, and it increased further as he took advantage of the sudden burst of speed that stacked with my own.
I waved. "You’re welcome! Try not to die in the meantime."
Without another word, I moved on. As for the man, he fought on like a demon. The Spearman Frenzy allowed him the boost he needed to cut into the Lesser Orcs. One by one, they fell and were reabsorbed by the system. With the Lesser Orcs gone, it was easy enough for the man to take out the rest of the Redcaps. A few minutes later, he flashed a thumb up to where I had been to thank me for the help, and he went inside and enjoyed the embrace of his family.
Already down the road, I got a notification.
 
	**Title given**
- Call Me Doctor Love -
Details: This title will be displayed for all neutral and friendly affiliated persons. This title is granted for using a Support ability on an unallied person who would otherwise be slain. So long as the possessor of this title is not the primary damage dealer on a team, the following bonus is granted. Decrease of 15% Mana Cost of Support Abilities. Increase of .005 base Mana Regeneration.
 


	//System Notification//
//Support Battle Summary//
Assist – Partial Experience – Lesser Orc 4 – City Roaming Zone – Experience 12 
Assist – Partial Experience – Redcaps 6 – City Roaming Zone – Experience 6
Working Towards Upgrade Emblem – Good Samaritan 10








Chapter 21: At the Gate

“Call Me Doctor Love”. I laughed and was flooded with a few good memories before shifting my perspective to the more tangible benefits.
Not a bad title to have, and if I do things correctly, I can build on the title, and stack it with others, maybe even combine a few if I gain enough of them. Still, another .005 added to my mana regeneration per minute is nothing. What I need to do is secure ways to improve my mana regeneration and build up the overall pool to greater limits until I can establish myself better. A bigger pool to pull from is the answer until I can make big leaps with my mana costs and regeneration.
I kept running and distracted myself with my thinking. The plan to focus on my mana points seemed solid enough to me, and without the aid of the upgrade terminal, I didn’t want to have to try and manually compute all those regeneration factors by myself. The start of the next scenario was almost at the end of the highway.
"Hey! You! What are you doing? Are you crazy? Get over here! You’re almost out of time. It’s not safe out there, and the next event is about to start," a grizzled and older voice shouted out loudly. The voice interrupted my thoughts about mana, spells, and titles.
I looked up and waved at the voice; then I kept running. The end of the highway lay in front of me, broken and raised just like the other side had been. But a partial highway bridge was accessible, and that lead towards the voice. I took the stairs and went over the bridge until I reached the other side, and I continued towards the voice and a slightly raised platform of what had been a plaza area.
I approached cautiously and looked for the voice. Now that I was closer, I was having difficulty placing it. My eyes moved and looked towards the plaza. It was ringed with ornate, concrete walls, and the entrance was sealed by a makeshift gate that used an idling bus as both the door and the wall. There you are. Seated inside the bus, the driver was holding a microphone and was frantically waving at me to get into the plaza. “Faster! You need to move. I need to get this into place.”
I didn’t require any additional prompting. I ran and passed the bus by. As I did, I noticed the title over the bus driver's head that read, "He Who Held Them Back". I nodded in acknowledgment of the title. The man had an air to him that I respected. Somebody who put himself in danger for the sake of others. He’ll make a decent ally for this round. What was in front of me surprised even me. It was not a place of buildings and shots. It was empty, as if all the buildings had simply been removed so somebody could shape and replace them.
	//System Notification//
//Arrival//
"Homebase – Current Staging Area for the 2nd Scenario"
Area Effect: When outside of combat, health and mana regeneration is increased by 5000%.
!Warning! 
Time until next event, 3 minutes and 59 seconds


	//Memory Trigger//
My body crashed into the door of the inn, and I sprawled out on the floor on the other side. Even then, I never dropped my father’s unconscious body. All I saw was fear as players scurried away from the door. They didn’t fear me; they feared what was on the other side. Feared what might follow me. I curled my lips in disappointment. These so-called heroes had all learned the same lesson, one I promised to never repeat and would never repeat. They had learned the taste of defeat, and that despair drove them towards cowardice.
When that fear guided their actions and they told me to leave, I didn’t bother to argue. I couldn't make them my allies. They weren’t powerful enough and had lost their desire to fight. I couldn’t shape them into something more. I could have taken the whole place down if I chose, but sometimes, the bigger way is the better way. I didn’t need that kind of blood on my hands. I just couldn’t count on them anyways.
My last words before heading out were, "Fine, but make sure you take good care of him." I set the body down gingerly and respectfully. I was hoping he’d recover, that the debuff would wear off. "If he’s hurt at all, I’ll come for you all next."
With a regretful look that I couldn’t be there when he woke up, I headed to the only place I might be able to find safety: the dungeon portal to the next floor.




On the other side of the bus, what I saw discouraged me. Throughout the plaza the players lazed about. They coalesced in small groups of threes, fours, and fives. They weren’t trying to coordinate for the next event, they weren’t trying to strategize or figure out how to survive. They simply existed in the moment between one slaughter and the next and weren’t trying to figure out a way to stay alive. I looked back at the man in the bus appreciatively. I’m going to need to find a way to motivate them.
With time running short, I tried to do a quick count of how many players had made it this far, and how many were joining them. As for titles, it looked like nobody had earned one yet, but I wasn’t taking that for granted. It’s far too easy for somebody to hide a negative title or class. I can’t trust anyone except the gate keeper until I can vet more of them. Once people start to realize killing other players is easier than fighting monsters, things get much more dangerous.
I thought back to the King of the Crows, and one of my master’s first commands was that killing other players for leveling and stat gain was a strict taboo for which the offender was to be destroyed.
A thought come to me. I pushed away the memory. I knew what I needed to do, I learned what was needed going forward. Defeat is like a poison that sets in. I need to set the tempo now. These people are acting like they’re already dead. I need to show them, here, today, that winning one of these scenarios is possible, and I need to do it with as few as possible of their teammates dying.
I circled around the plaza and took notice of a few things. Namely, how empty the plaza was. There were a few empty storefronts that were boarded up and locked that ringed a flowing fountain, but other than that, nothing else besides a few connecting gravel lots. Around the plaza was a medium-to-high cement fence that encircled the entire plaza, except for the opening where the yellow school bus now blocked the entrance.
As soon as I started to get a lay of the land and moved on to sizing up the other players, the Divinity Fortuna interrupted and shimmered into existence. The monster’s jester-like body was oddly comical as it brought a new round of grim news and rules for the next scenario.
"Wonderful news, everyone! Circle up, circle up," the Divinity called out with a massive grin plastered to its face as the creature tilted its hat forward in a mock bow and jumped on one foot and then the other. "You are all in for a treat. The second scenario is about to begin. Defend Your Home Base This is a personal favorite of mine."
The eyes of the divinity glistened, and it cleared its throat, the smile gone. “I said, come here.” At least a hundred people surged forward, and rather than pushing through them to hear better, I scrambled up the side of a wall and sat down to listen and watch.
"Here are the rules. For the next 5 days, the plaza will be the home base, and the home base will be attacked in a series of waves. Between those attacks, you can heal, refit, and dive in one of the three dungeons. Should your fountain be destroyed by mobs, all of you will be killed. Each day, stronger monsters will spawn, and you will need to level up accordingly. At the end of the 5 days, surviving players will be able to attain a Tier II class, based on a card draw, and earn 7000 experience points. Tier II selection will be assigned based on contribution points. Only 30 Tier II with a rarity over D will be granted. At any point, you can upgrade. To start with, you may decide among yourselves where to place the three grinding dungeons. The grinding dungeons are, The Grocer, The Clinic, and The Bookstore. You must also place The Healing Fountain.”
The Divinity looked over at the plaza fountain and snapped a finger and it disappeared. “Almost forgot about that. Anyways, if you do not place it yourselves, I will place it for you, and if I have to place it, I’ll place it outside these walls."
As soon as the words of the Divinity stopped, something hit the front gate, and the Divinity smiled again. "And there we are. Looks like it’s beginning. Good luck, all, and try to survive a few days, at least. "
Healing Fountain? That solves one of the issues, how to replenish health and mana as we go. Too bad it doesn’t restore stamina, and I’m sure none of the other players have much endurance built up.




Chapter 22: The Dungeon You Choose

As if to further drive in the Divinity’s point, four green and slightly translucent buildings appeared in the sky above us. They weren’t fully there, or rather fully realized physically, but they drew everyone's attention just the same. We need to figure out where those go, and fast. If I know anything about minions of the system like the Divinity, if that monster gets to choose the placement, all of us will die. It was serious when it said it would put the healing fountain outside the walls. 
 
I quickly scanned around and assessed our home base. The plaza was raised artificially by the system, and with the added height, the ornate, cement walls offered even more protection than they would have otherwise. Nothing is getting over those walls, not just yet. Maybe in later waves, but not now. The only real soft spot was the gate, and even then, there wasn’t much that could rip apart a bus and get in. The only thing that really stood out was the groups still milling around not doing anything, even now.
Which leaves… I looked up again at the buildings we needed to place. Three dungeons that used to be shops and a healing fountain. The plaza itself had plenty of room for the initial additions. And if this is like any of the Defender-type scenarios I survived in the other timeline, there will be other upgrades and things to place.
I tried to imagine where everything should go.
We could just ring the three dungeons around the fountain and have the gate be up front. Placement is everything, though, and it’s easy to make the mistake of putting the fountain too far away or too close to the front. Easy access to a way to heal is important, and if it's too far out of sight, it’ll be a problem later on to protect it when attention is elsewhere.
The sounds from the gate got louder, and the bus started to rock back and forth. In response, bodies started to surge around me, pressing into me and trying to get away. I kept still and calm even as they clamored. They shouted over each other about what should go where, and who should do what. I need room. I tried to move back and get a measure of the teammates I’d be fighting alongside of. Meanwhile, the pounding sounds against the bus continued and worsened.
An idea clicked in my head. I’ve done this before. I don’t need a memory for this one. This is exactly like I’ve always been used to doing. Second chair leadership and motivating the unmotivated. I looked through the press of the crowd and ignored the screaming and belligerent voices. I was looking for somebody, somebody to fit a specific mold; and I tried to settle in on one person, one person to push forward as little and help out from a support position. Nobody was an obvious choice, but time was not on our side for me to hesitate in making a decision.
The pounding against the bus started to get louder, and the bus started to move violently back and forth. The man who had originally yelled at me to get to the plaza before sealing it shut scrambled out of the bus, thankfully with his name, Argus, as well as his title, The One Who Held Them Back, blazing over his head. He yelled out, and I had a partial answer to my problem. "Hey! I need some help over here!"
I grimaced, seeing the man ask for help and not get anything. Instead, all he got was a sideways look, as most of those assembled continued to argue amongst each other about how to go forward and who should be in charge. From the other side of the bus, I heard the low moans and scratching sounds of the Shambling Dead. Zombies. Not the worst of enemies for the first wave. Makes sense, too. It lets the system use what’s on hand for resources and spends that energy elsewhere to make bigger changes.
The man just stood there asking for help, and still nobody moved. Nobody went to help. Looks like it falls on me, then. I took a step forward, but somebody else went first and I sank back to observe. The man wore a tracksuit, and when he came closer, his name and a fresh title revealed themselves, Brent, The Thug Who Saved a Hero. He scowled at the rest of the group, and he picked up his weapon and headed over to the bus. I couldn’t help but admire the ingenuity of it. The weapon was a long chain attached to a cinder block that had been cemented together to the chain. That won’t last forever, but it’ll do enough damage until he’s able to get something better.
The man ran over to the bus, but rather than get inside it, he heaved the weapon onto the roof of the bus and then pulled himself up. I smirked approvingly when I saw Brent drop the cinder chain down the other side and heard the wet thud that followed.
Argus nodded appreciatively at Brent and then looked at everyone else. The look he gave was too quick for him to really settle on just one person; I wasn’t worried about damaging rapport in the future. "Anybody else? Is there anyone else at all? Or do you all think the two of us can handle this by ourselves? Come on, we need help!"
A few people looked away guiltily, but otherwise didn’t reply. I was hopeful that others would join up; I wanted to take the opportunity to scout out and maybe clear one of the dungeons before anyone else could. Early advantages scaled well, and I needed to scale as fast as I could, not just for the sake of the future, but for the sake of the present. All the knowledge in the word didn’t matter if somebody else whose goals didn’t align with mine was able to grow their power beyond my means to reach it.
"Lumen," I whispered to my Wisp. "I want you to go help them out as you can. Stay out of their way, and try not to get hurt. Once we get this fountain up and running, I want you to make sure your mana stays topped off, and try to keep those two constantly buffed with Blessing of Amarath. I know it has a cooldown, so just use your ranged attack when waiting or not healing. There’s one other thing I need you to do. Let those mobs in. Move the bus it’ll be a good way to spur the others into action."
The Wisp glowed golden in affirmation and zipped off towards the bus. A few people looked at me, shocked, and then at the little ball of light as the Wisp emerged from the collar around my neck and sped off, but by and large the rest were unaffected and unconcerned.
"It’s my summoned companion," I explained, as if it was the most common thing in the world. “You guys might be able to get one, too; all you have to do is fight.”
Almost as soon as the Wisp zipped away and into the bus, the bus started to inch backwards, opening just a few inches, then feet, what had been sealed by the makeshift gate. The Shambling Dead moved to fill the sudden opening and tried to push through.
That got the attention of the rest of the group, and they finally sprang into action. I chuckled. Nothing like that place between life and death in battle to change your mind and your ways.
"Monsters!" One screamed nearest to the gate, somebody who realized the crowd of monsters was far too thick for him to handle, and that the crowd of players was too thick for him to get to safety. He pointed towards the gate. Some of the others backed away in fear, while others grabbed their weapons and finally headed towards the gate to fend off the mobs. As for me, I knew exactly what I was going to do. Unfortunate, but I don’t have a choice; they can’t get it together long enough to defend themselves or choose a leader.
"Fortuna," I called out to the Divinity. The floating monster appeared in front of me with a massive, toothy grin.
"What can I do for you?" the Divinity asked with a knowing smile, as if it already knew what I was planning on. 
 
I pointed at a corner of the plaza. "I want the healing fountain to be placed in the center of the plaza, and then center the three dungeons around the fountain, with the entrance of each dungeon having clear line of sight on the gate and being oriented on the gate."
The Divinity bowed graciously, and above my head the Healing Fountain blinked three times, and then appeared in the central area of the plaza with a crash as it set into place. The three grinding dungeons followed. The Grocer, The Clinic, and The Bookstore all snapped into place similarly. The crowd jumped but didn’t have any choice but to fight against the Shambling Dead that poured through the progressively larger opening caused by the Wisp moving the bus out of the way.
The undead poured in, but from what I could tell, they were at a level similar to or lesser than the Redcaps from the road. We can handle this wave. I already leveled off of starter minions. I have other business to take care of. I might not get this chance in the future.
I turned and looked at the three dungeons. Which one do I go to? Which gives me the best edge to help them all survive?
 
	//System Notification//
//Dungeon Spawned//
"The Grocer"
Recommended Party, 3 Minimum (Level 5)
Details: Famed for its Butcher’s Block, "The Grocer" allows for much-needed supplies to be foraged; but beware, whatever items are looted will draw the proportional attention of the one who guards them. Items taken from “The Grocer” cannot be placed in the inventory.


	//System Notification//
//Dungeon Spawned//
"The Clinic"
Recommended Party, 3 Minimum (Level 5)
Details: Famed for its Helping Hands, "The Clinic" allows for the gain of support and healing items. A total of 3 Revive Stones can be recovered here.


	//System Notification//
//Dungeon Spawned//
"The Bookstore"
Recommended Party, 3 Minimum (Level 5)
Details: Famed for its Quiet Librarian, "The Bookstore" allows for the foraging of ability books, cards, and the chance to increase the number of activated ability slots in use by 1.








Chapter 23: Shambling Undead

"Come on, get over here," Brent yelled angrily. I saw spittle fly out of his mouth as he swung the swung the cinder block chain downwards and caught one of the Shambling Dead as it passed by the bus, crushing the mob’s skull in the process. Argus was quick to pick the chain back up and repeated the attack again and again as more of the undead poured through the opening. Though they were many, the mobs were slow and unintelligent.
I watched to make sure the valiant pair of men didn’t need me. Every one of Brent’s attacks was an instant kill. Meanwhile, Argus worked a monkey wrench as he tried to beat back the dead so he could move the bus back into position. The two of them worked well, and the few players that actively joined them seemed to be handling themselves well enough.
I twirled Regressors’ Key in my hand as I watched. I needed to know who else was capable, but aside from Argus and Brent, none stood out. Where’s the boy I saved and his dad? I don’t see the highway group at all. Maybe the Home Base battlefield is instanced, and this is the group I got sorted with. It made sense to me.
One of the undead slipped through the defenders, and I reacted. I didn’t really intend on joining the others; I just needed the distraction. I sliced forward with Regressors’ Key and poured all my frustration into the attack. The mob collapsed to the ground, but unlike other system monsters, it didn’t disappear into essence and get returned to the system. Probably because these used to be people; we don’t get experience from that. I promised that when the battle was over, and when it was safe, I’d make sure the slain mobs were at least buried with some semblance of respect.
The door of the bus slammed shut, and I glanced over and saw Argus had finally cleared away enough of the dead to get through. The sound of an engine struggling to start followed and continued to sound as Argus tried to get the engine to restart. The dead started to move faster, spurred on by the noise. As tirelessly as Brent worked, the undead kept pouring in, but the rest of the players were ready.
“Move!” I yelled out to the players that were still hanging back, unsure of what to do. I walked over and began to push them towards the incoming undead. “Use your weapons; don’t let them get through.”
Another undead broke free, and I sighed, and with a swipe of Regressors’ Key, I cut the mob in half. “You have a few choices: You can stand, watch, and hope you’ll survive if somebody else looks out for you, or you can learn how to fight and defend yourself.”
 I let the words linger and moved as the others finally engaged. The sound of battle rang out as the Shambling Dead made their way through the opening I had created when I told Lumen to pull the brake of the bus that acted as the gate to Home Base. The mobs did exactly what I hoped they would. The presence of monsters spurred the previously arguing parties into action, and they all moved to intercept.
The sound from the bus died down, and with a grunt, Argus stepped off the stairs and brought the monkey wrench down on the first of the undead he could find. “Thing won’t start. I’ll have to fix it later,” he vented with an emphasis on later as he used the wrench to crush another undead.
Rebar, old boards, bats, and pieces of lumber found easy and soft targets with the mobs. From atop the bus, Brent yelled out commands, and players on the ground reluctantly followed. The Shambling Dead were hardly a threat for anyone in the group. The Redcaps had been more dangerous, but I didn’t need to tell any of them that. They need to react to each new monster like it was more dangerous than the last, and they need to get used to facing danger head-on.
	//Memory Trigger//
It had been months since I first went through the portal and bonded with the immortal spirit of the dungeon, and in all that time, I never thought I’d return to something like this. My eyes spanned around in anger as I beat my wings and took off flying away, unable and unwilling to see the long line of human suffering. Tent cities formed around the dungeon entrances. Desperate hands begged and called out for help, assistance, and just a little bit of power, and yet none of them were willing to do the one thing it required. Step through the portal and embrace the system. I couldn’t stand the sight of it. 
 


	//Memory Trigger//
I never would have thought we had an ability to put my worst crimes up for display, but there it was. One of the worst nights, when I’d been at my lowest and had to embrace the monstrous burden of being a leader, of having people trust me with their lives. The crowd gasped and judged, but they weren’t there; they didn’t know what it was like to make that decision. Regulars who’d never tried to join with the system, and those who abandoned leveling up, ran in thick crowds, and wherever one of them fell, it wasn’t an equal undead that rose. No, for an event like that, the spawned undead were leveled accordingly to the highest clear: Necrotic Hollow Men, nightmarish creatures whose strength and speed eclipsed a third of the players’. I turned away as the memory of the Armageddon ability was replayed. I had not forgotten the lives I took to save more, but the looks of hate aimed my way would not be dissuaded by any reasoning of mine. I could live with that hate; at least we lived.
 




I pushed the memories away. It wasn’t just a memory from another timeline; I’d seen it personally. I’d watched, helpless, as the King of the Crows was led away in chains. The early years, but there was a point, though. People need to get stronger, and we need to get pushed in the right direction. The last thing I wanted was to foster a sense in the others that "Somebody else will take care of it". This early, when every decision had a huge ripple effect later, "Somebody else taking care of it" was a dangerous and costly assumption. All of us start off at roughly the same level of power. The gaps that followed were on the individual.
I glanced over at the fighting as I started to move away. They’ll survive this one easily enough. The mobs aren’t anything they can’t handle, and they’ve already destroyed a lot of them. I’ve done my part to make sure they all get involved and start getting their hands dirty. For now, this group has somebody who can be an interim leader, and they’re acting as a whole. When I’m done with what I need to do, I can help make sure whoever rises to the top stays there, if they deserve to.
I approached the Healing Fountain, dipped two hands in, brought the healing water up to my face, and drank deeply. My health and mana rapidly restored themselves, and the strain I’d been feeling lessened a bit.
	//System Notice//
//Healing Fountain//
Details: You have consumed the waters of the Healing Fountain. These waters have mystic properties that heal the body and restore to the body the magic inherent within. Additionally, these waters remove minor afflictions and ailments such as poison, fatigue, and mental haze.




 Good. This puts me all the way back up to peak condition. With something like this, we should be able to get through it without any real casualties besides a few hurt egos. Argus went back up into the bus, and shortly after, the bus started to rev as the engine caught, and the makeshift gate started to move forward. Most of the current wave of Shambling Undead were already inside of Home Base, but I knew with the numbers left, and with all of the players participating, they could handle it.
However, the fight wasn’t over. The rest of the undead would still pile up on the other side, and eventually, the system would find a way, or make a way, for them to get through. I don’t have forever, once I start the dive. I looked over at the three different dungeons and considered my options. I need to base it on triage, since I don’t have the time, and I don’t have a guarantee of availability.
I need to assume a few things. The first is that the waves are going to get harder as the week progresses, and I won’t be able to break off from the group to do a dungeon dive without my presence being noticed, and without these people needing me. Additionally, if the Healing Fountain gets destroyed, I die too, so I need to prioritize in advance what matters the most, so I can be here when the worst comes. There is a real possibility I’ll only get to dive one or two of these dungeons. I can’t count on all three.

I looked and gave a quick-once over of The Grocer, and a shiver ran down my spine like eyes were looking at me. Something hungry is in there. The dungeon might be rated for level 5, but whatever is behind those eyes is beyond anyone here. The prompt gave a few clues, too, about what to expect in there. The line about proportionality and item cost. I’ll need to think this over, but The Grocer feels the most dangerous of the three, and I don’t have any need just yet for everyday items.

Next, I looked over at The Clinic. Those three Phoenix Feathers would scale straight into the end game, and using those to keep the Kings alive in the future has a lot of merit, but I need to do a lot of things between then and now. If I can get those stones, I need to do so; but I don’t think making them the first choice is wise, and until I unlock my Tier II class or get any of the other upgrades, my ability slots are maxed out right now with the use of the Summon Wisp and Blessing of Light abilities.
I clenched my jaw, remembering how underwhelming I felt at the last battle. I was limited at three ability slots. Just three. If not for the King of the Crows, I would have died many times over. I was barely more than a foot soldier. I need to be more. I have to become more. 
"That leaves one choice, the obvious choice." I muttered. The Bookstore is where I need to go; I have a guaranteed chance to get an extra ability slot, today, right now. I just have to beat that dungeon. There’s no guarantee that it’ll still be there tomorrow, or that somebody else won't claim it first, or even that I’ll be able to sneak off again.

I pulled out the Regressors’ Key and moved toward the double doors that marked the entrance to the Dungeon called The Bookstore. I had no idea what the inside would look like. Stacks of books obscured any vision of the interior through the oversized windows.
With one hand on the door, and one last look behind to make sure the others were ok, I pushed and went in.




Chapter 24: The Book Labyrinth

The double doors shut behind me. A wave of dry heat greeted me, and a gust of wind rushed past my face, followed by a puff of dust. I closed my eyes, and when I opened them, the dim interior made it hard to see, but I didn’t need to see to know that the doors had locked behind me.
The audible clicking sound was enough to set me on edge. The only way I was getting out of The Bookstore was by clearing the dungeon by whatever condition the system dictated. My eyes started to adjust, and I looked around. I was in the entryway. It was a small room that acted as a funneling corridor.
Dusty books with crumbling bindings and bargain-priced stickers were stacked in giant piles on both sides of the room, while yellowed stickers with barely legible bargain prices were overflowing out of a few bins. I scanned the titles, but nothing caught my eye, except the general disrepair of the books.
Nothing was out of the ordinary. But my experience told me otherwise. I need to be on guard; nothing about this place is ordinary. I kept moving, never quite trusting what my senses were telling me, while at the same time making sure to be as quiet as possible.
The next door leading out of the entryway was already open. I gingerly stepped through it, hoping to not trigger a hidden trap or a conditional enemy spawning. I held the Regressors’ Key up and at the ready. I was fully expecting to be attacked at a moment’s notice, but nothing came at me. Instead, I looked around and was generally surprised by what I saw.
It was a normal-looking bookstore, even if it was unimpressive. On my left was a long countertop with a row of cash registers, and on my right was a sitting area with a coffee shop attached to it. The cold case sat empty, but I could see where small pastries and sandwiches used to be. The strangest, though, was the trio of steaming-hot to-go cups of coffee that were perched on the top of the cold case, with a little sign next to them that read, in jagged chalk lettering, "Free! But only take one, you’ve been warned!”
Those two areas were well-lit, but the rest of the bookstore was dark and got darker as the store went back. The bookshelves stretched all the way across, with three different openings that led further in. All right, that’s where I need to go. The rest of the bookstore was darkened, and a sort of hazy fog hung over the floor. I could see rows and rows that stretched into the dark. I tried to see how far back the bookshelves went, but it appeared the further away from the entrance they were, the higher the bookshelves seemed to be. There was no real way, aside from physically checking, to see how big the Book Store really was.
I sighed and crossed the threshold into the main building. The air charged and grew heavy. It was thick with moisture and made it hard to breathe, but not impossible. There was an oppressive aura that weighed on me. The hair on the back of my neck stood up in warning.
Whispers started up. Faint whispers, and when I looked in their general direction, the whispers would stop as soon as I looked, only to start up elsewhere. More than once I thought I saw a pair of eyes staring at me from within in the dark, but as soon as I tried to give it a second look, whatever it was would disappear. A survival-type dungeon, then?
I groaned. Survival-type dungeons were my least favorite, because the entire dungeon itself was an environmental hazard and traps. Not in the arrow-and-stepping-plate sense, either, but more in the eldritch and mimic-type sense. Not everything would be as it appeared to be, and I needed to be ready for split-second decisions that would be the difference between life and death. I can see why the last timeline might have had an issue with this dungeon.
	//System Notice//
You have now entered dungeon, "The Bookstore"
Recommend Party Size, 3, Minimum Recommend Level 5
Details: Famed for its Quiet Librarian, "The Bookstore" allows for the foraging of abilities, and the chance to increase the number of activated ability slots in use by 1.
Optional: Take 1 of the 3 Available Coffees
Clear Condition – Find the "Exit".
Remember! You can only take one coffee!


	//System Notice//
Error Code. Error Code. 
Roaming Entity, “Quiet Librarian” cannot use ability, “Fated Mimicry”. “Quiet Librarian” cannot attack the $playerUNK$ unrecognized $data%.




Odd, but not much I can do with that. A benefit, I’m sure, of the regression. Either way, not much else I can work with here, but let me try something. I glanced over at the coffee and a smile spread across my face. I bet those do more than just give me a jolt of caffeine.

As quietly as I could, I muttered the command. "System, Overwrite. Replace one with," I paused and thought for a second. I almost said "All” but thought maybe it would backfire and lock me out somehow. Instead, I rephrased just slightly.
The notification faded, and as if brought on by my whispering, I heard the sound of heavy movement between the rows and a loud thumping noise that landed and scurried. A few of the bookshelves wobbled back and forth as if they were going to fall over. I watched and saw something grey, almost like an arm and a hand, reach up and steady the bookcase, but aside from the general shape, I wasn’t able to catch any real details besides the scope of whatever it was. Whatever that is, it’s a threat, and given the general theme of this dungeon, I wouldn’t be surprised if it was some kind of Nemesis or Otherworld monster. Something better avoided than confronted at this stage. I glanced around some more, but didn’t see anything else, but from within the dark where the books were, I could feel eyes looking back at me. Waiting for me.
The hair on the back of my neck stood up. The entire environment was charged with a heavy tension that was hard to ignore. I didn’t move. I waited, and whatever the monster was, it didn’t reappear.
I moved, and the sound of my boots was muffled as I walked across carpet and headed towards the coffee station. Even the muffled sound of my footsteps seemed to echo loudly with how quiet the whole place was.
 I reached the coffee counter, and after a quick inspection, I didn’t see any monsters, mobs, or other hidden threats. My attention turned towards the coffee, and I carefully undid the lid to check. The coffee appeared to be fully legitimate, but I had to be positive. Sure smells like coffee. It’s been a long time. I took a sip and enjoyed the jolt that hit my body. May as well enjoy it. It didn’t take but a few minutes for me to finish it off, and when I did, I was thankful for the notification I received.
	//System Notification//
You have drunk "Coffee".
As this has been provided through the use of a recipe card, it provides benefits that simply brewing coffee would not.
Your agility is temporarily boosted by +2 points. This bonus does not stack.
You have gained +50 permanent health points.
Total Health Gained From Coffee 50/3000




I looked at the empty cup in shock. Wait? What? This is new. I’ve never heard about this before. Am I seriously supposed to believe that nobody came across a coffee recipe in the other timelines? The question turned over in my mind, and I didn’t need a memory trigger to know the answer. It’s possible. For just a moment, I was reminded of the ruin of the old world, and the stories I’d heard directly from the King of the Crows about the original timeline and the hellish landscape it had been. Maybe that’s it; I’m certainly not going to give up on this advantage just because it wasn’t available before.
I grabbed another coffee. It was just as hot as the first one, and now I actually noticed the taste of cream and sugar. The same notification from earlier popped up, only this time it said my total health gained was at fifty. I looked over at the last cup and drank that one too. So, if it wasn’t for my Overwrite ability, one would have been the limit, and I’m guessing some kind of environmental trap would have been triggered or there would have been a forced encounter with a monster.
Just by drinking all three coffees, I had more than doubled my fighting health. Not bad at all. I
leaned over the counter to look for any more, but I only found a recipe card. I grabbed it, and it disappeared in my hands. I grinned at my good luck. Probably for the best. Any more than 3 and I would have likely triggered whatever trap these coffees were supposed to represent.
	//System Notification//
You have obtained the recipe for "Coffee". 
Ingredients – Hot Water, Coffee Beans, Cream
Increases total health by 50 per coffee.
So long as you possess this recipe card, you can create “Coffee” and not coffee.
 




A feeling of dread suddenly flooded my body, as a realization hit me. The reason nobody had a recipe card for Coffee is because nobody who came here, to this dungeon, or was in this instanced group survived. I
peered over towards the darkened back shelves and fought back the feeling of dread. Others might have come in here unprepared, but they were not me, and they didn’t have the experience I do now. Or a weapon like mine. At my side, Regressors’ Key started to shine, and some of the general malaise that had been affecting me since I entered The Bookstore faded away. Was it a status affliction?
I suddenly felt much better than I had been. I felt a renewed sense of confidence in myself, and in my own strength. As for whatever monsters that waited in the dark, I was reminded of one truth. They were mobs, and like all mobs, they could be slain. I wasn’t going to be fearful or skittish. Prudent maybe, but not skittish.
I walked away from the coffee station, along the nearby line of titles on the long bookshelf. I made sure to keep my eyes peeled as I browsed. All the while, I never forgot what waited for me between the rows. Curiosity stirred within me, and I reached out to grab a brown, bound-leather book and opened it. The title was indecipherable. I still opened it and flipped through the pages.
It was a useless effort. The pages were all empty. Just endless pages of white. I walked further down the shelf and grabbed another one, opened it up, and found the same thing. The words that should have been written on those pages were gone or had never been written at all.
As if calling to me, in response to my presence, the rest of the books on the rows started to glow with gold, while the ones outside the rows on end caps seemed to fade and push me away. A loud sound of something crashing and grinding echoed throughout the room, but I couldn’t quite place it; instead, my attention was fixated on something different. The bookshelves and rows started to move and reassembled themselves. Even the aisle names twisted, no longer making sense or being anything that I could use to navigate.
The deep darkness that had lingered in further seemed to let up a bit, and it made it easier to see in general, but in the process of the bookshelves rearranging themselves, there were no longer multiple rows. I couldn’t see anything deeper in.
The bookshelves were still tall, and taller still towards the back as far as I could tell, but now they were at odd angles and were positioned in ways that didn’t make sense. Some of the bookshelves had moved sideways, and others diagonally, while others still went sideways. They had reformed into a maze-like labyrinth, with a spot where the bookshelves had gone sideways and made a sort of protruding entrance. The only one. The rest of the building was completely cut off, and the entrance beckoned to me. I heard the whispers. I looked around to make sure I was alone and that there wasn’t another entrance I was missing.
I didn’t find it, and when my attention returned to the entrance, a feeling of unease arose in me, along with shock. Near the maze entrance was something I hadn’t seen prior. It was a cardboard cutout that greatly resembled part of me. But only part. Large portions of the cutout were simply white and missing any sort of decoration and imagery.
The cutout held one finger up to its mouth as if to say, "Be quiet," while the other was holding up a sheet that read, "Inside the Book Labyrinth, you can find recipe cards, crafting schematics, and 3 basic ability tomes. Get through the labyrinth, and don’t let the guardian find you."
 That’s it then. The only way out is through here, and I was right. It is a survival-type dungeon.




Chapter 25: Entity Slayer

I stepped through the outcropping, and it might have been my imagination, but the bookshelves that made up the walls seemed to close and press in on me. Across the walkway there was a banner that read “Be Good and Have a Nice Day.” The banner had little balloons attached to it with tape and smiling yellow faces. I couldn’t help but give a sad smile. If only it was that easy.
	//Dual Legacy System//
Error Code. Error Code. 
STATUS: RESOLVED.
unrecognized $data%.
$data%. Accepted. Processing




What is that? The man from the road? Was Paul here? Did he come here before me and already pass through? Or did the system just pull his data in error? Perhaps the dual legacy system? I couldn’t figure it out. It was a concern for another day.
With a heavy sigh I kept moving, but once I passed by the banner, the light above me dimmed, and a deep gloom set in that made it difficult to see. All I knew was that the bookshelves formed a near-perfect tunnel, and I made sure to stay in the middle of it. My steps were still quieted by the carpet, and I walked down the darkened corridor. My eyes constantly scanned around as I tried to read the titles on the bindings of the books as I passed by.
Another prompt hadn’t been forgotten. I knew there were more items to be found, and I wasn’t going to waste the opportunity to seize them. I can’t get tunnel vision about it, though, or get too greedy. This is still a survival-type dungeon. I need to avoid any hidden traps or waiting dangers.
Still…. I can’t miss out on an opportunity like this. It goes back to the Recipe Card – Coffee; nobody in either of the previous timelines had it, which means nobody cleared this dungeon, or nobody survived this instanced grouping. Either way, I’ve come across a way to improve the future, a way to strengthen almost everyone, but the risk is huge. This is a group that didn’t make it. Which means I need to get back out there as soon possible to make sure things are ok out there. I’ll have to entrust somebody else to help clear the remaining dungeons. I stopped. A fog of darkest black rose up in front of me. I raised Regressors’ Key and braced myself, but just as quick as the darkness rose up, it disappeared, and when the little bit of light shone again, the bookshelves had rearranged themselves once more.
With careful movement, I glanced behind me and saw that the way I’d come was sealed shut. The tunnel had collapsed, and where was once an opening, there was now only a wall of books. Outside will have to wait; I need to survive this first. Something drew my attention: a harsh noise and the sound of grinding. Like steel against stone or claw against floor.
I waited for the whispering to stop and move on. I hadn’t forgotten about the massive thud I heard before. The sound of what I assumed was the Quiet Librarian finally making itself known. I can’t forget I’m not alone in here, but if the name is any indicator, I just need to stay quiet and I can pass through.
Keep moving. Don’t get caught up in doing nothing, I scolded myself. The newly arranged book maze turned, and the environment changed slightly. The lighter grew dimmer, and the darkness increased. I looked up to see if one of the halogen lights had gone out or was struggling, but all the lights were still on, it was more the enchantment over the book maze. I looked around to see if anything else had changed. Only one way to find out.
With a grunt, I walked over to the nearest bookshelf and tested it against my weight to see if it could handle me. After a few moments of going back and forth, I was committed and hoisted myself up to look, but as soon as I tried to look over to get a sense of direction and where to go, the bookshelves moved to block me.
Without so much as a sound, the bookshelves elongated and raised themselves just high enough to obscure my vision. Frustrating, but also lets me know I can’t just climb over the bookcases to get out, either.
I gave up on trying to get a better understanding of the layout of the Book Labyrinth and instead turned my attention to the books on the shelves. Eventually I’ll have to come across something that’s a real book. It was difficult to make out the titles of the books in the gloom of the pale lighting. I held the Regressors’ Key, and the light cast by the enchanted weapon allowed me to better search. I scanned over the books on the shelves, reading to myself the names of titles, looking for something that didn’t belong.
 Initially, nothing stood out. The harder I tried to look, the less I was able to see. Even the light from the Regressors’ Key failed me. The very text of the books seemed to move to avert my gaze as soon as I focused on them. Almost as if the ink on the binding isn’t ink at all, but shadows mimicking letters that go back to normal as soon as my gaze is averted.
 Let me check this out. I reached out and grabbed one of the books and pulled it towards me. The book was warm to the touch. Its surface was rough, leathery, and also unfamiliar. The strange sound seemed to emit from it, a shrill sound that was hard to make out, but it was almost like it was a jumble of human voices spliced together. The cover started to glow with green and reddish light. I could feel the presence of something inside the book.
The hair on the back of my arms stood up as if warning me. Dangerous, is it? I’m prepared. I turned it over and looked at the title, and the words dragged themselves across the page away from me. Interesting. I haven’t seen that before. I
tried to open the book and check out the contents, but it held firm. For a moment, I had a flash of somewhere else, someplace else. Images flashed before my eyes, forbidden things, ancient grimoires and tomes. Monsters that I’d seen, monsters that I’d defeated, and other creatures I was thankful to have never faced. Dark things sealed away without the world, things beyond the system.
The glowing stopped, and the shadowy ink blotches shifted and began to change, forming into a mouth set with sharpened teeth. I watched as the surface of the book contorted into a monstrous expression of hunger, and the mouth turned ravenous and tried to bite my hand as the book moved in impossible directions. Eyes opened, and a blanket of shadow spread out from the book, shadows far larger than the book itself.
I didn’t bother to count how many eyes looked at me, and I didn’t look back. I knew what lay inside that gaze. Madness, horror, and other afflictions. Little difficult for a beginner dungeon, isn’t it? I had expected something to happen and had been prepared.
In a flash, I slashed forward the Regressors’ Key. The enchanted blade of the weapon easily cut through the shadows as the light burned away at the monster, but it wasn’t the shadows or the eyes that looked at me in rage that were my target, but instead the book itself. I stabbed downwards. The book itself tried to coil away, but I held firm and drove the blade straight through until it pressed into the hardwood of the floor under the carpet. With a hiss, the blackened teeth shifted, the eyes multiplied and multiplied again as the shadows contorted away from the blade and still tried to bite down on the hand, my hand that wielded it. Black blood like ink spilled out, and the book went limp and began to lose its shape, until finally it disappeared into the bookshelf and was reabsorbed into the system. I can see why nobody survived to talk about this dungeon. Without Regressors’ Key or a strong magic attack, that mob would be nearly impossible to defeat.
	System Notification
Experience Gained – Book Shoggoth – Otherworld Mimic – Book Store – Experience 5
Working Towards Upgrade Emblem – Entity Slayer 1




Entity slayer? That gives me an idea. If I leveled up this emblem, I’d have a huge advantage in the final battle. There aren’t many dungeons where I could farm the ability safely, and this is as safe as its going to get. I smiled as a plan formed in my mind. I kept walking and looked for the next mob disguised as a book.
The next opportunity didn’t come as soon as I had hoped it would. I came to a split in the Book Labyrinth, and neither side appeared better than the other. But I remembered an old wisdom about only taking right turns in a maze and chose the path that went off to the right.
As soon as I rounded the corner, I looked behind me and groaned. A bookshelf blocked the way, but it was not the only change. In front of me, the bookshelves began to move and twist and rearrange themselves once more.




Chapter 26: Exit

The bookshelves made a terrible grinding sound as they pushed backwards, dragging along the floor as they expanded the space in front of me. Quickly, what had been a tunnel became a hollow opening with the Book Labyrinth. Once the space was finished rearranging, I steadied myself and went forward with Regressors’ Key in my hand and at the ready. I expected threats and monsters to come soon in response to all the noise. I hadn’t forgotten about the long, grey hands that I had seen reaching when I’d first entered the building.
I glanced around and waited, ready to intercept and defend myself from any mob or monster that was coming. Following the loud movement of the bookshelves, the book labyrinth went quiet. I could practically feel the tension rising in me for the anticipation of whatever would be coming my way. That battle never came. The long arms I’d been mostly worried about never came. With a heavy sigh, I turned my attention back towards the hollow and gave my attention to what was in front of me.
The bookshelves had been pushed out and made a large, wide-open space. But within that space, one thing stood out most to me. The shape of the room and the nine book pillars were spread out in a three-by-three grouping. The book pillars were a fraction of the size of the bookshelves, and there was plenty of space to walk between each pair of rows. I also saw that on the other side, the bookcases came back together, making a square of the room, expect that it opened up into another long tunnel that led away from the area with the book pillars.
All right, let's check this out. I went around the edge first and trailed along the bookshelves. I avoided the book pillars for now, and I took my time to examine the books and check for traps and mobs. The light dimmed even more than it already had, and I struggled to see. I held up Regressor’s Key, and even the light cast by the enchanted weapon seemed to be absorbed by the gloom.
 I could still see, but what I could see had become much less. I filed the knowledge away for later to share. All right, so the darkness absorbs light, and the effect increases the deeper into the labyrinth I go? I must assume so. Before heading deeper, I need to clear this area. I continued my sweep of the exterior. I looked at each shelf, but almost nothing stood out to me. Almost nothing. Right before my sweep ended, I caught side of a slip of white protruding out from the last shelf as if it had just spawned. I grabbed it. A recipe card.
	//System Notice//
You have obtained the recipe for "Healing Ointment"
Ingredients – Aloe Vera, Gelatin 
Provides + 1.25
Health Regeneration per minute for 60 minutes.




Oh, that’s useful and should help until I can boost my mana pool. Easier still, I can start pulling ingredients at The Grocer and mass produce it, and I’m sure the others will help me to clear The Grocer, too. I’m not convinced I’d get any help with The Clinic. But at least I can give this to the others and save my mana for when it's needed most. I put the recipe card into my inventory and turned my attention towards the book pillars.
 What’s the deal with these? I circled the columns, looking for something that stood out. Dungeons don’t just spawn things like this without a puzzle to solve. I examined each of the book columns, and on the fourth book column I investigated, I spotted the moving and retreating ink that marked a Book Shoggoth.
The mob shrank back in my presence, and when it noticed me examining it, the mob reacted to being discovered. A blanket of shadow spread out and connected to the next book pillar. For a moment, it almost looked like a gateway, and the black coloration of the Book Shoggoth made it difficult to judge the depth of that shadow; but even then, it wasn’t worth the risk. Just in case that’s a summoning portal. A single eye opened. A massive eye that was both vast and terrible. It stared at me with an alien intelligence.
I felt the familiar edge of old fear when the eye glanced my way. For a moment I was frozen in place. I couldn’t move. Not out of fear, but out of some other effect that had basically left me rooted to the floor and paralyzed to fight back. A visual ability? I can’t move at all.
A feeling of rage crawled over me. It spread like fire as the Book Shoggoth wrapped around the book pillar and slunk downwards, heading my way. The shadowy trail moved like a slime monster, though this one had the one giant eye. I wasn’t sure if it was coming to consume me, or to take something far more precious to me. I tried to bring Regressors’ Key down in attack, but my body wouldn’t respond. The Book Shoggoth split its body down the middle, and massive yellow and red teeth appeared in that terrible mouth and started to come for me. I couldn’t resist; I couldn’t raise my weapon to defend myself.
 
	//Memory Trigger//
Endless and ageless the time passes, and I remain here forgotten in this cell, this hell. How many days has it been? How many weeks? Or months, or years. I do not know. I do not know. There is nothing to mark the passage of time save the ever-increasing scars on my wrists from the shackles that bind me to the wall and siphon my strength and mana away.
But then something changed. The room changed, and teeth like sharpened needles glistened in the shadows. He’s come for me. The Harlequin Reaver of the Underrealm. The one with whom I’d made a deal to pass through the Black City when allies failed me.
“How fortunate for you that I collect my debts.” The Harlequin Lord tells me from deep within the shadows. “But as you are promised to another, I cannot take from you what it is owed, and you cannot pay me so long as you’re stuck here. An impasse, wouldn’t you say?”
The Lord of the Underrealm approached, and with a hideous grin on his face, he touched the shackles around my wrists, and with a loud hiss, the enchantment on them was destroyed. No longer would they siphon my mana and keep my status down. With a grin, the Prince of the Underrealm disappeared in front of me.
Gradually, my strength returned. My body had grown emaciated, frail, and thin, but with every stat point that came back to me, my body grew larger. I grew bulkier, and as more and more of the points built up, definition began to return. In less than ten minutes from the destruction of the enchantment on the manacles, I was back to full strength. My mana returned.
It was not the only debuff layer on me to keep me subdued. My hand glowed with the power of all the mana I had in my body. I roared and, with a surge of power, I tore the manacles from the wall. I used a technique known only to me. “Indomitable”. Trails of blue lights circled around my body, finding and unmaking every curse and debuff. I was free. 
 


	//Dual System Notification//
Legacy of the Crow Awakened – The technique, “Indomitable” has been passed on. A new section of the status menu will be added once the possessor of this technique acquires a Tier II class. The technique is immediately usable and allows the user to convert all their current remaining mana, so long as at least 50% of their mana pool remains, into a cleansing energy that undoes all status effects and provides a short window of intargetability.





I screamed, and the memory fell away, as did the enchantment the Book Shoggoth had managed to ensnare me with. Regressor’s Key pulsed in my hand with light, and tiny sparks of mana raced across my body. I tore the mob off of me, ignored the biting teeth that snapped at me, and brought my weapon down in a quick attack, impaling the mob into the floor.
I can gain the techniques of the King of the Crows from the last regression? This changes everything. I grinned, feeling the sudden surge in power and possibility. The monster let out a soft hiss and bit at the blade before expiring. Black blood spilled out, but rather than disappear, the mob's body turned into something else, instead of being reabsorbed into the dungeon and the system. I watched as the outer shell of the mob shifted to true leather that marked it as an ability book. I picked it up.
	System Notification
Effortless Kill – Experience Gain Reduced – Book Shoggoth – Otherworld Mimic – Book Store – Experience 3
Working Towards Upgrade Emblem – Entity Slayer 2
 


	//System Notice//
You have gained LOOT. 
The dungeon monster, Book Shoggoth, has dropped an ability book.
The ability assigned to this book is
Passive - Nimbus Strike 
Gain 20% of a phantom image repeating the last physical attack. 
Does Not Scale
 




Not the worst by any means. The ability doesn’t have much use for me, and I’d be better served chasing passive abilities that match what I’m trying to do. If nothing else, I can gift this to somebody that would use it best or sell it. Either way, I’ll come out ahead. I grabbed the book and placed it into my inventory.
With a quick search, I went through the remaining columns but didn’t spot any more of the Book Shoggoths. Or anything else, for that matter. I sighed heavily and went to move to the tunnel and move on to whatever waited next.
 
	//System Notice//
Do you wish to return to the start of the Book Labyrinth and start again?
Yes/No




I looked at the notice and selected no. Something tugged at me like I was missing something. I turned to give it one last chance and looked around, and then I found it reflected on the floor. My eyes caught a glint of metal.
What’s this? I
walked over to examine it.
The light of the Regressor’s Key had revealed small grooves in the floor next to the book columns. Barely the width of the head of a pencil, the grooves ran parallel and in tandem with the columns. I’m not quite sure what these are for, but I’ve got a guess. I ran a finger along the groove. It was worn smooth and slotted. Nothing to catch it on. This is meant for something to slide through it.
This is the solution to the dungeon. I’ve seen these before. I practically laughed. The answer is obvious now that I’ve seen it, but I can see how the handful of beginning players that had a chance to clear this before wouldn’t have known. Or even seen with the way the light is warped in here.

I grabbed onto the first book column, I pulled it towards me, and the column didn’t move. I tried to maneuver it in other directions, and eventually, the column shifted and moved. I pushed it just a few feet and then it dropped down with a click, and it wouldn’t move anymore. There we go.
With a smile, I moved on to the next column and repeated the step, and then the next. Until finally, all the columns had been pushed together into a cube. When the ninth fell into place, something changed. The sound of grinding kicked up, and the columns that had formed into a cube began to change as shelves moved and adjusted into a winding staircase. There we go. That’s the way out of here. The gloom around the stairway cleared, and at the top of the staircase, a door opened. I felt beckoned towards it. I climbed up and walked through the door and found myself back outside.
	//System Notice//
"The Bookstore"
STATUS CLEARED
(Unavailable for Re-entry)
Details: As the first person to clear "The Bookstore" you have gained an extra ability slot. However, as *erRor$ $Error* did not trigger the appearance of "The Quiet Librarian," you do not get an experience bonus. More opportunities await others deeper within the Book Labyrinth.





I glanced over towards the window of The Bookstore and saw the cardboard cutout of myself at the window. Its face was contorted and only half-realized, like it had tried to become me, and couldn’t. A grey hand rested on the window, and I knew the identity in that moment of “The Quiet Librarian”. A type of changeling, or homunculus, or even a mimic. I needed to share that information, while keeping to myself that it hadn’t attacked me.




Chapter 27: Outside Assistance

“Hey! Look. It’s the Wisp guy.” A rough voice called out from the roof of the bus that made up the front gate.
Wisp guy? I’m assuming he’s talking about me, but he should be able to at least see my title, and it’s not Wisp guy. I looked over toward the voice and saw a title hanging over a man’s head. A rusted chain with a bloodied cement block attached to it. The makeshift weapon hung at his side. Brent, the Thug Who Saved a Hero.
He pointed at me with his free hand. "Yeah, you! I’m talking to you. Come on over here and see what you missed." Brent grinned and redirected his hand towards Lumen, who darted back and forth eagerly. The Wisp suddenly beamed bright and flew straight over to join back up with me.
Brent started to shout. “Your Wisp was a real lifesaver. I haven’t been that amped up since the first time I discovered coffee as a kid. Seriously, thanks for that. That whole ability thing your Wisp had going was amazing. You should have seen it. It literally just went back and forth between the Healing Fountain and us. It shot I don’t know how many bolts of yellow speed lighting at us, but it was a clutch. It made a difference.”
I didn’t quite know how to react to how I was being treated. I’d expected to be a pariah. I’d expected to be met with angry looks and pointed questions, if not outright hostility and suspicion. Instead, the man seemed generally grateful. “Uh…, You’re welcome?” It was the only response I could come up with as Lumen perched on my shoulder and nuzzled into the collar of my jacket.
Brent bent down to gently drop his weapon to the ground and then jumped down from the top of the bus and jogged. He had a huge grin on his face, and the man’s cheeks were flushed from a post-battle high. He put a hand out for a friendly shake, and I returned it. “We’ve got time until the next wave is supposed to start,” Brent put out there when I didn’t say anything. He cleared his throat. “I figured we should touch base, and you could share some information about whatever you found in The Bookstore.”
“Right, right. Yeah, sorry that slipped my mind. There’s a lot going on in there.” I replied as I looked around to check to see if I spotted anyone else that I knew. It was a good opportunity to check for casualties, as well. Bright light suddenly exploded from inside the bus. I looked over and breathed a little easier when I saw Argus, the One Who Held Them Back was there, and from the look of it, the man was trying to clean up and do a few repairs. I’m glad he survived. It was only the first wave, but you never know what could happen.
Brent turned and looked behind, curious about what had called my attention away. "Ah, yeah. One of the Shambling Dead managed to get onto the bus. I managed to earn an emblem from it, actually. It’s called Bloody Mess; it, uh… was not as useful as I’d hoped, but still…." Brent shrugged my shoulders good-naturedly. "What can you do?" I felt myself relax. Overall, it seemed I had found a useful ally.
My eyes did a quick scan. Seems everyone was not as useful. Shame. I tried to ignore the row of laid-out bodies covered by whatever sheets and carpet could be found. A few players were still working to salvage what they could from the plaza to cover the bodies, up while others worked in small groups to move the players and undead alike who had been killed during the wave. It was a somber affair.
I turned my attention back to Brent as he started talking again. “We lost a few. Almost twenty of the group. It was… not good to see, but I hate to say it like this, but we didn’t lose much, either.”
I stopped everything I was doing and gave him a hard expression. “You want to explain what you mean by that?”
Brent looked sheepish. “It’s just…. They ran. I don’t know, man, I didn’t see all of it, but like 2-3 of the Shambling Undead slipped past the rest of us, and they just sort of freaked out and let the undead take ’em out instead of fighting back. Like, I’m sorry they died, but I can’t babysit people like that right now. I’m trying to keep the guys who got my six alive, you know?”
Disapproval crossed my face, but the words didn’t follow. They didn’t need to. He knew I didn’t approve, but we didn’t need to talk about it further, and as much as I wanted to disagree with him, I knew the truth behind what he said; I’d seen it for myself. Even then, I couldn’t let it go. “They were still people. Don’t forget that. This whole thing is a tragedy.” 

He shrugged it off, and I really couldn’t blame him for it. “Anyways,” he changed the subject. “You went into The Bookstore and came out fine, right? I was hoping you could tell me a few tips about what it’s like in there, so I can give it a crack next.” The statement lingered like a question, and a few of the other nearby players approached and nodded in support. They’ve already made a group for themselves, then, and Brent seems to be the leader. The only question is…. My eyes passed over the white sheets again. What kind of leader is he going to be? I’ll have to be careful and try to guide and mold him as I can. He seems to be adjusting well, though.
“All right, so you wanted to talk.” I motioned towards a cluster of tables near what had been an outdoor eating near the path leading towards The Grocer. “Do you mind if we sit down first? This might take a minute, and I could use a break. We all could.”
Brent nodded with a grin. “Absolutely. Not a problem at all. I was hoping you’d say that.”
He’s really taking this in stride. I need to be wary of that. As soon as we sat down, Brent pulled out a bottle of water he’d scavenged and then flashed me some red Solo cups he found. He poured some water into one of the cups and offered it to me.
I looked down at the cup in confusion. "I’ve my own water. I can literally drink from the fountain over there. You didn’t need to give me that."
Brent waved my comments away. "Listen, we're in this together. I’ve seen enough zombie apocalypse movies to know how this goes. Besides. Yes, I did need to share it. It’s important. It's an old way of showing somebody you mean them no harm. I learned that when I was serving."
	//System Notice//
Temporary Protection Pledged – Brent, The Thug Who Saved a Hero, has pledged to protect and look out for you at his own detriment and up to the cost of his own life, so long as you both remain in Home Base.





That’s new. I knew the system could enforce oaths. I didn’t know it would accept that one. But I need to focus on the more immediate matter. He thinks this is a zombie apocalypse? That would make sense given the context. He has no idea that the Shambling Undead are just a beginning monster to start with, and the system made use of the abandoned dead elsewhere. I looked at Brent, and I saw the man’s face was earnest and itching for a fight. I resisted the minor impulse to warn the man that what was happening wasn’t simply "Zombies," but I decided against it. If that’s what it takes to get him across the finish line, so be it.

I decided to focus on something else Brent had said. Something that stood out. I actually felt something stir inside of me. An old memory from a life before the life I’d lost. Something before the apocalypse. A single line stood out that he said, and I reached for it. “You served? I did, too.”
Brent looked down at the Regressors’ Key on my side and pointed. “I figured. That might be a custom piece, but I can tell a cavalry saber anywhere.”
I looked at the man and struggled to keep a sense of shock off of my face. This is surprising. That somebody would recognize a piece of my life from before the apocalypse and this regression. In my current body, only a few years have passed, but since I served, it's been a decade. A lifetime even. I smiled, and for a moment, I forgot the ruined future that was forsaken and focused on the present.
“Garryowen” Brent offered up and looked at me knowingly. Testing my credentials. If only he knew. 

“Halfway down the trail to Hell, in a shady meadow green.” I replied, and he nodded approvingly. “I rode with the Black Horse.”
Brent nodded. “For none but the shades of Cavalrymen…. Ok, I’ll stop. I could go down this rabbit hole for hours, and this isn’t the time or the place. So, to recap, the Home Base was under attack by the undead. We were able to hold them back and destroy most of them. In the process, we lost about a fifth of our fighting power from direct casualties. A few people were bitten, and a few others have serious injuries, but I’ve got them under watch. I’m not sure how infectious this thing is, but I’m not ready yet to just take people out over a bite until I know for sure they’ll turn.”
He really thinks this is a zombie apocalypse, doesn’t he? I can work with that. "Yeah, best not to do anything hasty. It seems you did a really good job of defending the gate, and the other players all seem to gravitate towards you." I offered, trying to lead the conversation.
Brent frowned. "Why did you say ‘players’? This isn’t some kind of game. This is the end of the world, and if we don’t do this right, the dead will end up ruling over an empty world."
I scrambled for an answer to get the conversation back on track. “That monster before, the one that looked like a floating jester, it said this is a game. We have rounds, and scenarios, and points we get for finishing tasks and fighting monsters. That’s a game.”
Brent’s face hardened, and he gripped his hand together in anger. I need to get this conversation back on track. “You were saying you wanted to know more about The Bookstore? Here’s what I was about to figure out. It’s got a couple of monsters inside. The books, at least some of them aren’t really books, they’re something else altogether, a monster. You can’t really go in alone and expect to walk out alive without some kind of heal status ability.”
“Well, what about you?” Brent asked as he pointed at me. “I can’t go back in. I’m not sure if it’s a one-and-done or not, but it looks like it’s that way for me, at least. It is full of a few supplies, and you can find some stuff that will help you to grow stronger.”
Brent nodded, and a few of the other players moved in closer as they hung on to every word. “Yeah, they’ve got a coffee station. It had three cups out, so I’d suggest keeping your team size limited to that. If you see pillars, you must push them together to unlock where you need to go, and I saw something in there. Something that looked like me, but wasn’t. Just stay cautious, ok?”
Brent didn’t say anything else. He just looked over at The Bookstore.
“One more thing,” I cautioned. “Stay alive, and don’t make any noise.”




Chapter 28: On Guard

I watched Brent walk away, and as he did, he motioned to a few of the other players who had been lurking around, watching the conversation between the two of us unfold. One by one, they got up from where they had been sitting and followed behind Brent. 

All in all, the group ended up being about ten people deep. I watched them, wondering just what they would do with the information I’d passed to Brent. They stopped just outside of The Bookstore, and Brent turned to the group and had them huddle up around him.
I didn’t hear what was said, but I could make a few guesses. When Brent finished talking, the group split up into 3 teams: one team of 4, and two teams of 3. The first team of three, led by Brent, reached the entrance of The Bookstore first. He took one look back, a wave of sudden uncertainty crossed his face, followed by a hardened expression. He shook it off and made a thumbs up to everyone who was watching, and then, following the cheers of the others, went in.
The next group followed behind shortly after, and when there were no noticeable issues with them going in, I figured the dungeon was instanced; it was practically confirmed. The last group waited about, and then they too moved out. I looked away from The Bookstore and could only hope they would be ok.
With nothing more to do, I headed over towards the bus to check on Argus. As I approached, the older man was already walking down the stairs. His overalls were matted and dirty with dried blood, specks of gore, and black oil stains. He seemed less than pleased. A new title hung over his head, it read “Argus, He Who Held The Gate”. What was the difference? That doesn’t seem like much of a change in a title. Unless I misunderstood what the original title was supposed to mean.
“Ah. You’re back.” Argus called out. “Fantastic. Glad to see you survived whatever you were doing. The rest of us were fine, too. In case you had wondered. I’d shake your hand, but I’m absolutely filthy.
“That idiot that just took off exploded one of those Shambling Dead right here inside the bus. It even started to attack the bus once it was inside. Let me tell you, that was hard to see. Buses don’t leak oil out of the walls like blood. This one did. The entire world has gone mad, and then that guy…” Argus pointed to where Brent had disappeared. “Comes up in here with that weapon of his, and BOOM, the whole operation gets compromised in a haze of red mist. Just as I was getting ready to take care of things.”
Argus held up a big wrench with a smile, and I had a pretty good idea of just how exactly he intended to take care of things. “Anyway, what brings you my way? I’m sure it wasn’t just to talk the weather and bump coffee mugs.” Argus asked, and he looked me up and down appraisingly.
This is somebody who’s used to only relying on himself. He seems reasonable, though. A real salt of the Earth type. An everyman to be respected. I could build him up a bit. I answered his question before he took my silence as some kind of manipulation. “You said it yourself. The world has gone crazy, and I think we need to be prepared for it to get crazier. For things to change without warning. Like your title. I was curious about that. What happened?”
Argus looked at me for a moment, and a hard expression crossed his face. He said nothing before taking a deep breath and motioned for me to follow him. He leaned against the side of the bus and sighed. “That… title. The One Who Held Them Back. It was a negative title.” 

A negative title? That would explain the change, but this early? I’ve only seen two others with titles so far. “What did you do to earn it?”
Argus laughed. "Nothing bad, by any means. Or, well. Yeah, it is bad, but nothing malicious on my part. I was part of another group during the first scenario, the one called The Running of the Mobs. When it happened, we had to clear the train tracks, and I got attacked by this weird-looking animal. A Mongrel Dog it was called. It sort of looked like a husky, but not quite. I killed it with the monkey wrench I got out of the back of my truck, and when it died, it sort of just evaporated. Unfortunately, the bite didn’t just disappear after. I slowed the group down, so the group left me behind, and that’s when I got the title."
“What did it do?” I asked, more curious than anything.
Argus smiled sadly. “It boosts the status of former teammates or allies when they leave you behind.”
I winced. That’s a cursed title. It incentivizes being left behind. “I won’t leave you behind. Stick with me, and we can be a team."
Argus gave me a hard look. "Didn’t you already dip out once? Did you think I didn’t notice you slink off into The Bookstore?”
I put my hands up defensively and smiled. "You caught me. Yes, I did, but I figured you guys had it handled, and I wanted to check it out. I’m not sure if you heard my conversation with Brent, but I used to be a Scout in the army. Instinct just kicked in. I wanted to check it out and let everyone else know what I found."
Argus seemed satisfied with the answer. "All right, so what did Brent say?"
I put a hand to my face to cover up an expression of secondhand embarrassment. "That he wanted to know what I knew, and that he was going to give it a go himself and took a small group with him. I’m a bit worried, but I can’t help. As soon as I left The Bookstore, I was barred from going back in.”
Argus shrugged and looked over at The Bookstore..= "I wouldn’t worry about it too much. You can’t fix recklessness, and there’s too much going on right now to be babysitting grown men."
Exactly. I felt my sense of respect grow by a few measures towards Argus. “Everything has changed, nobody has the leisure of not adapting.” My eyes shifted over to the line of bodies laid out, and Argus nodded sadly in agreement.
"Listen. Let me just get to the heart of it. How would you feel about teaming up?" I asked, and Argus moved his brows in deep thought as he considered it.
"All right, I’m ok with it. I’ve a few terms though, like share what you know, when you know it. Let’s shake on it." Argus held out his hand, and I took it, sealing the deal.
	//System Notification//
Argus, He Who Held The Gate has joined your party! 
Now Showing Limited Allied Status Sheet
//Status Sheet\\
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"Oh, wow." Argus looked at the screen, shocked. "You see all that? I just sort of ignored those up to this point."
I nodded. "Yeah, it’s real. Looks like the system is pushing you towards being a defensive specialist, too. That’ll be extremely useful, especially if we can pair that with some abilities."
Argus looked at me curiously. "What about you? I don’t really understand what a lot of these details are I’m seeing on the screen. I mean, your name is obvious enough, but I’m not sure about the rest."
Ah, he’s seeing my screen, the same way I’m seeing his. "I’ve been an early adopter. I just leaned into this as soon as the first scenario opened up for me on the highway, and I’ve been going since. This whole thing is a lot like a game I played pretty recently, so it didn’t take me by surprise."
"So, that settles that, then. The wonders of modern technology prepared you better, I guess." Argus responded. "Now what? The first wave is cleared, and the next one spawns tomorrow. What do you suggest in the meantime? I’m going to assume you’ve got some kind of idea about what happens next."
I looked over at The Grocer and at The Clinic. I still need to clear those. We’ve got 4 days to go, and on day 1, we’ve already lost 20 people. It’ll be more difficult to take off going forward.
“I’ve got some ideas, if we can clear the next wave easily enough without big losses, but in the meantime, we need to get some rest, and we can revisit that question tomorrow,” I replied as I looked over toward the row of bodies again.
Argus nodded, and his eyes followed mine as he put a comforting hand on my shoulder. “Not good to dwell on that sort of thing too long.”
I shook my head. “I have something I need to do, and I’d prefer everyone else not see me do it.”
Argus looked at me skeptically. I explained, “They were killed by the undead. Attacked by the undead. We don’t need them rising up in undeath later when we’re trying to sleep. Like I said, the world has gone crazy, and everything is different.”
Argus grimaced, and I could tell he didn’t approve, or really understand. Instead, he just responded, “I’ll leave you to it, then. Do what you must.” He put his goggles back on and headed towards the bus. He walked back up the stairs and sank into the driver’s seat in exhaustion.
My turn to step up. This is about the extent of what I can do to keep the rest of them safe for now. I looked around and saw that the rest of the players were tired. The few who had still been working had finished and had laid down on the ground and leaned against the concrete walls for support. Uncertainty lined their faces, along with worry and fear. They need to rest. Tomorrow is going to be another hard day. Scared and uncertain about the future. These people need to rest.
I looked at them for just a second before cupping my hands around my mouth to amplify my voice and called out. "I’ll take watch. You all try to rest. I’ll wake you up when it’s almost time. Rest while you can. It’s going to be a long week."

A few looked towards me in annoyance, but more had detached looks that I took as gratitude. Almost all reacted immediately and tried to fall asleep. Exhaustion could do that. Without another word, Argus stepped out of the bus, grabbed the ladder, and hoisted a seat cushion up, and then himself.
“Pillow,” he explained as he laid down. “Go do what you need to.”
I nodded appreciatively and pulled out Regressors’ Key and appraised the line of the dead. None had risen yet, but I couldn’t risk it. All it took was five minutes of my time and a quick, precise blow to ensure the dead could never rise again. A few people noticed what I was doing, but nobody said anything. Probably grateful that I’m doing it instead, or too afraid to start something with me.
I climbed up and got on top of the bus. Argus was already passed out on his pillow and snoring. As for me, I looked out on the empty night and thought of the empty streets. In the distance, I saw the seal and shield around Home Base that kept us all pinned in until we cleared the waves. I wonder what kind of mobs I can expect tomorrow. My thoughts turned toward the past.
I wasn’t surprised when an hour later a notification popped up.
 
	//System Notification//
The Quiet Librarian has taken its first victims and grown in power. A raiding party of 10 has suffered partial losses within the Book Labyrinth. A total of 6 players remain. The suggested level of this dungeon has now been raised to level 7.








Chapter 29: Memory of the Last King

With another battle behind me, and more to follow over the next couple days, and even more after that, I sat down on the edge of the bus’s roof to collect my thoughts as my Wisp slept, dreamless, in the hem of my collar. I nestled into my jacket to ward off some of the cold of night, and my mind turned to the past as I kept watch beneath a dark sky as the others slept, safe for now and secured behind the bus that acted as a gate to keep out any wandering monsters.
	//Memory Trigger//
The baseball field was a complete ruin. I had left devastation in my wake. Sword and claw had torn the field, and deep trenches had erupted into the ground where, for others, only a line would have marked the passing of a blade.
Concrete dust and the smell of burning wood and oil wafted on the air, mixing with the falling rain. I walked through it unscathed, save for my wounds from the battle. But even those, as major as they were, were already healing. I walked with a purpose, and every step of mine further accented the difference in my power from the others.
It was towards them I walked. My footsteps were silent as I walked through the rain. The tired group of survivors were hunched up beneath an old food stand as they huddled together to plan their next move, their escape, and to try to make peace with the past. I was not as forgiving as time and excuses could be. I knew what they’d done. I knew many things about them. They were not unique in their cowardice.
As for them, the sleepers. The desperate. The cold. The ones who abandoned a comrade, I let slip a bit of my aura and aimed it their direction like a creeping shadow in the night. A chill of power emanated from me as surely as killing intent could do. I meant them no harm, not today, but I did take much satisfaction seeing them scramble out of the food stand ready to defend themselves. The leader, a Knight by the look of him, held up a sword in my direction. A look of shock came over his face, the shock of recognition. Pale hands gripped the hilt of the sword tightly, and the blade trembled. Behind him his team looked at me grim-faced as a wizard made ready to unleash her spells, an archer trained her bow, and a nervous priest muttered prayers of blessings. They weren’t the only ones in the group, but they were the ones I noticed. They blanched, and I knew the little bit of courage they’d mustered in the dark wavered. Mana poured out of my hands as I responded. The ground shook and moved. The road tore open, and the food stand collapsed as the ground shifted and the asphalt was ripped apart and the earth rose upwards around the group. They were trapped in with me, and none would be escaping. They couldn’t. The gap between us was not something that they could overcome, not with courage, not with skill. A fundamental difference separated us. I was a vessel, and they? They were survivors, with not a hero among them. A ball of fire smashed into my shield, uselessly. A tier three spell that would have killed many in another setting. It sent sparks and embers in response. I adjusted my burden and walked forward towards the group. More attacks followed. A shard of ice thrown like a javelin, a hail of arrows that cloned themselves during flight. A divine golem that tore apart with a swipe of my claw. All useless. They knew who I was, the pale man with a face crisscrossed with scars. The Regressor. The Tyrant reborn, and all they saw was the monster. A murderer. But I knew what I was, what I wasn’t, and I wasn’t a coward. I didn’t leave a fallen comrade. The group had come under attack in The Battery by an Iron Giant. They’d delved deep, deeper in a dungeon beyond them, and when they realized their folly, they ran. It was the girl they left behind to cover their escape. A girl barely more than a child. The newest among them, their lives for hers. They left the girl behind, and it was I who killed the Iron Giant and carried her to safety. Not because she had been valuable or powerful, but because she had been brave; and so long as I could reward it, I would reward bravery. She had not cowered, nor begged for life. She simply stood her ground, carrying a sword that was new to her, and accepted the fate for which she was bound.
I watched in silence, and I made sure she lived. I carried her to safety. Still. They glared, and their leader held them back. His gaze practically begged them not to do or say anything more. He didn’t need to beg. None dared. But I still heard the unheard. I knew. I knew the words they wanted to say. Those words floated in the air between us like a lingering whisper. But for all of their animosity, none of them possessed the courage to really do anything about it. At least initially.
"You’d better not touch her!" One screamed at me, a man in shredded military fatigues who’d been the right-hand man of the leader of the group. I knew of him. Dwayne or something like that, the forgettable name of a forgettable man who claimed service that wasn’t his. The fool who led the group astray for the sake of his own ego. He dared to look at me like I was the monster.
I returned the glare, and once again unleashed part of my aura, this time directing it just at him. He shrank back, and all his pride with him. The coward in him recognized the monster in me. After all, my reputation preceded me. I gingerly placed the girl on the ground in front of them and began to finish healing her, using the same energy I’d drained and stored from the Iron Giant. It was enough to bring almost anyone back from the very brink, but in her case, she was only sleeping after the ordeal. A gentle mercy I granted her. A spell to sleep. They stepped forward again like they intended to do battle with me. I resisted the impulse to kill them out of spite.
"Get away from her!" They screamed as a group. The wizard raised a spell in her hand, and the Knight tried his best to look threatening. I raised my hands to let them know I meant no harm to them, at least for now. It was a struggle to resist the impulse to kill them on the spot. Mercy was often mistaken for weakness, and the fearful acted on stupidity rather than fact. I wouldn’t take their lives for the mistake, not if they didn’t force me.
The girl stirred at my feet, and in that moment, her team knew she would live, and rather than gratitude, I saw shame reflected in their eyes. Shame and worry that she would tell others what had happened…. I turned towards her teammates and gave them my command, my ultimatum. "The only reason I’m not going to kill you where you stand is because of this girl. She tried to fight that monster when the rest of you turned away from her and ran. To honor her courage, I won’t leave a massacre for her to wake up and find. But know this: The King of the Crows gives you a command. So long as she lives, so will you. But should anything happen to her, or should she decide to abandon this group, your lives will be mine, and I will find you.” They bristled, and two of the men towards the back of the group that I hadn’t paid any attention to before looked at each other, prodding each other on. I wasn’t worried. The difference in our ability was too great. The move was telegraphed to me as easily as if I were reading a book. Both of them went for a knife, both of them attacked me, and both of them failed.
In a flash that was beyond the human eyes' ability to see, I moved. I lifted the Dragon’s Claw gauntlet that had melded with my flesh, and the talons easily cut through the hand of one of the attackers, and then the other. I moved too fast for them to track. Those who watched simply thought I’d teleported, and when the severed limbs of the pair dropped to the ground, the horror of what they’d done, and just who exactly they’d attacked, set in. My reputation might have proceeded me, but seeing it was its own thing all together.
I grabbed each of them in separate hands as ethereal arms erupted out of my back and latched on. "Which one of you is it that pays the blood price for attacking me?" The question echoed down the road. Faces that wished to escape avoided my gaze, trapped by the walls I had summoned. I was angry and forceful, but it was a small voice that answered. The girl stirred.
"I’ll pay it." I turned to her. She trembled and stood up, scared yet defiant. The same eyes staring back at me that had stared into death against the Iron Giant. Even now, she intended to defend them. These were her people, regardless of their quality. I recognized that look in her eye. She would not abandon them, not now. I reached into my inventory and pulled out one of the highest quality swords I possessed, and I soul-bound it to her.
The girl stood up. Her legs quivered, not from fear, but because the legs that were broken by the Iron Giant had only just been restored. The muscles and bones had never before been used, and still she stood. Selflessness and bravery. I admired those. In all of my lives, this one and the last, I’d only have come across a handful out of thousands, and to this girl, I was just another monster among monsters; and to stand against me was, by extension, for her, a way of standing against the horrors of the apocalypse. I let it be and nurtured the seed that would hopefully bloom into a hero.
"Then pay the cost. Pay it every day with the monsters you kill. Pay it with this sword, this blade. You can pay it with sweat and blood. Become a hero." I put the sword into her hand and walked away. My warning lingering in my wake. A warning to all, "Get stronger."





Longer memory this time. I mused as the memory faded away. That was the path he chose, to be the stick and not the carrot. He came close to leading us to victory. He came so close. With him assuming the role of Absolute Monarch, nobody resisted, all obeyed, and eventually, the infighting died away, and only progression remained. Until all we got was stronger, and still, in the end, it still wasn’t enough. He stood alone.

I stretched my neck out and walked around the top of the bus to get my legs going. The Wisp was still sleeping, or at least as close as Wisps come to sleeping, within the collar of my jacket. I looked out over the plaza, at the players resting and sleeping, and my gaze glanced over the newly dead that I had made sure to quiet. Among the players, I recognized the sort of rest they were getting. The sleep of the exhausted, whose fatigue kept them away from even nightmares. Still, daybreak is coming. I need to rouse them. 
 
 
	//System Notification//
Dawn of the Second Day. 
The next wave will begin soon! Prepare your defenses!




"All right, everybody! On your feet!" I shouted out. Lumen whizzed about sporadically as the Wisp woke up. I directed the Wisp towards the crowd and told her to help me wake up the sleepers. The Wisp went person to person, blazing in a white ball of blinding light as I continued to yell out the wake-up call. I yelled right up until the first of the next wave appeared.




Chapter 30: Trio of the Undead

The air shifted, and with it, the smell of the undead carried; but more than the smell was the sound, not that of the moans of the decrepit dead, but the sound. It was a steady hum, almost like a sizzling hum. Something that let me know that these undead were creations of the system, and not by those who had already fallen being repurposed.
Out on the horizon, towards where the end of the highway fed into the grounds of the shield that surrounded the plaza where Home Base was located, I watched a portal open. The air contorted, and a burning smell spread out from the portal. It was a glimmering rift of crackling energy. Mana of deepest blue and purple twirled around the portal, and from out of that portal came the next wave of mobs sent by the system against us, against Home Base.
The first mobs out of the rift were only a handful of Shambling Undead. I wasn’t worried about them. They weren’t strong mobs, even this early on, and the other players had already proven themselves capable of destroying the low-ranked mob. It was the undead monsters that followed that worried me. The Fetid Climbs and the Bloated Ghouls.
“Alright, Argus, you’ve slept enough. Wake up,” I shouted to the man who was still sleeping, even after all the yelling I’d already done, even after Lumen had started waking and moving the other players. The remaining six players in the Book Dungeon still hadn’t made it back.
I glanced over at the force of monsters that was coming against us. This might be a lot more difficult than I had thought it was going to be. I frowned. I still needed to push people towards the three localized dungeons. But until I can scout the other two dungeons and figure out what just happened with The Bookstore, I can’t push anyone to clear them.
It’ll have to wait till after the wave clears, and I might need help with this round. I hadn’t expected monsters that could climb this early on, and right now, we’re down a lot of people from yesterday.

Argus stirred. The man was still clutching the seat pillow and groggily rolled over, took a knee, and stood up. "That was not the best sleep I’ve ever gotten. It ranks up as top 10 worst places to sleep. Everything hurts."
I shrugged; I didn’t need to tell him I didn’t sleep at all. Sleep had not been something that came for me. "Maybe we can salvage beds from The Clinic after the waves. Get yourself together, though; it’s go time."
The remaining players had assembled at the base of the van. They looked at me, and then at the just woken Argus, for commands. It wasn’t that they placed their faith in either one of us; it was simply that Argus and I had taken on the role, and other people were willing to fall in line.
I cleared my thoughts and called out to the group. "All right, everyone, I know that none of you know me well, or at all, and that’s fine. The Wisp from yesterday belongs to me. You may have seen her zooming around. Her name is Lumen. While I was scouting one of the dungeons, I told her to stay and help the guys. As for The Bookstore, I already shared what I know with Brent, and I’ll share with the rest of you after we clear these mobs; but first, I need your help to handle this wave.” I let my words linger for a moment and assessed the players. A few looked irritated, groggy, and scared, but none were ignoring me. I took it as a positive sign.
I reiterated my last words for emphasis. “I need your help.” Behind me, the mobs came closer. Time for a small lie while I have their attention. I need them to listen to me when I offer suggestions and tips.
“I’ve got an ability called File & Dossier. It gives me information about these monsters, these waves, and the dungeons as they come up. Right now, we’ve got more of the Shambling Undead coming at us, and you’ve already seen what they can do, so I don’t need to remind you to be wary of the teeth, but otherwise they’re a weak, starter mob. Everyone here can handle those.”
Most of the gathered players nodded their heads affirmatively. The survivors of the prior day’s wave had destroyed plenty of the monsters. “What we need to be concerned with are the monsters that will come after them. They're called Fetid Climbs, and if the information from my ability is correct, they’ll easily be able to climb over this bus, and they might be able to climb over the concrete barriers and walls around Home Base. So, keep your eyes open, and don’t take safety for granted behind the walls.”
Worried glances were cast towards the walls, and I knew what that look meant; they all imagined the same thing. Monsters jumping from the walls. The reality was easy enough to imagine and matched up with the truth of what was coming. Murmurs followed as I checked the distance between the mobs and the gate. A few minutes, still.

I held up a hand to quiet them all. “It’s the last monster that we need to worry about the most. It’s called a Bloated Ghoul. You can tell them apart because they look much larger than the other mobs. Their bodies are filled with gases. If you strike a killing blow against one of them, run away as fast as you can. They explode and will kill you if you're too close.”
"So, here’s how things are going to go. Argus will make sure the bus is ok. He’ll be working overtime making sure it doesn’t get destroyed, and the rest of you will be split into groups. My Wisp, Lumen, and I will provide a sort of overwatch and quick reaction to support and help as possible to make sure nobody is overwhelmed.”
I felt the hard look of judgement, as some on the ground mistook my words for cowardice. Supports can carry a battle. They just don’t know that yet. Everyone carries their own weight, and I carry those who start to falter. I jumped down from on top of the bus, and Argus rolled his eyes at me and grabbed hold of the ladder and climbed down instead.
With the time that I had left, I turned towards all the players and made sure I had their attention. "Be careful of the Fetid Climbers. I cannot stress this enough. Call out when you see one clear the bus or the walls. Stay alert, stay alive, and we all make it through this in one piece. It’s time. Argus is going to move the bus and unseal us, just like what happened yesterday, and we will take them out as they come in."
A player cleared his throat and looked at me. "Ok I get what you're saying, in theory, but why don’t we just leave the bus there as is? While we’re at it, maybe I should provide overwatch instead of you."
Anger flowed through me, an anger I quickly pushed down as I looked back at the man and responded with a voice of pure authority, "Sure. You want to be the one to put yourself in harm’s way if one of our group is about to die? So be it. Take my place. I’m sure you’ve the skill and some ability to help out, right? Right? Maybe you were a soldier. Or a medic. Or a cop. An EMT? That’s you, right? Sure, if that’s you, you can be responsible for their lives."
The man looked away, unable to respond, and I let it be; instead of pressing him further, I finished my explanation. "It’s really simple. If the bus blocks the way, the monsters will just attack and destroy the bus. Nobody wants that. If we can’t seal this gate at night between waves, nobody sleeps. Again, we don’t want that. The bus is a way to close up at night, and that is worth more to all of us than being a barrier in the way to prolong the inevitable. Whether it’s now, or an hour from now, we will have to fight those monsters. That said, I should have covered all this last night, I’m sorry. That was my mistake, and I’m fixing it now. That said, if anybody has EMT, police, or military experience, please tell me after this wave.”
Argus tapped me on the shoulder and followed the tap with a slap to the back, directing me to look at the encroaching mobs. Without waiting for any kind of reply, the man started to move. "We need to get this going now!"
I nodded, and with a loud voice and some quick hand gestures, I started dividing the group into four different, smaller groups, based on where they were standing. I’d have to dig in later to see if the groups needed to be swapped around and arranged further.
"Here’s one now!" Somebody screamed and pointed over towards the top of the wall. I looked, as did the others. The long and dark claws of a Fetid Crawler curled over the top of the wall and gripped tightly, causing pieces of concrete to tear off and fall to the ground in small chucks. The monster's elongated, grey body followed. It leaped forward and hissed as it brought a claw up in attack.
"Now!" I yelled towards the group closest to the wall. There were four of them in the group, and they were all wearing various sports equipment for gear. They carried hockey sticks that the system had enhanced to act as blades, almost like a basic-level war scythe. “That’s your area. You’re assigned to defend it. Get ready.” Even though the group was prepared, at least as prepared as any of the players had been, their response was slow, sluggish. They hesitated, and death waited for them. The Fetid Crawler turned its body and jumped off the wall to attack them. Or would have, if I wasn’t on overwatch. Not yet. I’d been ready for the botched response.
"Speed me," I commanded, and the Wisp flew out of my collar and aimed the Blessing of Amarath at me like a bolt of yellow lightning. The effect was instant, and time almost seemed to slow as my reactions sped up. With my speed massively reinforced, I surged forward with the Regressors’ Key in my hand and brought the weapon down in a powerful overhand slice that cut straight through the Fetid Crawler’s attacking arm before it could reach the group and tear them apart. The monster hissed and tried to retreat backwards, but I was already on it. Regressors’ Key cut through one limb and then another. I had it effectively pinned down. I gave a look to the group who’d I stepped in for. "Finish it up. Kill it and prepare for the next. Watch out for the jaws, and cut off more pieces if you need to. You all need the experience."
Underneath helmets, their faces paled, but they moved as I instructed. Their hands became a blur of attacks with basic weapons as my words finally motivated them, and their system-enhanced attacks did the rest. I watched and sent the Wisp to refill its mana. "Lumen, same thing as yesterday. Use Blessing of Amarath on the more aggressive fighters. The ones who are willing to close the distance with the enemy need that edge, but reserve the ability only for the ones fighting against the Fetid Climbers or the Bloated Ghouls.”
The Wisp flashed in affirmation that it understood my instructions and flew off. As for me, I headed toward the entrance where the other groups had been stationed. I had a mission to save lives and limit casualties. I can’t trust them to take out the Bloated Ghouls and not die in the process.
The bus rocked back and forth as the undead mobs attacked the walls of the vehicle from the other side of the barricade, while a small portion of their number was let through by the gap left between the bus and the cement wall that surrounded Home Base. The grunts and yells of the defending players were matched by the moans and guttural growls of the undead monsters. The second wave was not as easy as the first had been, and the players struggled to hold their positions.
	//System Notification//
Your party member, Argus, He Who Held The Gate is requesting aid at Targeted Location, Bus.
Party member, Argus, He Who Held The Gate is currently using Repair and is requesting protection.




 "Argus! You’ll have to make it on your own for a minute! I’ll be there as soon as I can," I yelled as a group of players fell back from their position in the defensive funnel as the first of the Bloated Ghouls made its appearance. I scowled as I rushed past the shame-faced trio who had left an opening in the line.
"Be ready to cover back down. Don’t let any of these monsters through," I yelled as I grabbed the ribs of the nearest Shambling Undead and shoved the monster forward, using my superior strength to wield the mob like a shield. I took it one step further and plowed through the crowding mobs to close the distance between me and the Bloated Ghoul. I need to keep it from pushing its way through the opening. If it explodes on this side, I’ll have a lot more quitters on my hands.
With a grunt, I heaved the Shambling Undead away from me into an incoming group of mobs and used the distance to lunge forward with Regressors’ Key and cut the Bloated Ghoul in half. The two halves of the monster dropped to the ground and began to glow red and orange.
 
 
	System Notification
Calculated Kill – Experience Gain Increased – Bloated Ghoul – Undead – Homebase – Experience 9
Working Towards Upgrade Emblem – Undead Slayer - 1




"Explosion!" I yelled, trying to warn the others to disperse and put some distance between us. I grabbed another of the Shambling Undead and used the struggling mob as a shield to absorb the impact of the explosion. Even then, I was not altogether undamaged. Pieces of the Bloated Ghoul went flying in a rain of gore. Some of those pieces landed on my extremities with an acidic hiss that quickly fizzled out. I gritted my teeth in discomfort, but that’s all it was. I survived, although the Shambling Undead I had held onto disintegrated in front of me as it turned into essence and returned to the system.
	System Notification 
**Title Given**
- Once More Into The Breach -
Details: This title will be displayed for all neutral, hostile, and friendly affiliated persons. Whomever possesses this title will automatically be granted a neutral or better standing with goodly factions and will be identified as somebody willing to put themself into danger. The possessor of this title cannot take lethal damage from friendly or neutral parties while in the presence of hostiles.




I grinned, suddenly thankful that friendly fire wasn’t something I needed to worry about killing me. That’s not bad at all. I could use this to ward against betrayal later, or…, but that’s something for future me. With the immediate threat taken out, I turned on the rest of the mobs between me and the bus. I cut through the Shambling Undead with a fury, leaving a bewildered and confused group of players wondering what my secret was.
As for me, I was laser-focused. I climbed up the stairs and left the other players to take care of things until I was needed again. Now that Argus and I were on a team, the older man's location was always visible to me, much like an arrow point or pin that let me know the man's location and vice-versa.
"What happened?" I asked as Argus moved a glowing hand that was more like a blowtorch than anything and held it over a piece of protruding and jagged metal as an oil-like substance ran down the walls of the bus.
Argus cursed and wiped sweat from his brow. "It's the crawling ones. They've really done a number on the walls. The metal is getting peeled like a can of kippers. If the bus gets destroyed, I can't repair it, and I can only repair so much before I need to dip over to the fountain and restore my limited mana pool."
"How long can you last between repairs?" I asked, as my thoughts started to race, and I considered adjusting plans going forward.
Argus was quick to respond. "Maybe 7 minutes at a time. It's not a quick ability; it's a constant effect that goes away as soon as I move. Targeted, but at a range that may as well be on touch; and mind you, I'm almost out of mana already."
I nodded, and out of the corner of my eye I saw my Wisp, Lumen, heading back towards the fountain for mana. "Alright, I've got you. Go."
With Regressors’ Key in my hand, I took to the windows of the bus and stabbed out at the nearby undead. Each blow was fatal, but the undead just kept coming. I took some solace in slaying many of the Fetid Climbers before they could scale the barricade and move over.
A few minutes later, Argus returned with a full mana pool and went back to work, and much to my amazement, I saw the bus return to its original condition as Argus used the Repair ability.
*******************************************
The battle raged on. The pattern remained the same. I ran around and intervened when needed, and in between runs, I would swap with Argus to let the man refill his mana and then go back to the route again. For me, the second wave ended up being more difficult than I thought it would, not because the power of the mobs that came against us was overwhelming, or that the difficulty of the wave had increased that much. Instead, I had to learn a hard lesson.
The allies I had to depend on were so much weaker than those I’d been used to in my last life, and they were so much more willing to quit, and so much more likely to fold under the pressure. It was a new and unfamiliar place for me to be. I had become used to being only average in the forces the King of the Crows had raised in the other timeline, and I had forgotten just how far the needle had moved for what constituted average.
I heard a scream ring out, followed by a terrible, gurgling sound. I turned and saw a Fetid Climber had pulled itself up and launched itself over the wall further in than anyone had expected. The surprise attack caught one of the players unaware while the rest of that player’s group was busy covering the effort to push back a horde of the Shambling Undead.
"Speed me," I shouted to Lumen as I ran over towards the horribly injured player. The man had a shocked and horrified look on his face as he held a hand to a bleeding and bloody mess of gore that had been his neck. Not today. Not going to die today. I held out a hand as I sped across the field. and white and yellow light gathered in my hand as I headed straight towards the dying man. Mana channeled through my body and into the man as I activated the Blessing of Light ability and grabbed ahold of the man and shoved him out of the way, away from danger while I took on the monster.
The mass of gore began to mend together, and the bleeding stopped. The player I saved was no longer on death’s door and seconds away from dying. But he had still taken serious damage, and even with the advantage of using Blessing of Light when already heavily injured, it wouldn’t be enough to restore him to full health. It would have to suffice.
The Fetid Climber hissed and turned back to the player it thought it had killed. I reacted. My weapon was at the ready, and I met the mob midway as it came against me in its own attack. I dodged its claws and held my weapon firm. But rather than simply cut through it, I jammed the Regressors’ Key forward into the monster's mouth, and the blade erupted out the other side.
	System Notification
Over Kill – Experience Gain Increased – Fetid Climber – Undead – Homebase – Experience 7
Working Towards Upgrade Emblem – Undead Slayer - 19




I grabbed the man I’d saved by the collar of his neck and hoisted him up. 
"Get over to the Healing Fountain," I commanded as the man looked at me blankly in a stupor. “Just get to the Healing Fountain.”
As for me, I headed back into battle.




Chapter 31: The Tutorial With All The Menus

After what seemed like hours, the last of the undead mobs were defeated, and the wave for the day ended. All the pending notifications I’d pushed off came at me at once. I got my second support battle summary, and all the other notifications followed, much like what had happened after my fight with the Luuns inside the highway dungeon.
	//System Notification// 
//Condensed Notifications//
Summary
You have killed 22 Shambling Undead. You have gained 66 Experience. 
You have killed 5 Fetid Crawlers, You have gained 30 Experience.
You have killed 2 Bloated Ghouls. You have gained 20 Experience.
**Emblem Granted**
- Undead Slayer Rank I-
*An Emblem bestowed upon those who have smited the Undead.
The first rank is bestowed at 25 Undead Kills.
The second rank is bestowed at 250 Undead Kills.
The third rank is bestowed at 1225 Undead Kills.
The fourth rank is bestowed at 2500 Undead Kills.
The final rank is bestowed at 10000 Undead Kills.
Undead Slayer Rank I bestows the following bonus:
-"Anathema of the Dead" – The very presence of the one who possesses this ability around the undead is damaging to their existence. Deal 1% of max health per minute in holy damage to the undead within 3 feet of the possessor.




A useful ability, but far more useful on somebody else, somebody suited for the front lines. If I could get this ranked up all the way and pass it off to the Dark Titan, he might be able to make far better use of it; it hardly did me any good during the last battle. The monsters that came against us, I stared off into the distance for a moment, not in a memory trigger, but in consideration of the ruined and far-off future I’d left behind, before dismissing the notification and moving on to the next.
	// System Notification// 
// Support Battle Summary//
Assist – Partial Experience – Shambling Undead 59 – City Roaming Zone – Experience 31 
Assist – Partial Experience – Fetid Climber 11 – City Roaming Zone – Experience 11 
Assist – Partial Experience – Bloated Ghoul 4 – City Roaming Zone – Experience 8
Working Towards Upgrade Emblem – Good Samaritan 60




I stared at the screen for a moment and read through the data. I smiled at the sudden windfall of experience. I wasn’t expecting to get anything after there wasn’t a notification from the first wave. I must not have gotten a notification before or credit for the battle because I wasn’t physically here, even if my Wisp was. I’ll need to remember that. I
shrugged. It was something good to learn. I didn’t use summons in the last timeline; I’m going to learn a lot of different things this go-around.
 At some point, I’d need to try and delve deeper into the inner workings of what it meant to be Support and how it interacted with the system. In the other timeline, nobody who was a Supporter had been in the inner circle of the King of the Crows. Nobody who mattered. The role was largely frowned on and limited to those without power. That’ll be different this time.
My thoughts were interrupted by a loud grunt as Argus plopped down on the grass near to me. I looked over and saw the lines of strain and exhaustion that were heavy on the man’s face. I can’t blame him. The second wave was substantially more difficult than I thought it would be, and I was fully engaged for all of it.
The ground looked comfortable. Inviting, even. He’s got the right idea, it’s good to rest when we can. "Mind if I join you?" I asked. I didn’t bother to wait for a reply, it was just a courteous heads-up. I sat down and felt some of the weariness in my body evaporate.
"Yep. Just go ahead, feel free to take a load off your feet and help yourself to some of this green, green grass.” Argus waved a hand, not really caring. The man was too tired to protest, even if he wanted to be alone he didn’t want any company. Argus craned his neck and looked over at me with a laugh. "Man, I thought I was tired this morning. That was one of the hardest things I’ve ever done. I’m spent. Absolutely spent. That was something. Nothing like yesterday."
I looked away uneasily. Something akin to guilt crept up in my thoughts as I thought of the players who’d died while I’d been in The Bookstore. I thought of the four who’d already been lost inside The Bookstore, and the six who still hadn’t returned. “We lost people who could have helped today, and every warm body we lose is one less person to fight alongside us.”
Argus shook his head and made a face. “That’s a fool’s game to start worrying about. Regret is an easy thing to reach out to, and it always follows with easy words, but you forget something. I spent time with all of them yesterday. I did the first wave. I was there with the group, and so far, all we’ve lost is a bunch of chuckleheads.”
The older man grunted and sat up to turn to me. His expression was grim. “I'm serious. You know what it’s like. Don’t think I haven’t noticed the way you handle yourself. There’s a chain for a reason. You know it. I know it, but most of these people? Most of them have no idea how to survive, and all of them can’t help but break the chain.”
I was curious and pressed him on it. “Why is that? What makes you think that’s how it is?”
Argus threw his hands up. “I’ve served. You’ve served. A few of the others have served. We’ve already learned something none of these people were ready for. I’m not the hero of the story, I’m just another cog. That’s hard for people to live with, the realization of just how unimportant in the scheme of things they really are.”
I closed my eyes and tilted back my hand as I turned his words over and over in my mind. No, he’s right, but he doesn’t have to be right. “I disagree. One of the most important lessons I’ve learned in my life is that at the end of the game, the pawn and the king go back in the same box. Even if you and I are only pawns, we're still on the field. We can still make a difference.”
Argus threw his hands up in mock surrender and conceded that point before looking in concern over at the gate. "You’ve got a point; there’s no use saying otherwise. Just, today was hard. Much harder than yesterday, and if tomorrow is even harder, we're going to lose a lot of people."
A shadow crossed my face as surely as it crossed his. I had to look away. That’s the question. What are we going to do now? If things are much harder, we won’t have enough people.
 
	//Memory Trigger//
He had that same, hard look again. We’d only just survived the encounter with the abyssal, and still he held the same, hard look, but something else was there, too, mixed in with it. Something that wanted change, and as hard as it was to reach out, I made the decision to do so. Allies were short to come by, and I’d have no greater ally than him. The man that hated me more than any, the man that was desperate to keep me alive.
"Why did you save me?" The question was as alien to me as it was to him. 
"Because you’re still my son,” he answered and threw a stick into the fire he’d built after I passed out.
I pursed my lips and held back everything I wanted to say. I stayed with the truth. "You know that’s not really true. Not anymore."
He looked at me, and I could see all those swirling emotions in that expression: Hate. Bitterness. Fear. Happiness, even. Eventually, he spoke. "Maybe not, but what happens to my son if something happens to you? You’re wearing his body, aren’t you?"
I had to look away. "It’s not that simple….”
 




"Hey, Jax. I’ve got a question for you," Argus called out to me as the man went back to lazing about on the grass. "What did you do before this? You know, before this all. I already guessed the service, but what after that?”
The question caught me off-guard, and I knew what I’d told Brent, but when it came to the actual answer of what I did before the end of the world, I drew a blank. It largely came in bits and pieces, and none of those really made any kind of sense to me. I only knew a few things, while the more recent memories I had stood out. I didn’t need to share those; I couldn’t really share them. “Nothing special. I worked retail for a while. Nothing great. If I'm being honest, the job was behind the cash register at a gas station. I only recently got out of the service, and I needed the work.”
Argus nodded appraisingly. "Yeah, I thought it might be something like that. We always recognize our own. No shame in finding your way after, either. What did you do when you were in, if you don’t mind me asking?"
I smiled. The question brought back memories of both the best and worst years of my life before the fall. "I was a Scout." A bigger smile broke out on my face. "I enjoyed it.”
Argus held a hand to his chest as if to make a big announcement. "I once rode with the Black Horse, myself. Got into a few pony fights, back when I was a younger man who stood against the dastardly forces of Sloveria. I've lost a bit of my fighting edge since then." Argus slapped his knee hard to make the point. He seemed saddened by the last part.
"I think you need to see things differently," my words hung in the air for a second as I considered my response carefully. "You see the screens, right? If those screens are any indicator, I think you have a good chance of getting that strength back, and then some. You, me, everybody, we all just might become stronger than we’ve ever been. We just have to get through this first."
"You think?" Argus asked curiously as he sat up and gave me his undivided attention.
"Yeah. We just need to figure out what route works best for you, like what specialty, and start to tailor your status towards it, with the right abilities and stat distribution," I answered, hoping the man would let me lead him a little bit.
"Wow, wait a second, what do you mean, ‘status’? Like that thing I saw earlier when we teamed up, right?" Argus replied, understanding started to dawn on him. As soon as he said ‘status’, the man’s eyes went wide. "Whoa, hey. Status screen? Hey, wait a second, what are all these numbers? What do we mean? This is what you were talking about, right, Jax?"
I looked over at Argus, and the man was staring out into space while his eyes moved back and forth. I knew what Argus was looking at, the status screen that only he could see.
"That’s it exactly," I replied as a realization hit me, he’s never upgraded before. Maybe none of them have. "Hey, don’t touch anything until I teach you how to do it."
"Oh, wow." Argus exclaimed. "All right. I’ve never seen any of this. It's saying I’ve got experience points, and I can use those to buy abilities and stats. What do you think I should do?"
I considered our next option for a moment and wanted to make sure the right decision was made. I held up a hand to get his attention. "Hold off on doing anything just yet. How many experience points does it say you have?"
Argus frowned and squinted his eyes as he parsed over the blue screen. "It says here I’ve got 164 experience points now and that I’m level 5. I’ve got 4 unused stat points, too."
"What about abilities? Just read ofo the names and give me a quick summary?" I asked him, as my mind turned. I was already trying to factor costs. He might be able to get one ability; that’s not terrible, though. I gained a decent amount of experience on the last wave, compared to the first one. Being on a team has benefits; we each get a bit of shared experience.
"Alright, I’ve got five abilities I can purchase right now. The first is Auto Turret for 150, the second is Guard Tower for 235, the third is Breath of Fire for 150, the fourth is Oil Slick for 265, and the last one is Pillbox for 1000; uh, it seems that last one is for some kind of bunker ability. Thought I should clarify." Argus put a hand to his face, and I could tell the man was deep in thought as he processed what it meant to actually buy an ability. 
An idea hit me. "Hold on, I need to check something on my end. Don’t buy anything yet. I have to use a different system to check my own stats."
I ran over to the upgrade terminal and brought up my own status menu.
	//System Notification//
Congratulations!
Title SOLD 
The Lonely Wanderer of Apocalypse
Details: 3000 experience points have been credited to your account. You now have 3284 experience.


	System Notification 
Level Up Notice
Details: Since the last time you visited an upgrade terminal, you have gained 2 levels and have 4 stat points unused. Please apply those unused points at your earliest convenience.




Perfect, that’s exactly what I needed. "Just a few more minutes, Argus," I called out as the man got up and walked over to the upgrade terminal where I was. Argus was curious, and he looked, but for him, the upgrade terminal showed nothing. That kind of information was reserved only for team planning.
I turned towards him, and a plan started to form that would sync well with how I was building myself. “Hey, will you sell me the Auto Turret ability? I think I can apply it to Lumen, my Wisp. I’ll pay you 1000 experience for it, conditional on you purchasing Pillbox."
Argus didn’t even need time to consider it. "That seems like a good deal to me. I trust you. All right, let’s do this." The man summoned his own status menu and then looked over at me. "Now what?"
I guided him through the steps until finally the ability was confirmed. "Now, all you need to do is say System, Sell to teammate, Jax Nolan, Ability Auto Turret for 1000 experience points, and then the system will handle the rest.”
The man nodded and did as I had instructed. Immediately after, a verification window popped up in front of me. Perfect. This is working out great.
 
	//System Notification//
Teammate, Argus would like to initiate a sales trade.
He offers ability Auto Turret
in exchange for
1000 experience points.
Would you like to Accept Yes/No?
Auto Turret 1/20 - Cost of 2nd Purchase 1225
-The possessor of this ability is able to summon a permanent defensive turret that attacks all nearby enemies. The turret may be re-summoned if destroyed or banished. The turret is immune to all poisons and mental attacks. It cannot be harmed, nor do harm to spectral mobs. The turret’s attacking power is equal to the summoners INT*.8, and the rate of attack is equal to AGI*.05. Each purchase of the Auto Turret ability increases the number of turrets which may be summoned at one time.
.




I immediately selected Yes. I trusted Argus well enough, but the plan coming forward had little room for error or for sudden retractions of an offer. "Go ahead and purchase Pillbox now."
Argus nodded with a grin as he looked at some of the higher pillars on the cement walls surrounding Home Base. "I can see how an ability like that on your Wisp could do a number on things. And if you’re buying the ranks directly from me, I can use the extra points."
I laughed. "Yeah, it’s a good racket you’ve got. I’ll put it all to good use, though, so don’t overcharge me too badly."
 
 
	//System Notification//
Teammate Argus has acquired the Pillbox ability
Pillbox 1/3 – Cost of 2nd Purchase 10000
-The possessor of this ability may summon a permanent defensive structure. Four individuals may seek refuge in the Pillbox at a time. The health of the Pillbox is equal to 1000+STR*7.5 of the summoner, and the reflective damage of the Pillbox is equal to 1% of damage + INT*.005 per attack.
Additional rankings of Pillbox will unlock additional functionality and other defensive passives.




I looked at Argus. “Wow. That’s outstanding. Better than I was expecting. I’m a little less worried about the bus getting destroyed, now. That’s about it for abilities. I’d say it’s your call where you want those stat points, but it might be worth holding onto them until we get a sense of how we need your stat distribution to go." It was an idea, but I wasn’t entirely convinced of it.
Argus nodded his head proudly. "Yeah, that is pretty good. I’m glad you talked me into it. As for the stat points? I just put everything on strength. We can revisit the spread later, right? It looks like all my stuff works with strength and intelligence. Besides, once we finish, maybe you need to loop everyone else in to how this all works, since you’ve got the leg up on how to get it running."
I nodded. He’s got a point. I just assumed all of them would adjust easily enough and figure it out. Let me finish this, and I’ll do some hip-pocket training.
 "Good call, but first, I need to finish this up." I turned back to the Upgrade Terminal and went straight to my status menu, and as soon as I saw the 4 unused points, I immediately applied them to intelligence to bring the value from 11 to 15.
//Status Sheet\\
 
	Name – Jax Nolan

	Unused Experience Points - 02284


	Health – 195 Points

	Mana – 175 Points


	Health Regeneration - .135 Per Minute

	Mana Regeneration – .225 Per Minute


	Player
Level – 8 * -Unused Points -0

	-Title-
"Call Me Doctor Love"-15% Mana Cost of Support Abilities. Increase of .005 base Mana Regeneration.
“Once More Into The Breach"
-Cannot take lethal damage from friendly or neutral parties while in the presence of hostiles.


	Strength - 9
Agility - 5
Intelligence – 11 - > 15

	Current Primary Quest
-Defend Your Home Base-
Finished Quests
-The Running of the Mobs-
-Draconian Measures-


	Earned Emblems
Goblin Slayer I
Slime Slayer I
Undead Slayer I
 


	Abilities
Blessing of Light
Summon Wisp

	Passive Upgrades
Draconian Measures – Redundant Internal Organs (Heart Unlocked)
100/3000 Mana Gained From Crystals
150/3000 Health Gained From Coffee
Recipe Cards
-Coffee
-Healing Ointment
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Making good progress, and I’ve still those unapplied abilities I need to get into the rotation once I can. I’ve got one slot to use, too, but I need another level of Summon Wisp in order to give it Auto Turret. Hasn’t been enough time for new things to get to the shop, though.
	Experience Purchase Menu – Available Points – 2284


	Items


	Witches Pokey Hat Cost 4400 - In Stock – 5* Grants the wearer the Cursed Charm ability. Targets under the effect of the charm can be turned into permanent golems that follow the user. Every stat of the golem thus created is equal to 1.3 of the original stat. 
Bloody Casual Wear Cost 5 – In Stock 41891
*Provides no current advance, save as replacement clothing. Unpurchased items will be phased out during the next cycle.


	Abilities


	Summon Wisp 1/10 - Cost of 2nd Purchase 1440-The possessor of this ability is able to summon a spiritual companion. A Wisp. The Wisp is a permanent companion, and if destroyed or banished, may be resummoned. The Wisp cannot take physical damage. The Wisp’s strength is equal to INT*1.1. The Wisp’s agility is equal to INT*1.7. The Wisp’s intelligence is equal to INT*2.2. Each purchase of the Wisp ability increases the number of ability slots the Wisp may be taught and used. Abilities may be purchased from the shop, for the Wisp. This ability may be purchased 10 times.
Blessing of Amarath 1/5 - Cost of 2nd Purchase 1750-The possessor of this ability is able to bestow a buff upon the target that doubles movement speed. Additionally, this ability increases overall agility by INT*1.3. The blessing lasts for 30 seconds. Each purchase of this blessing increases the scaling of the agility buff by .125 and adds an extra 3 seconds to the buff’s duration. This ability may be purchased 5 times. 
(Mana Cost – 30 Per Cast – 5 Minute Cooldown)
Icy Touch 0/6 – Cost of 1st Purchase 100-The possessor of this ability deals in damage per second, rounded down to the nearest whole number, INT*.019, and puts the debuff Cold on the target. This ability can stack twice and can stack again for each rank of Icy Touch purchased. This ability can be purchased 6 times. 
Cold – Reduces all movement by 5%. 
(Mana Cost – 5 Mana Per Cast – .5 second cooldown)
Twisting Vines 0/7 - Cost of 1st Purchase 100-The possessor of this ability is able to sprout vines at the target location. These vines will attach themselves to whomever, or whatever passes through the area, and the vines temporarily immobilize them while dealing damage per second equal to 1% of the target’s remaining health + INT*.3 in flat 1-time damage upon entry to the location. Location size is equal to a 2-by-2 square. This ability increases in size by the base factor per rank and can be purchased 7 times. 
(Mana Cost – 30 – 6 Minute Cooldown)
Summon Golem 0/6 - Cost of 1st Purchase 100-The possessor of this ability is able to summon an autonomous golem that follows the user and protects them from harm. The Golem’s strength is equal to INT*1.5, and the Golem’s agility is equal to INT*.9. Additionally, the material with which the spawned Golem is made in quality with every purchase of the ability. Mud, Wood, Bronze, Iron, Steel, Platinum. This ability may be purchased 6 times. 
(Mana Cost – 60 – 3 Hour Cooldown)
Cloak of Fire 0/8 - Cost of 1st Purchase 100-The possessor of this ability is covered in a thin layer of fire that deals damage each of 1 + INT*.05 per second in rounded down to the nearest whole number damage to all hostiles touching the possessor of the ability. Bonus damage increases by .05 with every purchase of the ability. This ability may be purchased 8 times. 
(Mana Cost – 5 Mana Per Second – No Cooldown)
Blessing of Light 1/3 - Cost of 2nd Purchase 1250
-The possessor of this ability is able to cast a targeted healing buff that instantly grants a flat 30% health restoration, and a regenerative effect of 10% of max health per second following, for a total of 3 + (INT*.1) seconds. Additionally, while under the effect of the regeneration, the receiver of the healing receives a flat damage reduction of 5%. Each purchase of this ability reduces the cooldown by 30 minutes. This ability may be purchased 3 times. 
(Mana Cost – 50 – 3 Hour Cooldown)
Raise Dead 0/30 - Cost of 1st Purchase 100
-The possessor of this ability is able to permanently raise the corpse of a nearby dead animal, monster, or humanoid. Enemy or ally. This is a permanent minion that will follow and protect you. The base stats of the undead raised by this ability are 3 + (INT*.3) for strength, and 1 + (INT*.2) for agility. Each purchase of this ability increases the total max minion count by one, and the stat bonus per intelligence point by a base .05 and .04 respectively. This ability may be purchased 30 times.
No More Abilities Yet Available In The Store


	Available Stat Points


	Strength Points Available – 59 – Cost of 2nd Purchase 40
Agility Points Available – 19 – Cost of 1st Purchase 35
Intelligence Points Available – 7 – Cost of 2nd Purchase 50
Increase Health by 50 – Packs Available – 8 – Cost of 1st Purchase 200
Increase Mana by 50 – Packs Available – 3 – Cost of 1st Purchase 350
Increase Health Regeneration by 1 Per Second – Packs Available – 2 – Cost of 1st Purchase 700
Increase Mana Regeneration by 1 Per Second – Packs Available – 9 – Cost of 1st Purchase 900


	No More Purchase Categories Currently Available In The Store
Please check back again later for our future offerings. 
Clan Stones! Class Items and Accessories!
Sorry for the inconvenience! 
-Fortuna




All right, I’ve got 2284 experience points remaining. I have to get a 2nd point of Summon Wisp; that’ll leave me with 844 points. I’ve got an open ability slot, and with how much time I’m spending in the fray with intelligence being my main stat, I should pick up a rank in Cloak of Fire. That’ll bring me down to 744 points, and with the remaining, I can pick up the Increase Mana by 50 pack, and that’ll bring me down to 394, and then the Increase Health by 50 will bring me down to 194, and then I put the rest into intelligence points. If those increase by 20 every time in cost, I should be able to get 2 points for 120, and that’ll leave me with 74 points. Enough to round it out with a single point in strength and agility. Leaving me with just 4.
"Yeah, that’s what I’ll do," I muttered and made the selection. 
 
 
	Price and Inventory Update – 
Available Points 0004

Strength Point 59>58 – Cost of 3rd Purchase 60
Agility Point 19>18 – Cost of 2nd Purchase 55
Intelligence Point 7 > 5 – Cost of 4th Purchase 90
Cloak of Fire 1/8 - Cost of 2nd Purchase 1550
Summon Wisp 2/10 - Cost of 3rd Purchase 2880
 








Chapter 32: When A Plan Comes Together


"Lumen," I called, and the Wisp peeked out the hem of my jacket with an aura of subdued, white light. "I’ve got a surprise for you."
Colors changed immediately, and Lumen brightened. I had to turn away as Wisp darted out in its radiance. The light returned to more normal levels, and I returned my gaze. I could have sworn the Wisp was a little bigger. From upgrading it. I’d forgotten that summons could grow in size with every rank increase.
 "Now that I’ve got your second level unlocked, we can assign you a new ability, and I’ve already got it figured out. This one is called Auto Turret. It’s a defensive ability, but if used right, it’ll be good for attacking, as well.” I explained, and the Wisp’s body contoured in a look I took as confusion. I assigned Auto Turret to Lumen. The Wisp jolted forward and looked at me happily as it twirled three times in the air. 

 “Right now, you can only summon one of them at a time, and it’ll keep attacking enemies until we dismiss it, or it gets destroyed, or you summon another one. It’ll be useful in the upcoming battles and should stack well with defensive positions and hard-to-reach places.
"Like…." my voice trailed off as I glanced around. Argus coughed, and he pointed over towards the pillars that connected the points of the cement wall covering Home Base. “Yeah, over there. Lumen, go ahead and put an Auto Turret on top of the pillar nearest the bus.”
The Wisp happily responded and flew off as it cycled through white and gold colors.
Argus walked over and stood next to me. "That’s really something. Do you really think this will make a difference in what’s coming? You sounded pretty serious. Did I make a mistake selling you the Auto Turret?"
"That’s a fair question. I don’t think so though. Lumen can put Auto Turrets in places you and I can’t. Right now, it might not seem like a big thing, but imagine putting an Auto Turret down where monsters can’t get to it at all, and then the Auto Turret just whittling their numbers down. Besides, the Wisp has an advantage you don’t. If Lumen dies, I can just re-summon her. If you die, the ability would die with you.”
 Argus frowned and prodded me back to answering his question. “But, yes,” I continued, “Absolutely, it will make a difference, and the more we figure out how things work, the better off we will all be. The more powerful we’ll be as a group. We’ve three more days here, but what comes next? I can assume things only get harder as we go. Speaking of which, I need to talk to everybody."
 
"Hmmm…" Argus looked over at the Wisp on top of the bus and sighed. "You’ve got a point. Besides, once I get that Pillbox up, I imagine I’ll be a lot safer inside, and as you say, the Wisp can get re-summoned. Still... I’d feel better once we can do a little more damage. You said a team was 4 people, right? Maybe we need to start recruiting."
I nodded. "You’re right, we do need to recruit. I’d hoped Brent would be a third, but he and five others still haven’t come back from The Bookstore, and it’s hard to pick out who's a good fit. I’m gonna try that right now. Let’s see if I can convince somebody to join us." I turned away from Argus and scanned around before holding my hands up to my mouth.
"Hey, everyone, get over here. We need to talk." I yelled as loudly as I could, and a few people wandered over. That’s not enough. "I know how to survive the rest of these waves. Come over here if you want to live. We’ve got three days left of this, and it’s only going to get harder from here, and it’s going to be harder to save any of you when the mobs hit. Help me help you. Anyone that doesn’t come over here, I won’t be healing if you get hit."
That got most of the rest of them, though I still noticed a few stragglers bristled and made faces before deciding to form up as a group. I could tell by their posture they were looking to head off, and judging by the direction they were heading, it was to The Grocer. I haven’t been able to scout it out yet, but if they want to take that one themselves, so be it.
"Hey guys, you got someplace else you need to be?" I called out loud enough that I knew they could hear me. I wanted to put them on the spot, but they kept walking. The leader actually flicked his wrist and made a hand gesture, as if to send a nonverbal command to them, and a message to me. I felt conflicted. Five of them. I’m going to lose another five because they want to do things their own way. It’s always the same with these people. It doesn’t matter which lifetime or timeline. Some people just can’t make the changes needed to survive, thrive even. And this? Them taking off? That makes things harder in the near term, but it takes out tomorrow's problems. I’ll try to wrap up this class really quickly and follow them. They look like they’ve got a ringleader; I’ll see what I can do about him before deciding whether or not I can save the group."

I turned back to the others and continued the instruction. "Anyway, just hear me out a few minutes more.
Let’s go over your stats really quickly. If you didn’t already figure it out, the world is on fire, and everything has gone crazy. That said, we’ve been granted something, a system, and it lets us gain power like what you’d see in a video game. I don’t know why; that’s just the way it works. Levels are applied automatically, and for each level you get 2 stat points. That’s it."
I took a breath and motioned for Argus to come over and stand next to me. "The next part is where things get complicated. The system uses the experience you earn as a currency. You can use this currency to buy abilities. The abilities you can buy aren’t necessarily what somebody else can buy. The pool is randomized per person. I read a notification that said you can use a redraw to get new abilities to buy, but I have no idea how to make that happen. I'm assuming you can buy it. That said, I’ve purchased a couple of abilities so far. The cost gets more expensive each time, so if there's something you really think will help you, you might have to save up. That said, if you save up too long, you might not survive.”
“You have to be able to survive today and tomorrow first. Lastly, stat points matter. These aren’t randomly assigned. Each time somebody is killed near you, a random amount of their stat points go to the system, and the rest of us can purchase those points. You’ll need all of them. I’m assuming we won’t have a Healing Fountain in whatever challenge follows these next couple of days, so keep that in mind when you’re assigning and buying stats. Don’t ignore any fundamentals, such as health.”
"If you want to access your status menu, simply say, ‘status’, or ‘status menu’," I explained, "and the blue screen will pop up for you. Don’t be alarmed; only you can see your own blue screen unless you team up, in which case some data is shared. Build on that data; try to build teams with each other. Teams share in each other’s experience and can communicate easily. That might not seem big, but it absolutely is. Just keep that in mind as you're trying to figure out teams. Teams max out at 4 members."
That’s enough for now. I’ll have Argus help with the rest. "Now, if you need any additional help, ask Argus; he’s already just as familiar as I am. Otherwise, I need to go. I have to head over to The Grocer to make sure those five who just snuck off don’t get themselves killed. If you think you can handle it, let me know. I’m looking for teammates.
I’ve got room for two. Give me your best pitch."
Nobody came forward. "Let me ask you one more time," I said as I parsed the crowd. "I’ve got two slots left on my team. Argus is a defensive specialist, and I’m a support specialist. As some of you can attest, you’ve seen that I can heal, and I can give you a speed boost. Mobility is king, and healing can keep you alive. I’m working on getting other supplemental abilities, as well. So, who wants to be a part of this team?”
Argus stood straight next to me, and the old man cleared his throat before speaking up. “From the looks of it, this ability stuff is coming at me hard, so bear with me a little bit. But from what I can gather, I’ll be able to make and repair defenses that’ll help us all sleep a little better at night.”
Argus turned to me and continued. “We’ve already hooked up one ability to his Wisp, so don’t be surprised when you see a turret firing at monsters tomorrow. So, like he said, who wants to join us?"
The older man stepped back, and he nodded at me appreciatively for the support. I would have been friends with him in the other timeline, if he’d survived long enough for our paths to cross. It wasn’t lost on me that, still, none of the players came up to me or Argus to get any instructions on how to make their status or the ability system work for them.
I looked out at the crowd, and underneath my gaze they withered and looked away. None could look me in the eye. Looks of shame and guilt flashed across faces in obvious expressions, while some were not so obvious. Feet shifted uneasily against the stone pavement, and others kicked at rocks and dirt idly, while others looked away altogether and pretended they couldn’t hear me, pretended they didn’t notice. So be it; I tried. Not all of them need my help, but they’ll all have to find their own way if they don’t listen to me. The rest were polite enough to give me their attention, but I could tell they were eager for me to move out so they could rest between the waves and figure out the system on their own and map out their own upgrade paths.
I motioned to the crowd and pointed down the stone path that led away from the centralized plaza towards The Grocer that lay just beyond a small parking lot. "That’s where the two of us are heading. Five people already went that way. I’d like to make sure they survive, but more than that, I want to know more about that dungeon. It might be show us things that help to keep us alive, and in a world like this, knowledge is power and will help to keep us all alive. Staying out of dungeons isn’t a choice, but going in smart is. I’d like to go in smart."
My words were lost on them. Argus smiled sadly at me and shook his head as if to say, Wrap it up. They don’t care. "Fine, even if you don’t want to team up with the two of us, do this. Communicate amongst yourselves. Learn more about each other, lean on each other’s strengths, and find out your weaknesses. Improve yourselves and survive. I expect you all to group up into fours by the time we get back. Formally do it; team up using the system. Explore your options. I’m sure you’ve got gamers among you, right? This is no different than checking your load out pre-drop or figuring out how to use a favorite character in a MOBA. The only difference between then and now is that this is real life. And if you make the wrong choice, you die. Other people die, that's it.
"So, you guys figure it out. Make the decision. I’ve got two slots left on this team, and unless somebody decides to take up the mantle, I’m the only healer, and my team has priority."
Argus put a hand on my shoulder. "Let’s go."
I sighed and wasn’t surprised that nobody stepped forward. “All right, Argus, let's go.”
 




Chapter 33: A New Player Approaches

“Wait! I’d like to come with you!” A feminine voice shouted out from the edge of the crowd. I looked and somebody stepped forward. The only volunteer among the entire lot. She was a young woman in her late teens or early twenties, with a short hair cut in the bowl style and a green and black flannel overshirt that was many sizes too large. In her hand, she carried a long-handled pot. I had personally seen her beat a Shambling Undead to death with it.
“All right, thank you for volunteering. What’s your name?” I asked as I tried to be as welcoming as I could to the newest addition to my team, since nobody else bothered.
She put a hand out, and she looked at me to shake it, and then offered the same to Argus while replying, “I’m Katrina Peterson. Or Kat for short. That’s easiest for everybody.”
I nodded. I wasn’t going to turn anyone down at this point since only Argus was willing. “All right, then, Kat, let’s make it official. Would you like to join our team?" I asked the question, and the notification went out on the system as a request.
	//System Notification//
Kat - No Title has joined your party! 
Now Showing Limited Allied Status Sheet
//Status Sheet\\


	Name – Katrina (Kat) Peterson

	Unused Experience Points - 0133


	Health – 15 Points

	Mana – 25 Points


	Health Regeneration - .045 Per Minute

	Mana Regeneration – .075 Per Minute


	player 
Level – 3* -Unused Points -0

	-Title-
None


	Strength -3
Agility - 6
Intelligence – 5

	Current Primary Quest
-Defend Your Homebase-
Finished Quests
-The Running of the Mobs-


	Earned Emblems
None


	Abilities
None

	Passive Upgrades
Explosive Growth


	
	

	

	
	



Not much to show yet, but that Explosive Growth passive has a lot of upside, if I can safely help her to get additional experience. "Welcome to the team, Kat." I said. "Don’t forget to go over our status screens, too; you need to be familiar with abilities."
”All right," she replied as she looked ahead at the information and reviewed what she saw. "Hey, does this team have a name yet?"
I laughed, and Argus poked me with an elbow to prod me on. "No, not yet, but once we’ve got a fourth member on the team, we will figure something out. Are you ready to go?"
She shook her head. "Not yet, not even a little bit. I need some help. Can you help me with the system? I was afraid to say something before."
"Yeah, that’s not an issue." I replied and looked at Argus. "I’ll do like what I did with him. Read off your offered abilities, and I’ll try to guide you. What are you leaning towards wanting to do?"
Her answer was barely more than a whisper, but there was a determination behind it. A determination that was just starting to grow, and I respected that. "I want to get stronger. I want to get so strong that nothing can ever harm me again. I want monsters to be afraid of me. I want….”
"I can help with that. Okay, tell me what you’ve got." I commanded.
Kat looked straight ahead, and her hand started moving about in the air like she was navigating a screen. "My first ability is called Mist Cloaking. It says I’ve got a 10 second window where I go invisible and that I can walk through objects. The first attack after has bonus damage applied."
I looked at Argus to see what his thoughts were, and Argus shrugged before replying. "That sounds useful. I could have used that the other day at the bus when all those undead crowded the door.”
I grimaced. “Yeah, that’s a good point you make. Let’s put that on the short list."
"What’s the next one?" I asked, my eyes darting over towards The Grocer. I was eager to move on. I didn’t want to lose another party.
She nodded and continued, "Let’s see. I’m sorry to keep bothering you, but I don’t really know what this means. It says Mana Burn and that all my attacks will damage the target's mana pool instead of their health, and that half of the mana burned this way is given to the target as damage."
"That’s a good ability, if we build you right," I replied, thinking of the Nimbus Strike passive I might be able to give her, "but keep going."
"Ok, ok," she replied as she turned her attention back to the blue screen in front of her. "All right, looks like the next one is called Double Strike. It’s an activated ability that applies my next attack twice. All of the abilities say they cost 125 experience."
Argus looked impressed and waited for me to chime in with my input.
"All right. Give me a second to figure this out,” I responded as I made a gesture for them to wait so I could deduce the best way to use the small amount of experience Kat had. The ability, Double Hit, will scale infinitely and become more useful as time goes on. I can stack it with the Nimbus Strike, too, which has that 20% chance of applying an attack twice, both of which get an RNG roll from the initial attack, and then from the Double Hit. That said, Kat can get that attack later. Closing with an enemy and surviving the encounter needs to be a bigger focus. I can make her a powerhouse or an assassin, but none of that matters if she dies in the meantime.
 I considered the next ability. Mana Burn. This could be what really sets her apart. The one-hit application to destroy an enemy’s mana is big, and if she has Double Hit and Nimbus Strike, both would also apply the same effect. That would make her an extremely effective counter to sustain-type magic enemies, but only a few mobs depend on mana and magic attacks. It’s not useless, by any means; it would work best against other people. I looked at the girl and remembered a hard truth. It’s other people I should be concerned with. Hell is other people, as the saying goes.
	//Memory Trigger//
The entrance to the Gehenna Dungeon was behind me. It had been hidden in the basement of the old church; I knew that already. I’d missed the chance during my first life, but not this one. In my wake, I’d left a trail of destruction as I tore through the dungeon. But my power couldn’t save her from the worst monster of all. I cradled her body in my hands as I emerged from the dungeon. Lifeless. The wound had been mortal, but I knew the one I could return her to, the leader of the elves. He would help me. He would heal her. The elf bore me no love, but for his sister, Galen, the leader of the elves, would break his vow of noninterference and save her.
I walked through the silent city. I ignored the looks of hate and fear from the other players. I kept my eyes focused on my goal, my destination. The Citadel of the Elves stood tall on the horizon of the city. I only had to reach it. I was prepared to endure the stares and their hate to save her. But I was waylaid, not by the elves, but by the others. Humans who resented my power and had come into some of their own.
A spear of streaming silver and steel pierced my calf as the first of them jumped down from their ambush point. They had been waiting for me, not just one, but a group. I tore the spear free and tossed it ahead as the next one attacked me, a powerful man with a hardened fist who overestimated the force of his attack. I was stronger, even as injured and tired as I was. He was no match for me. I met him head-on.
Surprise crossed his face as I grabbed the outside of his attacking arm around the elbow and used my momentum to swing around and grab hold of his neck. I gave it a wrench. Bones cracked and broke. The man fell to the ground. A dazed look replaced the one of surprise on his face as his dying brain realized he was already dead.
A crimson glyph erupted underneath me, and I activated my own speed boost and surged forward with a massive jump, as the glyph connected with the sky and a pillar of flame incinerated everything. With a powerful push of my enhanced body, I jumped into the air towards the mage, but rather than fear, a smile spread across the mage’s face.
A trap! I realized too late as the other party members appeared. Each of them was holding a stream of golden netting. The netting spread across the sky and slammed into me. I wasn’t able to move and fell to the ground.
"Do you know what you're doing?" I roared from beneath the magic as the bars of light spawned around me. Shackles of gold sped through the air and wrapped around my ankles, then wrists, and lastly my neck, sealing my power as my mana burned just as quickly as I could restore it. I reached within the well of power within myself and pushed the power of my magic as far as it could go, but no matter the effort I put into it, I could not will the power into existence. The power that had brought the old world to heel. It remained sealed within me. The shackles grew heavier and pulled me down, draining my stats just as easily as it had drained my mana.
I struggled against the cage, but my power was fully suppressed. It took all the energy I had left to look up at the man, the guild leader, and his companions, and as they condemned me to the deepest pit of the dungeon, I promised one day to have my revenge against him. Shame filled me. I failed in my mission, but I remembered each face, and I would return.




The memory faded. I remember that day. The day the Guild of Light ambushed the King of the Crows and used their guild ability to try and seal him away. Mana Burn isn’t for monsters; it's for other people.
I settled on an ability. Mist Cloaking will let her survive and get out of situations she otherwise wouldn’t be able to escape. Like the same sort of hard crowd control that stopped the King of the Crows; and, as powerful as she could get in just raw damage, I need her to live to see that.
I turned and looked at Kat. "You will get stronger, and with a bit of time you will become powerful, but I need to make sure you live to see that. For now, get the Mist Cloaking ability. Use it defensively to stay out of danger. If you time it right, it can also save you from taking physical damage, so be mindful of its cooldown. Do you understand?"
Kat nodded. “Yeah. Survival-based utility now, and everything else later.”
“That’s it in a nutshell. Go ahead and do it.” I responded.
Argus flashed her a thumbs up in support, and Kat reached out hesitantly towards the blue screen and made the selection that would set her on a new path forward.
 
	//System Notification//
Teammate Kat – No Title has acquired ability Mist Cloaking
Mist Cloaking 1/10 - Cost of 2nd Purchase 1000
-The possessor of this ability is able to become invisible and untargetable by physical attacks. Upon use of an attack or use of a different ability, Mist Cloaking is cancelled. Any physical attack that cancels Mist Cloaking deals damage equal to STR +AGI*2.7. Mist Cloaking costs 10 mana to activate and 1 mana per second to maintain. Each purchase of this ability increases the damage scaling ratio of the user’s AGI and STR. This ability may be purchased 10 times.
(Mana Cost – 10 To Activate, 1 MPS to maintain – 9 Minute Cooldown)
 


	



I looked at Kat. "Go ahead and use it, get used to it, I imagine it can be extremely disorientating the first time you use it."
Kat nodded and activated the ability. She more evaporated than disappeared in front of us. Argus’s jaw dropped. I turned away to avoid the man seeing me laugh. Everything he’s seen over the past couple days, and this is what shocks him? Argus stepped forward and tried to touch Kat with his hand, but his hand only passed through the air.
"All right, Kat, go ahead and start walking towards the fountain," I commanded as I composed myself. I tapped on Argus’s shoulder to get his attention as I pointed to the shifting dirt and rocks that marked where Kat stepped.
Suddenly, the invisibility ended, and Kat appeared. "Ran out of mana," she explained.
I waved it away. “It’s fine. Go and drink from the Healing Fountain. Fill up your mana, just keep in mind how quickly that went. You can’t stay invisible forever, just long enough to get a head start."
"Yeah," she muttered, "That was weird, but cool, too. I’ll need to put some points into my intelligence so I can do that for longer."
"That’s fine, just don’t overdo it, either. Mist Cloaking has its use, but it's not meant to be an ability that you lean on all the time. Think utility, escape, initiation," I explained and then pointed down to follow up on my point. "See that? You still leave footprints. You can’t be attacked physically, but you still leave evidence of your presence; and remember, it's physical attacks only. To the trained enemy, or a perceptive-enough monster, they’ll be able to figure out a way."
She nodded and walked over to the Healing Fountain and cupped some water in her hands and drank it, instantly refilling all her mana. "Thanks."
I nodded. "Time to go. We’ve waited long enough, and I want to check on those guys who went to The Grocer."
The three of us went to take off. Before we got far, a man stood up who’d been leaning against the wall. A man with a horrible-looking scar around his neck. A man that I recognized as the lucky fighter I had saved when a Fetid Crawler had torn out part of his neck.
"I never said thank you for what you did," the man acknowledged as I stuck out a hand to shake with his. "You saved my life. My name’s Dominic. I heard what you said, and I feel bad about not joining you, but I just can’t. I’m sorry." The man unconsciously brushed against the scar. "I’m just, I can’t. You know?"
I patted him on the back, and the group moved on. "You’ll have plenty of time to be brave in the future. For now, just try to act if anyone does anything reckless while I’m doing this and let me know what I miss."
With that, we walked away from the bigger group, and once we were out of earshot, Argus turned towards me, "So… aren’t you worried about it only being the three of us now to take on the dungeon?"
I shook my head. "Not even a little bit. As far as I can tell from when I’ve gone through the information I was given, these dungeons almost always follow a logical pattern. They have a puzzle to them, a puzzle to be figured out. That’s not always the case. If I understood correctly, we will come across continuous battle dungeons, battlefield dungeons, continuous raid dungeons, survival dungeons, and open-ended dungeons. I think The Grocery Store might by a continuous raid dungeon."
Kat spoke up. "So, what are you expecting to find once we get in the store, Jax?"
I paused for a moment and considered. "I’m expecting to find a lot of things, lots of things on shelves. I’d like to find a cola, but overall, I would suggest not touching anything you see until after we have some harder data about how this dungeon works."
 "What makes you think we need to be that careful, though?" Argus asked curiously, the wrinkles on his forehead shading his eyes.
"It was the way the prompt read," I replied. "Something about the items you draw, draw proportional attention. So, that has me thinking. Let's say you grab a water, does that mean the dungeon would spawn a low-level monster like the Shambling Undead in response? Or would it force you to pay some kind of value in experience for that bottle of water? What would happen if you were to load a whole cart? Or a high-dollar item? Would it spawn a leveled Shambling Undead? Would it spawn a bunch of Shambling Undead? Or would it spawn something much stronger than anything we’ve seen so far? Something feels off about this. It feels like a trap for the greedy."
Argus nodded. "That actually makes a lot of sense. Speaking of which, Jax, you already cleared The Bookstore? What happened in there?"
I sighed. "I didn’t really clear it; I was just able to leave. The bookshelves are arranged like a maze in there. I found an exit to the maze and got out. Some of the books, themselves, are actually monsters. I didn’t come across any other monsters while I was in there, at least not directly. Like, I didn’t have to fight the Quiet Librarian, but I did catch glimpses of it; I think it might be some kind of mimic or changeling. I do think there might be a trick to it. I noticed three cups of coffee that were left out. It might be a sign of how many people are to go in at a time.
"I’m personally locked out now, though, and I wasn’t a big fan of mazes to begin with. It’s a one-and-done dungeon. Likely, go as far as you can, and either die inside or quit when you can’t go any further. We still haven’t heard from the other two groups that went in, and we haven’t received any notifications they’ve been killed, either.”
"That’s true. Is there a way to pass messages back and forth?" Kat asked, "You said it yourself, prompts can be a clue; names, too, right? Quiet Librarian is a clue, too, and the one big rule of a library is no talking."
I nodded. "Correct, that’s about what I was thinking, too. As long as we are teamed up, we can send messages across notifications. You just have to think it, and the system does the rest for you. Like this."
	//System Notification//
Teammate: Jax Nolan, Call Me Doctor Love is sending a message.
Team Chat: Now that I’m on a team, I might be able to get back in there. If you guys are that curious about it, we can try to do a run, but it’ll have to be later. The dungeon just leveled up, and you guys aren’t even close to there yet. It would be a death sentence. We can try later. Now, let’s focus. Time to clear The Grocer.
 








Chapter 34: The Honey Trap

Once we cleared the main plaza area, the three of us moved quietly. We didn’t talk. Enough had already been said, and at some point, more talk would just get in the way of the doing, and I needed to do this. I needed to get to The Grocer. If it was too dangerous, I’d rather learn second-hand by going behind the team that had already taken off.
As soon as we stepped off the plaza path and onto the asphalt of the parking lot in front of The Grocer, things changed. The air seemed charged with an aspect of danger that I didn’t get from elsewhere. I looked at the other two to see if they seemed disoriented or had noticed. Argus looked determined and Kat nervous, but neither noted the change in the atmosphere. Maybe it’s my old experience from my past life or being the holder of Regressors’ Key. This aura has a danger to it. It feels like a dungeon, but the feeling is slightly off. I need to assume that the whole area is zoned for the dungeon, and if some certain condition is met, the monsters inside can leave to roam the parking lot.
Even though they hadn’t felt anything, both noticed when I started scanning our surroundings instead of just focusing on getting to where we were going. Unspoken words passed between us. 
 
 
	//System Notification//
Teammate: Jax Nolan, Call Me Doctor Love is sending a message.
Team Chat: This place feels like a dungeon. I know we’re not inside yet, but don’t assume it’s safe out here. Something isn’t right, and my gut about these type of things isn’t wrong. I don’t know why warning bells are going off for me, but keep your eyes open and be careful. We still haven’t found any signs of the group that splintered off, nor of the groups that went into The Bookstore.
 




The other two nodded, and we continued on our way. Halfway across the parking lot, Kat stopped and pointed on top of The Grocer at a giant plastic figurine in the room. The figurine depicted a portly boy with dark, black hair that was slicked back with a greasy, white apron, holding up with one hand a sign with the real name of the grocery store the dungeon had taken over. In the other hand, the figurine was wielding a giant cleaver.
	//System Notification//
Teammate: Katrina Peterson (No Title)
Team Chat: It’s called the Butcher’s Boy. That’s not ominous at all, right? Are we sure we still want to do this? Because I’ve a pretty solid idea of where that bad feeling of yours was coming from, Jax, and I think it’s coming from up there. If playing video games and watching scary movies have taught me anything, that statue is a jump scare boss, and we absolutely need to expect that we’ll have to fight it.
 




Argus grimaced, and I couldn’t fault him for it. I gazed up at the Butcher’s Boy and tried not to grimace. I looked over at Kat and nodded. That nod said everything I needed to her. I think you’re right. But otherwise, I didn’t respond further; I couldn’t get into the habit of second-guessing the right move out of fear of what might happen. I had learned a few things from the other timelines, one of those being that the only real way to not have to be afraid, was by gaining overwhelming power. Anything less just wouldn’t do.
 
	//System Notification//
Teammate: Jax Nolan, Call Me Doctor Love
Team Chat: I agree. But staying out of danger just isn’t a choice anymore. Being smart about the danger is another thing altogether. If the “Butcher’s Boy” is really a monster that we have to fight, then our only real option is to be strong enough to take it out without extra help; and right now, I think we can manage that. Just outside of the dungeon isn’t the place to start second-guessing; not that your point is invalid, just not the right time to be indecisive.





Kat shuddered and held the pot closer to her body. I glanced over and promised myself that as soon as I could get her one, Kat would have a real weapon. Argus seemed to be struggling, too; I could tell they both were getting nervous. I patted them both on the back and went ahead and broke the silence to give them reassuring words. “This is just pre-dive nerves. It’s your first time; this is my third. You’ll be fine, I promise. Take a second, then we head in.” I gave them a piece of space and a moment to collect themselves, but even then, I didn’t stop looking around. Despite what I told them, I felt on edge.
Still, I was a seasoned warrior, even if my teammates didn’t know that, even if they thought I was naturally talented or some other explanation for my performance so far. Nerves weren’t the same kind of issue for me. “All right, that’s enough, guys; let’s do this. I’ll lead, and you both can follow right behind me. Don’t get separated, whatever you do, and stay close. Remember, don’t touch anything once we’re in.”
I held Regressor’s Key away from my body and, with my free hand, pushed open the door to The Grocer. Bright light waited for me, and I stepped across the threshold. As I did, cool, refreshing air conditioning poured over me. My teammates followed right behind and were equally surprised.
Argus smiled as cold air washed over him. “Talk about a beautiful miracle of modern engineering.”
I shook my head and tried to motion for him to be silent. Kat elbowed him in the ribs and whispered. “I’m pretty sure it's supposed to be magic.”
I looked at them both and lifted my eyes and clenched my mouth and jaw shut. Kat mouthed a sorry, as did Argus.
Look, I motioned with my hands, using a two-fingered gesture around the Grocer. Bright halogen lights shone brightly, and perfect climate control soothed us, alongside smooth tunes that played over an intercom radio. A row of shopping carts was already neatly set out for us, and three had been pulled out from the rest, inviting us to take one. The carts were in pristine condition, and the entire shopping center had that just-polished look of a new construction and a wax buffer.
A nearby cold case had prewrapped sandwiches and a picnic platter of cheeses and meats. Cold soft drinks stood in a cooler opposite it. My mouth watered, and I know Kat and Argus were feeling something similar. I hungered, but I mouthed no, to them. Something still wasn’t right, and until we knew how this dungeon functioned, it was better safe than sorry. Behind the cold case was an end cap that had a fully stocked sample station with hot food, and the smells wafted across the air. My mouth watered more. This entire place is designed to make us want to take things. That’s the trick, I’m guessing. Resisting the urge to take. Maybe only taking what you need. I’m not sure.
	//System Notification//
Teammate: Jax Nolan, Call Me Doctor Love
Team Chat: Let’s go ahead and spread out, but keep your eyes open and your head on a swivel. If you see anything, let us know. If you see anything serious, don’t bother using hand signals or the chat. Just scream and run if needed. Stay in line of sight. Kat, you go to my left; Argus, you take the right.
 




We split up, and the two of them starting looked around at what the store had to offer. Thankfully, the aisles weren’t so high that we couldn’t see each other. The aisles were about shoulder-level, so we had constant line of sight. As for me, I was looking for enemies and signs of traps. After The Book Store, I was keenly aware that these dungeons were significantly harder than they should have been. I kept a look out for more entities or mimics. But I didn’t find anything. Nothing out of the ordinary so far, except for how ordinary this was. I started to make a list in my mind of what-all we should grab, and what-all we needed.
Next to me Argus broke out into a huge grin, and Kat smiled just as wide. The two of them went to grab a cart and go, but I held firm and grabbed each of them by the back and pulled them back away from the carts.
"Hey! What’s the big idea?" Kat yelled, and she turned on me angrily.
"You need to hold on. Didn’t I tell you guys not to touch anything yet?" I couldn’t quite put my finger on it, but intuition was screaming at me that nothing was this inviting without reason. The entire setup gave me the impression of a honey trap. "Don’t touch anything, not yet, not until we know better."
"Fine." Argus scowled, and Kat wasn’t much better. I chose to ignore it; I’d handle it later if it ended up being an issue among us. "But I don’t like this, and if it’s safe, I’m grabbing something to eat."
I agreed. "If it’s safe, we can all get something to eat. But we need to make sure it's safe first. Not everything is as it appears to be."
Before we could talk on the matter more, there was a loud crash as a door in the back of the store opened and slammed into a wall. We all looked at each other and ran over to see what it was. I was expecting a fight, but instead, all we found was the sound of laughter coming from a walk-in cooler and the slurring of words.
On cue, a man named Marv stumbled out of the door. I clutched Regressors’ Key tight in my hand ready to strike him down if he was an undead or some other kind of monster mimicking the living. He was one of the group of five that had taken off earlier.
The man’s cheeks were red, red like he’d been drinking, and he had a wide grin on his face that bordered on a leer, and his eyes were glossy and unfocused. He didn’t notice us. Instead, the man turned towards the wall and braced himself against it with a groan as he fiddled with a zipper. From inside the room he left, the sounds only got louder, as four other voices laughed and passed bottles amongst each other.
	//System Notification//
Teammate: Argus Paate, He Who Held The Gate
Team Chat: Avert your eyes Kat. Jax, is this guy serious? Are all of them serious? Just how sauced did they get? This is reckless. What the heck are they thinking? 





I shook my head and didn’t answer it. I pretended not to know. They did what most weak people do: They cling to basic instinct, rather than survival, or survival of the group. That was one of the lessons the King of the Crows taught those of who served alongside him.
Marv finished and stumbled back into the room and was met by much applause and a new round of hysterical laughter. I followed behind him silently. Kat and Argus followed behind me.
The room was a mess. The walk-in cooler had been completely wrecked, and the other four men were just as intoxicated as Marv was. Beer cans and glass IPAs littered the ground, and a handle of some whiskey or another was still being passed around. But that wasn’t the worst of it. Each of them had pushed a shopping cart into the cooler, and each of the carts was piled as high as they could go with stuff.
I cleared my throat to announce my presence, since none of them had noticed me yet. “What were you guys going to do if I was a monster? You think you can fight right now? Get out of here while you can and go sober up.”
“Derek! Can you believe these guys?” One of the men slurred as he stumbled up and grabbed his cart and gave us a look. “I better get going then.”
They all grinned and laughed like it was the funniest thing in the world. Derek included. One by one, they pushed by us. I let them be, but Argus and Kat both glared. I called out, “I’m serious, get out of here, go sleep it off. You’re going to die if you fool around in a dungeon. This only looks like a store.”
“Sure, buddy!” replied one of the men with a laugh as they went down a shopping aisle and started knocking stuff into the cart. He stopped abruptly and started laughing again. “Wow, Derek. You have to see this,” he shouted out towards the leader of the group. All of us turned and looked. I motioned for Argus and Kat to stay close; something was bothering me.
Derek looked over at the shouting drunk as the man started to push items off the shelves, but rather than land in his cart, he just shoved them straight onto the floor. Pasta sauces in glass jars fell and shattered on the ground, spreading white alfredo and red sauce across the floor. The group kept laughing, but Argus, Kat, and I didn’t.
Argus got heated and strode forward. “What the hell is wrong with you? Wrong with all of you?!”
The man put a finger up to his mouth and went “Shush. Just watch.” He pointed.
The glass and the pasta sauce disappeared, and the shelf was immediately restocked as the pasta sauce was magicked back into existence. Interesting; so the food out here on the shelves goes back to normal, but the room back there didn’t. Unless they needed to leave it first for it to reset. That explanation made sense to me.
Derek laughed and put both hands to his mouth like a microphone and slurred, “Take what you want, boys! Take what you want.” He turned towards us and shrugged apologetically before saying, “That goes for you guys, too; everything here is free.”




Chapter 35: The Grocer

My heart sank, and I pulled Kat and Argus away from the group of five. Whatever happened next was on them, not on our group. I wasn’t going to put my people in harm’s way for the sake of keeping fools alive, especially when they were so obviously flaunting the dungeon and the system.
“Anyways, I’m out of here. See you guys on the other side,” the man called out with a wide smile as he walked by the self-checkout station and kept going through the door. He was the first to die. There was no escape for him.
As soon as he tried to step out of the exit of The Grocer with his cart full of stuff, a gigantic and muscled monstrosity wearing a white and green apron dropped down from a ledge above the door, thrust an arm forward, grabbed the man’s head in its massive arm, and tore his head off with a violent, jerking movement that was both horrible and effortless.
Before the body could even hit the ground, the monster battered it aside, leaving a trail of falling drops of blood. I grabbed ahold of Argus and Kat and put myself between them and the monster. I held Regressors’ Key in my hand and hoped my reflexes would be fast enough to take the monster out when it attacked.
	//System Notification//
Teammate: Jax Nolan, Call Me Doctor Love is sending a message.
Team Chat: Like I said, touch nothing. I’ll try to take it out, but if it comes at me and I can’t react fast enough, I want you two to run as fast as you can. Kat, use your Mist Cloaking ability and Argus, I’ll have Lumen use Blessing of Amarath if it looks like that monster is too close behind you.
 


	//System Notification//
Teammate: Argus Paate, He Who Held The Gate
Team Chat: Don’t be stupid. Keep that one for yourself. I doubt your Wisp is going to make me fast enough to survive a deep sprint to the door against whatever that is. But a little speed might make all the difference for you. Don’t go sacrificing yourself now. You’re my best bet for surviving this thing. Not just this store, but everything that comes after. You’ve got a good head on your shoulders, don’t lose it.




A joke? At a time like this? I couldn’t help but smile. I nudged Lumen, and the little Wisp emerged from the collar of my jacket and swirled around. I looked over at the monster that had run over on its hands and legs to where the body was, and it grabbed the body by the leg and lifted it up to inspect it.
It suddenly tensed and looked around. This is it. It’s coming. “Lumen, wait for my command.”
The monster suddenly roared, and with the body still in its hand, it ran. But not towards me, not towards my group, and not towards the other four. It simply ran with the man’s body in its hand towards the back of the store through an open door I hadn’t seen before that was marked, “Employees Only”. The door slammed shut behind it, and then disappeared.
“Holy. Wow. Go, go, go! Before it comes back.” Derek screamed to the other three.
I couldn’t hold myself back. I shouted, “What are you doing? Don’t listen to him. It’s a trap. If you run out that door like your friend did, you’re going to die.” I rushed over to try and get between them and the exit, but they refused to hear my warning. “Stop! Just stop.” I screamed, but they simply swerved their carts around me.
Two of the men hit the exit at the same time, and a man named Mack was held back momentarily by Derek. As soon as the two men hit the exit, a strange green and white blob fell to the ground, and from the blob erupted fleshy spears that launched forward and pierced the two men through the chest out the other side. A barbed hook appeared and started dragging the two men towards the blob. The blob began to move, and a massive mouth appeared, full of teeth. The monster chompped down in a haze of red, and additional appendages appeared from its body to collect the scraps.
“Go!” Derek pushed the last remaining member of his team through the doorway, leaving the cart behind. The man crossed through the doorway with a scream, but nothing happened. No monster spawned, and the blob didn’t give him a second of attention, nor turn to attack him.
I led my team away from the door as an understanding of how the dungeon functioned worked started to dawn on me. That understanding was further cemented when Derek followed his teammate through the exit, a summer sausage poking up out of his pocket that the man had forgotten about. A Shambling Undead wearing a green and white apron appeared and lunged at Derek, but the difference between them was too great at this point, and Derek was able to sidestep it easily enough and attacked the monster with a knife he had salvaged from the store, killing it in one blow.
As for the blob, it collected itself into a ball and began to roll across the floor of The Grocer. It didn’t pause or stop for us, it simply continued all the way towards the back of the door and went through the newly reappeared doorway that read, “Employees Only”.
Kat collapsed next to me. “That was…. Horrible. Can we leave? Please? I don’t want anything anymore. I’m not hungry.”
I grinned. I knew we were ok. I pointed over towards a sitting area in the store near a hot case. “It’s fine, we can sit down and eat, you need to keep up your strength. We can eat what we need; we just can’t bring it with us.”
Argus looked at me, skeptical. “You’re going to have to explain that one to me.”
I pointed out what I saw, what they missed. “The fourth member of that group drank just as much as the rest of them did, but he didn’t get attacked by anything when he left the building. Derek was attacked by a Shambling Undead when he tried to leave with a summer sausage on him. So, I take that to mean that whatever you consume in here is ok. Let’s not get crazy with that, just eat within reason. As for the leaving, it seems that whatever you take with you spawns an enemy that attacks you. How powerful that enemy is scales with the value of what you're trying to take; and if you try to leave as a group, the scale is to the group, not the individual.”
Kat looked up at me and ran a hand through her face. “Ok. I’ll go with you, but I’m still not hungry.”
I shrugged. “That’s fair, but I’m telling you now, it's safe to eat.”
Argus spoke up. “So, what’s the plan?”
I started to walk over to the sitting area and put out some napkins and pulled a cola from a cold case. “I’m going to enjoy a sub and some wedges; you’re welcome to join me. And when we take off, I have a small list of things we need. I’ll go first, and if my theory holds true, I’ll have to fight a weak enemy to leave with it, and I hope you guys grab similar things for yourselves.”
I let the words linger and approached the pre-built sandwich stand and looked at the options.




Chapter 36: Grinds

“So, are we going to ignore the elephant in the room?” Kat asked from across the table, “Or are we going to pretend we didn’t just see three people get killed by monsters over by the exit?”
I looked at her sadly and put my sandwich down on a napkin and asked her, “What can we do about that? What good does it do us or anyone to focus on that and not do what we have to do to keep on keeping on? Tomorrow is coming quickly, and we need to keep our strength up and avoid dying. We are literally doing so right now.”
Argus put his hand between us and cut in. “Kat, you said it yourself. You want to get stronger. Sometimes being strong means putting the mission first, and our mission today, right now, is surviving.”
Argus got up and walked over to the soup containers to see what they had. I kept the conversation going. “This is part of surviving, and we have an opportunity here that we can’t let go to waste. This might be the last real meal any of us have. Don’t look down on that. Besides, I’m sure you’re hungry.”
“I know I am,” interrupted Argus as he sat back down with a steaming-hot bowl of chili and a torn baguette to dip it in. “Hungry, that is.” He dipped the bread into the chili and took a bit before continuing. “Sorry. It’s just really good, and I haven’t eaten in a while.”
 Argus looked over at Kat and swallowed a mouthful of food before continuing, “I get it, I do, it absolutely sucks, and that’s not the way things go or what you’re used to. You saw all those guys get killed. That’s not normal, but the world isn’t normal anymore. We see blue screens, and little monsters talk to us, and suddenly we can do magic -type stuff, and monsters are real, and none of it makes sense. The whole world is crazy, and the rules for what’s normal just went out the window with the kitchen sink, and we need to live with that.”
I nodded, and Kat gave him her undivided attention. His words had a lot of merit. He looked at both of us with a kind of older wisdom about him and continued, “I’ll share this: There was one thing that I learned in my service when I deployed to Kosovo….” His cheeks turned red, and suddenly he stopped. “Forget Kosovo. We don’t need to talk about Kosovo. Sorry, I forgot, mixed company. Uh…. In general, something I learned in my years of service was to keep my strength up. Work out when I could, train when I could, and always eat when I could. Think on it, the last thing you want is to get the shakes because your blood pressure is too low, or suddenly faint or come close to fainting because your blood sugar dipped too much.”
I put a hand on Argus’s shoulder. “Overdid it just a bit, but the point was made. You have got to maintain yourself if people depend on you.”
He grinned and resumed eating his food.
I tried not to sigh and leaned back. Then, I spotted it. A beautiful sight. A stainless steel coffee urn, a few of them. The five-gallon ones that made enough coffee to keep a whole group afloat on caffeine for a day. I had an idea, and I needed to see if it worked.
“I need to check this out.” They looked at me curiously, and I could tell my sudden movement made them nervous. I waved a hand frantically, feeling embarrassed. “Oh, nothing bad. I’m checking the coffeemaker; I’m going to make a pot.” I walked over and looked around. No coffee grinds. I grabbed the pot and undid the top and moved it so I could peer in. Empty. Needs water and grinds.
Within seconds, I was opening the cabinet underneath and took out a box of creamers and sugars and grabbed a couple of prepackaged coffee grind pouches. To finish it off, I walked over to the cooler where I’d grabbed my coke and pulled out most of the water and dumped that into the coffeemaker. I secured the lid, made sure it was plugged in, and hit the on button.
Kat looked at me like I was crazy, and Argus raised an eyebrow. “Are you sure about that? It’s a little warm for that, isn’t it? It’s not sweater weather out there, by any means. Do you really think coffee is the best decision right now to spend energy on for our team?”
I grinned and nodded my head. “Of course! Have a little faith. This isn’t just any coffee, it’s my coffee; and when I make coffee, it’s different. Special, even.” With nothing more to say, I opened the cabinet back up and looked for either the brown coffee to-go cups, or the white for Styrofoam. I found the former. Fantastic.
After that, I just grabbed some of the creams and sugars and waited. In the meantime, Kat just sat at the table and didn’t say anything, unsure of what to do, until she pushed herself away and went to go look at the cold case and anything else she might find good to eat. A few minutes later, she came back with a veggie soup bowl.
“Ah, I see you found the same soups that I did,” Argus called out. “Make sure you’re eating well.”
She shrugged. “Yeah, whatever.” I could tell she was bothered, but this was just one of those things Kat would need to learn to live with and overcome because, in the future, hardship and loss were only going to get worse.
If I knew anything, which I did from firsthand experience, I knew that Kat would have people that she cared about, and those people would probably die unless we changed things. Unless we changed how we did everything. I still had half my sandwich left over, and Argus looked at me quizzically before standing up and walking over to the cold case to grab a purplish packet and slide it over to me. “Here, take it. Put this on the other half of that sandwich.”
I looked at it.
Argus laughed. “It’s just barbeque sauce, you know? It’s a little treat I learned to give myself whenever I went to the food court on base. Went great with grilled cheesesteak.” The coffee machine gave off the beginning smells of a dark roast.
I shrugged and opened it, poured it on the rest of my food, and took a bite. Delicious. Wow, why have I never thought of this? I gave him the thumbs up, and after taking another bite, I added, “Thanks. This is really good.”
We ate, and ate, and ate a little bit more. I enjoyed every moment of it. There was an ease to it, even though Kat was uncomfortable and grew irritated at us. I wasn’t going to rush the moment. I knew it was new to Argus and Kat, but I needed to set the tempo; I knew better, and I knew quiet moments to catch our breath were few and far between, and they would grow fewer with time. They needed to know whenever those moments hit, we need to make the most of them; and as for me, I wasn’t going to waste this one. I enjoyed my breaks.
The coffee machine made a beeping sound, and I knew the brew was finished. “That’s my cue.” I pushed myself back from the table, walked over to the counter, poured out a cup for each of us, and applied the cream and sugar.
	//System Notification//
Item Created – “Coffee”
Details: Drinking a cup of coffee increases overall health points by 50 for a total max of 3000 extra points earned this way.
Total Coffee Health Gained So Far for Player, Jax Nolan, 150/3000




Fantastic! I scooped up all three coffees between my hands, tried not to spill, and put them gently down on the table. I pushed one cup towards Argus and one towards Kat.
“I don’t drink coffee,” Kat replied, and Argus looked down at his cup. “Yeah man, like it’s a little late for me.”
“You guys need to drink this. It’s magic coffee.” I replied.
Argus looked at me, the older man’s face getting a little irritated. “Jax, I told you, I don’t drink coffee this late or when its warm. I don’t care how magically delicious you want to say it is.”
I waved my hands, my own blood starting to rise. “Not ‘magic’ like delicious. Magic like drinking this increases your base health by 50 points, because I have a crafting card,” I held up two fingers on each hand for emphasis, “For Coffee, not coffee.”
The two of them were still a bit skeptical, but they stopped protesting and went ahead and drank the Coffee. It was hot, but not scalding, which I attributed as an effect of the system crafting. They drank it little by little, taking their time. I did, too. I wasn’t in any sort of rush.
When they were finished, I could tell when the effect really kicked in. Color spread across both of their faces, as smiles spread. They both got the prompt that let them know their health had basically just doubled.
“No way? Really?” Kat exclaimed in amazement. “I had no idea this was, like, a real thing. This changes everything.”
I nodded. “Absolutely it does. This was a little gift from my time in The Bookstore.”
Argus interrupted. “That settles it, then. When we get out of here, we need to do a run of The Bookstore, to see what else we can get.”
Depending. Those other six are still in there, I’m sure; and if I know anything about dungeons, it’s because something terrible has happened to them, and they just haven’t been killed yet. I’ll keep that to myself for now and try to talk them out of going, if it’s still sealed for me, since we’re all part of a team.
I nodded and didn’t say anything out loud. I just finished my cup and enjoyed the moment when it was over where the prompt came up and let me know I’d gained another 50 health, which put me up to a total of 200 gained from Coffee.
“We better get going,” Argus spoke up after a minute, as he tried to get up from the table.
“Not yet,” I laughed, “We’ve still got a lot of coffee to drink.”
Argus looked at me shocked. “Wait, are you serious? That wasn’t, like, a one-time thing?”
I shook my head. “So far, I haven’t hit a cap. I had three cups the other day in The Bookstore, back-to-back, for a total gain of 150 health. I’m sitting at 50 new gain right now. This is a huge advantage. If we don’t hit any kind of restriction, I fully plan on staying here and drinking coffee until we hit max.”
I poured out another round of coffee for the three of us, and the entire time, we just joked, and talked. The somber mood that had been following us, or at least me, just evaporated and went away. I don’t know if it was the same for the others, but it was hard for me to find a reason to be upset or feel grim after finding a windfall and exploit like we had.
“Can I have another?” Kat asked as she finished her second cup.
“Yeah, sure. Not a problem,” I replied as I tossed back the rest of my second cup and enjoyed the notification of more health gained.
“Me too!” chimed in Argus as he finished his cup.
I poured out a third round of coffee, and Kat asked me something that had been on her mind.
“I was wondering, what are health points, anyways? Like what are they really, Jax?” She looked at me, and for a moment I could see a flash of concern, and the memory lingering in her mind of the monster at the exit and how easily it had killed a man. “Will having more points help to keep me from dying the same way? I watched that man get his head torn off. Just like that, like it was nothing. Completely effortless. I want to stay alive.”
She looked worried. “Drink your coffee.” I told her. “That’ll help. The higher your health is, the less likely you’ll die like that. I can practically guarantee you that if any of those guys had a higher health, say 3000 more points, none of them would have been killed so easily. In fact, they might have even survived. Health points just represent how much damage your body can take before breaking. In this case, if that guy had more health, that monster couldn’t have torn his head off. It’s that simple. It’s the Overkill effect.”
“Overkill?” She asked.
I ignored the question. “Drink your coffee.”
Argus tossed another cup back and clenched his jaw with a nod. “So, it sounds like staying here until we each drink like five gallons of coffee really is the best way to use our time.”
“Yep.” I replied with a nod. “Exactly.”
They both looked at me. “All right then, that’s the plan. Let’s do it.” Kat and I finished our cups and enjoyed another boost to health.
“So, Kat,” Argus asked, “What did you do for your starter event?”
Kat looked away. “It was… not great. I was stuck over at the baseball field, and only the first hundred people out of the stadium got to escape. I’d rather not talk about it more. What about you, Jax?”
I didn’t press her for more details. Scenarios had a wide variety, and they mostly caused a lot of suffering. “I basically went the wrong way on the highway and stumbled into a super dungeon that gave me some early advantages, like my friend, Lumen.” I patted the Wisp gently through my jacket collar, and the Wisp flared brightly, pleased with the attention.
“We’re a team, now; that matters,” I finally said to break the silence that followed. “All right, guys, time for a fourth cup. I went ahead and got us a fourth cup; we didn’t take our time finishing it. They both smiled when they got a notification on their fourth cup, but I frowned at what I read.
	//System Notification//
You have drunk "Coffee".
TOO MUCH COFFEE IS BAD FOR YOU!
Bonus Restriction! You cannot gain more health from Coffee for another 7 Days. 
Total Health Gained From Coffee 300/3000
 




“Urgh.” I muttered in irritation. “300 seems to be the max per week that we can gain from drinking coffee.”
Argus shrugged. “I’ll still call it a win. That’s 300 more than I had an hour ago. I won’t look a gift horse in the mouth.”
I nodded. “Agreed. Let me go get the rest of the coffee so you guys can finish up.”
When they finished and got the “Too Much Coffee is Bad For You” notification, it was time to move on. “Alright, what’s next?” Argus asked, his eyes moving towards the exit.
I shook my head. “First, I need to get some gelatin, and then some aloe vera. Once I have the two of those, I’m going to make a bunch of healing ointment. It’s one of those things just like the coffee, where it has a special effect for me that it doesn’t have for other people without the recipe card.”
They were content with the explanation and opted to go with the plan. “All right,” said Kat as Argus nodded approvingly. “What does the healing ointment do, though, and why do we want it?”
“Healing.” I replied dryly. “It’s like my healing ability, but over time instead of a quick burst. It’ll help me to manage my mana a little bit better. So long as we have the Healing Fountain, it’s fine; but what about after, when I need to choose between re-summoning an Auto Turret, or healing somebody. It’s not a cut-and-dry decision. Besides, it’s not as good as the healing that I can do, but it’s a good work-around for when I’m not available. If you get hurt, and you can find a way to safety, go ahead and apply it until you’re healed.”
Since I was already explaining a few things, I stopped and considered whether I should share the next bit, before making up my mind and going for it. “Don’t advertise that you have any Healing Ointment on you; keep it a secret. Our team can carry extras. No one else needs to know; just keep it in reserve as kind of a trump card. I’ve no idea how other people are going to react, but I’d rather be safe than sorry. I’ll share the Healing Ointment with you two, but no more. We need to keep our guard up. So far, everyone else we’ve run into has been somebody I’d prefer to have a leg up on in a fight, you know?”
Argus agreed with me. “The talk small but carry a big stick approach. Just other people don’t need to know how big the stick really is.”
I didn’t really get it, I was pretty sure Argus got the reference wrong, but I didn’t have the heart to correct him. “Exactly. But it’s also not that simple. We have to carry the supplies to make it out of here.”
“Why can’t we just make it here and leave with it?” Kat asked me.
“Because I don’t want to get my head punched in. I can take on a lot of monsters, but those that we saw earlier, it’ll be a long time, I’m sure, before I can handle myself with one of them.” I explained, “When I left The Bookstore, it sealed behind me. I wasn’t able to go back in. I’m not sure if it’s the same here, and I won’t know until we try. So, we need to be strategic with what we take with us.”
I saw I was losing Kat on the explanation. “If we can come back later, great, but I can’t assume we can come back. We need ointment, but we also need food for out there. We just ate great, but how many other people have? And the next wave comes early tomorrow; how much weaker are the rest going to be without food?”
The two of them looked at me and grew somewhat somber as they considered what I said. “All right,” Kat spoke up finally. “How much was that summer sausage? I figure it’s like a high of $8 or $9.”
Argus leaned in. “Hard to tell. Sure, if you buy it in one of those gift packs, you’re paying that if not more, but by itself and depending on quality, you’d be surprised at how cheap you can get them for. My preference? Overpaying at Christmas for the sake of family.”
Kat looked at him and rolled her eyes. “That’s not very helpful. I was asking how much they cost; I’m trying to work out a baseline.”
“Sorry,” Argus mumbled looking at me for help.
I shrugged. I didn’t remember either, and I had a lot more reasons than they did to not remember.
“Okay,” she started, “let’s just deal with what we know and go from there. Let’s go cheap. So, let’s estimate that its $6 for summer sausage, and that was enough to summon a Shambling Undead; and above the Shambling Undead, we know that there are tiers, like the climbers and those exploding things.”
“You mean the Fetid Climbers and Bloated Ghouls?” I corrected, wanting to make sure she kept them straight. Undead were a deep family of monsters; the lines and names could get crossed pretty easily, and the system wasn’t above basically just reskinning the same monster, but stronger.
“Yes,” she replied with an edge of irritation. “So, how much money do we think would trigger one of the climbers instead of a Shambling Undead?”
I considered the question. As did Argus, but he was the one to answer and leaned forward to chime in. “The gambler in me says 10 times. But the rational part of says three, since the climbers seemed about that much stronger than the Shamblers. So, if we’re working at a base of $6, I’d say over $18 triggers a climber.
“This is where things get a little complicated.” Argus continued, “What comes after the climber? I’d say the bloated one, and I’d guess going over $30 would spawn one of those. I have no hard data, this is just a gut feeling, but that’s what my gut is saying: Over $30 spawns the bigger one.”
His reasoning isn’t that great on this, but I’ve no better ideas at this point, and it at least gets the team on the same page. Sometimes it’s better to just commit to a plan, rather than sitting around trying to figure out the best one while the world moves on.
“Yeah, that makes sense,” I responded and worked on the argument Argus had been building up. “So, somewhere between $30 and I’m guessing the value of a $300 solo cart, or $600 for two, we have values that spawn whatever those things were before. I can go first to put it to the test, and you two can adjust accordingly. I believe it’s reasonable to think I can defeat whatever spawns after the Bloated Ghoul, so I’m guessing the next value cut off comes at around $50, and then triggers again between $65-70; so, I have a little room to work with, if I’m aiming for a flat $60. I can work with that.
“I’m willing to take that back and carve out a small niche with that $60 spend to help us survive the rest of the waves and hopefully into the next.” I offered. “What do you guys think?”
“I think it’s risky. Really risky, and that’s with you making a lot of assumptions without much hard data to draw from,” Kat replied.
I turned to Argus, “Well, what about you?”
He grunted, “I don’t like it, but I’ve seen what you can do. If you think you’ve got this, I’m guessing I believe you.”
I nodded. “I know what you two mean. It’s risky, I am making a lot of assumptions; but as you said, I can do this, and it’s worth it if it’s successful. My health is substantially higher than everybody else’s, so I can afford a few more risks. Speaking of which, I have an idea!” My eyes glossed over the coffee urns and noticed, for the first time, the multiple urns around it. I went over to the five-gallon drums, started up a coffee, and dumped all of the cream and sugar in with the already brewed and the brewing.
	//System Notification//
You have created “Coffee”
*Modifier* Coffee urn. 
You have successfully brewed a vat of coffee. Each cup of coffee drank from this vat improves health by 10 points for a maximum of 3000 points total points gained from all coffee sources.”





I smiled. Nice. I went ahead and grabbed another brown cup, poured another for me, and drank it down. I was hoping that since it was technically different, the bonus restriction would be lifted, or at least wouldn’t apply. I received the same notification. Too much coffee is bad for you.
Argus shouted out words of encouragement. “It was worth a try!”
I agreed wholeheartedly and told him as much. It was worth knowing. Otherwise I could have made plans around an exploit that didn’t exist.
“What are you doing?” Kat asked, “We can’t have more coffee, remember? We are maxed out for now.”
I nodded. “Yes, we are, but the guys outside aren’t. If they want to come here, the coffee bar is waiting. That’s about all I can do, because we can’t risk taking coffee out of here.
“It’s the value. I don’t know how, or if, the system is going to quantify or qualify the coffee. Will the system still consider it free coffee? Or will it decide that it’s a crafted item and increase the value of it massively? I don’t want to get caught by that trap. It’s just one we can’t risk.”
They agreed with my logic and let it be. It was time to turn our attention to the shopping and doing what we could with the limits we’d discussed.




Chapter 37: Back Out There

After that, the three of us split up and went separate directions to gather the supplies each of us needed. I made sure to remind them, just in case, of the overall dollar cap they needed to keep supplies under to not trigger the spawning of a monster they couldn’t defeat.
As I went down one aisle, I passed by the utensils and saw a long, serrated kitchen knife. Maybe that would be a better fit for Kat. But then thought differently when I remembered the pot she was using. Until I can get her a real weapon, that’s what she’s used to, and switching out now isn’t a great idea. I’ll have to make sure she gets training once we do the switch. For now, the pot, when used as a blunted weapon, was just as deadly against the undead, if not more so, then a basic bladed weapon.
At the end of the aisle, I grabbed a box of gelatin and then turned and turned again down another aisle to grab a container of aloe vera. I kept the value of $60 on my mind and contemplated how to use the rest of that. Between those two items, I’m down to $46 left. What’s the best way to use the remaining?
Nothing stood out immediately. Protein bars, meal replacements, performance enhancers. They were all decent for me, but they didn’t have any other real utility. It only served me, and not well at that.. What would serve everyone the most?
I headed towards an endcap and loaded my cart with loaves of bread and then containers of peanut butter and a few jams, just enough for flavor. I looked at the cart and laughed. I had basically 40$ worth of material to make peanut butter and jelly sandwiches.
The other two turned a corner and gave me an incredulous look. “You’re really going to risk your life for peanut butter and jelly? What are you? Five?” Kat asked.
 I laughed. “No, I’m not risking anything. I know what I can handle. But there are a lot of hungry people out there, and we can earn a lot of goodwill with a little bit of peanut butter and jelly. I would have liked sliced deli meat instead, but I still need to survive stepping through that exit.”
Argus backed away shyly.
“Hey, what did you get?” I asked.
He looked down and then sighed. “Toilet paper. A lot of toilet paper, I heard some complaints before we came here that the restrooms were completely out, or close to it. So, I got some, and protein powder. It’s a good way to get in some easy calories. And that pretty much maxes me out.”
I looked it over. “Actually, I think that does max you out. The protein powder is a big item. You might want to swap it out.”
Argus groaned and closed his eyes. “I wasn’t really wanting to swap it out, but what do you think I should get instead?”
I moved my eyebrows in an exaggerated manner towards my cart as if to say, “Peanut butter and jelly.”
“Fine. You’ve got me. But I’m getting the crunchy, no discussions.” He pushed his cart past me and disappeared for a second, reappearing shortly after, grape jelly, bread, and crunchy peanut butter in his cart.
Once he was back, he turned to Kat. “Ok, your turn. What did you get?”
She looked at him and replied with a grin, “None of your business.” But I could see what it was through the cart. A package of chocolate discs with white cream and a bread knife. Not bad, goes back to what I was saying earlier, but if that’s her decision, I’m not going to get in the way of that. I’ll just have to rush training later.
“That’s it, then.” The mood among us grew somber as we pushed the carts to the exit. I could tell the other two were nervous, and to an extent, I was nervous too. I was pretty sure I could survive most of the attacks of whatever monster dropped down, just as long as it wasn’t one of the big ones we’d seen spawn before. I whispered to Lumen, “Remember, only Speed Me if my health goes critical, or I say, ‘Speed Me’. I want to keep Blessing of Amarath in reserve, along with Blessing of Light, in case Argus or Kat have a rough time.” Lumen flared in acknowledgement.
“I’ll go first,” I told the other two. I took a deep breath and gripped Regressors’ Key in one hand and pushed the cart over the door lip and exited. I was attacked before my other foot hit the ground. A powerful mob slammed down next to me, and I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw it wasn’t anything near the level of the two mobs that had killed the others earlier.
Just as predicted. A Brutal Corpse spawned. The undead the next tier after the Bloated Ghoul. A powerful and taut, grey arm immediately came for me with outstretched, yellowed nails. I knew what the monster was trying to do. If it couldn’t pulverize me with a blow, it would tear me apart with its nails. At least that’s what it planned to do. But I had other plans.
I swerved to the inside of the monster’s outstretched arm and then did an abrupt turn, bringing Regressors’ Key down in attack against the mob, and I cut off the arm while transitioning to its now-injured side. The monster roared, but it was unfazed by my attack. It didn’t matter to me; the arm dropped uselessly to the ground, and before the monster could maneuver to grab me, I thrust Regressor’s Key into its side and carved through, tearing out a sizable portion of what I assumed was a hip and most of its leg.
The Brutal Corpse wobbled and started to fall. The monster screamed in rage as it struggled to reach me. Its mouth snapped at me, salivating and hungry, but I was in charge of this fight. I was simply too experienced for it. With an arm gone, and one of its legs heavily damaged, it turned towards me and tried to run. I moved aside and ducked and attacked again, this time tearing through its stomach on its weakened side and severing part of its spine.
It fell over into two piles, but the monster was still alive. I brought Regressor’s Key down on the monster’s head and cut it in half, splitting it from top to bottom. I felt sweaty from all the effort, but it was worth it. The monster finally stopped moving, and the grey skin rapidly decayed and was reabsorbed not by the system, but by the dungeon. Which is why I didn’t get a notification for killing the monster, since it was controlled by a triggered event, rather than by the dungeon mob system. I was still okay with it. I wiped a bit of green blood and fleshy, grey gore from my face and motioned for the next of my teammates to come through.
“The excrement better not hit the cooling aparatus.” Argus muttered as he looked at me. “All right. I guess it's my turn.”
“Attention Shoppers! The store will be closing in five minutes! With or without you in it!” A voice chimed in over a loudspeaker system. I looked over and was glad to be done. It didn’t look like the Grocer had sealed itself from me in the future, but was just closing down for the night, whatever that meant and entailed. Which was, by my guess, something dangerous, and painful.
“Hurry it up, you two!” I shouted, and Argus looked up anxiously and then down at the jar of jelly he had in his hands. “This is basically just sugar anyways.” He apologetically put it down on a check-out stand, and holding the wrench in his hands, he went through the exit.
A Fetid Climber dropped down from above, and I shouted at Argus to watch out. The older man was ready. The wrench went up and battered away the monster's claws, even as the monster tried to curl around him and tear into his body with those same claws. Argus grunted, and the wrench went forward again, catching the monster in its fangs as it tried to bite him. He hit it again, and again, until finally the monster dropped lifeless at his feet and began to rapidly disintegrate and return to the dungeon system.
Argus stumbled forward after picking up the stuff from his cart that he’d dropped in the scuffle. The older man was breathing hard. I offered him a thumbs up for encouragement. “That was…” He complained for a moment, “A little more intense than I was expecting. I’d rather not do that again.”
I didn’t make any promises. We had a lot of apocalypse left, and so long as he survived, situations like this would follow him the whole time.
Kat followed shortly behind, but she didn’t say anything. She just gripped the Bread Knife tight in one of her hands while she pushed the cart with the other. Argus and I both watched, worried, as she passed through the exit.
I was expecting a Fetid Climber to come at her, but when, instead, a Bloated Ghoul spawned right in front of her, I felt a moment of shock and got my Wisp’s attention to be prepared to step in. To her credit, Kat pushed the cart away as the Bloated Ghoul tried to smash into her. She lashed out with the Bread Knife, but her movement wasn’t quite fast enough, and she wasn’t quite strong enough.
However, she was able to duck under the mob’s arm when it came at her again. The Bread Knife cut in, but it went no further. She cursed and retracted the weapon before the monster could successfully counterattack. She moved, and moved again, trying to score easy and crippling blows against the monster to take it out or at least do some base damage, but she just wasn’t able to do enough damage.
Argus tried to rush forward to help her, but I had to grab him. The older man turned and screamed at me. “Can’t you see that she needs help?” He tried to shove me away, but I kept on him and screamed back.
“If you go up there, she will die, and so will you. The last thing you want is for that monster to suddenly get a friend because you stepped up there, or for it to suddenly become twice as deadly. She can survive this. She just has to trust her wits and listen to us.”
“Kat!” I yelled. “The Bread Knife is meant for sawing bread, not really for cutting. Use your Cloaking Mist and aim for the head. You’ll have a small window. Do it fast, and put everything into it.”
I didn’t see if she nodded or not; she couldn’t really afford to. The monster came after her, and she was forced to dive under its next attack. She blinked out of existence, and a second later the girl reappeared on the monster’s back as the bread knife dug into its neck. She frantically moved the blade while putting as much strength into it as she could. The extra damage upfront from her ability helped her to cut through the initial layer. She kept pulling it inwards towards her. The monster’s head shifted to the side and let out a wet gurgle before collapsing to the ground.
“Kat! Move. It explodes, remember?” In a kind of dazed fugue state, she listened; and though it wasn’t perfect, everyone on my team had survived for now. Argus gazed at the girl and shot me a dirty look. I need to stop this one right now.
A sense of foreboding washed over me, and I glanced in the general direction from which it was coming. On top of the Grocer, the “Butcher’s Boy” was no longer in the same place it had been; there were signs it had moved. Maybe it was set to intervene if a teammate interfered? Or if too many people were here at a time? Maybe both.
I turned to the other two. Kat was still adjusting to the Bloated Ghoul and the life-or-death struggle. “When I tell you two something, it’s because I’m trying to keep you alive. Be angry if you want.” I pointed up at the “Butcher’s Boy,” and continued, “But if that thing had jumped down here instead to fight because you guys tripped its conditions, who was going to die? The answer: All of us. All of us would have died, and then our warnings, knowledge, and food would die with us. We don’t have the luxury of kiddie gloves and tact. If I tell you to do something, do it.”
Now, the elephant I need to handle.” I looked at Kat. “Did you take anything else?”
She answered bluntly, and from what I could tell, truthfully. “No.”
“All right, then. That means the spawning condition is less of a value than we originally thought, and there might be a variable range minimum. We need to tell the others.” I responded back. “Besides, we’ve got a few items to share, right? Sandwiches and toilet paper.”
Argus laughed. “All right, yeah, let’s do that.”
Darkness had crept up on us, and the lamp lights clicked on along the path we were walking on as we headed back to the Healing Fountain. We should have been in high spirits, but instead, as soon as we rounded the corner and saw all the other players grounded around a floating divinity, I knew we were in for trouble.
Fortuna was floating above the Healing Fountain and looked over at me, a predatory smile crossed the monster's face. “Oh! Wonderful. Just the man I wanted to see. You can all thank him for your progress!” The Divinity flew over towards us.
Argus leaned in. “I’ve got a bad feeling about this.” I nodded in agreement, and Kat stayed close.
“Wonderful indeed! Welcome back! I was just explaining to the rest of our players here that each round of monster waves scales according to the battle strength of the highest players, which are…..” The Divinity did a drum roll motion and then put a hand to its ear as it floated in the air waiting for an answer. “You guessed it! Mr. Jax Nolan and his team!”
The Divinity flew off back towards the rest of the players. I felt their respective gaze like an energy. An energy fueled by hate, bitterness, resentment. The power of the mob. What’s this monster trying to do? Pit them against us?”
“My friends!” yelled out the Divinity, “Do you think Mr. Nolan has anything he wants to say to you? Perhaps an apology? Tell us, Mr. Nolan, where do you get off keeping answers from the class?” The Divinity held up a finger and waved it back and forth in my direction.
It knows something about me, and more than just that I’ve got a little bit of talent and can keep myself alive. All eyes turned towards me. I told Argus and Kat to stay behind and run if needed. They weren’t in any real danger, but if things got ugly, I didn’t want them around to see what I was capable of if the other players crossed a line they couldn’t come back from.
I picked up a loaf of bread from the basket and held it up. “We went into the Grocer today. We were lucky to survive, but we came out with information all of you need, all of you should want, and all of you can use tomorrow after the next wave.”
“Well, what are you doing?” chimed in a bitter voice that I didn’t recognize. The voice was of a father curled around his wife and children protectively. I understood, but also didn’t understand. Not fatherhood, but the angst the man was giving me.
I felt a surge of something… foreign well up in me, Anger, or something close to it. Something more than anger. A hot near uncontrollable rage. I walked over to the man, a hardness in my voice that I wasn’t expecting, and I think neither was he. “I understand that you’re scared. I understand you’re worried about your family. But if you’re that worried about them, get off your fourth point of contact, figure out the system; find a way to level and get strong. There is nothing wrong with being weak, but staying weak, that’s a choice. You want to protect your family. Stop being a weak man. It’s not my job to protect them. It’s yours. Step up.”
The man turned away in embarrassment, and I was glad for it. I had zero tolerance for that specific kind of foolishness. “If the nonsense is over, my friend Argus also brought with him some supplies and more bread and peanut butter. For the ladies, let my teammate Kat know if you have any issues.”
The crowd clamored up, and the Divinity sunk back to enjoy how the scene in front of it would unfold.
“You want to get stronger?” I shouted as the group started to fall apart and wanted to head their own way, while others had their own ideas, but none tried to link up with us. “I’ll tell you how to get stronger. Go to that Grocery Store tomorrow, get some food for yourself. Eat something, eat anything. I left coffee for most of you. Just… it’ll have to wait till morning.”
The Divinity flew down and stood between us and the crowd. “How nice of him, right? Him and his group. They take off whenever they want and leave the rest of you to handle things. They level up and get stronger at your own peril. They hoard points and knowledge, and for all that, after all that, he offers you a peanut butter and jelly sandwich and some toilet paper. Does that seem right to you?”
“No, its not!” shouted a voice, and I looked over to see it was Derek, the guy from the store. As for his last surviving team member, I didn’t see anything of the man. “Me and the boys were just trying to get some food over at the store, and they came over and messed everything up. They triggered the spawning of some kind of deadly undead, and it took out the others.”
The Divinity cackled. “Remember what I say.” It repeated with a grin. “The monsters that come next, scale to your highest. A lot of you won't survive together unless we skip this part with a bit of a sacrifice. If Jax Nolan and his team are killed, I will end the waves, and you can enjoy the next three days as time off.
“And if Jax and his team aren’t killed by tomorrow, I’ll spawn everything, and tomorrow will be the last day, regardless.”
Murmurs went out again among the group, followed by the sounds of growing unease among teammates. They all turned towards me, Argus, and Kat, and I knew the end was coming. They won’t beat us.
I knew what to do, and I muttered loud enough for Argus and Kat to get the hint. “Sometimes, you’ve got to put away the carrot and pick up the stick. These people need the stick or they’ll never learn to recognize the carrot for what it is.”




Chapter 38: Cats and Mice

“Ah, yes. Speeches and stalling. Typical of players. I understand, but I’d better do something about that, or you’ll find a way to stall all night.” The Divinity clapped its hands together, and a loud thundering sound followed. “Let me make it official.”
 
	//System Notification//
Scenario Intermission~
Beginning Custom Scenario: Cats and Mice
Details: The players, Jax, Argus, and Kat have been selected to be “The Mice”. Mice are unable to attack cats, and cats deal double damage to mice.
All other players have the cat role. It is the responsibility of the mice to hide for the duration of the game and avoid the cats. It is the cats’ responsibility to find the mice and kill them.
Victory Conditions: Kill “The Mice”, Jax, Argus, and Kat.
Defeat Conditions: “The Mice”, Jax, Argus, and Kat survive until morning.
Victory Reward: End of waves and three days of rest until next scenario start.
Defeat Penalty: All remaining waves triggered at once.




The crowd of players looked over at us, and I saw expressions that ranged from fear, guilt, and shame. But there were other emotions in that sea of faces. I saw looks of jealousy, resentment, and a sort of dark joy. All of them will come around; even the ones that don’t want to will follow the ones who do.
“What are we going to do?” Argus asked, concern and unease plastered across his face. He glanced over and saw my hand still gripped around Regressors’ Key. “We can't attack, right?”
“A rule like that? I can get around it easy enough. The Auto Turrets, for instance, my Wisp, or leading them into an environmental hazard or collapsing a building on the lot of them. I’d rather not be forced to harm anyone more than necessary. So, what we do is simple,” I responded as I glared at the crowd and then over at the Divinity, “We respond with a challenge. This game is a lose-lose for us; even if we win, all the waves get triggered, and if that happens, we can’t defend the Healing Fountain with just the three of us.”
“So, nothing we can do?” Kat asked from behind me.
I shook my head for no and didn’t share the real answer. Realistically speaking I knew that if we did manage to kill all of the other players, we could absorb enough of their status that the sudden boost in stat gain would be enough to carry us through the final wave, but I didn’t want to go down that path, and I didn’t want to lead my teammates down that path either.
I turned and looked over at the Divinity, and though it had an almost gloating look on its face, I could sense for a moment what seemed like unease when I spoke up. “This is hardly fair, and you know it. All of them versus just the three of us. And you don’t even have a prize for surviving? What do we get if we win? It needs to be proportional to the difficulty, right? You can say we're high-leveled all you want, but I’d challenge that with the system.”
The Divinity furrowed its brows and looked at me as it moved a hand to one cheek and then the other, as if in serious thought. It raised a finger in the air and announced, “Ah! I’ve got it. If all three of you survive until morning, you get to live.” The mob grinned as if that was an acceptable solution, but I could tell by the way it carried itself, the Divinity was worried I’d press more.
I clenched my jaw, and a scowl spread across my face. Fortuna means to cheat us. I think I know why this group didn’t survive in the original timeline. This monster plans on making it too hard to survive. Why is that? What is it hiding? “I challenge that. You’re lying.”
“Spirit of the Deepest Realm that guides the System! I petition you in the name of the once and future King!” I yelled out, and in response, an aura of gold and silver surrounded me in protection. “I challenge the fairness of scenario, “Cats and Mice”. I challenge the reward for survival as being “Get to Live”. I challenge the objectivity of the Divinity who calls itself Fortuna. I ask for sanctions and interference.”
The Divinity flew towards me in a rage and screeched in a language foreign to me. The mob spurned on the crowd. “What are you doing? Get them!” Then it turned to me, “Do you have any idea what you’ve done!?”
For a second, Fortuna raised a hand that turned to fire and set in my direction. But as soon as an ember spread out from its fingertips and headed my direction, the fire winked out of existence, as coils of blue covered my body and lashed out at the Divinity, binding it from future action while judgement was rendered, as a paralyzing ray of light shot out at the other players, rooting them in place.
 
 
	//System Notification//
Private Message – Spirit of the Deepest Realm
This once I will help you. You have piqued my interest, oh player who does not exist. Seek me out that we may discuss this in a more… private setting.


	//System Notification - ALL//
Sanction Notice: For intentionally disrupting the main Scenario, “Defend Your Home Base,” and for altering rewards not proportional to the risk and danger of associated parties, the Divinity “Fortuna” has had administrative privileges revoked. 
Guilt for Divinity Fortuna will be established in trial by combat in the Arena.
Existing scenario of “Cats and Mice” stands.
Victory Reward of “Mice”: Selection of Next Scenario from listed 3rd scenarios. 
Victory Reward: 2750 Experience & 3 Stat Points




Without another word, the Divinity disappeared with a yelp, but not before shooting me a look of pure hate. I shrugged it away. Fortuna moved on somebody else’s behalf. The same way the elves rebelled in the 1st timeline against the will of the system. I’ve made an enemy today, not of the divinity, but of their master.
“What do we do about the rest of them?” Kat asked and pointed over at the rest of the players. The binding enchantment of white that rooted them in place was already beginning to fade. I knew what I was going to do: “Command: Overwrite, Replace Defeat Condition, with Victory Condition.” Now if we make it till morning, it won’t trigger the waves.
I turned and looked at Kat and Argus. “Run. We’ve got awhile to go before we reach that condition.”
But where to until morning? Was the question on my mind. The Grocer was closed down for the night. We couldn’t seek refuge there, and I fully expected the other players to check it out, now that I’d told them what they could find inside.
The next option was the Book Store, but it had been closed to me. The doors might still be open for the others; but considering 6 players were still inside who hadn’t been heard from, I wasn’t eager to leave the lives of my teammates to chance like that. Then, there was a third option: We could keep running around and try to evade the other players, but I knew eventually our luck would hit a snag. The others would find a way to close the distance.
Experience had taught me that chance happenstance was just as likely to be my enemy in a time like this as any other. I knew it firsthand. I didn’t need to just worry about whether some of the players picked up crowd-control abilities or had figured out some way to stun or slow us, I had to worry just as much about rocks tripping up an ankle, untied laces, and torn soles. There was a long list of things that could go wrong, and they weren’t farfetched or unlikely.
That left only one real option. The Clinic. The last dungeon remaining within our Home Base compound that I hadn’t visited.
We moved through the buildings, heading back the way we came on the stone path leading back to the Grocer. The same chill aura I noticed earlier was still there, but I didn’t stop to consider it. I had other concerns as I pushed my group to move, even as the voices picked up as the rest of the players, the cats, gave chase. My single change in the scenario was something only I and my team knew about. The others still thought their lives depended on taking ours, and I couldn’t let them.
My eyes scanned around as we passed under the roof of what had been a candle shop and then an old pizzeria as we moved through the rest of the unfilled buildings that made up the old market plaza. I knew exactly where to go; I remembered where the building had been placed. 
 
 
	//System Notification//
Teammate: Jax Nolan, Favored of a Fallen Lord, is sending a message.
Team Chat: We’re heading to the Clinic. I don’t know what we might run into in there, but I’ll reference the prompt from when we started, and I’ll think about helping hands. That can mean anything from actual helps, mini helpers, to actual hands in the walls, so don’t be shocked if any of that happens. Our goals are to find the three revive stones and to be out of there by morning. We can do a lot with 3 days of rest and a big chunk of experience.
 




They nodded and moved behind me. They trusted me. Meanwhile, the sound of yelling and frantic voices echoed among the buildings as the other players fanned out in desperation to look for us. I wasn’t worried.
The path widened and gave way to another small parking lot. Centralized in the parking lot was the Clinic. The first thing I noticed was that it had two Greek-styled pillars on the left- and right-hand sides of the entryway at the bottom of the stairs, leading to two doors with a block between the doors.
“This way,” I told the others as I took my first step up.
Once we got to the top of the stairs, I saw that the entryway to get into the Clinic was locked up. Of course, it would be.
“Well, what are we going to do about that?” Kat asked pointing at the locked entrances.
Argus chimed in and pointed, “I’m guessing that statue has a little to do with how we figure this one out.”
I looked and nestled in each corner of the landing was a blind angel holding an empty bowl. Inscribed on a pedestal was, “Offer up ye troubles.”
“Any idea what that means?” Kat asked and turned to Argus, who just shrugged.
I looked, and tried to think, but the sound of approaching voices forced me into action. This is a Clinic. The Book Store punishes those who aren’t discrete with their presence. The Grocery Punished those who were greedy and took more than needed. What about the clinic?
An idea quickly formed in my mind. I held the palm of my hand up over the small bowl that the angel statue was holding, and with my other hand brought Regressors’ Key out across my palm and made a light cut. Blood welled up and I clenched a fist, allowing blood to fall freely into the collection bowl.
The sound of the gateway moving and opening caused my attention to shift. But I didn’t go through, not yet. I’d learned enough about the system to realize both of my teammates needed to make the same kind of offering. 
 
 
	//System Notification//
Teammate: Jax Nolan, Favored of a Fallen Lord, is sending a message.
Team Chat: I think that’s the secret to getting into the Clinic. You have to make an offering of your blood, your health, and there might be some of kind of rule or requirement that you can only go into the Clinic if injured. I wouldn’t be surprised at all. What’s generally frowned on when it comes to clinics and hospitals? Going when you’re not actually hurt or sick. This might be the same way. I think I solved it. You guys need to make an offering, too. We don’t want to chance it that you get attacked as soon as we go through that gate.





Argus looked at Regressors’ Key and then held a hand over the collection bowl. “Do it.” He muttered before turning away. Kat followed shortly behind him, and a few minutes later, all three of us, nursing swollen and injured hands, headed passed the gate and went ahead.
 
 
	//System Notification//
Now Entering – The Clinic
Details: The Clinic is known for its helping hands. Be kind. Be considerate. This is their workplace.
Successful completion of this dungeon will result in 3 revival stones being granted to the leader of the first team to clear it. Absolutely no violence will be tolerated towards staff.








Chapter 39: The Clinic

Everything turned to blinding light as the three of us stepped through the entrance into the Clinic. I felt a whirlwind of energy around me. An energy that let me know we had left the “real” world and had been transported to the interior of an instanced dungeon.
“Wow. That was weird,” Kat mumbled behind me, and I heard Argus grumble.
Even temporarily blinded, I didn’t feel that immediate sense of unease and danger like I’d felt in the other dungeons. I smiled. I remembered my first time going into an instanced dungeon.
It was hard to describe the feeling. It wasn’t the tense and uneasy feeling of being watched that I felt when I was in The Bookstore, and it wasn’t like the ominous foreboding I’d felt just outside The Grocer. This was different. It was more a sense of seriousness. Responsibility. Yet, still peaceful. I felt at ease, and the tension and stress I’d been carrying inside of me just seemed to dissipate.
The light faded away, and my vision adjusted just enough to see that there weren’t any immediate obstacles, and from what I could tell, there was nothing to indicate current or future battles. I turned towards the others, “Looks like it might be event- or puzzle-based. Be careful what you do, and don’t take anything.”
I scanned around and saw it was a wide room with rows of sanitized, black-cushioned chairs placed against the wall, and rows of chairs lined the interior of the room. At the end of each row was a small table loaded with magazines and reading material.
Argus nudged me in the back. “Looks suspicious, doesn’t it? Nothing good is this clean.”
I tried not to crack a smile seeing the older man act skittish. His assessment wasn’t entirely incorrect, though. The room had secrets, and we needed to figure out what those secrets were.
Kat spoke up. “So, what are we supposed to do here? It’s just a room.”
I nodded and pointed towards the end of the room where there was the only other door. “If my guess is correct,” I told her, playing my experience off as ability knowledge, “one of two things is going to happen: Either something is going to come through that door, and we have to defeat it; or, we meet the triggering condition, and the door will open. One or the other.”
My eyes trailed away from the sealed door towards the thick, glass interior window over a service counter. A large sign was posted on the window that read, “Be Back in 5.”
I didn’t see anything else, and the lobby remained empty exept for the three of us. Much to my surprise, the entrance didn’t slam shut or lock us in. The only things out of the ordinary were the relative quiet and peace of the place and the slow, steady hum of the energy that was a subtle nod to the fact that we were in an instanced dungeon. On one of the walls, I saw a post that reiterated the same rules we’d gotten in the notifications when we came in. Violence against the staff will not be tolerated.
“You guys see that, right?” I asked and pointed over at it.
Argus coughed, and Kat rolled her eyes at him. I turned to look over at him, and I saw that the older man was reasonably uncomfortable as his eyes shifted and moved around. The Clinic put him on edge in a way I hadn’t seem from him before. “I see it. It’s… odd. This isn’t at all what I was expecting,” he commented.
“No, it’s not at all what I was expecting, either,” I agreed, but I didn’t tell him I was ok with the Clinic being so different from my expectations. I’d been expecting a nightmarish hellscape filled with blood, and fleshy monsters walking on hands with weird and unpleasant, contoured limbs and impossibly sized mouths. This was much more preferable. I can’t get too far ahead of myself, though; those things might still happen.
I walked over to the window, and when I tried to look inside, the room behind it grew darkened and hard to see. Not from an absence of light, but because of a thick mist that rose up in the air and made it difficult to assess much about the next room.
“Sir!” A voice called out, “Did you not read the sign? Somebody will be out to see you shortly. We’ve only got one person working the front desk, and they had to take a break. Sit down and wait to be called.”
I looked around trying to place the voice. It seemed higher; shrill, even. Where’s it coming from? I looked through the window and saw a flurry of movement as a ball of stacked, white orbs stumbled forward and slammed into the desk on the other side of the window with an “Umph!” as it struggled to move around a case file.
It abruptly stopped and climbed up the chair and stopped on the counter. I found myself looking straight ahead at the little, almost snowman-like monster, with its long, black arms and white gloves. Oh. Helping hands, I get it now.
The monster grabbed the tiny sign and pulled it down and placed it on the desk, and then with a hard look at the three of us, it slid the window open. “Hope you three weren’t waiting too long. I trust everyone is ready for a physical? We need to make sure you’re in tip-top shape.”
“Um.. I guess?” Kat responded, and I partially turned toward her and hoped she would be ok. “But what are you, exactly? Can you tell us how to beat this place?”
I groaned inwardly. I should have asked that. She beat me to it.
The monster grabbed a pair of bifocals and put them over its oval-shaped, dark eyes. “Ah, yes. Those. This is the Clinic. We, the Helping Hands, do what we can to heal you, and to heal others like you. We make sure you’re in great shape for the next battle.
That’s really good, but what’s the catch? The Helping Hand looked at me and then the other two as if addressing each of us individually. “The Clinic operates off of donations. If you don’t donate, our health goes down, and if we lose too much health, the Clinic gets destroyed.
	//Memory Trigger//
The ancient, 1,000-handed one worked the knives expertly. Each of his arms kept slashing, cutting, peeling back layer after layer, as my body was torn apart. The entirety of what I had been was reduced to parts and components as my soul lingered between one life and the next.
Wings of black were torn away and hung from a wall. Blackened skin that glistened with a metallic gleam was cut away in sheets to be neatly folded and placed on shelves. Organs still moved and pulsed as they were removed from my body and placed in jars and urns to be sealed away. Everything was sealed away so that my power might be granted to another.
I was not the only regressor. The dungeon itself and all its minions would be regressing, too.
The world faded away, and I could only hope, maybe in my next life, things would be different. I would not forget. 
 


	//Memory Trigger//
“I’ve come to collect what is mine. My true body. The one taken and catalogued by you.”
The frank and blunt admission was met with haughty laughter from deep within the shadows of the chamber. From that chamber out walked the ancient one, a thousand-handed one. A true thousand-handed one. The monster peered at me through the darkness of its chamber, and then up at me, and in that moment, I, who was peerless in another life, knew a dark truth. There would always be a bigger threat, and the Ancient One was a power I couldn’t stand up against, a power I couldn’t resist. It was a power beyond that which I had pursued.
This was a power altogether something else. Something old. Something unfamiliar. It was not so easily quantified with terms like King or Lord. This was a primordial being born from the chaos of the birthing of the world.
That ancient being spoke to me. “I did not think you would be the one to come and reclaim this power I prepared so carefully for another. Maybe you have grown. Perhaps this time will be different. Still, that is no more your true body then the one you’re currently wearing.”
The ancient one’s words lingered for a moment. “This one. This is mere humanity. It will not be enough.”
I didn’t say anything in response. Instead, I moved the conversation elsewhere. “That’s why I’ve come. Can you do it? Can you give me back the power I lost from the previous timeline?”
The ancient one looked me straight in the eye and approached, examining me with its keen senses. “It will not be as it was. But the body can be claimed again. Are you prepared? The process is not easy, nor is it painless.”
I looked down at the body the ancient one had accused me of wearing. The body I’d taken of my younger self when I’d awakened in this timeline. With it came the memory of the promise I’d made to a grieving father, to return his son to him.
“I have no right to this body,” I replied, “and I need whatever strength I can gain from my old body. I know it won’t be what it was, but it is something, and I need power now to fight what is coming.”
The ancient one didn’t respond for a moment, and then it finally said, “Lay down. On the table. We will begin shortly. The process is not without flaws.”
I did as it asked and laid down on the table. A hundred different hands moved. Hands that grabbed components from off of shelves and others from out of boxes. On another table, the steel skin was laid out carefully in the outline of the man I had been.
“Hmm.. where is it?” The monster muttered. “Ah, I’ve found it.”
A massive eye looked down at me. “Needles,” it explained as it opened the box it had found. “Crafted from the bones of a false deity.” It kept searching and pulled out a potion of green ichor and spread it across the skin to start circling the channels of mana that would finish the reanimation and transference processes.
I saw myself rise up off the table and leave my body behind. The pain was immense as the monster went to work. The thousand hands of the ancient one performed a technique I would be lucky to ever match if I lived so long. Such comparisons weren’t relevant; the Primordial Being was in a class of its own. It kept moving, until finally a body crisscrossed in stitches, mana fibers, and scar tissue awaited me and my return. My last thoughts before finishing the transfer were simple: If I don’t survive, make sure my shadow self’s body is returned to my father. That is one promise I would keep.
 




“Hey? Are you ok?” Kat asked, poking me in the side to get my attention. I was suddenly jarred into awareness and fully came back to the present and the clinic office.
The memory faded away and sweat beaded down my otherwise-flushed face. The memory had been more intense than others, as if it resonated with my current situation. I found myself staring once more at the small, dwarf-like body of the Helping Hand, and for the briefest of moments, I could see the outside of the mysterious to which the Helping Hand connected. I knew in that moment two things: one being that it would not be safe to acknowledge the connection I witnessed, and two, that there was far more to the Helping Hands than their cartoonish bodies implied.
“As I was explaining,” the Helping Hand started, bringing my attention back towards a conversation piece that I’d all but forgotten. “This clinic depends on the donations of others to survive. So long as we have adequate donations, we can remain at this location.”
“What’s the catch?” Argus spoke up from beside me, the older man’s voice grounding me in the present as the memory of the King of the Crows and his prior regression was hard to shake off.
Kat seemed equally curious. “I’m curious, too. What happens if you don’t get the donations you need?” I was glad to see some of their previous skepticism and unease wavered in the face of what appeared to be true altruism. The Helping Hand raised a stubby arm to its face, as if in deep thought, as it leaned back in its chair and contemplated our question. Eventually, it just responded with, “I’m not sure if there’s a catch. But as for your other question…”
The Helping Hand shouted out, “Hey, does anyone know what happens if we don’t get donations and the clinic's health reaches zero?”
The area behind the Helping Hand rippled and the air shimmered as a tiny door connecting to nothing appeared and swung open. Through the door, another Helping Hand walked out. This one was carrying a clipboard with papers on it. It scanned across the papers before looking at the other, seated Helping Hand, and then over at me and my team. “We either die, or the clinic goes somewhere else. That’s the way of the world.” It shrugged and walked over towards the door.
“All right, then,” I responded. “What’s next, then?”
Kat and Argus seemed like they had the same question and looked at me for additional guidance.
The Helping Hand behind the counter chimed in, “Don’t worry, he’s just coming around to unlock the door. Just step through, and we can get the next part of the process started.” With that said, the door swung open, and the Helping Hand with a clipboard beckoned for us to enter. I did; we all did.
Once I stepped through the door on to the brown carpet of the office space and left the lobby looking area behind, I found I was alone. The others were no longer with me, and this time, the door did close behind, sealing me in. I cast a furtive glance around, trying to get a sense of what had changed, and of whether I needed to be ready to fight my way free.
“None of that,” shouted the voice of the Helping Hand that was carrying the clipboard. “This is a tight space, and we run a tight ship here. I know you’re worried about your friends, but put that away. They’re fine, I promise you. We just like to make sure our patients have a few degrees of separation. Medical privacy and all. That’s important in this day and age, especially when what you find out might not be for the ears of others. Easier this way. On everyone.”
“Now keep moving. We’ve got a lot we still need to do,” the Helping Hand continued as it walked along the edge of the counter and led me to the door of the next hall.
I went to walk through it, and the Helping Hand stopped me. “One thing at a time,” it said as it pointed to the scale and stadiometer. “Go ahead, get on.”
“Got it,” I responded and stepped on it. The Helping Hand was right beside me, adjusting the measuring, until finally the scale centered on 187. Then it grabbed hold of the stadiometer, and with arms longer than they’d been a moment before, it adjusted to my head and muttered to itself as it scribbled notes on the pad, “73 inches.”
“Is this really necessary?” I asked as I stepped off the scale.
The Helping Hand looked up from its clipboard and tilted its head before answering me. “Your numbers were decent; tad on the skinny side though. You’re healthy enough to continue. Keep eating and working hard, and you’ll bulk up in no time.”
“Anyways, follow me this way.” The Helping Hand motioned to the open doorway and stepped through. I followed behind him. The doorway led to a long hallway and opened up towards another station that led back toward the exit. There were a series of doors on the far wall numbered from one to five. The Helping Hand pointed down the hallway, “Your room is the third door on the right. Go ahead and get comfortable, and the doctor will be in to see you in a moment.”
My footsteps were quiet on the carpet, and up ahead where the manning station was, I could hear voices talking amongst themselves, but I couldn’t make out what they were saying to each other. I pushed the voices out of my mind and walked towards the room when another Helping Hand appeared out of nowhere from a spawning doorway.
I moved to the side to make room for the Helping Hand. It held a box in a tight grip. A large, brown, cardboard box that was almost just as big as the creature was. The Helping Hand struggled with the load it was carrying, and I could see signs of the strain on its body from how heavy and big the box was. A normal-sized person would have no such difficulty, or at least, the strain would be substantially less.
I couldn’t just not do anything. “Hey, it looks like you’re having a bit of trouble with that, let me grab it for you.” I offered my help and motioned for the Helping Hand to stop so I could grab the box for him.
“All right, then. You don’t have to, though,” the Helping Hand responded as I bent down and grabbed the box with a grunt. I had to force myself to stand back up all the way. The box pressed down on me. Even with my advanced strength, it was much heavier than anything I’d carried before. Whatever was in it must have weighed hundreds of pounds.
The strain on my body was enormous. My muscles screamed and my arms ached as I moved down the hall. "What’s in here?” I asked half-jokingly. “Rocks? Medical books? Coin jars?”
The Helping Hand walked alongside me and shook its head sadly. “No, nothing so simple.” In response, the box seemed to move and press outwards, as if something was inside of it wanting to be free. “That’s a box of regrets. It’s easy to really see how heavy they are in box form, instead of, you know…”
The Helping Hand held an arm up to its mouth and whispered, “Instead of carrying them in your head. Not yours, of course. This is from another patient at one of our linked clinics.”
The box grew even heavier, and for a second, I thought about putting it down or giving it back to the Helping Hand, but I’d already committed. I resisted the urge to lift the cover and look inside and instead just pressed forward towards the station.
“You can put it down right there on the counter. Thank you,” the Helping Hand said once I cleared the rest of the hallway. Beads of sweat ran down my face, and my arms had grown swollen from the exertion. As soon as I set the box down on the counter, the other Helping Hands, the ones I’d heard whispering before, turned and looked at me from their workstations, where words I didn’t recognize were printed across the strewn-about paperwork.
“Is there a problem?” I asked.
They continued to stare, and a new Helping Hand walked over from out of room three. He had an almost comical mustache and a white coat. “I didn’t think helping him was an issue. It seemed like he was struggling. I didn’t know it was against the rules, but I’m not sorry for helping.”
The Helping Hand Doctor looked at me with a curious smile, a warm smile. “It’s not an issue. We all need a little help sometimes.”
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The Helping Hand Doctor shimmered, and for a moment, I could see them as they truly were, and not as they seemed to be. I could see the entity, that great other behind all of the Helping Hands that connected them. The ancient one to whom they all belonged; and for a second, the ancient one focused on me through the Helping Hand. Even the Clinic itself seemed to waver and fade in and out of existence, becoming less real in the process as the illusion of the instanced dungeon lost some of its grip on the piece of reality it had clung to.
“You can open the box, human. Inside you’ll find three items that will help you immensely, but be warned, for each is a double-edged sword, as this is a box of regrets. Inside you’ll find the Death’s Kell, a bell that rings when somebody you have vowed to protect is in mortal danger. Next, you’ll find the Mirror of True Seeing; no illusion is shown in its reflection. Lastly, you will find the Potion of Stolen Yesteryears. You may drink from it, and whatever memory you sacrifice will be granted back to you as strength. The more important to your identity, the more power that is gained. Do not use any of them before you have completed their trials.”
The Helping Hand continued, “The effect of their use differs from person to person, but you’ll find in them the regrets of things left undone, the things done, and the dreams that didn’t come to pass. When you are ready, each will be its own challenge, but the potion most of all. To gain that strength you’ll need to overcome the power of the memory. I caution you, though: The thing about regrets is that sometimes, they have a reason to be left alone and forgotten.”
The Helping Hand’s words lingered cryptically, and I looked at the box before placing it into my inventory for later. The Helping Hand pointed to the examination room, “Go wait, we’ve lingered long enough.”
I did as instructed, my feet practically moving on their own as the Clinic and the Dungeon world it represented overlapped and struggled to maintain a coherent illusion, both warping under the combined mind and pressure of the interference of the ancient one.
Once I stepped through the door into the examination room, the haze went away, and the Clinic repaired itself of the damage from the otherworldly presence that had been warping it. It wasn’t long before I was joined in the examination room by another Helping Hand. This one was dressed more casually and wore child-sized, teal scrubs over its body.
“I’ll be doing your examination today,” the Helping Hand announced as it looked down at a clipboard in its hand and read off a name. “Mr. Jax Nolan.”
“Is any of this necessary? I’m sure you can just pull my status, if you haven’t already.” I asked and then pressed more. “What’s the point of any of this? Where’s the puzzle? Where the fight? Where’s the struggle between life and death? Where is the challenge?”
The Helping Hand looked at me curiously. “Have you been through so much already that you can’t believe that a place like this exists just to heal you and others like you who dare to explore in preparation of the next phase?”
I almost laughed, but I resisted the urge. I disagreed instead. “That’s what the Healing Fountain is for. That’s what a healing ability is for.”
The Helping Hand held up two arms and politely disagreed. “The Healing Fountain may restore your health and refill your mana, but it doesn’t restore you. It can’t undo the things you see and have to do.”
“Fine, let’s just do this, then, and be on with it.” I responded.
The Helping Hand walked over to me and put an arm on my chest that was followed by a shining, blue light and pressure against my body. The pressure increased, and then it exploded in a wave of energy that disbursed across the room and caused the illusion of the room to wobble.
The Helping Hand pulled back abruptly and stared at me suspiciously. “Just what are you?”
The question lingered in the air. I felt a jolt of adrenaline flood my system. Does it know I’m from the future? How does it know? “What do you mean? I’m a player, just like everyone else.” I tried to keep my thoughts clear, but I was sure my everything gave me away, and if that was true, how to go forward all depended on how the Helping Hand took it.
The Helping Hand looked at me. “Like everyone else? Here stands a man before me who doesn’t exist.” It looked at me, examining me closely. A light once more appeared in its hands, and it pressed the ball of energy against my chest. I knew what it was doing, probing for information. It needed to know more, and to an extent, so did I.
“Show me your earliest memory. Show me who you are.” The Helping Hand looked at me again, and an odd look crossed its face. “Your earliest memory starts at a gas station. Everything else is… falsehood. Like a suggestion painted over something else. A sticker on a glass pane. But you, you don’t exist; or rather, Jax Nolan didn’t exist before the first day of the apocalypse. Who are you?”
I felt a sense of confusion and anger rise up in me. Is this to be their challenge? The puzzle for the Clinic I was missing? They mean to make me doubt myself? Make me lose myself? “My name is Jax Nolan. I’m a man who cares about the people who are important to me. I take care of friends, my allies, my teammates, and I will do everything within my power to keep them safe and make sure they survive.”
The Helping Hand smiled sadly. “How can you claim any of that when you don’t even know what manner of man you are?”
The Clinic shook for a moment after those words were uttered, and the walls moved back and forth as they moved in and out of existence. I grabbed onto Regressors’ Key, and the blade shined brilliant and radiant white as I readied myself to harness the power within the blade. For just a moment, the waiting ancient one could be seen through the gaps created in the dungeon. Gold and silver waves of mana shook the room, and the Helping Hand held up its two arms in apology. “It’s not my place to pry further, as I have been instructed. Let us continue based solely on more… immediate readings.”
“Fine,” I responded and the light from Regressors’ Key faded.
“Thank you,” the Helping Hand responded as it held its arm up again while scribbling notes with the other. “It seems that you have the stance of an experienced warrior, though your body is only just now starting to adapt. However… your stat point distribution says otherwise.”
The Helping Hand looked at me, “Do you know what you’re doing? We do offer a full status reset, with all points refunded back to be used again, including for abilities.”
I shook my head and allowed my arguably worst ability, the Cloak of Flames, to burst alive as my body immolated for a moment before dismissing it. “I’ve got something in mind for all of my abilities, I just need to figure out how to make it happen.”
The Helping Hand was unconvinced.
“I know there will always be those who are good with a sword.” I decided to lean into something everybody knew from gaming. “You’ll always have damage dealers and try-hards; you’ll always have people willing to close with the enemy, people that want the glory and the accolades. But nobody wants to be down in the trenches or doing the nameless dirty work from behind the battle lines. I want to thread the needle between both. I want the power to protect my allies, and protection is more than just the tip of a blade; it’s a shield.
“Ah. So, you would seek the power to guard your allies against your enemies. If your heart is set on the path of a supporter, it is a hard path, but one that we here may help you with,” the Helping Hand hinted at cryptically as it finished up a few notes on its clipboard. “Tell me your choice. We will evolve one ability that you currently possess; it does not unlock additional tiers, but rather improves on the ability as is. Can you choose such an ability?
Can I? The only one that I’ve really decided to focus on like that and build up is my Wisp summoning. “My Wisp,” came my answer. “Will Lumen still be like she currently is? Or will it change her personality, too?”
The Helping Hand wrestled with itself to find an answer before shrugging. “I don’t know, but it should be ok. We have not tried this before on a sentient summon.”
“All right.” I nuzzled the collar of my coat and woke Lumen from her slumber. The Wisp flew out and zipped around, taking in the new setting. I flagged her down. “Lumen, I have to ask you something, and you can say no, I won’t get mad. I have a chance to make you stronger, but I won’t do it unless you agree.”
The Wisp flew right up to my face and nuzzled my check before flashing in the white light of its affirmation.
The Helping Hand held up its arm. “Come here, little one.”
Tentatively, Lumen flew over to the Helping Hand, and in that moment, the veil was pulled back once more, and I could see the primordial other who controlled the Helping Hands, the true power behind them.
Lumen began to shake in the Helping Hand’s paw but didn’t run or zip away. I remained ready to intervene if the Wisp needed it. “Don’t worry, little one, this is just a brief discomfort, already passing.”
The Wisp flared, and she flared brighter than I had ever seen her.
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“You don’t need to worry, it will only last for a moment,” the Helping Hand told me as the room blazed with golden light, and Lumen flared like a dying star in supernova. I had to avert my eyes, but when it was done, I looked back at the little Wisp, and where Lumen had been, I could now see other Wisps flying around, circling her and passing through her. No longer was my Wisp a sentient ball of energy. I could now see small eyes of white and a smile that showed some of the personality I had only guessed at previously.
“She has split herself into parts. Each one separate and equal. Though the other manifestations can only be maintained absent from her for a very short period,” the Helping Hand explained. “Here, maybe the notification would help better.”
	Summon Radiant Wisp (Lumen) 2/10 – Cost of 3rd Purchase 2880 – The possessor of this ability is able to summon an advanced spiritual companion, the Radiant Wisp. The Radiant Wisp is a named. permanent companion (Lumen), and if destroyed or banished, may be resummoned. The Radiant Wisp cannot take physical damage. The Radiant Wisp’s strength is equal to INT*1.4. The Radiant Wisp’s agility is equal to INT*1.9. The Radiant Wisp’s intelligence is equal to INT*2.4. Each purchase of the Radiant Wisp ability increases the number of ability slots the Radiant Wisp may be taught and used. Abilities may be purchased from the shop, for the Radiant Wisp. This ability may be purchased 10 times.
The Radiant Wisp has one activated racial ability that does not count against overall ability count. 
Radiant Aspect – Once per day, the Radiant Wisp may activate all of its separate parts. Each separate aspect has its own individual cooldowns and mana pool. The ability lasts for a total of 3 minutes, but for each slain enemy, an additional time of 15 seconds is added to the ability duration. This ability does not scale. Total number of aspects increases as the player levels. Next aspect gained at player level 30.
Current Additional Aspects – 2.




“As you can see,” the Helping Hand explained, “This is a powerful ability that, when used correctly, could be what turns a battle for you, especially as you are building your skillset towards protecting others. Be kind, though; it is not easy being part of a greater whole. I can tell you from experience.”
I nodded gratefully and wondered for a moment just how much of the Helping Hand was its own unique person, and how much was controlled directly by the great other, the Thousand Handed One.
The Helping Hand smiled at me like it knew exactly what I was wondering. It tore a piece of paper off the clipboard after one last scribble and handed it to me. I only recognized a small section of what was written, the rest of it largely illegible. 187 pounds. Needs to eat more. I walked out of the room and back down the hallway towards the exit. As I approached the exit door, one of the Helping Hands flagged me down.
“Yes, Mr. Jax Nolan sir. It’s a matter of your donation for services rendered.” A Helping Hand called out as I walked toward the exit. “If you could just settle that real quick and then be on your way.
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I looked down at the Helping Hand for any kind of feedback for what was appropriate to give. I considered the price of the Lumen’s upgrade and tried to put a value on that. I shook my head and tapped a pen against the counter in frustration. How do you quantify priceless? I can’t afford that.
“I’m sorry. I don’t have enough experience to pay for the evolution of my Wisp.” I finally admitted. I was stumped.
The Helping Hand on the other side of the counter narrowed its eye ridges and looked at me suspiciously and then at the door. They think I’m going to run? I laughed. “No, I’m not taking off, I’m just trying to figure this out. I appreciate what you guys did for me.”
Chairs moved back into place, and I noticed the other Helping Hands had moved and readied themselves to come at me. That’s the trigger then. Not paying the debt. All of that, and they would have attacked me if I left without trying to clear up the payment.
“I’d like to offer a payment plan. This way I can still pay you for services rendered, because otherwise, I can’t provide anything, and donations imply that payment is optional. I’m not trying to skip out on donating, I just can’t provide equivalent reimbursement right now. What I can do is accept a tax of all of my experience, say 5% of all my experience, until a total of 5,000 experience has been repaid. That seems more than fair, and any overflow I pay can go towards services for somebody else.”
I put my hand forward and hoped they would accept. All three of the Helping Hands spun backwards in their chairs and hosted an impromptu conference as they whispered among each other and kept looking at me. The Doctor Helping Hand appeared out of a small door in the air and conferred with the others before heading towards me. He took my hand in its arm and shook it. The deal was sealed, and with it, the visage of the Clinic passed away, and I passed out.
 




Chapter 40: The Last For Now

The light of morning woke me up. I was back in Home Base, propped up against the outer wall of the Clinic. Argus and Kat stood watch over me, protectively making sure no one came for me, that no one attacked me while I was incapacitated. I had the vague sense of an important dream, but whatever the dream had been, it was forgotten. The door to the Clinic was locked up behind us. Chains had spread over the gated entrance. We wouldn’t be able to go back in, I wasn’t surprised.
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Victory Reward: End of waves, and three days of rest until the start of the next scenario.
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The notification got my thoughts rolling. All right, so, long-term benefit with the synthesis, but nothing in the immediate. I groaned and got up. Argus turned and saw me struggling to get up and ran over to support me. The older man slung my arm over his shoulder and steadied me to my feet. “Easy now, you’ve been out for a while.”
“How long have I been out?” I asked, feeling groggy.
Kat tilted her head as she kept watch and answered. “Few hours I think, it can’t have been much longer than that. You were the first one out. I’m just not sure by how long. I was the second, and Argus was the last.” She stopped talking and looked out on the street, craning her neck. Something had caught her attention. “Quiet down for a minute.” She held up a hand for me and Argus to remain quiet, and I just leaned on Argus more.
Noise followed. The relative quiet of the breaking morning was broken by the bitter yelling and curses of the other players. Their words echoed between the buildings and carried far on the streets of the Home Base. I caught some of the words. They cursed us, my team extensively. Did none of them read the bottom of the prompt?
The noise faded, and Kat spoke up. “It’s been like that off and on. I figure it’ll get better, now that the game is over, and people come to their senses.” Kat told me. “It was a lot louder when you were passed out, but I wasn’t too worried. I don’t think many of the others survived the night. From what I heard, a lot of them turned on each other.” She turned her hip and revealed a black and brown grip in her hand, a hilt of a sword without the blade.
I guess it can’t be helped. People are like that when they’re afraid. I directed my attention elsewhere, toward the hilt in her hand. “What’s that?” I asked curiously.
Kat grinned and grabbed the hilt and pulled it out for Argus and me to see. The hilt itself was nothing amazing. It looked wooden, with pieces of black and red leather wrapped around it. “Just watch,” she told us with a knowing smile.
The hilt suddenly began to thrum, and blue mana traveled through tiny channels in the hilt that I hadn’t seen before. The entire thing began to shine with arcane glyphs. “Come, Sangriel,” she muttered as the hilt turned to red. Suddenly, a dark blade erupted out of the hilt, a blade of near-perfect shadow that was condensed into the form of a Katana.
“What’s that?” Argus asked. “I’m skeptical of how much damage that thing can do.”
I knew what it was, but I let Kat have her moment. I didn’t need to bring any more attention to myself by revealing more of what I knew with flimsy context to justify it. At some point, my teammates were going to question the extent of my claimed ability, and I needed to get ahead of that by leaning on it less.
“It’s a Soul Blade and it's apparently going to get stronger with me. As in, the blade scales off of my strength, agility, and intelligence. It will grow as I do and meet my determination with a power of its own.”
“Ah. An evolving sword, that’s got to be useful right?” Argus commented, and I was a little surprised that he knew what it was. He must have seen that look on my face and shrugged and pointed. “It’s a sword. A sword that evolves; i.e., an evolving sword. I don’t need an ability to figure that one out.”
Kat laughed, and I laughed with her. I had a thought. What did she have to pay to walk away with that item? A Soul Blade is practically priceless. It’s not on the level of Regressors’ Key, but she could realistically carry that blade the rest of her days and never need to discard it or upgrade to something else.
I frowned. What did she offer to offset the cost? There’s no way she could have afforded that upgrade, and I doubt she did a debt system like me, so did it cost? Or did part of my debt carry hers?
“Amazing, isn’t it?” Kat swung the blade through the air, and it left trails of dark ash in its wake. “There’s no way I could have afforded this otherwise, if I had to buy it, but I gave them all the experience I had left and an unassigned stat point.”
“What about you Argus?” I asked turning to the older man at my side.
Argus grinned slyly, and in an exaggerated showing, he slipped a hand into his overalls and pulled out a bag of chips he’d been snacking on. “I talked it over with the Helping Hands and I didn’t have anything to trade them for services, so I just took a bag of chips from the vending machine and turned down the upgrades.”
I looked at him dumbfounded. I felt actual anger rise up in me for a moment. “Do you know the chances of any of us getting an opportunity like that again? And you wasted it on chips?”
Argus pursued his lips and nodded his head before answering. “These are salt and vinegar. Not a waste at all. But man, did I just learn you can’t take a joke.”
Kat laughed, and Argus grinned. I held a hand to my heart in apology. “All right, so, what did you get, then?”
“It’s two fold actually. Part of that is more difficult to explain. I mean, I could, but it doesn’t have the same kind of shock value as seeing it in person.” Argus answered cryptically.
This man is driving me mad. “What is it Argus? Just share,” I responded, still feeling a little annoyed.
“Dreadnaught Pillbox,” he responded with a wide smile. “Apparently, it starts off pretty unimpressive, but basically, from the gist of the upgrade, it’s my bunker on wheels. We’ll all have to see just what that looks like when the time comes. Last thing I want is to be mobile, but it takes hours to get anywhere.”
“But that wasn’t the only thing. I got the revive stones. They’re in my inventory. I’m supposed to hold on to them for as long as I can. If I’m killed and have one of those stones, I revive automatically. I hope that doesn’t end up being the case, but it’s a little security for me, and by extension, you guys.” Argus explained firmly, and judging by the tone of his voice, I knew it wasn’t up for further discussion. He would be the keeper who hopefully never needed to use the revival stones in his care.
Kat turned around, “Your turn, Jax. What did you get? Seems like maybe I got the short end of the stick after hearing about everything that Argus got.”
“Maybe its because he didn’t want anything.” I mused before turning my attention back to the question. “Right, my turn.” I reached into the hem of my jacket and gently coaxed the Wisp into my hand to show to my two teammates. Lumen flared with light for a moment, and when she did, the two additional aspects could be seen almost like an afterimage or a mirage.
“So, looks like you’ve got three Wisps there, are they harder to control?” Argus mused, and Kat nodded along with it.
I disagreed and shook my head. “No, more like the same Wisp, just three times and control seems to have remained steady.”
Argus shrugged as if to say, no idea why that is better or worse. “This means we got a lot of good upgrades in there, didn’t we? How much better off are we than everyone else?”
“Those who dare, do,” I replied, thinking about an old adage about how fortune favors the bold. “But yes, we did. We really did. The gap between us and everyone one else is massive.”
That got the two of them thinking. I leaned back against the wall and waited for just a second before jumping up, almost startling the two of them in the process. “All right, it’s time to move out. We’ve still got a lot of ground to cover, and we need to check on what’s going on now.”
Without another word between us, we walked down the streets of the Home Base. The handful of players that had survived up to this point were scattered around on the street and called out to us as we passed. There was evidence of a fight. A hard and lengthy going fight. More than a few had bandaged cuts and fresh injuries that partially explained sprays of red blood we saw on the walls.
“What happened here?” Kat whispered to me as we passed through.
Angry faces glared at us, and I pulled out Regressor’s Key while Kat wielded the Soul Blade Sangriel. Hopefully, this is enough to scare away anyone who wants to try their luck.
The other players hid away from us, and though I couldn’t hear what their angry and dark mutterings were, I could guess. They think they’re about to die, and they think it’s my fault for not just letting them kill us. I shook my head. People had a habit of disappointing.
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Kat and Argus nodded and let me know they understood and agreed. It didn’t help that everywhere we walked there were signs of desperate struggle, as if the rest had finally shown initiative and it had been in attacking each other instead of exploring the dungeons. Things were quiet, though, as we returned to the Healing Fountain.
I can’t say I was surprised, though, when I arrived and saw that the Healing Fountain had been shut off, and that standing above the Healing Fountain was a Divinity I hadn’t seen before. It wore blue and silver armor and stood atop the hilt of a spear it had imbedded into the fountain.
“Finally, our irregulars have arrived. Let us begin anew. I am the Divinity Urban. I have been assigned as the replacement to the disgraced Fortuna in leading this group through this and coming scenarios. To the survivors of last night, well done. Your rewards have already been granted.” The Divinity motioned graciously towards us.
I nodded. “Thank you.”
The Divinity stared at me. “Not you. The others. By entering the Clinic, the others were denied the ability to win the scenario, “Cat and Mouse;” and just as some parties can alter scenarios, so can I. To the survivors of “Street Battle Royale,” I say, well done. Out of the 100 humans who started their journey here at the Home Base, only 20 remain. As I stated last night, the experience and total stat points of anyone slain during the “Street Battle Royale” event have been applied to your status. The stat points of the slain have been applied as unused stat points. Apply when able, and please keep in mind that killing other players only applies perfect transferability of experience and stats during a “Battle Royale” event.
“That said, I will honor the terms applied. You may enjoy your three days of rest, and at the end of the three days, you will be credited with the reward for finishing the 2nd scenario, ’Defend Your Home Base’. For the reward, you will be granted a customized class based on your current specifications, status allocation, and abilities.
“Enough with the regulars, I would talk to the three of you separately.” The Divinity looked straight at us, and a bubble suddenly spawned around us and flew, with us inside, straight towards the Divinity.
With the bubble surrounding us, the Divinity stepped off of its spear and directly into the bubble with us. Its body radiated heat from a layer of light over its armor. It spoke directly to us. Kat and Argus kept close, and I could tell they were unnerved. This is their first time really dealing face-to-face with a power that completely eclipses them.
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“It is uncommon for the process to be subverted so much.” The Divinity looked directly at me and narrowed its eyes from under the helmet. “If the spirit of the Deepest Realm had not intervened directly on your behalf, you would have been killed outright, Jax Nolan. Manipulating scenarios is an egregious crime, and you have lacked subtlety.”
Kat and Argus looked at me oddly and moved away slightly, though the bubble restricted much of their movement.
“As you humans say, discretion is the better part of valor, is it not?” The Divinity continued. “In three days, you will make a choice. The Tower will open. A rift between this world and the Nightmare Realm will spawn. Portals to the Battle Arena of Spirits will spawn, the Dungeon of the Deepest Realm will reveal some of its secrets. You have options. The Nightmare Realm, the Tower, or the Spectral Forge.”
The Divinity looked away for a moment while keeping an eye trained on me. It seemed almost like it was in talks with somebody else. Urban’s body suddenly released, and part of the aura of light around its body disappeared. “That’ll be it. Consider your choices. However, there is one more thing to consider.”
A single orb of red and black was passed from the Divinity to me. “Should you crush this orb, the last wave will spawn. It will no longer work once you have passed from this area. You will receive no additional system benefits except for those you are currently progressing towards. The Healing Fountain will work, for 5 minutes only, once the Orb is broken. Consider carefully how you spend your next three days.”
The Divinity tilted its head forward, and a ray of light shined on it. The armored warrior reached out a hand and grabbed onto that ray of light and disappeared, and with it, the bubble that was surrounding us disappeared. Kat, Argus, and I fell to the ground and landed with a grunt on our feet.
“That was… intense,” muttered Argus as he patted his jumpsuit down where it had bunched up.
“Yeah. It kind of was.” Kat looked at me, a hard look full of questions. I better get ahead of that. I can’t exactly say I’m from a future where all of them were dead already.
“I learned a lot in the Clinic,” I answered, and while technically ’truthfull-ish’, it wasn’t really the truth that she was hinting towards. “I can’t really talk about it. Can’t talk about it. Just know that I’ll share what I safely can with you guys. I’ve kept us alive so far. I promise to keep doing so.”
“Well….” Argus asked drawing the words out. “What do we do now?”
I looked over at the cracked and dried up Healing Fountain and then over towards the path leading to the Grocer, where the other players had started to mull about and tried to spy on our conversation. “It’s simple.” I responded, looking at the orb in my hand. “We need to prepare.”
I brushed the dirt and gravel off of me and headed over towards the upgrade terminal. “We’ve put this off for a while, but it’s time to put what we’ve earned so far into effect. We’ll get another windfall of experience in three days, but in the meantime, we need to use what we have. Have to. Like our lives depend on it. Sitting on a chance to get stronger is deadly.”
Kat nodded, and Argus looked on cautiously. The brief encounter with the armored Divinity had helped to ground them. They needed to learn there was always a bigger monster to kill. The older man’s posture had changed. He wasn’t keeping watch out of habit or curiosity, he was keeping watch out of a matter of necessity. He senses the danger, too. We’ve got marks on our backs now.
From the shadows of the buildings surrounding the Healing Fountain, the remaining players stirred. They looked at us, and unlike before, there was something different about their behavior, something off.
“This is a good example, you two, this right here. Those other guys, they’ve learned something that I had hoped nobody would come across. They’ve learned how to kill other people, and how much stronger they get doing it.” My teammates looked over, concerned, and Argus’s face flashed with a look of determination I hadn’t seen from him yet. Meanwhile, the words of the King of the Crows passed through my mind, and his commandments, specifically his greatest taboo: the killing of others for the sake of gaining power. I turned my gaze on the lingering players, and predator gaze was returned by predator gaze.
Regressors’ Key flared in my hand, and for a moment, murderous intent flooded me as though it came from the blade itself. That intent guided my movements. My body jerked forward on its own, the blade demanding action. No. I stopped myself mid-sprint and came to my senses. The nearby players got up, and their hateful eyes glared at me. I yelled back at those who lingered in the dark and those who thought they could come for me. I let loose some of the murderous rage. It washed over me and through me, and the nearest of the players blanched and stopped. Soon the others did the same. They raised hands defensively and moved backwards away and out of my presence. As they did, titles appeared above their heads in red highlight. They all had the same titles. 
 
 
	//System Notification//
You have witnessed the negative title, “Knives Out”. Be warned, the possessors of this title have killed somebody who thought they were allies. Additionally, so long as this title is active, users who killed another player gain 125% more of the stat points gained for killing another player. Players who slay a possessor of this title will suffer no penalties if defending themselves and will gain 50% of the title owner’s stats.
 




Player killers, then and opportunities. That title isn’t for killing, it's for betraying a friend. These aren’t people I can trust, and if they survive, people I care about will be harmed by them. “Have you already forgotten what Argus and I did to keep the undead back? Do you think one night of bloodshed changes that gap between us? It doesn’t. All that’s changed is the blood on your hands. I can see it; we can all see it. I won’t hold back if you come for us. You’re all marked.”
Kat stood next to me, and the girl seemed far more imposing once the dark sword Sangriel erupted out of its sheath in a layer of shadow. The remaining players got up and left. We would be left alone to do our business and upgrade.
	System Notification 
Level-Up Notice
Details: Since the last time you visited an upgrade terminal, you have gained 4 levels and have 8 + 3 stat points unused. Please apply those unused points at your earliest convenience.




Earliest convenience? I know exactly where to put those points. A few more points in health will help me to stay alive and in the fight longer. But since I have the health upgrade from the coffee, I don’t need quite as much health right now. Better agility would help me maneuver throughout the battlefield, but I also need to move away from the frontlines. Besides, there’s one ability I have that stands above the rest of them. One that requires all of my attention. But before I get too involved.
“System, update status menu. Show me sources for my health and mana.”
//Status Sheet\\
 
	Name – Jax Nolan 
[Dungeoneer]

	Unused Experience Points - 02762


	Health – 400 Points
(50 Health Pack)
(300 Coffee)
(50 Strength)

	Mana – 280 Points
(50 Mana Pack)
(100 Mana Crystals)
(130 Intelligence)


	Health Regeneration - .15 Per Minute

	Mana Regeneration – .39 Per Minute


	Player
Level – 12 * -Unused Points -11 - > 0

	-Title-
"Call Me Doctor Love"-15% Mana Cost of Support Abilities. Increase of .005 base Mana Regeneration.
“Once More Into The Breach" -Cannot take lethal damage from friendly or neutral parties while in the presence of hostiles.
“Favored of a Fallen Lord” : Whomever possesses this title will automatically be granted a neutral or better standing with the factions of the Underrealm and will not be attacked.
“Initiate of the Pen and Sword” - The Pen and Sword offers no advantages by itself but may open previous locked doors, and if additional ranks are gained, can initiate a subclass synthesis.


	Strength - 10
Agility – 6
Intelligence – 15 - > 26

	Current Primary Quest
-(Enjoy Your Rest)-
Finished Quests
-The Running of the Mobs-
-Draconian Measures-
-Defend Your Home Base-
-Cats and Mice


	Earned Emblems
Goblin Slayer I
Slime Slayer I
Undead Slayer I
 


	Abilities
Blessing of Light
Summon Radiant Wisp (Lumen)
Cloak of Fire

	Passive Upgrades
Draconian Measures – Redundant Internal Organs (Heart Unlocked)
100/3000 Mana Gained From Crystals
300/3000 Health Gained From Coffee
Passive Debuffs
*5% of all experience earned will be passed directly through the system towards the Helping Hands until a debt total of 5000 has been paid off. Current progress 0/5000
*Note, does not apply to event or scenario rewards.
Recipe Cards
-Coffee
-Healing Ointment
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My mana pool is getting a little heavier now. I have enough mana that I can basically keep Cloak of Flames on, factoring in my mana regeneration per hour now. At least for the first hour. That’s something, at least, battle-wise. I’m building myself up, little by little. But that’s not the biggest advantage I have. Lumen is. With those Auto Turrets, it’s not only that she can reach hard-to-attack locations, it’s the scaling she gets versus me. Right now, she has the highest attack power.
My intelligence is 26 currently, which mean’s Lumen’s strength is currently 26*1.4(36.4); her agility is 26*1.9(49.4); and her intelligence is 26*2.4(62.4). But what matters more is when she uses the Auto Turret ability. Attacking damage is INT * .8, and rate of attack is equal to AGI * .05. So, right now, when Lumen summons an Auto Turret, it deals 49.92 damage an attack, and it has an attack speed of 2.47, which basically means those Auto Turrets attack two and a half times a second. Those Turrets, with a little bit of time, will basically be machine guns. I smiled and the others asked me what was up to. I told them they’d see later. I turned my attention to spending the rest of my points. I don’t need to get another upgrade for Lumen just yet.
 
	Experience Purchase Menu – Available Points – 02762


	Items


	Witches Pokey Hat
Cost 4400 - In Stock – 2* Grants the wearer the Cursed Charm ability. Targets under the effect of the charm can be turned into permanent golems that follow the user. Every stat of the golem thus created is equal to 1.3 of the original stat. 
Bloody Casual Wear
Cost 5 – In Stock 125,891
*Provides no current advance, save as replacement clothing. Unpurchased items will be phased out during the next cycle.
Sports Protective Helmet Cost 300 – In Stock 39
*Provides a one-time benefit of blocking an attack aimed at the head.
Umpires Chest Cost 300 – In Stock 10
*Reduces by 5% blunt-type damage.
Knights Armor Cost 3300 – In Stock 2
*Reduces by 80% slashing damage below Overkill threshold.
Full Riot Gear Cost 5500 – In Stock 41
-Provides 13% damage reduction below Overkill threshold.


	Abilities


	Summon Radiant Wisp (Lumen) 2/10 – Cost of 3rd Purchase 2880 – The possessor of this ability is able to summon an advanced spiritual companion, the Radiant Wisp. The Radiant Wisp is a named, permanent companion, (Lumen), and if destroyed or banished, may be resummoned. The Radiant Wisp cannot take physical damage. The Radiant Wisp’s strength is equal to INT*1.4. The Radiant Wisp’s agility is equal to INT*1.9. The Radiant Wisp’s intelligence is equal to INT*2.4. Each purchase of the Radiant Wisp ability increases the number of ability slots the Radiant Wisp may be taught and used. Abilities may be purchased from the shop, for the Radiant Wisp. This ability may be purchased 10 times.
The Radiant Wisp has one activated racial ability that does not count against overall ability count.
Radiant Aspect – Once per day, the Radiant Wisp may activate all of their separate parts. Each separate aspect has its own individual cooldowns and mana pool. The ability lasts for a total of 3 minutes, but for each slain enemy, an additional time of 15 seconds is added to the ability duration. This ability does not scale. Total number of aspects increases as the player levels. Next aspect gained at player level 30.
Current Additional Aspects – 2.
Blessing of Amarath 1/5 - Cost of 2nd Purchase 1750-The possessor of this ability is able to bestow a buff upon the target that doubles movement speed. Additionally, this ability increases overall agility by INT*1.3. The blessing lasts for 30 seconds. Each purchase of this blessing increases the scaling of the agility buff by .125 and adds an extra 3 seconds to the buff’s duration. This ability may be purchased 5 times. 
(Mana Cost – 30 Per Cast – 5 Minute Cooldown)
Icy Touch 0/6 – Cost of 1st Purchase 100-The possessor of this ability deals in damage per second, rounded down to the nearest whole number, INT*.019, and puts the debuff Cold on the target. This ability can stack twice and can stack again for each rank of Icy Touch purchased. This ability can be purchased 6 times. 
Cold – Reduces all movement by 5%. 
(Mana Cost – 5 Mana Per Cast – .5 second cooldown)
Twisting Vines 0/7 - Cost of 1st Purchase 100-The possessor of this ability is able to sprout vines at the target location. These vines will attach themselves to whomever, or whatever, passes through the area, and the vines temporarily immobilize them while dealing damage per second equal to 1% of the target’s remaining health + INT*.3, in flat, 1-time damage upon entry to the location. Location size is equal to a 2-by-2 square. This ability increases in size by the base factor per rank and can be purchased 7 times. 
(Mana Cost – 30 – 6 Minute Cooldown)
Summon Golem 0/6 - Cost of 1st Purchase 100-The possessor of this ability is able to summon an autonomous golem that follows the user and protects them from harm. The Golem’s strength is equal to INT*1.5, and the Golem’s agility is equal to INT*.9. Additionally, the material with which the spawned Golem is made increases in quality with every purchase of the ability. Mud, Wood, Bronze, Iron, Steel, Platinum. This ability may be purchased 6 times. 
(Mana Cost – 60 – 3 Hour Cooldown)
Cloak of Fire 1/8 - Cost of 2nd Purchase 1550 -The possessor of this ability is covered in a thin layer of fire that deals damage each of 1 + INT*.05 per second in fire damage, rounded down to the nearest whole number damage to all hostiles touching the possessor of the ability. Bonus damage increases by .05 with every purchase of the ability. This ability may be purchased 8 times. 
(Mana Cost – 5 Mana Per Second – No Cooldown)
Blessing of Light 1/3 - Cost of 2nd Purchase 1250 -The possessor of this ability is able to cast a targeted healing buff that instantly grants a flat 30% health restoration, and a regenerative effect of 10% of max health per second following, for a total of 3 + (INT*.1) seconds. Additionally, while under the effect of the regeneration, the receiver of the healing receives a flat damage reduction of 5%. Each purchase of this ability reduces the cooldown by 30 minutes. This ability may be purchased 3 times. 
(Mana Cost – 50 – 3 Hour Cooldown)
Raise Dead 0/30 - Cost of 1st Purchase 100 The possessor of this ability is able to permanently raise the corpse of a nearby dead animal, monster, or humanoid. Enemy or ally. This is a permanent minion that will follow and protect you. The base stats of the undead raised by this ability are 3 + (INT*.3) for strength, and 1 + (INT*.2) for agility. Each purchase of this ability increases the total max minion count by one, and the stat bonus per intelligence point by a base .05 and .04, respectively. This ability may be purchased 30 times.
No More Abilities Yet Available In The Store


	Available Stat Points


	Strength Points Available – 89 – Cost of 3rd Purchase 60
Agility Points Available – 66 – Cost of 2nd Purchase 55
Intelligence Points Available – 27 – Cost of 4th Purchase 90
Increase Health by 50 – Packs Available – 18 – Cost of 2nd Purchase 250
Increase Mana by 50 – Packs Available – 9 – Cost of 2nd Purchase 400
Increase Health Regeneration by 1 Per Second – Packs Available – 2 – Cost of 1st Purchase 700
Increase Mana Regeneration by 1 Per Second – Packs Available – 9 – Cost of 1st Purchase 900


	No More Purchase Categories Currently Available In The Store
Please check in three days from now. Things are brewing!
-Urban




I went ahead and stepped away from the upgrade terminal. I didn’t see anything yet that I wanted to invest more experience in and purchase until after the class upgrade, and with all the advantages of the Auto Turrets, I figured it might be best to pool all of my resources, maybe even all of the teams resources into pushing that ability. “All right, so basically, with Lumen using the Auto Turrets, we are basically good to go for a long time. They’ve got a few weaknesses I need to figure out, but if you want to go ahead and get the next rank and sell it to me, that would be great, Argus. Otherwise, you guys know kind of how things are now and what you’re leaning towards. I’m sure the Helping Hands at the Clinic guided you guys the same way they did me towards a class path, right? Those Auto Turrets are my priority, but unless you guys have something specific in mind, maybe we should wait until our Tier II classes are granted.”
 Argus and Kat both nodded and seemed relieved that I didn’t want to micromanage their choices. And realistically, I didn’t; I wanted them to be people I could depend on.
“That’s fine by me,” Kat replied as she pulled up her own upgrade menu and Argus followed suit.
“You still want to buy the next Auto Turret right,” Argus asked as he browsed through his own menu.
“Yes. Absolutely. Whenever you’re ready we can make that trade. “We’ve got three days. Let’s see how strong we can get by then.” With that said, the three of us moved out, away from the others. I held Regressors’ Key in my hand, and Kat held Sangriel in hers. We had three days to prepare, and I still had the Orb, sealing the remaining waves. Once I was sure Kat and Argus were up for the challenge, I’d trigger it, and we’d move on even stronger.
We had to.
 




Third Apocalypse Vol 2

A LitRPG Adventure

Wolfe Locke

Mike Caliban

Fantasy Unlimited







Chapter – Recap

In a far-off future that had already come to pass, an army of darkness descended on a ruined world. A world changed by the arrival of the system and the power it bestowed. An army of the eldritch and ephemeral that waged war against those who remained alive and who had completed the scenarios and prepared. An army that came for us. Those changed by the system.
Players we were called, and foremost and highest among us was the first regressor, a man known as the Black Seraph. The one who took up the mantle left in the wake of an injured deity and declared himself King of the Crows. He led the remnants of humanity to the city he founded, known as “The Last Home,” built on the ruins of the old world at the entrance to the Dungeon of the Deepest Realm. He was our leader. The one I served and trusted the most.
Those of us who remained in the last city were not mere survivors. We were warriors, heroes, legends, and above us—the greatest among us—were the Kings. A title granted to those who had been blessed by god-like beings and granted a portion of their power to fight against the coming of calamity. The calamity of an elder god gone mad. A god who would reap all of creation. It was he who brought the end. He whom we called Aeon.
Against such an enemy, we fought long and hard, but in the end, we failed. As the world fell into the depths of darkness, our army was destroyed, the Kings fell one by one, and the gods they served passed into the dark of the void beyond. But the failure was not absolute. The strongest among the Kings, the King of the Crows, passed on his mark. The mark of the regressor. And he passed it to a trusted vassal.
To me.
The man known as Jax Nolan. As the king passed on his legacy to me, he also passed along his memories and the memories of the other kings. To guide me. To guide the future. And with those memories came the knowledge of ruins and dungeons scattered across a world, knowledge of the last resting places where the essences of the fallen gods awaited, and of other powers. They were incomplete memories. More the flash of dreams than anything else.
My journey has brought me to an already-changed past. I am not the first one to regress. I am the third. Every step I take and every decision I make must be measured against the efforts of the others. It is not an easy journey, but it is a necessary one. Guided by my own experience and the incomplete memories of the first and second life of the King of Crows, I have managed to survive. I will not fail in my mission. The world will not pass into darkness.
More than surviving, I have thrived on a new path. The path of a supporter and healer. I stand firm in my determination to meet my former comrades as their equal in battle and to provide the role of supporter they long lacked. I am not alone. I have gained allies and saved many who would have otherwise perished. With the help of my new teammates, Argus and Kat, I might just be able to save the future. I might just be able to change fate.
But first….
We needed to clear the Book Store Dungeon. The scenarios would wait.




Chapter 1. Back To The Bookstore

Kat’s feet shifted, and the gravel moved beneath her. Her hand was tight on the hilt of Sangriel, and she looked at me with a hardened expression as she searched for an opening and a way to land a hit. With a grunt, she surged forward and came at me, her green overcoat having been put aside for this round of training.
On the sidelines, Argus kept watch and the wisp Lumen behind him. He stared, completely transfixed on our movements even as he kept his head on a swivel for the other survivors of the waves of undead. They had become a problem, growing bolder with every passing day and night since they first discovered they could drastically increase their stats by killing another dungeoneer.
Our team had a target on our backs because of it. At all times, one of us always remained on guard. My experience in the last timeline and the shared memories I had from the prior regression turns of the Black Seraph, and the King of the Crows had taught me well enough that the love of power was intoxicating by nature, and few could resist the draw.
Sangriel slashed forward, and I brought Regressors’ Key up in a parry. Shadow and mana sparked from the two magic blades. Kat was fast and quick to react and reengage from a different angle with another attack in a side sweep, but I had trained myself to be faster. I wasn’t about to give up any ground or let her get close. I blocked the blow and countered with a counterstrike of my own, a quick cut bit into her forearm.
The round was over. I pulled back, and with a grimace, Kat leaned and drank from the Healing Fountain. Immediately the aura of the Healing Fountain went into effect, and we continued.
"You can do better," I said as Kat cursed under her breath and got back into position to go again.
She grinned and waited for a thumbs-up from Argus before starting. "I know I can."
I nodded, not wanting to break eye contact, and she raised her sword in an overhead attack and came at me again. I deflected her blade easily and struck out with a series of quick stabs toward her body, arms, chest, and legs. She dodged each and every one of them without slowing down. I was pleased with her progress.
The next few minutes were spent working through combinations. I would strike and then block and follow with another strike. I kept the distance between us as I went through the paces. Sparring had its purposes, but so too did drills.
Kat was good with a sword; I knew that much already. But I wanted her to be better than good. I wanted her to have the skills necessary to defend herself and help others when needed. I didn't want anyone else dying just because I couldn't teach someone how to fight properly.
"Last round of the day before we move out," I called out to her.
My eyes narrowed as I saw Kat begin to tire, and I decided it was time for some more advanced training, something that pushed her. I took a step closer to her, angling her away from the circle’s center. I gripped Regressors' Key firmly and waited for her to move. When she started to take a step backward I pushed forward with a sudden thrust, catching her off balance. Our swords met, I twisted the blade sharply and slammed my knee into her stomach, causing her to drop her sword and gasp in pain. I grabbed her by the neck and lifted her until her toes touched the ground, her face inches away from mine. I pressed the point of my sword against the base of her throat, and I called it quits for the day. We had other priorities.
"Way to take it easy on her," Argus commented. "Guess it's time for us to get going."
"One of these days, it'll be my turn to win," Kat chimed in as she walked over to the Healing Fountain to restore her health and reset her fatigue level.
I shrugged. "I want you to win. It’s why I'm pushing you."
I dipped my hands into the Healing Fountain and drank deep as well. "Alright, come on guys, it’s time to move out."
"Argus," I asked as I scanned the buildings around the interior court of Home Base. All I saw were greedy glares that shrank back into darkness as soon as they found themselves beneath my gaze. "Did you notice anything unusual while we were fighting?"
The older man frowned. "Always. They haven't stopped watching us. They’re not even trying to hide it anymore. I wouldn't be surprised if they make a move soon to try and take us out. The power draw is just too much. They want it, you can see it, anyone can. We need to be careful, Jax."
I nodded. "I've noticed. We'll have to manage that next. One problem at a time, though. Just... everyone, keep your head on a swivel."
Argus walked over and joined us; within minutes we were walking down the street. Towards one of the last checkmarks in Home Base before it was time to move on. Revisiting the Book Store Dungeon.
The windows in the upper panel of the door leading into the Book Store Dungeon hadn’t given the three of us any clues about what to expect inside. Nor had any of the other windows out front. The curtains were closed tight, and the tinted windows were hard to see through. The lack of visibility didn’t keep us from heading inside. My teammates had insisted we give it a try, and after the last couple of days of training I’d put them through, I believed they could handle it. They needed to be able to handle it. Opportunities to grow stronger rarely came at a convenient time.
We had a goal. The Black Orb of the Last Wave remained in my inventory, ready to be activated. I didn’t want to miss out on all those points, but before committing, I needed to know we could handle it. In a sense, heading into the Book Store was a test for our team as a whole. If we couldn’t deal with this situation, then we certainly couldn’t handle the far more dangerous stored waves that waited in the orb.
As I gripped the door handle, I made a last-minute adjustment and willed all combat notifications to wait until after we cleared the dungeon before popping up. I looked back at the others to ensure they were still on board. I needed to know they had their heads wrapped around what we were doing. This dungeon had already claimed a team, I didn’t plan on letting it take mine.
Argus saw the look I gave, as did Kat. They both nodded in affirmation. They were in agreement.
“We can do this,” Argus said. From the look in his eyes, I knew I could trust his word. I opened the door and headed in. My two teammates followed.
	//System Notice//
"The Bookstore"
STATUS CLEARED 
(Team-based Conditional Re-entry)
Details: *erRor$ $Error* has already cleared “The Bookstore” and cannot gain experience or loot drops. Other players in the party who have not cleared the dungeon can still gain experience.
Defeat “The Quiet Librarian” to receive a bonus.




Something seemed off, and my senses went on alert. I didn’t feel an immediate threat, but the sensation of unease was heavy; I knew careless mistakes wouldn’t go unpunished by the dungeon.
“It’s different from before,” I whispered to the others as I looked around for signs of danger. “Be ready. It wasn’t like this when I attempted the first clear.”
Gone were the discount and bargain books that lined the walls of the entrance. Instead, I saw spartan furnishings such as stacked black chairs. Nothing else. I motioned for Kat and Argus to follow me.
It shouldn’t have come as a surprise and maybe it didn’t surprise me. Not really. I knew that it could happen, and I should have expected it. The Dungeon had leveled up, after all, and with experience came changes. It was one of the things that made dungeons dangerous. When a party entered a dungeon and failed to clear it, the dungeon grew more dangerous. Dungeons benefited from slain players the way players benefited from slain monsters. Points could be a double-edged sword.
Footsteps sounded faint as the two of them entered the small room. The door to the outside shut behind them once our entire party was inside, but the entrance wasn’t sealed yet. That wouldn’t happen until we cleared the entry tunnel.
	//System Notification//
Teammate: Argus, The One Who Held The Gate is sending a message.
Team Chat: I know you said we should keep quiet, but I figured the team chat function was fine. It smells in here, Jax. It smells like blood, iron, and unwashed bodies.




Kat turned away to stifle an awkward groan, and I did the same. That said, I didn’t disagree with the older man. My anxiety faded and Argus grinned. He was right. The Book Store had taken on an odor that was hard to place unless you were familiar with it. And I was. This was a place where people had died fighting. My senses kicked back up. If the other two realized what the smell indicated, they might not have been in as casual of a mood.
Argus took a few steps forward and pointed past the threshold of the second door to where a red stain straddled the carpet and the hardwood floor. The stain spread out from where it had pooled around one of the magazine stands and then faded just a few feet beyond. Dark crimson streaks stretched out from the pool, two lines that made it obvious a body had been dragged away from it.
I stepped over the second threshold and pushed through an invisible barrier that marked the true interior of the Book Store dungeon. Keeping my weapon, Regressors’ Key, the shortsword that had evolved from the Giant’s Thorn and followed me through time. I held it steady out in front of me, and I walked over the carpet before kneeling down next to the bloodstains. I had no doubts about the fate of whoever this blood had belonged to. It was easy enough to guess their end. Instead, I was looking for information about what kind of monster had left the mark on the ground and what kind of attacks the three of us should expect.
When the answers didn’t come easily, I bent low and traced a finger along the impact site. I soon felt a small indentation where part of the floor had been torn upwards in the direction of the deeper bookshelves, almost as if claws had ripped it up. Whatever had done this, it was strong. Kat and Argus tried to look for clues, but the two of them couldn’t see things like I could. They didn’t have a lifetime of experiences to reference.
Eventually, Argus walked to my side, curious about what I’d found. His eyes widened as they passed over the attack’s impact site. Meanwhile, Kat stayed by the doorway and kept an eye on the room. Her hand rested on the hilt of her blade, a soul-bound sword called Sangriel. Her easy smile from before had been replaced by a grim wariness. We were ready. And having seen signs of the danger ahead, they were better prepared.
 
	System Notification//
Teammate: Jax Nolan, Favored of a Fallen Lord is sending a message.
Team Chat: I want to make sure we’re all on the same page. Do you two see the blood pattern? It spreads outwards from the carpet onto the hardwood and then sort of pools and spreads further in a separate connecting pattern over at the magazine rack. I’ve got my finger over a part of the floor that seems like it was splintered by something sharp with a lot of force, but the direction of it angles the attack. If I had to guess, whoever died here was trying to run away. It looks like whatever clawed monster was in pursuit mauled a player here, and then threw them backward. They landed at or on that magazine shelf over there and then were dragged bleeding towards the back. Whatever happened after you can only guess, but I figured it was similar to what we saw in the Grocery Store.




Kat’s face paled and she opened her mouth like she wanted to say something, except nothing came out. Argus stood up and made a sign to be quiet as I pointed at Kat and beckoned her to come over.
 
	//System Notification//
Teammate: Jax Nolan, Favored of a Fallen Lord is sending a message.
Team Chat: Do or die time. You haven’t passed over the 2nd threshold yet, Kat, so we can still walk away. Just remember, we need to be quiet and remember everything I said about the entities in this dungeon. Do that, and remember my lessons, and we should be fine. But if you decide to turn around, I won’t blame you.




Kat blanched, and for a moment she seemed to consider my words and struggle to make a decision. I’ll have to remember that blood has this effect on her. She shifted her head and glanced backward and then forward again as the internal debate waged on. A few seconds later, she took a deep breath and stepped over the threshold to join us. Her hands gripped her weapon tightly and she cast furtive glances everywhere. I could tell she was nervous. So could Argus.
The door slammed shut behind Kat and locked with an audible click. For better or worse, the only way out was to go forward. Let me see what I can do in the meantime. We may still have the coffee bonus debuff, but if that coffee shop is still serving drinks, I’d like to snag one before heading in deeper.
I glanced over at the coffee area and instead of the three hot steaming cups of coffee I’d seen before, I saw a sign in white and black lettering that read simply: “Sold Out”. It looked like the place was closed until further notice, which I took as a sign that bonuses wouldn’t be available anymore in this dungeon. Does that apply to finding abilities and skill books too? I shrugged and started to move.
Argus stayed close to my side. He had a worried expression on his face as we scanned the magazine racks and book stacks. I could tell he didn’t want Kat to see his anxiety. However, he wasn’t going to let me get too far ahead of him, and he had good reason to worry. He saw the bloodstains and knew how dangerous dungeons could be; he'd already seen enough people killed by and in them. The bloodstains had only served to emphasize that fact. Kat had too, but she was substantially younger than we were, and I had the feeling the first monsters Argus had seen were human.
We moved across the hard floor, and nothing stood out as dangerous. I saw no traps and there were no other signs of monsters. My gaze shifted toward the rows of bookshelves that were all joined together except for the one by the entrance. I knew where we needed to go. It was obvious.
I checked again for signs of danger. Strangely, there was no sign of the cardboard cutout that had once born my image. It seemed strange for it to not have surfaced at all, either at the entrance to the dungeon or at the entrance to this entire maze, or whatever it was. It was possible that I just didn't notice it because I was so distracted by the new layout and the changes to the dungeon. Either way, I shook it off and focused on the task in front of me. Conquering the dungeon.
With Regressors' Key in hand, I led the way. Argus followed closely behind, and Kat kept up the rear. I trusted her, but I made sure to keep some of my attention on her just in case something attempted to get us from behind. Something she didn’t have the experience to handle.
We walked past a few empty tables and chairs that were set out to display merchandise and T-shirts on the way toward the opening in the bookshelves. I spotted a few books I hadn't noticed before. They were bound with amaroon leather. They appeared to be a collection of stories from a series of authors and titles I had never heard of before. The titles seemed both derisive and sinister and made me think of lost players. I couldn't help but wonder what it meant and ultimately came to just one conclusion. Death markers. The only thing I wasn't sure about was the sheer volume of books arranged. The numbers didn’t add up. There were far more books than there were missing players.
As we walked towards the opening in the bookshelves that led deeper into the dungeon, I could feel an intense bloodlust coming from deeper in, as if something was waiting for us. It was like a heavy mist that hung in the air. It made the hair on the back of my neck stand up and I felt the urge to cough or clear my throat. I ignored it and made sure Kat and Argus were still with me and giving an OK signal. We continued through the opening in the wall of books and toward the monsters that lay beyond.
	//System Notification//
“You are now entering - The Book Arena”
Details: Formerly a labyrinth, the master of the dungeon changed the layout of the Book Store interior after fighting against players and leveling up. No longer does the Quiet Librarian endlessly roam between the rows, but instead, it seeks a spectacle. Be wary, for within these walls exists violence that cannot be turned away from.




Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Kat and Argus’s expressions harden as they prepared themselves. I smiled and pressed on.
The labyrinth of shelves and books I’d journeyed through before had been replaced with a massive circular arena whose size defied logic and reinforced the otherworldly nature of dungeons. Instead of walls, the arena’s borders were marked by high stacks of leather and hardbound books. Above our heads, yellowed and white pages stretched and connected to form a ceiling of sorts. In the center of the arena was a single door.
It was a wooden, double door with a small window in each door. All I could see through the windows was shifting fog and smoke. An ornate, brass handle occupied the center and was surrounded by a thin iron ring. The double door swung open with a groan and a gust of wind swept over the top of the books and the grounds of the arena. Dark fog spilled out, and from within that fog came nightmares.
It’s about to get loud. No point in holding back now. “Good luck, guys!” I whispered with a grin and held Regressors’ Key out. “Don’t die on me.” I considered waking Lumen but decided against it. I’d get the Wisp involved when it was needed.
The thick gray fog rolling out hung low and spread quickly into the arena, covering the floor. A monster appeared in the doorway, its silhouette a shadow. Then, with something that resembled long-fingered hands, it grasped the door frame and pulled itself forward, disturbing the fog as it did.
Argus held his wrench in both hands and Kat put Sangriel in front of her as the monster lurched forward. For a moment, the fog covered its body. Argus and Kat looked at me in concern, but I shook my head and motioned for them to wait. The monster stood up, towering over each of us at a height of eight or nine feet. It had a vaguely masculine shape, but that’s where the similarity to humanity ended. The light illuminated its body, and I saw neither skin, nor fur, nor scale. Instead, where skin should have been, I saw yellowed paper and pages held together with red lettering that glowed with an eerie light as if the letters had provided the monster with enchanted life. Beneath those skin of pages, the ink flowed like black blood to animate the monster's body.
I wasn’t familiar with this specific monster, but I knew enough to guess what it was.
A Book Golem, and likely an entity subtype because of a minor detail that stood out. It didn’t have a head, not really, and as far as I could tell, it didn’t have eyes or anything else that would enable it to see clearly. I need to assume it navigates by sound, smell, or touch. Probably sound given the title of the dungeon boss.
	//System Notification//
Teammate: Jax Nolan, Call Me Doctor Love is sending a message.
Team Chat: Based on what I know, I’m pegging this as a Book Golem. Likely an entity subtype. Expect it to be strong, hit hard, and be harder to destroy. Keep an eye on what happens when we strike it. I expect the black blood to do things none of us are comfortable with. It might also respond to sound, so keep that in mind.
 




My two teammates nodded and readied themselves. Meanwhile, the Book Golem wasn’t the only enemy coming our way. In its wake, other, similar but smaller golems followed. The fog continued to move and roll. Within those waves of gray and black, I caught sight of Book Spiders moving out of the doorway. They were tiny horrors with four legs like origami and carapaces made from the hardbound bindings of whatever book they had infected. Each one looked different, but all were equally horrifying. It was a nightmare come true, or more accurately, a nightmare brought forth on the heels of other nightmares. It wasn’t anything I couldn’t handle.
Argus and Kat just stood there warily and didn’t move or intercept. I suppressed my urge to yell or shout, and instead groaned in frustration. Then I launched myself into the incoming Book Spiders with a furious slash of Regressors’ Key that slashed straight through the enchanted books. Black ichor splashed in either direction. My sudden movement spurred the others forward. Argus grinned and started swinging his heavy wrench while Kat slashed with Sangriel.
Book Spiders died by the dozens and with the spread of the black ichor, the fog quickly grew darker and darker still. Thicker even. We fanned out from each other, always keeping an eye on the Book Golems and trying to remain aware and ready for other threats. A larger Book Spider that remained pressed low to the ground to stay hidden within the fog suddenly jumped up at Kat. She pivoted in a blur of movement, bringing Sangriel down in a quick counterattack.
The blade cut through the monster and split it in half, but in that window of movement, Kat left herself open, and a Book Golem launched itself forward, bounding like a wild animal on all fours with a quickness I wouldn’t have thought likely for the large monsters. Too late did she see the incoming attack, and the monster's massive fist connected with a powerful smash. She was tossed backward onto a shelf full of books and crumbled to the ground with an oomph.
I didn’t need to look closely to see that Kat had sustained heavy damage. I didn’t hesitate; my mind centered on what I needed to do. It didn’t matter if it drew attention to me. The noise caused by her slamming into a wall caused the rest of the Book Golems to focus on her and start running.
Instinct kicked in and moved my muscles with phantom memory from a life I hadn’t lived. I said I wanted to be a Supporter. This was my time to do just that, and being a Support meant more than just healing and buffs; occasionally, it meant peeling and diving.
Moving to intercept the Book Golems, I simultaneously raised my hand in Kat’s direction as I targeted her with an ability. “Blessing of Light!” I shouted. Golden bands traced over Kat’s body as the healing magic gave her a burst heal followed by regeneration. The new noise caused the Book Golems to turn away from her and look at me instead.
"Argus!" I yelled to the older man as the remaining Book Golems bore down on me. "Get her away from the shelves! The books can be cursed, remember?"
The old man hadn’t needed me to say anything. He reacted like a trained warrior and was already on Kat, pulling her away from a pile of books as my healing magic went to work.
The Book Golem that had struck Kat turned and bounded towards me, quickly closing the distance between the two of us. Its fists came down again and again in quick attacks, and each time I met its force with my own. Regressors' Key cut through the monster and it howled, calling the rest of the Book Golems directly to it, and to me. I looked over and saw Argus flash me a thumbs-up as he moved Kat away from the walls.
I didn’t have time to respond. Another Book Golem charged at me. It leaped high into the air and slammed down, its body impacting the floor with a crash and a shudder that sent a shock wave through the area. The impact knocked the wind out of me, but I recovered quickly, a testament to my increased status and prior experience.
I took a rapid step backward and used my momentum to dodge the incoming attack and transition into a counter where I brought my sword across the monster's back and drove the monster down to the ground. I stabbed rapidly with my blade, cutting deep into the creature as it tried to get up. The Book Golem screamed in rage, but the voice sounded hollow as if it was being projected from far away. I kept cutting into it. It dropped further, and I drove the point of my sword into its chest where I thought the core would be. For good measure, I tore it forward out of the back of the golem. The monster collapsed to the ground and faded back into the system as the remaining Book Golems tried to attack me.
I pulled their attention to me while Argus and Kat worked to keep the Book Spiders off of them. Meanwhile, the Book Golems remained fixated on me. I made sure of it. I yelled, groaned, and swore, all to keep them attacking me rather than my teammates. Kat’s Sangriel was powerful, but my own Regressors’ Key was a weapon without equal, that could cut through anything. I blocked each incoming blow and counterattacked with swift strikes, cutting through enchanted pages and bindings until the Book Golems crumbled into heaps of shredded paper, and then disappeared back into the system.
With the monsters defeated, the doorway in the center of the book arena stopped glowing. The portal closed and grew dark while the doorway faded away.
No more monsters are going to be coming out of it, but we aren’t done yet. Not by a long shot. Something moved on the edge of the Book Arena. For a moment I caught sight of the gray hem of a long robe trailing behind a hunched figure heading toward the boundary of the Book Arena. Bookshelves were pulled and pushed rapidly out of place and the hunched figure passed into darkness, leaving a path in its wake for us to walk out of the Book Arena and give chase.
I knew where that path headed, and I could guess what lay at the end. A path to the boss’s chamber. A path directly to a fight with the Quiet Librarian. The monster with the gray robe.




Chapter 2: Boss Chase

The building shook as brown dust fell from the paper ceiling. The movement of the bookcases caused the ground beneath our feet to quake and groan as the forces of the system and the master of the dungeon rearranged the interior.
The wooden planks of the hardwood floor bent and cracked as the book arena tore itself open in response to the passing of the Quiet Librarian. The last I saw of the monster was the rippling of its long robes and a giant hand moving beneath the fabric. Then it reached out, tore open a passage in the walls, and disappeared.
Pieces of wood and fiberboard came down behind it, piling atop each other within the tunnel.
“It’s caving in!” Argus said.
Within moments, all that was left of the tunnel was a small opening and the dark passage beyond it. A light shone down through the ceiling, illuminating us and the entire area as if to mark us and signify that we had cleared the Book Store Dungeon.
Argus and Kat looked at each other before turning to me with looks of worry plastered on their faces.
“Well… what now?” Kat said, making a face as she looked at the opening. “Is that it? Turn around, find a way out? Maybe don’t go down the dark tunnel?”
Not today. I’m not giving up now. I gritted my teeth and shook my head. “No. Not even close to what we’re going to do.” I stepped up to the small opening, and they followed. It was obvious what we were going to do. We were going to track down the Quiet Librarian.
I crouched down and carefully looked through the hole. Much of the passageway was obscured by fallen debris. I had to look to make sure I could fit through.
“It’s tight,” I called out to the others. “But we can fit. Just don’t panic or anything; once you’re in, keep going.” Down on my stomach, I went, using my forearms and feet to propel me forward. The hole was small but not impossible to pass through. About halfway through, all I had to do was maneuver myself through the broken shelf and twist my body at odd angles.
The whole thing took a few minutes to clear, but eventually, I was able to force my way through. The others followed right behind me, starting with Argus. I waited and looked for signs of the monster, but the only sign of the Quiet Librarian were deep grooves in the floor that marked it’s passage further into the dark of the tunnel beyond. The darkness was all but impossible to see in. A dangerous spot to be in.
“Little help?” Argus grunted with a soft laugh as the older man struggled to get through the opening. I bent low and grabbed his hand. Kat pushed from the other side, and Argus popped out.
“Thanks,” he said, dusting himself off.
I grinned. “No problem.”
With her smaller frame, Kat didn’t have the same difficulty getting through the tunnel.
Once all three of us were together, I looked further into the dark but saw nothing. That’s not gonna work. I tapped Lumen and the Wisp peeked out from the collar of my coat. “Hey, Lumen. Sorry to wake you, but I need you to stay with me for a little while. We need your light.”
The Wisp’s form flashed gold in affirmation and zipped around me as she gave off a soft glow of warm yellow light. Perfect.
Aided by my Wisp, the three of us cautiously followed the tracks in the dust, as well as the other signs of destruction the Quiet Librarian had left in its wake in the passage. Passage? Maybe a crawl space is the better way to describe it.
The rest of the way was only slightly better than the tunnel hole we’d crawled through. It was a tight fit of protruding boards, shelves twisted at odd angles, and rusted magazine racks leaning against walls with layers of dust from disuse. All of these things were strewn about in random patterns creating obstacles and blind spots. I didn’t sense any monsters, and neither did Lumen, but with all the other dangers I’d seen in the dungeons, I couldn’t assume relative safety just because I couldn’t sense a danger. Just in case, I sent a message.
 
	//System Notification//
Teammate: Jax Nolan, Call Me Doctor Love is sending a message,
Team Chat: It’s dark in here and we’ve got a lot of blind spots. I’m sure you already figured it out, but Lumen and I will be leading the way. Be careful of the books, you know they can be dangerous, and back here, I’ve no idea how much more dangerous. Just keep your eyes open and don’t talk unless it’s absolutely necessary.




The two of them gave nods and Argus followed up with a pat on the back as he pointed down the passage with a smile as if saying, you first. I didn’t mind. I was pleased that, over the last few days, the two of them had grown more casual towards me while also learning to respect my judgment.
Our team had bonded.
Down the passage, we moved. I ended up being right about the blind spots and dangers. More than once we had to pivot and dodge without warning as shelves abruptly moved or fell over, cutting off part of the path. A few carts full of books tipped over, the sudden obstacles slowing us down as dark tendrils of monstrous darkness spread out from the cursed books, looking for victims.
We moved as fast as we could, always in pursuit of the boss, even with the risk of the hidden dungeon monsters. We didn’t have long before Home Town was set to open. Argus and Kat behind me did good work in taking down any monsters that were triggered by my proximity as I led the way.
Eventually, we caught back up with the Quiet Librarian. The boss monster reacted to our presence by using its massive limbs to knock down a storage shelf before grabbing onto the wall behind the shelf and tearing it down to create a new path of escape. The tear in the wall opened outwards, out of the makeshift tunnel in the walls, and led back into the Book Store proper where it wove in the paths between multiple book aisles. Giant hands propelled the boss forward like paddles.
For a moment, I lost sight of the thing. I held up a hand to signal the others to stop. Barely a second passed before the monster attacked. I barely saw it coming and dodged to the side as a massive gray hand loomed overhead and flung a bookshelf, sending books flying in all directions with enough force for the books to explode in a flurry of pages and dust. I covered my eyes and pushed through. All of us did.
Of course, it was simply a distraction.
The three of us had no intention of turning back, as the only way I wanted to get out of the dungeon was by defeating the boss. We needed the experience. We wouldn’t let the Quiet Librarian slip away. But it was not as easy as simply running after. The monster practically glided over the hardwood floor.
I couldn’t hear any of its steps and it didn’t make the sound of running. The only sound I could hear was the rasp of its gray robe dragging behind it as it ran through the rows of shelves.
“Duck!” Argus yelled as a few books with shadowy appendages flew off a bookcase directly toward me.
The flying bookcase wasn’t the only attack. The Quiet Librarian tilted its head towards Argus and for a moment the gray and withered monster underneath was revealed. It was something akin to a ghoul with thin strands of wispy hair. Red eyes glared as the arms of the robe moved.
A gray, fleshy appendage headed directly for Argus, flanked on both sides by cursed books flying through the air. Thankfully, Kat caught sight of it in advance and pushed the man out of the way. Neither took any damage, but the point was reinforced: talking draws attacks. As for the monstrous books that came at me, a few quick slashes of Regressors’ Key split them along the binding, and the one that would have passed my guard was brutally taken down by a swing of Argus’s wrench while Kat swung Sangriel at the encroaching shadows. The mobs crashed to the ground in piles of black ichor and the shadows backed away tentatively.
The path widened and led out of the aisles. Kat cursed. In front of us was a large open space with walls made of books and shelves. Familiar books and shelves. We came back to the beginning. It led us in circles. Back to the arena area. The room itself hadn’t reset. There were still ichor marks on the ground from our battle. But the central portal that had summoned the monsters through the doorway was still nowhere to be seen. Instead, where the portal had been the Quiet Librarian now stood, a wide smile spread across its face as yellowed and grayed teeth shone with an eerie light.
Kat nudged me and held her sword steady, and Argus gripped his wrench. They both knew what was about to happen. As did I. The monster stood and looked at us. One hand and then the other grabbed ahold of its gray cowl and pulled it away completely, revealing something worse than what I had originally glimpsed.
It was no ghoul. It was a lich with bleached white bones or something like it. A force of power pulsed out as a mass of flesh covered the monster in a cobwebbed pattern over its humanoid body. An old name tag dropped to the ground, but whatever name had been on it had been lost to time and the connection to the dungeon. All connection to humanity ended there. The newly emerged layer of skin moved and pulsed as if worms were moving around underneath it.
It wasn’t just the monster’s skin that moved. The floor did as well, as did the very shadows. The stained ground quivered. The black oil-like ichor covered the floor from our earlier battle and started to move. Eyes opened within the black substance. Multiple eyes, hundreds of eyes, and they all slithered over the floor and joined with the Quiet Librarian, covering its body and fusing with it. Forming into something new, something horrible, something that we needed to kill to clear the dungeon. Something that never should have existed, not this early.
The monster rose off the ground, and it was massive. It stood taller than the shelves on either side of the room. It didn't have an actual head. Instead, it had a long neck that trailed into a tentacle-like appendage, ending in a small mouth of white needles. As for its body, it was made up of a mass of the formless black ichor. It had become something new.
“The Quiet Librarian is gone,” I explained as the other two looked at me with grim seriousness. “So is the noise penalty, at least, that’s my guess. Lumen, you’ve got your orders, I’ve got nothing else until we know more. This is it.”
The mass in front of us churned and finished its rapid transformation. I gripped Regressors’ Key in my hand and readied myself to be the first to attack the upgraded monster and make sure my team could survive the encounter without me monopolizing the fight. I needed them to get stronger too. “This will be our first real time fighting a boss together. Do as I trained you to do.”
	//System Notification//
The Master of the Dungeon “Book Store”
Details: The Quiet Librarian has fused with the essence of entities that populate the dungeon as mobs. As such its form has ascended and has become something strong, a “Book Chimera”.




“Urgh. So, I guess we have to destroy that thing to get out of here? That’s the secret, right? Defeat the boss and the doors open up?” Kat asked without waiting for an answer as wrapped silhouettes dropped down from the ceiling in and joined with the Book Chimera. She moved forward and hacked away with the shadowed edge of Sangriel. She had a look of pure determination on her face, and her movements were in fluid motion.
I let her be and let her take point instead of what I’d originally planned. Besides, I won’t be able to carry them forever. I’d led us through the tunnels and during the arena fight, but this was a boss. We all had roles. I needed her to step up as the currently designated damage dealer of our team and with a trail of smoky haze in its wake, Kat and Sangriel just might be able to do what I needed.
 




Chapter 3: The Book Chimera

Kat’s growth over the last few days was apparent as she leaned into her role as our team’s damage dealer. More than once, Argus flashed me an approving smile as she fought. Each swing of her blade cut through the oil-like tendrils of the Book Chimera with the practiced ease of someone who’d been doing it for a lifetime. Considering the thickness of the black oil that protected the monster, there was no way for Kat’s attacks to reach the true body of the Quiet Librarian underneath, if it existed anymore at all.
Each of the writhing pieces she cut off lay on the ground. They didn’t disappear. They squirmed trying to find their way back to the main body to reattach themselves.
“Argus! Fire!” I called out and motioned toward the still-moving pieces. The older man nodded; he knew well enough from our time together to follow my directions when given, and those pieces were still a living part of the greater whole. They remained a threat. Even if it didn’t manage to get back to the main body to reattach themselves, I knew well enough they would turn into fully grown Shoggoths if left too long.
“I’m on it!” the older man yelled as he held two fingers up to his mouth, bent his knees, and activated an ability he hadn’t yet had the chance to show off. It was a recently acquired ability called “Breath of Fire”.
Flames bellowed out of his mouth in a cone-like attack. They burned bright and hot, as they engulfed the enemies in front of him. The moving shadows twitched and moved painfully as they tried to slither away into the darkness, but it was too late for them.
The sound of otherworldly screaming followed. The fire reduced to ashes the moving pieces of the Book Chimera that Kat had scattered with her attacks. Just like that, they returned to the system. Breath of Fire was a good ability for him to pick up. Our team needed just a bit more attack damage until we can find a solid fourth member to join us.
The fire didn’t affect Kat. She continued her advance, her blade constantly moving, a whirl of cuts and slashes as she severed the tendrils that came against us. One of the monster’s tendrils rose up like a whip and twisted before trying to slam down on her. Kat was ready. She moved, dodging to the side and bringing Sangriel down in a slash. The trail of shadow burned as an afterimage while the blade itself cut into the tendril and sliced clean through it.
Kat kept to her role, and I kept to mine. To watch her back and kept her clear from peripheral dangers she might not easily see. Of course, an experienced fighter would pay attention to everything around them. But she was still figuring things out.
I noticed something move off to the side, something in the shadows between the bookshelves. Something deadly. I readied myself to move and intercept.
The shadow moved silently, hardly creating a disturbance and barely noticeable in the dark. I gripped Regressors’ Key to see what Kat would do as it moved towards her. I would keep her safe, but I did want to know how much her abilities had improved. This too was a test. It inched forward, preparing to strike. She didn’t notice, and I reacted.
I ran forward and pushed her out of the way as the massive shadow sprang out from between the bookcases and split into multiple grasping hands trying to ensnare her. She hadn’t seen it, and neither had Argus. His attention was towards the back, while hers was focused on the abomination in front of us, not the threat from the sides. I had still hoped she would sense it.
Regardless, I had her. That was a part of being on a team. My job was to support others. That kind of thinking had been drilled into me by the King of the Crows. I had tried to pass on some of those lessons about team fighting to the two of them over the last few days of training. Kat had the front, Argus had the rear, and I had the sides.
“On your right!” I shouted in warning as I looked over and saw the creeping darkness moving to attack again. It quickly retracted before launching forward again. Out from the shadows came a massive arm with an upraised hand that raised up and thrust out. The arm tried to grab and crush her. But I had to give Kat credit. Over the last three days, she had taken to her training well and had learned from it. She was ready, as was Argus.
I had pushed both of them towards their breaking point and sometimes passed that point, only to douse them in water from the Healing Fountain and start the process over again. It had been brutal, but it had paid off. I saw it firsthand.
Kat moved to the side in a blur of speed the hand couldn’t match she was ready. It was a reflection of the training I’d put her through, and it was obvious she’d taken to my instruction as she dodged out of the way and brought her sword up in a counterattack, slicing into and then severing the arm in a curved uppercut.
Argus didn’t need to be prompted. He followed up with another attack of his breathe of fire and the giant limb and the severed tendril burned.
“That’s the extent of my mana,” he said. “I’m basically empty.”
I appreciated his update. We wouldn’t have any more fire for a while, and in a fight, knowledge and communication were an edge that kept everyone alive. In a pinch, he could use one of the mana potions I’d provided. For now, though, my presence was enough.
I was satisfied with their progress. My two teammates had gained a bit of an edge that extended beyond the advantages I’d secured for them.
Kat slipped underneath the monster’s next attack, combining evasion with a counter.
“Are you guys going to help me or not?” she yelled.
“I am helping,” Argus shouted back with a grin. “I’ve been cleaning up the mess you’ve made of things for us.” A book went flying off of a bookshelf straight towards Kat. I didn’t even need to respond. The two of them were like a well-oiled machine and I was just on standby in case they needed an extra set of hands. I could see the beginnings of a long-term companionship between the two of them, and that was something that could help them survive what was coming.
Argus grunted as he moved to intercept the cursed book and bring his wrench down in a power attack. The book slammed into the ground, the head of the wrench leaving a warped and dented impression on the surface of the book. The Book Shoggoth growled pitifully as its body disintegrated and disappeared back into the system.
“Since you asked,” I responded to Kat’s question as I stepped over the charred remains of a number of books that had spilled out onto the ground. “That’s a boss, a Chimera, and judging by the unfortunate players lodged in its body, I’m guessing those players used to be Brent and his party.”
Argus looked up at the towering monstrosity we were up against. The Quiet Librarian was gone, replaced by the abomination in front of us. I would have much preferred to go up against it when it was still a lich. The entire Book Arena area had changed and had become a killing field. The walls were the bookcases I’d seen before, and they were stacked thick and tall, forming a wide and open space.
One of the Chimera’s long and boneless limbs lashed around through the air, and this time I moved to intercept it long before it came close to my teammates. With Regressors’ Key in my hand, I met the upgraded monster head-on, and my blade sliced clean through the fleshly appendage. “Careful, you two,” I said. “Don’t forget how dangerous elite monsters can be. Bosses are even stronger. We can handle this, as long as we aren’t reckless. That monster has already killed its share of players.”
“I wouldn’t really say kill,” Argus responded, his gaze locked on the bodies of players protruding out of the monster. As he talked, multiple tendrils spawned from the towering beast and attacked the three of us. “You see those things, right?”
I nodded and sliced through the tendril heading toward me, and then through one heading toward Argus. His blunt weapon wasn’t as effective in stopping the tendrils. As for Kat, she disappeared and was nowhere to be seen as she activated her Mist Cloaking ability. The beast bellowed as a third tendril probed around for Kat. Not today. She was in no danger from the monster. Her ability left her untargetable by physical attacks. She’s got her own responsibilities too. I moved and cut down the third tendril as Argus followed behind me.
The entire room shook, and the monster let out a terrible scream followed by a louder bellow of pain. Regular books and Book Shoggoths fell off of the shelves. The chimera’s massive form shuddered, and Kat reappeared a second later beside it. She started running towards us. I saw her sword had cut through a layer of the monster’s flesh and one of the bodies embedded in the Chimera screamed. Its flesh rippled and withered as it underwent desiccation as all of its life force was drained and used by the Chimera. The wound rapidly closed, and the body was expelled. It fell to the ground below and turned to dust. I didn’t know the player, but I did recognize him as part of Brent’s group of ten that had been led into the dungeon.
“So… they all got turned into health packs for a dungeon boss?” Argus asked. “Or are all those weak points?”
“Something like that, I’m guessing. If nothing else, we know its weak point.” I looked over at Kat. “Lumen! Speed her.”
The Blessing of Amarath activated and energy passed over into Kat to buff her, increasing by leaps and bounds her speed and agility. Her movements would have been a blur if we were still regular humans. She bolted forward and dodged under the next round of attacks as she headed straight for the next partially absorbed players and struck out with her sword. With each attack, one of those stored players was consumed to restore the Chimera, and one by one they collapsed into dust as the desiccated bodies were ejected through layers of skin, no longer serving any purpose for the Chimera. The monster bellowed as it lost its lifelines and shadowy monsters pressed in on us as they spawned from the darkness surrounding the book arena. Argus and I fought them off tirelessly as the giant book Chimera thrashed about trying to reach Kat.
For a moment, Kat dropped out of view, and I held my breath, ready with a Blessing of Light to heal her. I expected to see her broken body as two of the monsters’ limbs crashed together where she had been. Then, I saw her. Somehow, she had scaled the monster's back using her sword. Once she reached the top, the monster tried to lower its head and shake her off. It was too little, too late. Sangriel cut deep into the meaty nap of the Chimera’s neck. It thrashed about wildly, trying to dislodge her, but Kat grunted and held firm as the sword in her hand pulsed and drank greedily from the boss monster.
“Argus, move!” I called out. I was already in motion as I sprung toward the boss. Even then, my eyes remained peeled on Kat while Argus moved behind me, his wrench bashing down on the encroaching monsters while Regressors’ Key cut through the monsters in our way.
The Chimera let out one more scream, and then the outer layer of its flesh exploded in a hail of black ooze and black blood, leaving only a hardened inner core that looked almost like an egg. Kat went flying, and I ran forward and tried to catch her before she hit the ground. She landed on me with an oomph and we both went skidding. My body groaned from the impact, but I counted myself and Kat lucky that she hadn’t been hurt by the throw.
Argus stood over us, his wrench a flash of metal that kept the rest of the monsters back. “Alright guys, you had a good rest, right? Get off your fourth point of contact and help me out.”
I pushed Kat off me and scrambled up, Regressors’ Key in my hand and Sangriel in hers. Even Lumen got in on the attacks as tiny bolts of energy flew out from the Wisp. We were a flurry of movement and attacks as the endless eyes of the encircling Shoggoths continued to look at us, even as we reduced the horde to a pile of gore on the ground.
Nearby, the boss remained idle, quiet, maybe dead, but I didn’t trust it. I knew better. We needed to finish the fight. I just had to reach the boss first.
“Now’s the time Argus, use that,” I commanded as we moved to break through and head straight towards the boss's remains.
Argus nodded with a wide grin and reached into his inventory and pulled out a Molotov cocktail he’d made from liquor recovered during a previous run of the Grocery Store. It wasn’t an official recipe with the system, but it didn’t need to be, not for this. The man knew what he was doing.
With a flash of movement, Argus pulled a Bick from his pocket and lit the end of the Molotov. “Bombs away,” he shouted and threw it down as we escaped from the undying mass of shadow. Flames erupted from the impact.
We turned away. None of us needed to see what followed. Instead, we turned our attention toward the boss. It was half the size it had been before, and the hardened shell had a rough texture to it. I had described it before as almost an egg when I’d gone through similar fights, but this was different. It dawned on me, but Argus beat me to it.
“That’s bad right?” he said. “It looks like a cocoon.”
“Yeah. That’s bad.” I replied as the three of us were pushed backward by an invisible shield of the system.
Kat stepped forward like she was going to try and destroy the cocoon, but I stopped her and held her back. “If this is a boss with a form change, attacking it while it’s a cocoon will create too much feedback. You’ll die and so will me and Argus. Let it be.”
The egg started to pulse, and the outer shell started to crack. Whatever was inside, we wouldn’t need to wait long on it. “Lumen,” I called out, “your turn. We need those Auto Turrets up. Someplace tall and out of reach. No attacking until I say.”
The Wisp flashed its understanding and zoomed off.
 




Chapter 4: Final Form

I watched as Lumen zipped across the battlefield looking for the perfect spot to summon the Auto Turrets. I knew what she was looking for. Something like an overhang or some other hard-to-reach spot like a protected shelf or a vent along the ceiling. Hurry, Lumen. I didn’t want to draw any extra attention to be brought to the Wisp. Before the next phase of this battle starts, I need those turrets up.
In the meantime, I sifted my attention toward the emerging threat behind the shield in front of us. What matter of monster is going to spawn from that egg? What will bloom from the cocoon of the defeated Book Chimera? I didn’t have to wait long. The cocoon started to flash dark and vivid colors. Argus and Kat moved in cautiously, ready to attack. I had to grab Argus’s wrench to keep an attack from landing on the shield. I knew something they didn’t know, and they would have questions later if they didn’t already.
“Back, get back!” I shouted as loudly as I could. “You can’t attack a boss while it's between forms. The system feedback could kill you all if the recoil from that shield doesn’t.”
Argus raised his hands up and scooted back. “Sorry! Sorry! I didn’t know.”
Kat followed. Each of them gave me a curious, almost suspicious look. I knew what that look meant. We’d be having conversations later, and they were going to want to know a lot more about my supposed system knowledge ‘ability’. I couldn’t blame them.
I was ready for those conversations, even if they put me at odds with the others. I just wanted my teammates to survive the battle. They didn’t know like I did that attacking a monster during a metamorphosis was deadly. They didn’t know attacking a shield would cause recoil to hit the attacker if the shield didn’t break. And they didn’t know boss-type system monsters enjoyed brief periods of invincibility when transforming into a final form. It was all risk without reward. Too many times in the past, during the early days, I’d seen players attempt to take down an enemy after the shield was down only to find out too late their attacks did nothing. Their lives were lost in vicious and powerful counterattacks. I would have warned my two new companions in advance, but I hadn’t expected to fight against a boss with two forms this early on. It didn’t seem possible for a threat like this to exist in a level 9 dungeon. It never should have happened. I understood fully why, in the last timeline, none of the players from this cohort had survived.
“Just wait. Trust me a little longer.” I focused on the cocoon in the center of the room. “I’ve got a plan. We need to split the difference three ways. Argus, you head to the other side of the cocoon, but keep your eyes on me. Kat—” I pointed to my right “—you go the other way, and the same goes for you. Keep the line of sight at all times.”
Another light flashed from the center of the room. Black and purple mana danced across the surface of the cocoon as the transformation sped up. The fleshy walls of the cocoon started to move and tear as the monster within pushed outwards, tearing itself into the world with a scream. The shield disappeared.
“Almost time,” I told the others as I raised Regressors’ Key in my hand and waited.
The cocoon split open, and a monster emerged. It had a dragon-like body with scales of black, and embedded in its belly was Brent. He was just as much a part of the monster as its scales were. A massive tail swept down behind it and long legs stretched out before it. The chimera's head rose high above us, and the beast let out another deafening roar. The sound echoed throughout the entire room. I felt the vibrations even through the stone.
"So, you said you had a plan?" Kat asked with a grunt as she dove to the side to avoid a sweep of the tail. She sounded nervous, but there was also confidence in her voice. She wasn't afraid to face off against a boss monster alone, if necessary, but I didn’t need her to. I just needed the two of them to fight it for a moment.
I stepped forward and the Dragon Chimera turned towards me. “Good!” I shouted. “Looks like it’s set to attack the nearest enemy. Here’s what we do. Rotate and keep your intervals. You guys stay back and after it attacks me, it’ll be your turn, Argus. You’ll have to step in. This is a technique called juggling, and basically, all we’re doing is abusing the attack nearest functionality of the systems targeting for that monster.”
The two of them nodded. They might not have understood the how or the why, but they believed in me, and that belief was going to help keep us all alive.
As the monster neared, I saw how just how much it had changed during the transformation. It stood at least two, maybe three meters tall, and was easily twice that in length. Massive curling horns protruded out of Brent’s back as he sat lifeless, an extension of the Chimera’s black-scaled body. Where his torso joined with the rest of the dragon’s body, a massive mouth set wide with sharp teeth bared in a vicious snarl. The tail swung back and forth behind it, ready to attack. And there was no mistaking the eyes. Glowing red orbs had replaced Brent's eyes, and they were locked onto me. I was next, but it wasn't going to be the same ability as before. I readied myself, the memories of my last life guiding me as I analyzed the monster’s movements and pulled from all my battle experience before to get a read on the monster.
The monster's legs tensed, and I recognized that it was about to leap forward, likely in a biting attack. Its jaws opened wide enough to swallow me whole and the claws on its feet dug deep into the ground. Given the way its head lifted up, I knew the chimera was going to try to bite me in half. With a quickness that should have been impossible for something of its size, the monster lunged forward and tried to catch me in its maw. I dodged backward and the monster’s jaws snapped shut on the empty air. I used the opportunity to yell out to Argus. “Your turn.”
The older man moved in. Kat and I rotated as he moved, making sure to keep in formation. I felt a drain on my mana as if my Wisp was draining extra energy directly from me. I knew it was time. “Lumen! Target the Chimera with the Auto Turrets. Give it everything you’ve got.”
Lights flashed and Lumen finished summoning the Auto Turrets. Immediately, the flow of the battle changed. The Auto Turrets would do plenty of damage, but it would take a moment for the boot-up process to finish before they could start attacking. The Dragon Chimera roared and turned towards Argus. The monster glared as it bore down on the older man. The massive tail whipped around again, faster and with more force than before. It forced Argus to dive away, and the tail made a small impact crater as the blow broke through the floorboards. The older man climbed to his feet and steadied himself. He looked unfazed and stood his ground, but a feeling of unease passed through me.
I stepped forward to draw the monster’s attacks and give Argus a rest, but the monster didn’t move. Its vision was focused completely on Argus. He did well before at getting out of the way. But his abilities are focused on utility. He doesn’t have an escape like me and Kat do. That was true even within the Book Store, much less the Book Arena. I took another step forward, and the monster didn’t react, not even as I crossed what should have been a critical threshold to draw an immediate counterattack. I tensed, waiting for an attack that never came.
It’s not working anymore. I tried to use our team chat to send a message to the others. I cursed when I saw the prompt.
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The Dragon Chimera roared and raised its maw in attack.
“Argus!” I screamed as loud as I could, “Get out of there! Just move. I can’t draw its attention away.” But the older man couldn’t hear me over the noise the monster was making as its powerful claws dug into the floor and tore up wood floorboards. My words of warning hung in the air as the monster crashed forward into Argus, but the man was prepared. He held his own as long as he could and dove to the side at the last minute with a heavy thud. I knew what he was doing. He thinks he has to keep its attention.
I ran, my feet pounding against the hardwood floor. I considered my options. I could still use a Blessing of Light to heal Argus and keep him alive, and I was fairly sure that Lumen could handle a single cast of the Blessing of Amarath ability to increase my movement speed. I moved in a dead sprint, but right before I could reach Argus, something else happened. I heard a pop followed by a boom and a muzzle flash. The Auto Turrets finally.
“What do we do?” Kat screamed, but I didn’t have an answer for her yet. I was reacting. The thoughts would come after.
The thoughts didn’t need to come. There was a flash and a loud popping sound, followed by a pained and furious roar by the monster as it rose on its hind legs and roared. The pop was followed by another and then another after that. Black blood and pieces of the monster went flying as the projectiles shot by the Auto Turret tore through its body. It roared again, and I continued to move. I ignored the black sludge that formed where its flesh and blood landed.
The Dragon Chimera looked around for the source of the attack. It seemed to shrug off the blows, even as shots continued to hit the monster one after another in quick succession. Every projectile that slammed into the Dragon Chimera’s body hit it with the force of a small cannon and erupted out of the other side. The pacing of the attacks was relentless, and the rate of fire rivaled my attack speed with a blade. Large portions of the monster were missing and grasping shadows held together parts of its torn-away parts.
The monster roared, and a glistening shield suddenly surrounded its body with red and blue mana. The Auto Turrets kept firing, but their attacks disappeared once they hit the mana shield. I looked at the Dragon Chimera, and Brent's previously dormant body moved. The assimilated player’s lips moved, and his arms shifted position, maintaining the shield over the dragon’s body. I looked closely and saw that his glowing red eyes were not centered on Argus at all but on the Auto Turrets.
Brent’s body tensed and he drew back his arms. The dragon did the same as the entire Dragon Chimera prepared to launch a devastating attack. I didn’t know which abilities the Dragon Chimera possessed, but I knew enough from my previous life to understand that, given the monster was a dungeon boss, it would choose an attack that could hit multiple targets. I just wasn’t sure if it would be a cone-shaped attack, an area-of-effect ability, or a chaining ability. Either way, Argus was in danger, as was Lumen. The only upside was that the Wisp could be re-summoned. Argus could not, and resurrection stones were far too valuable to use yet.
“Kat get back! Lumen, Speed me and disperse!” I had a hunch that two attacks would follow. One from the main body, and one from the embedded player.
Argus didn’t see what I saw, and the older man stepped forward, looking defiant as he braced himself and raised the wrench in his hand. He muttered something to the Dragon Chimera, and I couldn’t quite hear what it was. I almost didn’t reach him in time as black fog spewed out of the Dragon Chimera’s mouth.
Almost.
I pushed Argus out of the way, but rather than to the side. I grabbed hold of him and used our momentum to move towards the Dragon Chimera, rather than away from it. The black fog that followed was noxious and deadly. We barely avoided it. My hunch about the two attacks was correct, and the black fog spread in a cone pattern. I moved Argus away with a slight explanation. “If you’d dodged to the side like before, you’d have been killed.”
Meanwhile, a chain of red lightning erupted up from Brent’s hands as the embedded player launched an attack against the Auto Turrets. It spread like arced lightning and enveloped the Wisp as well. The projectiles stopped slamming into the mana shield as the Auto Turrets crumbled under the destructive power of the chain lightning. It was good to remember that, though the Auto Turrets were powerful, they could still be easily destroyed, as could Lumen.
Kat didn’t waste any time waiting for me to provide a plan. She ran forward, jumped onto the Dragon Chimera, and swung her sword down in an ashy arc of darkness. Too late did the embedded player see the threat. It waved its hand to summon another shield, but Kat was faster. Her blade, Sangriel, cut through the embedded player, and large swathes of his body fell away in fleshy chunks. The remaining parts slumped over motionless, bleeding black ooze.
I gave Kat a quiet thanks and turned my attention fully toward the older man as I scrambled up. “Are you alright?” I asked Argus as I helped him up.
“Yes… I think so. How many times do I have to jump out of this thing’s way?”
“A few, and maybe a few more after that,” I replied. “Are you ok?” I cast a glance toward the fallen embedded player.
“No,” Argus admitted, and I left it at that. It wasn't on me to pry.
I turned back towards the Dragon Chimera. The Auto Turrets had dealt heavy damage to it before the shield had gone up, but with Brent gone, the shield went with it. The dragon’s body was still tough and would be hard to damage, but all we needed was an opening. With the auto turrets down, the only way to do any real damage would be by cutting through to the soft underbelly to reach its heart. I readied Regressors’ Key and stared at the monster as a ghost of a plan formed in my head.
“I need you both to stay behind me, okay?” I said. “And don’t worry about me. Focus on the task at hand. This will work best if I can keep the monster distracted while I focus on the weak point. When I tell you to jump, jump. Do exactly what I say when I'm saying it, got it?”
“Easy enough,” Argus replied. “Jump out of the way again. Got it.”
“Yeah, got it,” Kat said.
I sprang forward, focusing fully on the blade as an extension of myself. A weapon that could cut the impossible. As soon as I started moving, I felt the weight shift in my boots as I dropped into a low crouch and brought up the tip of Regressors’ Key to stab the creature in the chest. There was a crackle of electricity, and the air shimmered as the latent mana in the blade activated. Then a wave of heat washed over me as the blade cut. The Dragon Chimera roared as it opened its maw wide and spat fire. I stumbled backward and fell to the ground.
Kat jumped down to help as I rolled backward away from the flames. The smell of charred skin and hair filled my nostrils. My clothes smoldered, but most importantly, I hadn't gotten close enough to do any real damage. In fact, I'd probably taken more damage than the monster had. It was obvious that I wouldn't survive another direct assault.
“You, ok?” Argus asked from above me as Kat glared and tried to maintain the monster’s attention.
“Yeah, fine,” I lied, trying not to breathe too deeply in case there was still some lingering smoke in the air. “I think I might be able to dive through its mouth and activate my Cloak of Flames ability to do damage from the inside and finish it off.”
“You're not ok at all,” Argus responded. He looked over at the Dragon Chimera. “But I've got an idea.”
Before I could protest, the older man took off running as the Dragon Chimera raised its maw to spring forward. I had only one chance, one window. I reached into myself and pulled out every last drop of mana that I had left and re-summoned Lumen. “Speed Argus!”
Before the Dragon Chimera could bite down and tear the man in half, the older man suddenly zoomed forward, incredibly faster than before. The jaws snapped shut behind him, rather than on him. The monster groaned in sudden pain after its body rapidly expanded outwards, almost as if Argus had…
I laughed and it hurt. He did it. Argus summoned his Dreadnaught Pillbox inside the monster.
“Kat, we need to finish this. I'm sure that's doing a lot of damage to the Chimera. But it won't last forever. It’s now or never.”
The Dragon Chimera was, for the time, rooted in place and incapable of moving.
“How are we going to destroy it?” She asked.
I sighed tiredly and ignored the sting of pain. “The same way you eat an elephant. One bite at a time.” With Regressors’ Key in hand, I started to hack at the enemy, and Kat soon joined me. Every slash of Sangriel did just as much damage as Regressors’ Key. It was much easier with the Dragon rooted in place to avoid its breath attacks and its tail. It wasn’t an overwhelming victory, but one blow at a time, one cut at a time, we won.




Chapter 5. After The Battle

The rest of the battle, if it could even be called that, went quickly. At least as quickly as any battle could go under the circumstances. There was a rhythm to the flow of things between me, Kat, and Lumen along with the summoned Auto Turrets. As for Argus, he hardly uttered a word except a mumbling of complaint that went ignored by me and Kat.
The pattern was simple. The Auto Turrets would fire, and large portions of black ichor and dark dragon scale would splatter outwards in most directions. The monster would roar in pain and try to counterattack. Kat and I would adjust our positions slightly before attacking the newly revealed weak points. The boss couldn’t reach any of us with its counterattack and would roar in furious anger and start to heal, but never back to the point where it had been before.
On it went. A cycle of attack and regeneration over and over, slowly but steadily whittling down the monster’s health. The victory was won in no small part to the Dreadnaught Pillbox that Argus had spawned inside of the boss monster’s massive stomach. The defensive structure had rooted the dragon in place and damaged its internal organs in the process. As imposing as the Dragon Chimera had been, the simple abuse made it far easier to deal with.
It was something that only worked because of how massive the Dragon Chimera was, and the fact that it was still considered an early dungeon boss by the system. Even as leveled as it was from slaying players, there was still a possibility for exploits. Later on, abusing an ability in that way wouldn’t work. The system would make sure of that. Still, I enjoyed watching round after round explode out of the Auto Turrets and slam into the Dragon Chimera.
It was nice to enjoy an easy win. I wasn’t so far removed from the ruined future that I’d forgotten just how hard things were going to get, and how much worse they would be if I failed.
Eventually, the Dragon Chimera collapsed with a loud crash on the ground, scales falling away bones dissolving beneath it. The force of its fall caused some of the floor to buckle underneath it and break in spots. Kat and I backed away as the massive monster rapidly disintegrated back into the system.
We looked on as the Dreadnaught Pillbox was revealed underneath. The Pillbox set in where the floor had been damaged by the passing of the Dragon Chimera.
Kat and I were left breathless and sweaty, and Argus was twice as sweaty, considering how much effort he had spent trying to repair the Pillbox as it was damaged around him.
It was a sight to see, and I had to resist a laugh when I saw Argus. I felt bad for him. A casual appraisal confirmed that he’d had a much rougher time of things than I thought. Most of the walls of the pillbox had been torn open and panels pulled back if not outright destroyed. It’s good to know the limits of the ability. The Dreadnaught Pillbox doesn’t just hit 0 on its health and collapse, it takes progressive damage along the way and losses defensive capabilities as it takes damage.
I wondered how much of that damage was due to the Auto Turrets and our attacks, and how much was the natural bodily defenses of the Dragon Chimera wearing it down like stomach acid. I focused on the handful of protruding spikes that remained on the exterior of the Pillbox. Shortly after, the pieces of gore and ichor attached to them disappeared back into the system as well.
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That’ll do quite nicely. We all stood and looked at each other, Kat and I from the outskirts of the broken flooring, and Argus within the broken pillbox. Of the three of us, he looked the worse for wear. All of us felt the sheer exhaustion from the battle. A moment of silence passed between us until finally, I turned to Lumen.
“Go ahead and dismiss the Auto Turrets.” The Wisp blazed blue and then gold, and the Auto Turrets disappeared into nothing. Lumen zipped over to me and nuzzled against my neck before disappearing into the collar of my jacket.
From within the crater ruins and behind the tattered remnants of the Dreadnaught Pillbox, Argus sighed. “I guess I should do that one too.”
Immediately, the remaining structure disappeared in a puff of energy, and the older man pulled himself out of the hole in the floor and walked toward us. He was covered in sweat; his clothes were soaked and damp. He clapped me and then Kat on the back. Kat recoiled.
Argus gave a tired laugh. “Don’t ever let me try something that stupid again.”
I nodded but made no promises. “Let’s go.”
The walls of the Book Arena started to break down, and a light shone over the area designating the dungeon as cleared with a brightness the earlier had failed to match. Books fell from their places on the shelf and onto the ground with loud thuds only to sizzle and turn to dust. The floor beneath my feet sagged as the boards started to warp. A shelf fell over and Book Shoggoths spilled out, their dark shadows trailing in desperation as they clung to the fallen shelf and tried to reach out toward us.
As quickly as they tried to attack, the system kicked in, and the Book Shoggoths disintegrated just as the books did, their bodies turning into mana and returning to the system. The ceiling above us tore open, the paper pages falling like stars to reveal the blue sky beyond.
“We need to move,” I told the others; our time had come to an end, and we needed to be gone before the roof collapsed upon us, taking us away with the last few rows of bookshelves.
It was hard going through the debris and broken shelving as the building crumbled around me. It took longer than expected for the three of us to make it outside, dodging flying pieces of wood and glass as they came crashing down on top of us. We were forced back several times by the collapsing structure, but eventually, we found ourselves heading for the exit. Outside, the sun shone brightly overhead. The air felt fresh and clean after the musty Book Arena.
We made it outside without having to fight any monsters. With the Quiet Librarian gone, the dungeon would continue to collapse until there was nothing left. I reached into my inventory and passed out the Lesser Rejuvenation Potions I’d purchased from the shop. I’d been holding on to them for after clearing the dungeon, I didn't want us tromping around outside in a damaged state, not with the kind of players that were still around.
The potions went a long way in repairing the damage to our bodies; they just needed time to work. My hair which had been singed by Argus's fire ability was already basically fully restored.
Kat didn’t wait longer. She led the way, and Argus dragged behind us. I turned to check on him.
“Hey, are you ok?” I asked, concern lining my face as I looked at the older man. I couldn't quite get a feel for the emotions I saw reflected.
The older man turned and looked back at the Book Store as the building collapsed. Without the Quiet Librarian to keep the building together, the system would continue to tear it down until nothing remained.
“It’s just… that was amazing and horrible, and the worst experience I’ve had in a while, but we did it. We actually did it. We killed that monster. Dragon. Dragon thing. Whatever it was. We killed it. I mean I literally summoned a building into its stomach so it couldn’t move. Terrible idea. Stupid idea, but not as stupid as what you were thinking about doing. At least I had protection!”
I nodded. I didn’t disagree with his assessment, but the man’s actions impressed me. “Yes, you did well. It was quick thinking and much better than my idea. But it was still a gamble, and though it paid off this time, I wouldn't make that bet twice.”
The older man nodded and mumbled something under his breath. I pretended I didn't notice. As did Kat. In fact, she didn’t seem to be paying attention at all. Right in the middle of walking she stopped, her head back, and backpedaled to stand right next to us. A faraway look came over her. A look that said she was focused on something else entirely. I felt the approach without her needing to say anything.
“Guys, company,” she muttered.
I glanced up and away from Argus and Kat. We weren’t alone anymore.
With white wings spread outwards and a pristine red armor that glistened in the sunlight, the Divinity Urban greeted us. “You three have done well and made good use of these last few days, going so far as to clear the dungeon that you were unable to clear before. I commend you for that. It is a feat worthy of note.”
The Divinity stopped talking and looked around as if to share a secret. “Your survival is more guaranteed than others. You have prepared. I have high hopes for you.”
The Divinity stepped back, and a golden aura spread out across its entire body before it rose up into the air to speak again, its voice projecting across all of the Home Base to reach every survivor. “All of you, listen to me. Your time here has grown short, and the next scenario is rapidly coming. You'll need more strength to survive the next round. Come and see me, come and see. Move! Come here!”
At the Divinity’s command, people moved towards the Healing Fountain in the center of the Home Base. All of them came out from the many hiding places they had concealed themselves away in while Kat, Argus, and I had trained and trained until finally heading off into the Book Store dungeon. I knew their type. They didn't belong with us. They didn't belong period; they were cowards and opportunists looking for the first chance to get ahead. The only thing they could be counted on for was betrayal.
The surviving players whispered among themselves, and my group and I kept close to each other, always on guard and casting wary glances at the others. Not in fear, but out of caution. One thing I had learned that had held true across multiple lifetimes: selfish and desperate people did desperate things. No matter how strong or powerful you were, all it took was a chance attack unnoticed to ruin everything.
“As promised, the end of the seven days has come at last, and for all of you comes the next important decision: class selection. All of you are granted the opportunity to choose. This is the beginning of the next scenario. Without a class, it is not likely you will survive.”
As he spoke, the Healing Fountain suddenly dried up, and the foundation cracked and crumbled away. The stone turned to dust as it splintered, the sound of it breaking like a thunderclap. A look of shock and horror spread amongst my comrades and the other players. Within a moment, nothing was left of the fountain, but rubble. The place that had once been a lifeline, that kept us all healed and full of mana, was gone.
The dust did not disappear, though. Instead, it reformed into seven piles that were then reworked in grand pillars covered in intricate carvings of what looked like arcane markings in the language of lesser gods. Atop each pillar was a statue. They radiated with power; I could feel it through the ground beneath me. Class sources.
“The dungeoneer class allowed you access to the system, but it is only a foundation, a beginning. From here you may choose the path upon which you walk and what kind of power you would wield and what kind of power you would strive to gain. Review them and choose wisely. You will have minutes to make a selection.”
With that, the Divinity stepped away and blinked out of existence. The other players did not react immediately, but my team did. We needed this. I needed this. With a nod towards the others. “Let's go.”
 




Chapter 6: Class Selection

Class selection.
In my prior life, I’d chosen the Dark Knight as my path from the classes that had been offered to me. After I’d learned more about the system, then thought back to that choice, I regretted it.
Considering the choices available to me back then, the best class I could have chosen was Alchemist. I just didn’t know it in the beginning. Hindsight is 20/20, as they say.
Becoming a Dark Knight hadn’t been a bad decision; the area of effect ability I’d gained had helped to clear masses of mobs. But that was about the only upside to the class. I’d crippled my growth with that decision, and then crippled it again when I chose the Apocalypse Sword ability.
What I’d failed to realize was my comrades didn’t need another sword, they’d needed a shield and a support, and with the abilities I’d gained from being a Dark Knight, even when I finally earned a legendary ability, I couldn’t provide either of those things. This time around, I would choose better. I would be better.
A smile crept across my face, and my heart pounded with excitement as I stepped forward. Argus and Kat followed right behind me, and we looked over the seven statues. I stopped at the first one and saw the representation of a Knight.
The Knight was a man in full plate armor with a tower shield and a long sword. The shield had ornate engravings of lions and roses, and the pommel of the sword was adorned with holy artifacts and intricate lettering.
As for the armor, it featured no such decoration. It was polished and form-fitting, a tool of the Knight’s trade, and made of thick metals. It gave off a soft glow, making the Knight seem majestic and radiant. A look of determination was carved into his face as he stared off into the distance, an expression of purpose, as though he stood against an unknown enemy. He seemed lofty and unreachable. As much as I could see myself in the role, I knew it wasn’t for me.
	//System Notification//
//Class Selection – Tier II//
One of Seven – The Knight
Details: Class Selection, The Knight
Knights are a warrior class that wields weapons and armor in battle to defend themselves as well as others around them. Their training allows for quick thinking on their feet and leaves little room for error while under pressure. Knights are noted for their strength, courage, and the additional abilities they gain that allow them to defend weaker members of a party.
Specialized abilities include Guard, Protect, Inner Fire, and Rally.




My eyes lingered on the statue. In another life, it might have been the right pick, but not in this one. It was almost what I was looking for. Almost. I kept going.
“Yeah, that’s not quite what I think any of us are leaning towards,” Kat said, breaking the silence, and Argus nodded in agreement. They weren’t interested. I knew the feeling. What was more, I understood what lay at the end of a similar path when taken long enough, and in that future only I remembered, that road hadn’t been enough.
There were still six more classes to review before making a choice. The next statue waited. It depicted a tall man with a long, flowing beard, glaring out at the world from behind a thick cowl and a heavy robe. His burning eyes suggested the man had intimate knowledge of the workings of the world.
“Mage,” I murmured.
The mage’s fingers were wrapped around a staff and his lips were slightly open as if he were in the middle of casting a spell. There were traces of power all over the statue and for a moment, blue sparks of mana danced along his fingers.
	//System Notification//
//Class Selection – Tier II//
Two of Seven – The Mage
Details: Class Selection, The Mage.
Mages are physically weak spell casters that focus on magical attacks and abilities to deal heavy damage on a single target, or low-to-moderate damage against enemies in a wide area of effect. Mages enjoy the additional benefit of gaining an additional source of mana, the mana core. This core allows them to cast more complex and potent spells than other classes. While most mages are able to learn basic combat skills for self-defense purposes, they focus primarily on magic as an offensive weapon. Mages are able to innately use different types of magic, but they specialize most heavily in elemental spells.
Specialized passive ability is The Wizard’s Way. Skills, spells, and abilities gained from the Mage class only require a single ability slot characterized by “The Wizard’s Way”.




“That doesn’t seem too bad at all,” Argus said, an expression of excitement on his face. “I’m pretty sure I can work with something like that.”
I considered what he said and gave it a bit of thought. Then I said, “Absolutely, but remember, this is a deeply personal choice. If something else calls to you, let me know. This isn’t a bad choice for you and would work with the abilities you have so far. I don’t think it would be a mistake if you chose it.”
Kat cleared her throat. “Maybe it’ll work for him, being a mage and all, but that path isn’t for me. I’m going to check on the next one.”
She pressed forward. I followed and so did Argus. There was still time for selecting, and I didn’t disagree with Argus choosing the mage class for himself.
As for Argus, the older man’s eyes lingered on the mage statue, a thoughtful look on his face.
“If that’s what you think fits you the best, I won’t advise you otherwise. Just do yourself the favor of reviewing all seven class choices and considering how the class will interact with the abilities the system is already pushing you towards, just in case something else is a better fit.”
Argus nodded and though Kat didn’t react, I could tell she was listening to what I said and would take away the same lesson as the older man.
The next statue was different from the first two. It portrayed a young man in a leather coat, with an expression on his face that was part sneer and part smile. Half vagrant, half rogue, his hand rested on a long sword. There were tracings of mana woven into the blade while mana swirled in his other hand, waiting to be unleashed. I recognized exactly what I was looking at. A Spellblade, and the bane of all who fell for it. It was a trap class. As interesting as it seemed to be, I couldn’t let my teammates choose it. The class had no true scaling.
	//System Notification//
//Class Selection – Tier II//
Three of Seven – The Spellblade
Details: Class Selection, The Spellblade
Spellblades are a melee class that uses an edged weapon as a medium of magic. Spellblades focus primarily on dealing damage with their sword or other blades, using enchantments and powerup abilities that add channeling damage and on-hit effects to their attacks. They are capable of inflicting debuff through their attacks. In addition to any abilities, they gain from the store or through scenarios, they can also “merge” abilities with their basic attacks to create new abilities.
Specialized abilities include Flash Step, Stored Spell, and Apply On-Hit.




“This one seems useful,” Kat said with an excited gleam in her eye. It was a look that told me if I wasn’t there to tell her otherwise, a decision would have been made much to her detriment. “Actually, I think this might be a good fit for me.”
I shook my head and disagreed with a quick no. A look of annoyance flashed across her face, and I knew she needed to know why. “Dual specialty classes like Spellblade and Red Mage are always a trap. Somebody who goes that route ends up crippling themselves long-term. We have to be better than that. It’s a trap because rather than specializing and becoming a master in one thing, you generalize and become average in both. Average, and that’s if they're good, and against the monsters in these dungeons we fight against, average isn’t good enough. I wouldn’t suggest this path. Not if you want to survive.”
She gritted her teeth and nodded. On we went, but I could tell she was disappointed. As much as it bothered her, I couldn’t sit by and not say something. I’d seen too many people stagnate and get left behind, unable to progress because they just couldn’t perform at the minimum level required to survive. I would know; in the end, I’d been one of them.
The next statue waited for us. It was a man with a flowing beard and long, wild hair perfectly matching wild eyes that glistened with a power the others hadn’t shown. He had a burly chest and one hand wrapped around an ax that would have required two hands for any other person. Behind the glow of the statue's eyes was a long and hard look as he stared fixated out on an unkind world. Scars crisscrossed the statue's body. They were the scars of a man who had endured war and battle and moved forward without complaint. The Fighter walked the way of the warrior.
	//System Notification//
//Class Selection – Tier II//
Four of Seven – The Fighter
Details: Class Selection, The Fighter
Fighters are well-rounded combatants who rely on a variety of weapons and martial arts to get them through any situation. They rely on practice and training to make full use of their capabilities. Fighters use their agility, strength, stamina, and speed to overcome enemies in melee combat. While they lack some specialized abilities that other classes have at higher levels, fighters can still hold their own against most other classes and monsters when equipped well and have great potential if a source of other abilities can be gained. The Fighter’s primary weapon is a longsword or dagger; however, this does not limit what else may be used as an offensive tool for close-range fighting situations. Other common items include short swords, poisoned blades, and axes.
Specialized abilities include True Grit, Berserk, Unyielding, and On-Hit




A hard look came over my face as a memory of Aeon came to mind, and of the fighter the mad god had disguised himself as.
“This looks like a perfect fit for me,” Argus said.
My response was a quick snap. “No.”
I looked over at my teammates and apologized, my emotions getting the best of me. The older man looked at me in concern.
“I’m sorry. You didn’t deserve that. It’s a personal issue. I don’t think the Fighter is a good class for you. They focus on battle and the system is pushing you towards utility. You can repair, you can summon structures, I’m sure more paths will open in time.”
I looked over at Kat whom I thought was a better fit, “The Fighter class would probably be a better fit for you. You’re already specializing in melee combat, and this would build on that. Make it a strength. I think with a team like ours we could get you the abilities needed to turn you into a powerhouse.”
We moved on, and the next statue caught my attention. The statue was a robed figure with intricate details on the hem. I couldn’t tell if it was a man or woman, as the robe and cowl hid those details. What caught my attention most was the ornate mace it held in one hand and the looping beads in the other. The little bit of the face I could make out was carved in an expression of utmost attention and dedication. A calming aura of light clung to the statue, and I felt drawn to it.
	//System Notification//
//Class Selection – Tier II//
Five of Seven – The Cleric
Details: Class Selection, Cleric
Clerics specializes in restoring and maintaining the health of others and mitigating damage inflicted on allies and party members. Clerics primarily focus on healing abilities, regeneration, passive increases to the restoration of health and mana, and shielding. Though Clerics focus on damage mitigation they also pair those abilities with blessings, buffs, and auras.
Specialized abilities include Create Blessing, Radiance, Shield, and Reduction




“That looks like it would suit you well,” Argus chimed in as he put a hand on my shoulder. I nodded and agreed with him. I looked down the way at the other two statues. I had told my teammates to look closely at all the statues before deciding, but even from a distance, I could tell what the final two were. One of the statues was tall and slender with a long bow that the statue partially leaned again, and though there was a hardness to the archer, I could guess the class details just by looking: Sniper or Mage Archer. None of which fit the natural abilities the three of us were being steered into by the system. Besides, our team didn’t need somebody long-range, not with Lumen and the Auto Turrets we had that covered.
The final statue had a darkness to it. Not only was the stone darker than the others, but also, it had a cowl tucked tightly around its head, obscuring its facial features, while the hands were immensely detailed and prominent. One hand was wrapped around a dirk with a serrated edge, and the other held a lockpick. Assassin, thief, spy, the class options were many, but once more it held no use for our team. Discretion was not the same as operating in the shadows and none of us needed to be a thief or a knife in the dark.
There was no need for us to take a closer look. The obvious choices were right in front of us. I didn’t bother waiting any longer.
“You guys know what the right call is for you. But I’m also asking you to trust my insight in this and consider what I said would be good for you. I’m going with Cleric. The system is pushing me to be a healer and a supporter, so this is as good of an option as I’m going to get.” I stuck my hand out and touched the statue. Argus did the same with the Mage and then Kat with the Fighter.
	//System Notification//
Class Selected. “Argus, He Who Held the Gate” has chosen Mage!
Class Selected. “Kat, Slayer of a Dungeon Boss” has chosen Fighter!
Class Selected. “Jax, Favored of a Fallen Lord” has chosen Cleric!
Details: Class has automatically been updated. If abilities were gained, they must be navigated and placed at the next status check. Class abilities, passive and otherwise are not applied until the next status check.
Note: Status & Upgrade terminals are not available until the start of the fourth scenario.








Chapter 7: Changes Made

My eyes lingered where the last line had been, Status & Upgrade terminal are not available until the start of the fourth scenario, and a feeling of anger rose up inside me. We had been cheated. Part of the scenarios had been changed just to hinder us. Suspicion and doubt pulled at my senses; it made me wonder what else would be different. What else could be changed?
It was a thought for another time. I pushed those feelings of unease and anger away even as I clenched my jaw and threw my hands up in uncommon frustration. It was an empty gesture and I quickly corrected myself and tried to focus on the positives.
I had secured the right class for me, and my teammates had managed to do the same for themselves. More so, I had made it to the end of the seven days with teammates I could count on. Perspective helped my anger to fade away to more manageable levels.
At my side, Regressors’ Key glowed. My head buzzed, and my legs buckled. I felt Argus’s hands grab on and guide me to the ground as Kat stood over me in concern and asked if I was ok, but something was wrong with her voice. It sounded a million miles away. I felt odd and my pulse quickened. Something had happened. I felt weak. My vision blurred around me and the world grew hazy.
Dark fog rose up everywhere, twisting and churning in a stormy upheaval. The world shifted as if I was seeing through a veil or a heavy filter. The change in my vision reminded me of the memory triggers I’d been experiencing, but this was far more intense, and more present. Intrusive even. My chest felt heavy, and pressure exerted itself on me making it hard to breathe.
Do not fight against me. Relax. It was a familiar voice, one of power and authority, but I couldn’t quite place it. Let me show you the changes wrought.
 
	Future Past Reimagined – Changed Memory – Last Battle, Front Lines
The front lines completely collapsed as a Grotesque Boomer exploded during the fighting between the lines of surviving players and the monsters that came out of the mist. The sounds of metal weapons clanking off of hardened carapaces and claws stopped immediately at the interruption.
Bile and gore were flung everywhere from the exploding Grotesque Boomer, and a green gas quickly spread out from its mangled corpse, poisoning all of those nearby. Myself included. It was a quick-acting poison dealing heavy damage per second. I stumbled backward and grasped at an Anti-Poisoning Potion I kept on me.
Nearby, the Ram-Like Lord of Fire roared and waded into the fray. The Beastman summoned a small army of imps and goblins to fight at his side and surged forward to fill in the gaps left by the collapse in our line, while the surviving fighters tried to regroup and rebuild the line.
But it was too late, the damage had been done. I felt the presence of a Fel Hunter nearby and knew my time had come, I wasn’t going to be able to dodge or block the attack in time. But before I could do anything, Kat shimmered into existence, her cursed sword Sangriel slashing forward, drinking hungrily from the life of the wretched creature as the massive, cursed sword glowed.
“You’re welcome,” Kat said dismissively as she scanned the battlefield and moved on to help in other areas.
I nodded appreciatively. It was good to see her back on the battlefield; not many could have moved past the loss of their sword arm like she had, much less learned to use the other. She was already back in the fray, each swing of her sword destroying monsters as Sangriel did more and more damage. The sword had grown much since those early days when I’d first found her during the Defend Your Home Base Scenario.
I lost sight of her amidst the throng of enemies as Dire Leapers started jumping over the remnants of the line and fueled the chaos of the field. Separating and corralling fighters into smaller easily isolated groups. They would get butchered. I gripped my sword and moved to help.
“Move back!” the Lord of Fire commanded, but though his command was to all, his voice was fixed on me. His eyes as well. He was giving me an order. “Our master has commanded it. All of you, move to the fallback position. Especially you.”
I didn’t respond immediately as I struck out again and again with the Thorn as I tried to clear my way through the Dire Leapers. Everywhere against the collapsed front, our forces were still engaged in fighting against the waves of monsters that crashed into us. I gritted my teeth and struggled against the orders. If we pull back, all these people are going to die.
It seemed more obvious my prediction would be true as fighters were forced back-to-back to fend off enemies. Lonny and Argus were still toward the front. They ignored the command altogether. Lonny’s spear was a blur of movement as the tip slashed and struck out against the incoming waves of monsters
“We can’t leave these people behind,” I screamed, plunging the Thorn into the neck of a Fel Hunter that managed to land a glancing blow on me. The Ram-Like Lord of Fire growled and moved as if he was going to grab me and remove me from the battlefield.
Argus saw me looking and nodded, waving me to move on and to move back. “We’ve all got to go sometime; this is my turn. We had a good run.” He wiped the sweat from his forehead, pulled out a mana potion from his inventory, and started to summon new barricades around him and around the front. The ground rumbled and split apart.
The soil under his feet erupted upwards as the Dreadnaught Pillbox he was famous for spawned into existence. Sharpened prominences and damaging abilities went into effect and the few surrounding fighters enjoyed a buff effect that increased their attack power.
Lonny ducked inside the bunker and shortly after, his spear launched outwards from murder holes, continuing to rain deadly attacks on our enemies.
“Pull back!” Argus yelled at the rest of us and repeated it once more when the survivors hadn’t moved yet.
He looked straight at me. “Get them out of here while we hold the line.” The older man, his face lined with the stress of the years, ducked into the Dreadnaught Pillbox and a shrill alarm sounded, drawing the attention of all the nearby enemies. The horde collapsed on him and Lonny as the outer defenses of the Pillbox kept the horde at bay. For the moment.
A bestial face turned towards me. “Don’t dishonor their deaths by wasting the sacrifice,” the ram-like Lord of Fire growled as he bounded through the battlefield and grabbed a Dire Leaper out of the air, and shattered its body with his massive taloned hand.
I turned regretfully and moved to join the others who used the opening Argus and Lonny had created to escape to the fallback point. I was happy to see Kat had survived, though she said nothing to me as she went to rejoin the Silver Valkyries. The Lord of Fire gave me one last look, and then he followed her. Likely to report to our master that I didn't blindly obey the order to leave the dying behind.




The vision faded as did the far-away feeling where the world seemed obscured as if behind a sheet of fog. Argus and Kat stood over me with looks of concern plastered across their faces. Somehow, I had fallen.
I waved away dizziness as I struggled to right myself and stand on my own two feet. I wasn’t sure if the memory was a true memory of that ruined future, or a possibility to come, or something else altogether. I just knew it wasn’t enough. I hadn’t changed enough. If the vision was to be believed, we still lost. The front still crumbled.
“You’re really pale,” Kat muttered as she looked me over. “Are you going to be, ok?”
Argus ducked under my arm to support me.
I tried to shrug as best as I could and ignored the watching eyes of the spectators that had started to circle up around us. The eyes of the title holders who had killed other survivors to make it to this point. The eyes that glanced at us, not in reverence or respectable fear, but in avarice. They took my behavior as a sign of weakness, I could only assume they would act accordingly.
“I think so. Just….” My voice trailed off as I struggled to find a way to explain what had happened. “That was, something else entirely. I don’t know how to describe it, but thank you. Both of you. For watching after me.”
“Yeah, not a problem,” Argus said. “You’ll be telling us more details I’m sure once the time is right.”
“Sure.” I stepped away from him and stretched my neck.
“You’re good?” he asked.
I nodded.
Voice hard, Kat said, “First chance you get, you owe us an explanation. Something is going on with you. You know too much, and we need to know what it is. And how you know. Is it even safe for us to travel together if you’re just going to pass out randomly?”
I held up my hands in mock surrender. “Very valid questions. You guys deserve to know the answers. I just need to make sure of a few things are set in place before we can have that conversation. The secrets aren’t just mine to tell, and this isn’t a safe place to talk about them.”
They looked at me and I glanced discretely towards the gate that opened into the rest of the city, where the Divinity Urban and the next scenario awaited. I hoped Kat and Argus understood what I meant without me having to say it.
There was something I needed to do before I could share the truth of who I was. Of what I really was. The truth that I came from a ruined future. Even as such thoughts filled my mind, a notification hit me.
 
	//Dual Legacy System//
unrecognized $data%.
$data%. Accepted. Processing
//System Notification//
//Accomplishment//
You have successfully made a change to the future. What you have just seen is an example of what would have happened if your current teammates, Argus and Kat, had survived to participate in the last battle of the second iteration. This is only just one possible rendered future. Additional improvements can be made as important milestones in the timeline are changed. 
Please note that not all changes will positively affect the timeline, so use caution.




Argus and Kat must have realized I was reading a notification because the two of them cast worried glances my way. I didn’t share the details of what I read; they didn’t need to know, and talking about it would only make the matters worse.
I shrugged it off and tried to smile to let them know I was fine. We had other things to worry about, other concerns, and pressing issues that actually needed our attention. My thoughts drifted back to the “Knives Out”, title holders, and the lingering business we had before moving on. One of which required us to get much stronger.
Stronger. I had an idea in mind, and if it worked, for a short time I’d be separated from my teammates, but the payoff would be worth it. But before we went any further, there was one thing that needed to happen.
I reached into my inventory and pulled out the Red and Black Orb of the Last Wave and nudged Lumen awake. The Wisp zipped around, and my teammates looked at me, wondering just what exactly I was going to do. I had an idea in mind, and it all depended on the title holders and how greedy for power they had really become. I was going to start a fight.




Chapter 8: The Hidden Choice

The Orb of the Last Wave weighed heavy in my hand. To properly start a fight, I needed all the eyes that were locked on me to know I held something valuable. Something worth taking. Something to motivate them to come at us en masse, rather than biding their time and waiting.
"Argus, Kat, get ready,” I said quietly. “If we can’t use our status menus or the terminal, we’ll have to improvise a way to get stronger. Leaving this area without using the orb isn’t an option we can take. We can’t leave this experience behind; we’ll need to survive what’s to come. Besides, I’m pretty sure we can handle this.” I grinned and motioned toward the glaring title holders and then down at the orb in my hands.
“Are you sure about this?” Kat asked, grimacing. It was obvious she had reservations. There were certain lines you couldn’t come back from once crossed. This was one of them.
It was a look Argus mirrored, but even if they doubted, I knew I could count on both of them to do their parts. Therefore, I wasn’t surprised when Argus followed Kat’s question with one of his own. “Yeah, Jax, is this really the best call?”
I responded with a muted, “Yes.” The question remained heavy between us. My eyes were locked on the title holders, and my thoughts turned to the players they had killed to get those titles. I also had to consider how worse the future could become if they were allowed to continue and go on to other scenarios. How much worse things would be if they were free to kill again.
I continued, “I'm sure. We managed to defeat the Book Store Dungeon; this will be simpler.”
“Simpler?” Argus and Kat both responded with raised eyebrows and turned toward each other. “Hear that, Kat? He says it’ll be simpler than jumping into the belly of a dragon monster.”
Kat gripped her sword tight and responded. “Well, if he says so, I believe him.”
She turned to me and pressed for details. “So, what's the first step? You've got a plan, right?”
“I do, and I just need a little more trust out of you two in the meantime.” I discreetly motioned towards the top of two buildings that overlooked most of the interior courtyard where the fountain had been. “Lumen, I need a turret on each corner of that building. Do it as quietly and out of sight as you can. Argus, can you put up your Dreadnaught Pillbox right where the fountain used to be?”
 
	//System Notification//
Teammate: Jax, Favored of a Fallen Lord is sending a message.
Team Chat: I can’t say this out loud, but I need you to trust me on this. If our status menus are sealed and we can’t level up till later, the only way we’re going to be strong enough to survive going forward is by taking out the title holders. Even if it’s just a portion of their stats, it adds up, and it’ll keep people safe in the long term without having to worry as much about getting killed by another player.




The older man stepped forward and activated the ability. His body seemed to jerk from strain as it used up all of his stored mana, but I knew the result would be well worth it. Mostly, I was just happy we didn't run into a cooldown issue with the ability.
For later battles, the mana consumption for the ability would be a problem, but for this situation, there was no reason to hold it in reserve. It had an immediate purpose and need.
A blackened and rounded structure rose up from a blueish outline that appeared on the ground. It almost looked like an old-fashioned jail or guard post, but where the windows would have been it instead had horizontal slits and a single steel door for entry.
Jagged spikes covered the entire structure and concertina wire wrapped thickly around the base of the building, leaving only a small opening where a thick steel door opened up into the interior of the pillbox. But that wasn't what drew my attention the most. The base of the Dreadnaught Pillbox rose just slightly off the ground, not enough to be immediately obvious, but enough to know there was something underneath.
I was pleased. What I saw looked much different from the ruined bunker that had been summoned in the belly of the Dragon Chimera. In its fully repaired and upgraded state, it looked imposing. Even intimidating. I wouldn’t want to have to attack it. Unfortunately, I knew the others didn’t have that same kind of common sense reservations.
Argus grinned at me, and I bent low to get a better look. Thick metallic track plates and a tiny almost out-of-place exhaust pipe protruded, venting black smoke. As far as I knew it didn't actually burn diesel or oil, but the way the system interacted with the world and came up with abilities, those abilities didn't always follow the rules of physics. Instead, they followed a rule of how things looked as if an intelligence applied function based on perceptions of the thing, rather than reality.
I looked back at the older man, and he beamed as he strode over to the entrance of the Dreadnaught Pillbox, pulled open the heavy door, and stepped inside. “Just give me a second!” he called out loudly from the interior. “I need to show you this, I've been wanting to do this for a while, and words to describe it just don’t do it any justice.”
Kat cast me a worried glance and I shrugged. We waited just a moment and then the Dreadnaught Pillbox started to rumble, then violently lurched forward. I took a step away from it and a minor crowd of title holders broke off from the rest and gathered close to look at exactly what were we doing.
Smoke bellowed out from a small exhaust pipe and the whole structure moved forward. Slowly. Inches at a time. The entire bunker moved at a speed beyond slow, but even its slow momentum couldn't be stopped. It moved over obstacles as if there wasn't any resistance in its way and simply crushed it beneath its weight.
The thing might have been close to indestructible, but it wasn't something we could realistically use to move about, at least not with any sort of expectation of timeliness.
The massive machine came to a halt and shortly after a slightly embarrassed Argus opened up the door and jumped out. “Alright, so it’s only sort of useful and if I summon it in the wrong spot, we can only maneuver a bit. Not quite what I was hoping for. Was hoping for faster. I was kind of expecting it to be more like a tank when I saw it had treads. Sorry guys, I got all excited for nothing.”
Kat gave him a thoughtful pat on the back, and I couldn't help but laugh a little. “It's alright, this is still really useful. I was expecting a tank too, but it’s not exactly bad as is. We can use this. It will come in handy.”
I glanced up at the rooftops and Lumen gave a discrete flash to let me know she had finished summoning the Auto Turrets while all eyes had been on the moving Dreadnaught. The pieces were in place.
“So,” Kat said, “about that plan that you were getting ready to tell us, may want to hurry, we don’t have a lot of time before things get complicated.” She looked around, pointing out the gathering crowd of players showing open hostility toward us.
“No, we don’t. But you’ll see, this will basically work itself out. Just remember, don’t hold back if anyone attacks you.”
I held up the Orb of the Last Wave in front of my team, making sure the title holders could see. “This is the Orb of the Last Wave!” I said loudly. “Once it’s activated, all the undead we didn’t destroy over the last few days are going to spawn all at once. You’re welcome to join us in the fight. Otherwise, good luck.”
“Hey! Hey! What are you doing?” one title holder yelled out. The others looked on incredulously.
I ignored him and smashed the orb into the side of the Dreadnaught Pillbox. Red and black lightning erupted into the sky above where I had smashed the orb until finally there was an explosion of light that shot straight upwards from the center of the bunker. The sound of thunder shook the ground below me as the blast hit. It took several seconds for everything to settle down again but when it did, the entire area surrounding the bunker was filled with an ominous aura and the sky turned dark red.
	//System Notification//
The Orb of the Last Wave has been crushed!
Stored waves will begin spawning shortly. 10 minutes until wave spawning!
**Passive Difficulty Level Adjustment**
-Added Temporary Passive HP Regeneration of Flat 1% per minute.
-Added Temporary Passive MP Regeneration of Flat 3% per minute.
-Added Mana Restore of 1 and HP Restore of 3 per kill.
Total Mob Count - 4019 Mixed Undead
*Activating Player - Jax may elect for temporary restoration of the Healing Fountain as an aura buff applied to the impact site of the orb for a 5-minute period
Uses remaining 1/1




“That really doesn’t look like it was the best idea Jax,” Argus said.
“This might not be the best idea either.” I expanded as I held Regressors’ Key and twisted at the system and used the Overwrite Command. “System Overwrite. Add conditional toggle on temporary status. If I’m killed before the wave spawns, apply the restore and regeneration as a permanent buff to all.”
 




Chapter 9: Between Events

The older man seemed like he wanted to say more, but in the end kept it to himself.
“Never a dull moment with you,” he muttered with a grin. “Interesting approach for sure.”
Meanwhile, Kat rolled her eyes.
I shrugged apologetically. There was little to be done about what I’d set into motion. So long as my plan was successful, it would be a huge step in making sure all of us would be strong enough to survive in the scenarios to come, and we’d be preventing the advancement of future threats. Threats that would require us to watch our backs and always be wary of betrayal.
I had learned that the hard way in my last life, and wisdom passed down by the King of the Crows had reinforced the lesson. It wasn’t just enough to be strong enough in the now. We needed to survive the transition when people began to really set themselves apart and resources became scarce, not just food and the like, but experience and raw stat points.
“This is going to be a hassle,” Kat told Argus while eyeing the outskirts of our position.
The ground rumbled more and parts of the asphalt of the Home Base cracked where I had smashed the Orb of the Last Wave. It seemed like all around us the watching title holders and the very few surviving regular players without titles who had somehow managed to survive among them erupted into fits of rage and anger.
“What the hell did you do?”
“Are you mad?”
“I’ll never have to worry about my health again!”
“You’ll regret this!”
“All I have to do is kill you for that kind of powerup?”
“Do you have any idea what you’ve done?”
Every shout and every expletive was a variation on shock and rage. All that anger was aimed directly at me. I was okay with it. Their anger played directly into our next move. I needed them to come for me.
One title holder, in particular, glared daggers my way. His hands shifted menacingly around a serrated knife he’d scavenged from the Grocer while an old maul leaned against the wall next to him. He was dressed in rags and wore a hood that hid the lower half of his face.
The only thing that could be seen was the glinting eyes beneath the dark fabric of the hooded cloak he wore over what looked like leather armor. He pulled the hood down to reveal he had a thin scar running across one side of his neck that almost looked like a tattoo. The man’s eyes traveled from me to Kat and then to Argus. He raised a finger and made an exaggerated killing motion by bringing his finger across his neck. I understood the message well enough. I wasn’t concerned. My team had no reason to feel threatened. Danger that we could handle was no danger at all.
More than a few of the other title holders started to fidget and matched the man’s energy. Hands lingered too long on weapons as intent and desire for violence were largely broadcast. They talked amongst themselves, whispering, pointing, glaring. Deciding how best to punish me for using the Orb of the Last Wave. Of course, their true motivation was to take our power for themselves. At heart, they were cowards who didn’t want to take risks and make progress on their own merit. All they needed was justification and provocation.
The sound of chanting and the hum of magic filled the air as a few of the magic users among them started to channel long-range abilities. They weren’t preparing for the opening of the rift and the spawning of the undead. They were prepping to attack us.
“Uh, Jax, you hear that right?” Kat asked, her voice heavy with worry as she looked around at the gathering enemies.
“Yeah, I do. Don’t worry. Have a little faith. It’ll be over soon.”
We didn’t have much time before the incoming waves of undead hit us, and these people had no intention of joining us in the fight. They planned to take us out in advance. To me, that showed all the justification I needed. They were shortsighted and murderous. A poor combination for anyone unfortunate enough to fight alongside them.
I reached to my side, lifted Regressors’ Key, and pointed it in their direction. What came next wasn’t something we would be able to just walk away from. And while I was okay with what was going to happen, I knew Argus and Kat were not as steeled. The future had hardened me towards this. My posture was unmistakable. I would defend myself.
I let Lumen know to keep the Auto Turrets at bay for what was about to happen and to only fire if I was overwhelmed.
“Not a single one of you is strong enough to take me on,” I said. “You can join us. You can fight with us. But if you fight against us, you won’t be walking away alive. All of you are outclassed and outmatched, I’m easily as strong as four or five of you combined. Leave now if you value your lives and hide away until we’ve defeated the last wave. Go and hide, or join the defenses. We’ll take care of the rest.”
My warning, if you could call it that, fell on deaf ears. Instead, hostile eyes and red titles centered themselves on me as a feeling of malice rose up against us like a wave. The man with the knife jumped forward as he came unhinged by my words, his emotions completely guiding his actions. In one hand he carried the maul, while the serrated knife was no longer anywhere to be seen. The maul was the sort that one would find while working construction or on the railroad.
The man muttered something under his breath and used a hardening ability. His skin turned a dark stonelike color, and he followed the transformation up with a sort of flash step technique and appeared right behind me, swinging his weapon downwards. I felt his malevolence and his bloodlust. It was as apparent as the red title above his head that read “Knives Out”.
I couldn’t say I was too disappointed in the result. Things were working out exactly as I needed them to. I had put a target on my back.
"Look out!" Kat screamed and rushed to my aid.
I didn’t let her see the smile on my face as her training kicked in. Sangriel was a blur as it cut through the very air and left a trail of shadow and ash in its wake. It almost moved in slow motion before the edge of the blade cut into the title holder who’d attacked me.
A spray of red followed, as well as a confused scream as the title holder fell to the ground in two pieces. His hardening ability had mattered for nothing against Kat’s prowess. There was a lesson to be learned in that, which I doubted the dead man’s peers would take note of.
“Thank you,” I nodded and gave her a pat on the back, and directed her away from the body. She didn’t need to brood or focus on it. Not yet. I hadn’t needed Kat to defend me, I had seen the man coming, but she helped me, nonetheless. She was worth being invested in. She had acted, and more than anything, those willing to move towards danger were few. They were to be honed and sharpened.
I’d already made the promise to make sure that none of the title holders, none of the player killers, made it out of the scenario to hurt anyone else. It was a boon that ensuring none of them survived and the best way for my team to survive the wave I’d unleashed, and the coming scenarios had the same immediate answer. Especially since we couldn’t upgrade normally through direct combat. We’d claim the strength to survive by taking out the player killers coming at us.
“Come on you two, get yourselves together,” Argus shouted out as another player advanced on us. I knew what we had to do. My team was ready.
The battle broke loose and things became a blur of movement and actions. The rest of the title holders didn’t wait for further prompting. They just simply moved against us and attacked. In the distance, the Divinity watched earnestly and seemed to be judging how we reacted. Always appraising. I’ll give you a show worth watching, and then we’ll see if we're worth it.
“What did you do to him?” Someone screamed out from the boarded-up board of one of the abandoned buildings. A man stepped out from the shadows into the light and he carried a long steel pipe. A similarly armed group of title holders followed behind him as they broke away from their hiding places and moved in a dead sprint toward us with rage and greed in their eyes. They thought they could overwhelm me.
I sent a mental command to Lumen to keep the Auto Turrets neutral, I didn’t want to scare the rest away and I needed the towers up for when the undead spawned. I didn’t want Lumen thinking I needed the assistance either, not yet. I could handle this part, I had teammates who could pull their weight. The Wisp flashed obediently, and other groups of title holders ran out to join the rest in what looked to be a one-sided battle against me and my teammates.
I hid my grin when the Divinity Urban spread its wings and flew through the air before landing on top of one of the buildings that ringed the outskirts of the battlefield I had created.
“I have become interested in this turn of events. But the current scenario is not adequate for the stakes involved.” With a wave of his hand, a green box appeared on the ground around the Dreadnaught Pillbox. 
 
 
	//System Notification//
Bonus Scenario “King of the Hill” has been added to “Orb of the Last Wave”
Teams who have active ownership and control of the green zone will benefit while in the green zone. They will receive a double damage bonus on physical attacks and a supplemental health bonus of a flat 200 points. This bonus will be removed after the event. Teams are limited to a max of 5 individuals and the team who controls the Green Zone will gain a mana point and health point for each % of the total time during the event they control the Green Zone. Teams in the yellow zone will receive no bonuses, but also not suffer from debuffs. Teams in the red zone will take double damage from all sources.




Immediately, the ground around us shone green and the Green Zone recognized my team as in control, and the buff was applied. Argus nodded in my direction and entered the Pillbox to secure the area for us, but that didn’t stop the others from attacking. An iron pipe came down on me and I ducked underneath it and kicked the side of my attacker’s leg. The leg buckled and he went down with a shocked look on his face that I followed up with a quick strike to his open body. He fell away and I moved on to the next. All the title holders joined in, and in their eyes, I didn’t see fear, I saw opportunity. They all had come to the same false conclusion; they’d be able to get rid of us and take the power we’d earned so far. I had no intention of letting that happen.
“Form up!” I shouted, and Argus and Kat dropped back to me.
Back-to-back we stood next to each other, a blur of movement as we beat back the attacks that came against us. I made a mental command to Lumen to hold off on using the Auto Turrets unless I gave an override command, I didn’t want them getting taken out before the time was ready, and more than anything, I needed the towers up for when the undead arrived. There was a timeline we needed to follow, and that timeline was a razor's edge.
The next attack didn’t come in as easily or telegraphed as the first. An arcane circle formed underneath the three of us and we were forced immediately to split up to evade rocks, bricks, and the occasional arrow. The arcane circle flared, and lightning chained within the circle, dancing around the space like bolts of lightning.
“Kat, duck!” I yelled out as a roaring ball of fire came soaring against the courtyard, tossed by a title holder from atop a nearby building. We were being pressured away from the Dreadnaught Pillbox. Unfortunately for them, I knew something they didn’t. The Pillbox could only be opened by Argus or a member of his team. So long as that door was closed nobody else could enter.




Chapter 10: Backs To The Wall

Flames spread across the surface of the asphalt, but Kat came out unharmed as a magic ball of fire exploded where her feet had just been. My warning had come just in time, and Kat had immediately reacted.
Over the past few days, she had grown much stronger, and her combat prowess was increasing at a rate impossible for any person to match before the system, but that growth still had limitations, and situations like this pushed those limits. There were some things that only experience could fix.
For instance, she needed to work on following up after each attack and keeping her eyes peeled above and below for threats. She didn’t know better yet. Why would she? But I’d seen too many lose their lives because of forgetting to check the skies for dangers from flying creatures, and below for burrowing monsters.
Still, I had to give her credit. She sensed the next attack when it was nothing more than a shift in the shadows around her, and long before it was a danger. Kat jumped backward immediately, raising Sangriel up to meet the next attacker head-on. She didn’t second guess her instincts and managed to avoid the incoming blow of a fireman’s ax, a lean-looking title holder in a loose grungy outfit. He attacked her viciously after jumping a vast distance across the battlefield with a dragoon-type lancer ability.
The ground shook and chunks of the asphalt exploded from the point of impact as the ax embedded itself into the ground where she had been standing just a moment before. I held off rushing over to her once I saw Kat was okay. I stood primed and ready to move at a moment’s notice in case she needed help. I kept my eyes on her opponent and all the other enemies who circled around us, looking for an opportunity, looking for an easy kill, but nothing about us was easy.
She was quick to counterattack, her blade moving steadily as her eyes centered on the enemy and kept track of his movements by the way his core moved. He lunched forward and tore his weapon out of the ground. The ax came up and he rushed forward with an overhead power attack.
Kat stood her ground, maintained her stance, and responded with a quick sidestep maneuver. She pivoted and thrust upwards with Sangriel as the weapon left a trail of shadows in its wake. The title holder wasn’t quick enough to dodge as the blade tore through him. He slumped forward with a gasp and stopped moving.
It took her a moment, but Kat pulled the weapon away. Her eyes lingered too long on the fallen opponent, and I could tell it bothered her. It didn’t bother the title holders that had been watching. They immediately responded to the opportunity, and we came under attack from other title holders who were throwing flaming bottles of alcohol in our direction. Others were throwing the same bottles to smash against the sides of the Dreadnaught Pillbox. They tried as they could to dislodge us from the green zone where the advantage went to my team.
"Kat!" I yelled as I rushed forward to grab her and pull her out of immediate harm’s way. "Put it out of your mind! There are more enemies around here."
She looked at me with a faraway look and nodded. I deflected a bottle that flew past me and shattered against the wall of the Dreadnaught.
“Do what you have to. We have to stay alive! You can forgive yourself later.” I parried the point of a spade shovel that another title holder was using as a spear and countered with an upswing that took the title holder out.
My words reached her and her face hardened with resolve as more of the title holders came against her. Meanwhile, the bodies of the slain title holders we’d already taken out glimmered with light and started to disappear. It was not a common occurrence for players. They were being absorbed into the system, a consequence of their “Knives Out” title and the scenario.
On separate sides of the Argus’s bunker, we continued to fight with our backs to the wall of the Dreadnaught while the rest of the title holders tried to figure out ways to overwhelm us. With some of their companions already dead, the rest of the title holders had grown timid about engaging me or Kat in a one-on-one fight.
Instead, they came in sorties and tried to use numbers and position to find a way forward. I blocked another swing of a shovel with the edge of Regressors’ Key, while simultaneously dodging a construction hammer from a title holder behind me who meant to land a blow while my back was turned. Even without my advanced agility and strength, my battle instincts were far beyond any enemy I could come across at this level. I handled him easily.
The ground startled to rumble once more, and a massive expanse of red light erupted out of the impact site of the Orb of the Last Wave, bathing the surrounding area in a red that moved towards us in a wave. The wave kept coming and the color started to change to yellow as it moved. Soon most of the interior of the complex was covered in yellow light, as were the buildings on the outskirts of the Home Town battlefield.
The light kept coming until it finally reached the center of the battlefield which was already green. The green zone covered the Dreadnaught and a few feet in all directions. It was a welcome sight as the next group of title holders was urged forward.
The addition of neutral and debuff zones to the scenario heavily benefited my team as the green zone offered our already defensive advantage another layer of benefits and buffs. For that, I was grateful, even if it did mean a rather one-sided advantage. I didn’t begrudge it or feel bad. I had done what I could to help the cohort as a whole, but in the end, my example and my advice hadn’t been enough. I couldn’t change what kind of people they were. It had become unforgettably apparent to me the reason why no one from the cohort had survived in any of the prior timelines. They were selfish monsters. Killers.
As Kat easily defended herself from another incoming attack, I looked out at the sea of red title holders and saw more proof of what kind of people they really were. More evidence that the path I had taken was the correct one.
A ball of fire exploded at my feet, its color green due to the lightning of the zone, a harsh reminder of the far-off future I fought against. Something moved within me and twisted, stirring me to action. I attacked, countered, and kept moving. Magic spells were launched against us by distant casters.
Arcs of lightning danced along the ground as titled enemies spent their limited mana on abilities against us, trying to weaken us, trying to kill us, trying to take our power for their own. Not once did any of them ask to join against the coming undead. Not once did they offer to help against the coming wave. They saw the three of us and only thought of short-term gain. In my eyes, they crossed a line from which there was no coming back. They had jeopardized the future.
“You ok, Argus?” I called out with a grunt towards the small open slot that was a window, or murder hole depending on perspective. The only answer I got from within the Dreadnaught Pillbox was the sound of clicking and clinking that let me know Argus was busy working, doing the repairs needed to keep the defensive structure at 100%.
I was glad to hear it. We needed the Dreadnaught to be fully functional once the wave arrived. The true danger.
The air around me shimmered, and I felt a sudden sensation behind me. A familiar sensation of proximity, like static electricity, that let me know somebody or something was right next to me using a concealment-type ability.
I acted without knowing for sure, bringing Regressors’ Key up in a cross parry as a crowbar came down where my neck would have been. Metal clanged against metal, but I was in no real danger. I countered and slashed outwards as Regressors’ Key cut through and severed the arm of a shocked title holder who realized too late that I was an opponent beyond him.
The title holder fell to his knees, screaming and yelling at me as if it was something my fault. His face contorted in pain. I put my sword away; I wasn't going to kill him, as the threat was gone. What I hadn’t expected was the follow-up.
I heard a click and a loud pop. The title holder dropped to the ground clutching at his neck. A second title holder appeared, bloody knife in hand, and I knew instantly what had happened. A new title holder had appeared and taken advantage of the man’s sudden defenselessness and in a brutally quick movement that surprised even me, slit his throat.
I gripped Regressors’ Key and stared hard at the man as anger welled up within me. The knife wielder had killed his teammate without a second thought as if somehow the slight boost in power was going to give him the chance to take me on. It was a murder with cold-blooded calculation.
I wanted to charge at the title holder and take him out immediately, but I knew better than to make a move away from the Dreadnaught. With my back to a sure wall, they couldn’t surround me. All that had changed for me was the certainty of my position to purge the rest of them. The title holders were monsters who couldn't be allowed to leave, and there were still plenty of title holders. The air shimmered again as the slain title holder passed on his ability to his killer before he died.
The new title holder moved toward me slowly, like an animal stalking its prey. He had grown confident without reason, the surge in his own power like an augmentation he couldn't control. It didn't matter to me if he could control it or not. The same anger welled up within me. I acted. Gripping Regressors' Key in my hand, I quickly slashed out with the blade and cut into his leg just below the knee. He screamed and fell forward onto one shoulder. His eyes went wide when he realized where the blood came from, and then realization dawned on his face.
“You're a monster,” he spat at my face. “You think you’re better than us? All I have to do is kill you. Then at least we might survive this.”
I didn't reply. For the time, my role was less healer and more surgical. I would have preferred to be a healer, and yet once more my hands had found a need for a blade. My response was immediate and powerful. With a swing, I surged forward and ignored the look of shock in the man’s eyes as I sent his upper torso flying through the air from the force of my attack before resuming my position at the gate.
In the distance, a giant rift opened up, and the sky sparked and rained fire before darkness consumed the horizon. Our time was up.




Chapter 11: Rift Spawning

The rift that had spawned on the horizon was massive. The sheer size of it rivaled some of the rifts I’d seen in the prior timeline, and for just a moment I felt a prickle of doubt that my team and I could handle what was coming. I cursed myself silently and clenched a fist to steady myself as I discarded my reservations.
Bolts of crimson lightning erupted across the skyline around the rift and whips of flames poured forth as if they were setting the sky on fire. An endless expanse of darkness extended out from the rift and covered the sky in a black deeper than the night.
The remaining title holders looked at the massive rift and the notification that followed.
	//System Notification//
Scenario Merger Complete.
Beginning Synthesized Scenario.
Scenario Start – King of the Last Wave
Details: The area has been sealed. A total of 4019 mixed undead have begun spawning from the summoned rift. All undead must be slain before the seal is lifted and surviving dungeoneers can move on to other zones and scenarios.
REMINDER
**Difficulty Level Adjustment**
-Added Temporary Passive HP Regeneration of Flat 1% per minute.
-Added Temporary Passive MP Regeneration of Flat 3% Per minute.
-Added Mana Restore of 1 and HP Restore of 3 per kill.
Zone Buff - Controlling team of the Green Zone gain the following for the scenario only.
-Double Damage on Physical Attacks
-Flat Increase of 200 Health points
Zone Debuff – Any individuals or teams in the Red Zone will gain the following debuff for the scenario only.
-Double Damage from all sources.
No buffs or debuffs can be applied within the Yellow Zone.
1/1 Uses remaining. Applied as a localized aura for a 5-minute period




From within the rift a red portal spawned and settled on the vast expanse of red light that covered and marked the outer zone. The surface of the portal moved and from within it an army of the undead poured forth from whatever world and realm they were summoned from. Within that army, I spotted Shambling Undead, Fetid Climbers, Bloated Ghouls, Brutal Corpses, and Rot Giants. Thankfully, the Rot Giants were few, of all the undead that came through the portal, they were the only ones that I was worried about.
Panic set in among our surrounding enemies once they realized what was happening. The title holders that had remained in the background started running. The ground rumbled again as more and more of them fled from their own doom and tried to leave the battlefield.
They didn’t seem to care about the fate of others, not that they had ever cared about anyone else anyway. I had seen enough of their type to last a lifetime, and I knew that if I was to continue purging the title holders and player killers, it wouldn't end with just this lot. It would never end as long as people like these existed. It was a hard road, and it would be something I did more quietly in the future.
They were always the same. It started with each other, a kill of necessity, a case of having no choice or agency, and it always escalated. Their escalation had brought them to me and for the ones that they would have eventually victimized had I not found them first, I was thankful.
Those closest to the rift turned and ran, betraying each other in the process. Knives and weapons flashed as title holders crippled other title holders, allowing the worst among them precious seconds to escape. I glared as I watched it. I knew what their goal was, and what they wanted. To survive and try to pick off the survivors when the danger was over and opportunities were abundant.
I stared at them as they went, and more than a few averted their eyes to avoid my gaze as they ducked and ran. It didn’t mean they wouldn’t try something later. In fact, I expected them to be even bolder as the fight wore on, especially if my team bore the brunt of the attack.
I looked away, trying to ignore the sight before me. The anger that rose inside my chest didn’t feel like me. I had wanted to be a healer. A helper. A supporter, and yet I had unleashed the wave of stored undead and prompted a fight with the title holders for the sake of taking their strength as my own.
Kat and I stood our ground and watched as the horde came. We held nothing back. We readied ourselves as the wave worked its way across the red zone, killing the lingering title holders who were left behind.
As for the undead, they didn't care. They were unfeeling. Unblinking. The few title holders who hadn’t managed to escape the red zone were crushed beneath the coming wave. Shoulder to shoulder, they pressed tightly against each as the dark mark went on to crash against us.
A nearby titleholder passed over the yellow zone and into the inner green zone and stopped right next to me.
He looked at me. “I don’t want to die today. Please. Let me stay. We can work together, let’s stop fighting each other and just focus on surviving this thing.” His words had an earnestness to them that I respected, but the red flash of his title ruined whatever goodwill he had.
The man shifted in nervousness, obviously worried I might reject his offer. And that's exactly what I did. I turned him away. Nothing would change that he was a player killer. I couldn’t let somebody like that get close enough to plant a knife in my back at a critical moment. No amount of words or regret could take away that red title and what it meant. I wasn’t going to put myself or my teammates in danger like that.
I had done enough. My efforts to prepare the players of Home Base, to help them learn how to survive, how to fight, how to work as a team, and fight back against waves of monsters… had been for nothing.
While I had been in the Clinic with my team, they had made the decision to betray and kill each other for easy gains in power. They chose a path I would never condone and instead of coming to me for training or mentorship, they had planned and plotted ways to kill me and my teammates. Our power and abilities had been a tempting target they couldn’t look past. They were too dangerous to let live and be, coaxing them into attacking us had been the best call.
From within the Dreadnaught, Argus yelled, “Get going or the next thing you’ll have to worry about is how long you’ll burn with my Breath of Fire ability.”
I looked at the title holder and rather than strike him down, I gave him a chance to leave on his own, and a hope for safety, even if it wasn’t completely true. “You’re not welcome here, but if you can get through those undead and find a hiding spot, I’ll let you live when this is over.”
I edged Regressors’ Key forward to make my point that he didn’t have a say in the matter. Only that he needed to be gone.
The title holder looked toward the sky and mouthed an “I'm sorry,” before turning around and running across the yellow zone and into the red in a dead sprint towards the ladder that led up to the roof of one of the plaza buildings that made up the interior of Home Town. He weaved and tried to dodge, but the approaching zombies closed in on both sides of him. He yelled out something I couldn’t make out.
He reached out and grabbed onto one of the Shambling Undead and pulled himself up to stand on top of it. The Shambling Undead tried to tear him down, but he refused. With a mighty swing, he brought his sword down through the skull of the nearest zombie and slashed again and again, cleaving a small section clear within the undead mass until finally a Rot Giant grabbed him in a massive hand and flung him away. He disappeared into the mass of undead and was not seen again.
That was a breaking point for the few remaining title holders in the yellow zones. Most of them ran past the Dreadnaught Pillbox and my team and kept running through the yellow zone and into the red zone on the other side of the battlefield, seeking to put as much distance between themselves and the last wave as they could. I was not surprised when they reached the edge and, rather than simply pass through the zone and into safety, they were met with a horrible surprise.
They were instead instantly teleported to the red zone on the other side, where the undead poured out of the open rift portal. The undead crashed into and over them. The fighting was quick and merciless. Each death showing overkill damage. Some title holders took a dozen blows before falling. Others fell after only two hits. Then silence.
The message for those survivors who were paying attention was simple. The seal would keep all of us within the scenario area. We had to stay within bounds. I grimaced. Even though they’d been my enemies, it was not a fate I’d wish on anyone. Still, I wasn’t surprised by it. It was not the first time I’d seen the system deal with those who failed to operate within the rules. The rules here were simple. No one was supposed to leave the play area. And the system had its methods of enforcing those rules.
	//System Notification//
Teammate: Argus, The One Who Held The Gate is sending a message.
Team Chat: Hey Jax, you’ve got a plan right? I know you and Kat are doing good work out there, but I’m just feeling a little anxious. That’s a lot of undead and so far, all I’m seeing is red mist and paste. I’m ok in here, it’s cozy and comfortable, but what about you guys? Care to fill us in about what to do next? Or do I just need to sit here and wait it out?








Chapter 12: Clearing Wave

Title holders looked at our green zone and cast long glances back toward the encroaching wave of undead. I had to ignore Argus’s private message for a moment.
“That’s close enough,” I told the remaining title holders as I moved to the edge of the Green Zone and held Regressors’ Key out in front of me. They’d seen me use it enough to know better and with most of their own reserves of magic power exhausted from earlier attacks, they had no means to dislodge us. They backed away but stayed as close to the Green Zone as they could. I knew they’d try to take it from us the first chance they got.
	//System Notification//
Teammate: Jax, Favored of a Fallen Lord
Team Chat + Lumen: Alright team, I’ve got a plan. We need to do this right and execute it almost perfectly. Making it out of this requires strict discipline, so pay attention. Kat, you and I will stay in position next to the Dreadnaught Pillbox. Stay close to the bunker on your side until I give the order. Don’t move until then. When the time comes, seek cover within the Pillbox. Argus, that means we need you to stay on top of keeping it repaired.
This next part is tricky. Lumen, I need you to tweak the priority of the Auto Turrets. They need to keep a path near the entryway of the Pillbox clear of enemies. At some point, Argus, Kat, and I will need to abandon the bunker, when that time comes, we need to be clear, and free to move.
Secondly, prioritize the title holders as targets. If it looks like the undead is going to kill one of them, finish them off instead. We can’t let those stats go to waste. Next, I’m going to split them. Fire warning shots if need be. Gonna have half the title holders go one way, and the other half the other. It should pull some of the horde off of us. Lastly, when the time comes, be ready to use Radiant Aspect. So long as we control the Green Zone, Auto Turrets should also do double physical damage. That’s it. Stay alive everybody.




There was nothing else to say. At least not to them. I turned to the remaining title holders and shouted out, “Half of you go east and the others west. If you don’t, my Auto Turrets are going to start attacking. Clear this area.” It was a command not a question and it was immediately followed by a warning shot by one of the Auto Turrets Lumen had set up on the roof of a building.
Begrudgingly, the title holders split off as directed. I didn’t send them off to their deaths though. I gave them a chance. I pulled up Regressors’ Key, pointed it at the Dreadnaught Pillbox, and searched through the strings of connection that hooked it into the system. Technically, a new scenario had started, and the system would let me use Overwrite again. It took only a moment to put my change into effect. “Overwrite. Enemy Target Priority – Dreadnaught Pillbox, Highest”
It wasn’t a big change, but it was enough that if Kat and I didn’t have face-to-face aggro in front of us, we could drop back and let the rampaging horde of undead return to what they were doing originally, in other words, attacking or moving to attack the Dreadnaught Pillbox. We were the lesser priority and could exploit that.
A flare of light passed overhead as the Auto Turrets started to fire. A steady hum and whirling sound followed by a boom as powerful ranged attacks were launched against the undead horde. Every attack of the Auto Turrets dealt enough damage to take out any target save the Rotted Giant. Undead disintegrated under the barrage. The Auto Turrets with my intelligence stat boosting them were a boon that would help out greatly during the battle and any after. I was impressed by what I saw.
The mass of undead split into three groups. It wasn’t an even distribution. One group pulled towards my left where a group of title holders had splintered off into a kind of desperate last stand on the patio area of a boarded-up restaurant. They had tossed aside chairs and tables to make fortifications for themselves, but it wouldn't last long and I wasn't going to endanger my team trying to save them. They had their purpose, and the time they bought us would help manage the horde. Meanwhile, another equally small group splintered off to my right towards what had been a clothing store.
The rest of the undead remained in formation and kept coming straight toward the Dreadnaught Pillbox. The Auto Turrets continued firing, and more of the undead dropped with every attack. They thinned out some, but they were still many. Finally, the front rank of the wave of monsters hit us. I didn't wait for a better time to use a stored ability. Some things needed to be used before the last minute. In this case, I directed the Blessing of Amarath at Kat. “Lumen! Speed her.”
Instantly, the wisp lit up with bright light and Kat did the same as she rapidly increased in agility. She attacked with incredible quickness, Sangriel cutting through the waves of undead in front of us. She was relentless and I matched her pacing. The second rank of undead to reach us were cut down where they stood in a single swipe. With the extra damage from the green zone buff, the carryover overkill damage was applied as splash damage and carried on to the next. Every attack dropped handfuls of the undead, even as more pressed on. The Auto Turret’s damage was similarly affected, more so after having their speed boosted.
There was shouting and screaming as smaller clusters of the undead tore through the meager defenses of the title holders and collapsed in on them. True to my order, Lumen made sure each of the title holders was felled by an Auto Turret. Their stats weren't going to go to waste, and every second bought us more time away from the combined mass of undead. More time to bring the thousands down to manageable levels.
My blade cut through undead flesh and bone without slowing. Kat was just as deadly with Sangriel, and together we tore through the front line of the undead. More pressed in, but our pace never faltered. The Auto Turrets were a steady hum of attacks as magic projectiles launched into the crowd of undead. Our enemy was vast, but as the rest of the title holders were eliminated, I felt myself grow stronger.
Bathed in a green light, I swung Regressors' Key at the nearest zombie, cutting its head clean off before turning around and swinging it again at another. The sword's weight seemed to lessen as the power behind each swing grew. There was only focus and determination. Many of the crowding undead turned away from me and Kat and struck the Dreadnaught instead, giving me precious moments to regroup and adjust. It helped me to not get swarmed. I struck the ground and used the momentum of the blow to spin myself around, bringing the sword high overhead and striking down onto the chest of the closest undead. Its rib cage broke open and blood sprayed everywhere. I spun into the next of the undead and my blade cut and cut some more.
The undead who had peeled off to go after the title holders rejoined the rest of their fellow in a flanking move targeting Kat. I had to maneuver myself as the steady hum of Auto Turrets launched against the undead. I couldn't see Kat anymore. She'd fallen back and was trying to take cover behind the pillbox and find a way in. I needed to make sure she was okay. I looked for her and found her hiding behind the wall of the pillbox, using it to block incoming attacks while Argus worked nonstop repairing the Dreadnaught Pillbox. I saw him through the window slats of the bunker, looking around frantically as he tried to repair everything, but there simply wasn't enough time. His hands were shaking; he was obviously exhausted and worn thin.
I rushed forward, trying to catch up to the undead who had flanked Kat. Her back was to me and she blocked a couple of blows as she desperately defended herself. I heard a scream from inside the pillbox and realized it came from Argus yelling at Kat to get in. I took the opportunity to rush past the undead and get closer.
Kat turned around, saw me running towards her, and screamed, “No!” Then she jumped up and ran into the Dreadnaught Pillbox, slamming the door shut and locking it tight. I moved away from the bunker and allowed it to take the bulk of the aggro. Kat's sword darted out from the windows of the bunker and I worked on the outside against the crowd of undead.
With every second that went by, scores of undead were destroyed, but the entire time, the Pillbox took more and more damage. Seconds turned to long minutes of fighting that seemed to stretch on forever. Shambling Undead pressed close while Crawlers looked for openings, their claws ripping into the metal of the Dreadnaught. The Bloated Ghouls were more easily avoided, but the Rot Giants were a problem. They had been towards the back of the rift wave, but they would be upon us soon. The wave would end with the most powerful last.
The undead had almost completely surrounded the bunker except for a small path out of the door that the Auto Turrets kept clear. Hundreds of bodies returned to the system, and thousands more remained. The undead kept coming until I was forced to hit and run, each time peeling off groups of fives and tens. I fought and fought while Argus labored hard to keep the Dreadnaught running and tanking damage. If not for the flat health percentage bonus, it would have been destroyed already.
At this point, about half of the undead had been killed.
A plan formed in my mind.




Chapter 13: Deep Waves

That plan was bathed in the green light of the zone my team controlled. I took a fraction of a second to assess the situation. Roughly half if not more of the wave of undead had been destroyed or taken a crippling amount of massive damage from my summoned Auto Turrets.
The Dreadnaught Pillbox had been heavily damaged by the undead that had managed to reach the center, but the bunker had done exactly what I needed it to do. It had helped keep our team alive and had done passive damage to the undead that managed to survive the steady attacks from the Auto Turrets.
That said, it represented a problem for us. If the protective bunker was destroyed, we wouldn’t have a way to effectively shift the undead between attacking and pulling back. And that was crucial to Kat and me. We needed that back-and-forth to stay alive as the system redirected the undead towards the highest priority target. Beyond that, if the Dreadnaught failed, my two teammates would be killed almost immediately. Or rather, Argus would be killed immediately, and Kat would escape with her ability only to be killed shortly thereafter.
I cast a glance toward the back of the wave, trying to assess the remaining strength of the horde that kept coming. The pieces of the plan I was working on were still coming together. A Fetid Crawler tore away from the pressing wave of undead and brought along with it a handful of Shambling Undead. Except the Shambling Undead then started heading to me. It wasn’t a programming glitch, but rather a pathing error.
They came after me in a cone-like formation as they stumbled forward with outstretched arms. The Fetid Crawler was the only real threat, and it was slain easily enough as I brought Regressors’ Key down on its neck in a quick slice before turning to the rest of the group. Even with my muscles starting to ache, I dispatched them easily enough, reminding me of an advantage of the Green Zone. Double Physical Damage and the Auto Turrets dealt physical damage.
That’s where the plan came from. In the haze of battle, it had skipped my mind, and against the Shambling Undead, I hadn’t needed the extra damage. What I hadn’t noticed was as long as my team controlled the Green Zone, the double physical damage buff was applied. It hadn’t dawned on me that it also applied to the attacks of the Auto Turrets. Even though they were located outside of the Green Zone, I was still within it, my team controlled it, and since the Auto Turrets were summoned by my summon, the laws that governed the system allowed it.
I moved back away from the undead and shouted, “Lumen!” Even though I moved back, a few of the undead turned toward me after hearing the noise. The Auto Turrets fired and the undead was tossed aside as the shots impacted against them, throwing them sideways as each attack dealt critical damage. “It’s time. Go ahead and activate your Radiant Aspect ability!”
A light flashed from behind me on the rooftop of a distant building as my wisp shimmered and answered the call. For a moment, the light that was the wisp went out and then suddenly it flared, dividing to create two additional wisps floating there in the air. Spawned aspects on a temporary timer. I had only three minutes to do massive damage to the rest of the horde, but if I did it right, the timer would be extended. I could potentially take out the entire wave. I’d been saving this trump card just for use with the last wave.
	//System Notification//
Radiant Aspect – Once per day, the Radiant Wisp may activate all of its separate parts. Each separate aspect has its own individual cooldowns and mana pool. The ability lasts for a total of 3 minutes, but for each slain enemy, an additional time of 15 seconds is added to the ability duration. This ability does not scale. The total number of aspects increases as the player levels. The next aspect is gained at player level 30.
Current Additional Aspects – 2.




Though there were three wisps now on the roof, I could distinguish the original easily enough. I knew which one was the real Lumen. The other aspects had a slightly paler light to them, and their glow wasn’t as intense as Lumen’s.
I shouted again. “Lumen! Have your Auto Turrets aim for the Rot Giants. Prioritize the Rot Giants towards the front and work your way backward in the formation as they fall. Rot Giants first. Aspects! Use Blessing of Amarath on each other and then summon the Auto Turrets after you’ve been boosted. Focus on purging as many of the Shambling Undead as you can. I need the lesser undead gone but prioritize the undead nearest the Pillbox.”
The three of them responded immediately to my commands as they shimmered and zipped around. Within seconds, newly spawned Auto Turrets rattled out a bevy of attacks at a speed I hadn’t seen before. It wasn’t quite automatic fire, but close enough. Numerous undead were dying every second. It added up. An entire row of undead went down in a volley of attacks only for the next row to take their place to be similarly mowed down.
I had been worried about the timer, but with the rate of fire and destruction, the Auto Turrets would make quick work of the remaining undead soon enough. I was pleased.
From within the Dreadnaught Pillbox, Argus and Kat gave a cheer once they saw the undead bodies jerk back under the fresh barrage. They didn’t stop fighting, though. Kat went back to work taking out the undead pressing against the windows and I pulled off stragglers from the main formation. I heard Argus shout out, “That’s really something to see. It’s a little beat up in here, but glad to know you’ve got things handled out there.”
I did. Until I didn’t. The Divinity Urban looked curiously at the battlefield, seemingly in a state of deep concentration as he examined and quantified our time and our efforts. The winged administrator had not made a move since the battle started. Then he looked straight at me and moved a mauled fist into the air; sparks danced along his hand and arms as he interfaced with the system, and I knew something was about to change.
	//System Notification//
Administrator “Divinity – Urban”
Is applying a discretionary hotfix to ability. 
Ability Name “Radiant Aspect”
* Max Radiant Aspect Duration Added
* Max Radiant Aspect Duration is Now Set at 5 Minutes.




The ground grew wet with gore and even though the system absorbed the dead shortly after they were slain, it didn’t stop the battlefield from being affected by what was happening. Almost as if a gore filter was being applied to the battlefield by the system rather than a natural occurrence of battle.
The asphalt and concrete had massive gouges in them from where attacks landed. Still, the undead pressed forward. The Rot Giants towering in the back moved ever closer. Lumen’s Auto Turrets had damaged them, but only slightly. The behemoths likely had the ability to do flat damage negation or ignore attacks under a certain threshold. The Auto Turrets had not been as effective as I wanted in taking out the Rot Giants, but they had done a lot of heavy work for me in the five minutes that they attacked.
It was a good thing too, as the summoning duration on the wisp aspects finally ran out. Without so much as a flash, they disappeared and were reabsorbed into Lumen.
“It’s fine!” I shouted as I looked at the rest of the undead and saw how their numbers had been culled. I spoke too early. The ground started to shake violently, and parts of the asphalt cracked and broke into smaller pieces. One of the Rot Giants bent low and scoped up such a piece and threw it. The giant rock came crashing down from above and crushed several of the undead, but more so, when it landed, it landed on the Pillbox and destroyed half of it.




Chapter 14: Bunker Buster

As the remaining Auto Turrets kept firing, I rushed forward with Regressors’ Key tight in my hand. The blade ripped through the undead as I carved my way through the pressing horde. I was anxious to reach my teammates, save them, and avenge them if need be.
Instead, somewhere within the haze of battle, I saw them. I breathed a sigh of relief when a muddy, sweat-covered Argus and Kat pushed aside a sheet of metal and stumbled out of the ruins of the Dreadnaught Pillbox. Of the two of them, Argus had taken the most damage and was heavily injured.
As for the bunker, even with half of the defensive structure torn open by the sheer destructive force of the chunk of asphalt, it was still useful. The command I had overwritten remained, and the rest of the undead were drawn to the ruins of the bunker itself, instead of my friend. Those crumbled remains took damage with every attack, and I knew they wouldn’t last much longer. The defensive structure’s framework had reached a critical point and once it was fully destroyed, the command would no longer apply. To stress my point, each attack by the undead tore free more of the mortar and shredded the metal, pushing the structure closer and closer to complete failure.
As for my teammates, Argus struggled to move and Kat was forced to support him. I’d seen all I needed and my support instincts kicked in. I fired off a Blessing of Light, bringing Argus’ health up from critical to stable and improving. With my intelligence stat being higher, he would heal to almost full health over the next five seconds. He let go of Kat.
With a surge of movement, I rushed forward into a crowd of Shambling Undead that had worked their way into a small opening where portions of the bunker had collapsed together, making an entryway into the bones of the structure. I took them out quickly.
"What do we do?" Kat yelled as a rapidly disintegrating post fell free, causing a wall to collapse. She moved fast and vaulted over the next obstacle, a fallen rafter, and used the debris as a barrier to create space between her and the pressing undead.
“Just keep doing what you’re doing!” I yelled back.
Argus brought his wrench down on one of the undead as he stood back-to-back with Kat. Even with the destruction of the Dreadnaught Pillbox, I didn't feel worried. Not really. The three of us had this handled, and my teammates had shown they could handle themselves. I was more concerned with follow-up attacks by the Rot Giants. One chunk of thrown asphalt had already dealt a lot of damage.
“Lumen!” I shouted towards the wisp on the roof as I slashed into the undead in front of me.
“Prioritize the Bloated Ghouls, then the Fetid Crawlers. Shambling Undead last. I'll try to take care of the Rot Giants. Kat, Argus, you guys clear the Shamblers and the Crawlers as they approach. Move if one of the Bloated Ghouls gets too close, those Auto Turrets will have to take them out.”
The pair nodded as I moved away from the ruins and back towards the remaining horde, focusing on taking down the undead. With the ranks of undead thinned, I was able to move easily enough. I waded into them and made sure I stayed in the Green Zone. None of their claws found a hold and teeth snapped shut on empty air before I countered with my weapon, seeking and cutting as I wove through the crowd of undead aiming for the Bloated Ghouls. As long as I kept moving, and kept focusing on the next monster in front of me, they couldn't keep up with me. It also gave me a chance to dodge any follow-up attacks by any Rot Giants that noticed me.
Covered in the green light, I could see Argus and Kat continued working well together. Argus’ wrench crushed skulls and Kat’s high agility allowed her to dodge or parry incoming blows while quickly taking out any undead that came too close. Together, the two were able to quickly eliminate the undead around them without losing any health. The only problem was that there were still too many of the undead outside the rapidly crumbling walls. Once the rest of the bunker collapsed, we could be in big trouble.
I put the thought aside as a Rot Giant bent low to try and tear up more of the asphalt. I moved past another group of zombies as I fought my way toward the first of the Rot Giants at the back of the horde. It was massive, standing head and shoulders above the rest. It lumbered towards me, its massive arms swinging at me with long talons, its massive hands so strong that it could easily crush me if they ever found a grip. I stepped forward, dodging its club-like fist and ducking under an attack aimed at my head while stabbing Regressors' Key into the side of a Bloated Ghoul.
The undead exploded in a haze of gas, but I was already gone, moving around to the other side of the bigger threat, the Rot Giant. The Rot Giant tried to bring its other arm around but missed. I took advantage of the opportunity and brought Regressors’ Key down through the giant's elbow, cutting through flesh and bone as a massive appendage landed on the ground, rendering the Rot Giant slightly less dangerous than before. I used the brief window to use the last card I had remaining.
“Urban!” I shouted. “Activate the Fountain.” There was a rumble as a pale silhouette of a healing fountain appeared over the site where the Dreadnaught Pillbox had been. I scrambled over to get in range of the Healing Aura. I felt a wave of healing and a surge of energy as the effects of the temporary fountain were applied to my body. Argus and Kat felt it too as their fighting spirit was renewed, and they launched themselves at a frenzied pass at the remaining undead.
As the injured monster in front of me howled, I sprang forward and buried Regressors’ Key in its chest while the rest of the Rot Giant’s attention was elsewhere. My blade slid across the creature’s torso as I cut through ribs and internal organs until Regressors’ Key reached the rotted core where the heart used to be and stabbed into the pulpy mass. The Rot Giant fell to the ground and ceased to move.
My body ached a bit, but the feeling lasted only a moment as I worked my way back into the range of the temporary fountain. The healing presence took effect immediately to restore my expended stamina. I took a deep breath and steadied myself, feeling the rejuvenating aura as I prepared to go again. A quick glance told me that Argus and Kat were still in the fight and holding their own. I was pleased.
I turned back to the Rot Giants as I saw one of them lumber over to a parked car and picked it up to use as a weapon, while the other tore up a park bench that had been secured to the ground. I had to get rid of both of them.
With a nod to the wisp, I moved back into the fray. I went after the Rot Giant. It was much larger than the Bloated Ghoul I had taken on earlier. This one was a real monster, and I was going to have to be careful. I had to make sure my attacks hit home.
The Rot Giant swung the bench at me, but its movements were slow and clumsy. I jumped up and brought Regressors' Key down through its shoulder joint and when it roared in pain, I used the soft point under its arm to aim for its heart. Black blood sprayed out and the Rot Giant dropped to the ground and the park bench next to it. Its movements slowed and I took a step back, watching the giant fall forward and collapse before turning on the next one.
It didn't take long to take down the second of the Rot Giants as I went back into the fray. My strength was beyond them, having been boosted to a point that the scenario offered no real difficulty for me anymore now that vast numbers of the undead had been purged. The massive monster noticed me and threw the car over its head. I dodged sideways as the car crashed where I’d been standing and slid backward into a short wall. I grinned and saw Argus and Kat doing well. They had a good rhythm, with the two of them alternating between killing and healing to manage their health and fatigue as they worked their way through the undead in front of them.
The Auto Turrets kept firing and soon the remaining undead had all but been defeated. The three of us worked together, using our strengths to eliminate the undead. I focused on the undead in front of me, keeping my distance from the remaining Rot Giants, until only three of them remained. I waited for the next auto turret to fire, then leaped forward and slashed Regressors' Key through the center of the three remaining Rot Giants. Shortly after they too followed the rest of the undead and were returned to the system, thus ending the final wave we had triggered.
It should have been a lot more difficult, but with the power we’d taken by defeating the title holders, we were effectively in terms of raw status, far beyond what our levels were, and in our takedown of the giants, this was especially noticeable.




Chapter 15: Stored Notifications

The battlefield that had been the interior of the Home Base was a pock-marked ruin, but with the last of the wave gone, I breathed easier, as did Argus and Kat. A great weight had been lifted off of us. We had survived.
“Well… that wasn’t too bad,” Argus said glibly. “I could have handled it by myself, though. I didn’t need you guys.” He gave a tired smile as Kat playfully slapped him on the shoulder.
I smiled too. Victory was ours. We had come out on the other side of a hard-fought battle and were better off for it. I felt a swelling sense of pride that my comrades had not only survived the battle, but they had also done well. I trusted that I could take them forward with me into what was to come.
That was not a minor thing. The pace that would follow would gradually get more difficult, not just because of the scenarios getting harder, but because of the changes I needed to make, one of those being the opened rift and the siphon of power within the Dungeon of the Deepest Realm.
My knowledge of the future was limited and uneven, but I did know the basics. Soon, the King of the Crows would be discovered as a Regressor and imprisoned within the Dungeon of the Deepest Realm, and some weeks after that, a future calamity would invade, coming through the rift left behind as a consequence of the regression. I could not save the King of the Crows from his fate, but I could plan to enter that rift long before him and seal it without his power being sacrificed.
I pushed the thought away and looked at my two teammates, their faces filled with lines of exhaustion after the battle. I could think of the far-off future later. For now, I needed to be present and focused.
The notifications started soon after and the impact sank in that I had summoned Lumen and all the Auto Turrets. Every kill that belonged to a summon of mine, applied to me as well. I inherited the lion’s share of experience from the battle. Which meant that I earned a lot more experience than Kat or Argus combined.
	//System Notification//
Event: Scenario - King of the Last Wave has completed!
The area has been unsealed. All undead have been destroyed. 
Surviving dungeoneers may move on.
Bonus Scenario Reward: For controlling the Green Zone 100% of the time, each member of your team has gained 100 health and 100 mana points.
Title Granted – Fortified Defender.
Details: Possessors of this title are granted a shield equal to 30% of their max health on a 5-minute decay anytime they exit a fortified position under their control. This ability has a 10-minute cooldown




/////////////////////////////////////////////////////
//System Notification//
//Condensed Notifications//
Summary
You have killed 2143 Shambling Undead. You have gained 6219 Experience.
You have killed 310 Fetid Crawlers. You have gained 1860 Experience.
You have killed 22 Bloated Ghouls. You have gained 220 Experience.
You have killed 7 Rot Giants. You have gained 490 Experience.
**Emblem Granted**
-Undead Slayer Rank II
-Undead Slayer Rank III
-Undead Slayer Rank IV Working Towards Upgrade Emblem – Undead Slayer Rank V 2521/10000
*An Emblem bestowed upon those who have smote the Undead.
The first rank is bestowed at 25 Undead Kills.
The second rank is bestowed at 250 Undead Kills.
The third rank is bestowed at 1225 Undead Kills.
The fourth rank is bestowed at 2500 Undead Kills.
The final rank is bestowed at 10000 Undead Kills.
Undead Slayer Rank I bestows the following bonus:
-"Anathema of the Dead" – The very presence of the one who possesses this ability around the undead is damaging to their existence. Deal 1% of max health per minute in holy damage to the undead within 3 feet of the possessor
Undead Slayer Rank II bestows the following bonus:
-"Grasp of the Void" – Undead who come into contact with the wielder of this ability cannot leave the vicinity of the wielder and if either move, the undead will be pulled towards the ability holder.
Undead Slayer Rank III bestows the following bonus:
-“Dreadmark” – Undead within 5 feet of the wielder of this ability receives 20% more damage from all sources. Damage is doubled if the undead is under the pull effect of “Grasp of the Void”. Does not affect true damage.
Undead Slayer Rank IV bestows the following bonus:
-"Bane of Decay" – Undead struck by a physical melee attack of the wielder of this ability suffers from -5% damage debuff for 30 seconds. This ability can be stacked 10 times. Each attack resets the total time. // Support Battle Summary//
Assist – Partial Experience – Shambling Undead 1398 – City Roaming Zone – Experience 673
Assist – Partial Experience – Fetid Climber 109 – City Roaming Zone – Experience 213
Assist – Partial Experience – Bloated Ghoul 19 – City Roaming Zone – Experience 81
Assist – Partial Experience – Rot Giant 1 – City Roaming Zone – Experience 23
**Emblem Granted**
-Good Samaritan Rank I
-Good Samaritan Rank II
Working Towards Upgrade Emblem – Undead Slayer Rank V 2521/10000
*An Emblem bestowed upon those who have aided an ally during battle by preventing death, or helping to slay an enemy.
The first rank is bestowed at 100 assists.
The second rank is bestowed at 1000 assists.
The third rank is bestowed at 5000 assists.
The fourth rank is bestowed at 12500 assists.
The final rank is bestowed at 50000 assists.
Good Samaritan Rank I bestows the following bonus:
-"A Friend Indeed" – Curative and support type abilities have their cooldowns reduced by 5% of base every time the possessor of the ability is granted an assist.
Good Samaritan Rank II bestows the following bonus:
-"A Friend In the Fire" – The wielder of this ability may teleport up to 100 feet to the target receiving a support or curative type ability. Teleportation has a secondary condition requiring the target to be in danger or critical damage.
//System Notification//
//Level Up//
Details: You have still not visited an upgrade terminal; you have gained 4 + (11) levels and have 30 + 3 stat points unused. Please apply those unused points at your earliest convenience. //System Notification//
//Persistent Quest Unlocked//
“The Long Justice”
Details: You’ve taken steps to remove those who exist to harm others. Those marked with the “Knives Out” title or similar yet-to-be-revealed titles. While all evil is not so obvious, you have begun to do your part. Terror and suffering are the watchwords of the dark and, for your efforts in eradicating what you've found, you are rewarded. The sum of all men is justice.
Cumulative Title Holders Slain: 23
Cumulative Stats Gained
Strength: 41
Intelligence: 19
Agility: 28 //System Notification//
//Owed Pledge of Debt to the Helping Hands//
Current Payment = 489
Current progress 489/5000 //System Notification//
// Jax Nolan you have gained a trusted companion, Argus, the One Who Held The Gate// //System Notification//
// Jax Nolan you have gained a trusted companion, Kat, Slayer of a Dungeon Boss//
/////////////////////////////////////////////////////[1]
The notifications faded away and the sudden influx of stat points and experience made the world spin as a power I hadn’t felt in this timeline started to coarse through me. I still needed to get to an upgrade terminal and apply the lingering stat points and upgrade my abilities, but the boosts to stats so far were good.
I was impressed, and judging by the openmouthed grins on the faces of my two teammates, they had the same thought. They hadn’t experienced the same boost in power that I did, but if they’d gained even a fraction, they would be heads and shoulders above everyone else in terms of raw power. It made me feel like we could handle anything.
“Wow,” Kat muttered finally with a shy smile. “That was intense. Did you see all the notifications? I think I saw like twenty. And really? That’s nice of you guys. Trusted companions and all.”
Argus laughed. “Yeah, I saw that too. Guess that means we run a tight ship together.”
I shrugged but smiled too. “Something like that. I owe you two an explanation, but I don’t know when it’s safe to tell you. I know I promised, but I need to worry about who else might hear that answer.”
Argus raised a hand and waved my concern away. “You don’t need to tell us anything. You’ve got your reasons. I saw what you did there. We both did, you were amazing, and you kept us alive, but more than that, you helped turn us into a difficult target.”
Kat nodded and agreed. “We weren’t helpless. Sure, parts of that sucked and I thought maybe we bit off more than we could chew, but we did it. The three of us survived when so many didn’t, and we didn’t have to stab anyone in the back to do it. We didn’t steal, we didn’t cheat. We just did what had to be done. You’re helping us to survive, so if you have secrets, I can live with that. You’ve got your reasons.”
I looked at them for a second longer before nodding with a wide and easy smile. They weren't the comrades I’d had in the prior timeline, but they were my comrades now, and for that, I was grateful.
“I can share part of the story. But get in close.” The two of them moved towards me and leaned in. I wasn’t entirely sure of how much to leave out, or even what was or should be included, but in the end, I went with a version of the truth.
“I’m not from around here.” I confessed gravely before taking a deep breath to tell some of my story. “I’ve been running these scenarios for years. Fighting. Grinding. Learning the system. Fighting again. It never ends. I was reset back to level 1 and sent to a starting point on the highway. There’s a lot I can’t share, just trust me when I say somebody sent me, and they want humanity to survive this.”
“Ah. An alien.” Argus responded with a sarcastic laugh. “Wonderful. Forget I asked. So, now what?”
Kat swung and punched Argus in the gut and the older man doubled over in mock pain. “Let him talk. What about where you’re from? You’re family? Anything?
I considered the question and tried to think about what my life was like before that last battle. Before the system. I’d pretty evenly cut ties and didn’t have much desire to revisit my old life. Even the phone I’d had on me when I came to in this timeline had already been discarded.
“Nah.. nothing really.” I responded with a shrug.
Kat glared. “Really? Nothing at all? You can try a little harder than that.”
“Fine. Ok, I worked at a gas station and…” I responded, drawing a blank as I tried to recall anything else. My mind blanked. 
 
	//System Notice//
Error Code. Error Code.
$playerUNK$ unrecognized $data%. [ERROR_READ_FAULT (0x1E)]
Initiating Reboot





The other two just watched me with concerned looks on their faces. “Ok, well for now?” I reached into my inventory and pulled out a stored loaf of bread and then followed up with peanut butter and jelly. “Now we eat something. I don’t know about you guys, but I’m hungry.”




Chapter 16: Intermission

My suggestion was extremely well-received by my teammates. My stomach wasn’t the only one rumbling. I plodded over to sit on the hood of a car and the others joined quickly joined me and leaned against the side of the vehicle. Our good mood gave way to relative silence as I passed around some chips and then the supplies for them to make their own sandwiches. I followed up with another bag of chips and pulled a few colas out of my inventory to wash it all down.
As far as the three of us were concerned, it was a delicious victory feast, and we had earned every bite of it with our efforts. The meal was a short respite from whatever challenge was coming next. I knew it, and my teammates knew it.
The two of them cast worried glances around us and wore guilty expressions as they looked out at the destruction of the battlefield. I knew they wondered what was coming next. I waved a hand. “Not now guys, smile. Enjoy the moment, everything is going to be fine.” There was no use worrying about what would happen next. There were other concerns and things that needed to get done. All those things could wait.
“This is a time for celebration,” I continued. “At least a little celebration. That was a big fight, and we won. We did what we had to do. The others sealed their fates, and I won’t waste another moment of peace on it.” I took another bite of my sandwich before taking a drink from one of the bottles.
Argus nodded in understanding and Kat did the same as she scarfed down her food and asked for more. Argus smiled at me as he reached into his own inventory and pulled out a rectangular white box. With a sheepish smile, tore open one side, pulled out some plastic-wrapped cupcakes, and tossed one each to me and Kat.
I took my time finishing my sandwich. I wasn’t sure when I’d get to enjoy a meal again. After finishing the sandwich, I opened up the tiny cake and ate it in layers, starting with the thin chocolate shell. It was good but was gone far too quickly. I wiped my hands on my pants and looked over the remains of the Home Town battlefield while the two of them finished their food.
The shopping center that made up most of Home Base was largely intact. The only real signs of the battle were some smoldering embers from where the Auto Turrets had scorched grass when attacking the undead, and where the Rot Giants had torn up pieces of asphalt to take out my defenses. Both had been impressive displays of power. But my Auto Turrets had been more impressive, as they had taken out literally thousands of the undead once Lumen had used Radiant Aspect. I was proud of it, and it was something I could count on in the future. A trump card.
“Alright, I think we've rested enough, guys,” I said as I jumped off the hood of the car. “We need to get moving before it gets dark. This place isn't sealed anymore, and with just three of us, I doubt it'll be safe to stay the night.”
Argus stuffed the rest of his food into his mouth and the three of us took off. Footsteps echoed on cobblestones as we walked in silence along the path through the Home Base on our way towards the exit where the Divinity Urban waited. The quiet was strangely eerie after having shared the space with so many other people and after the massive battle of the last wave. As we approached the walls of the complex where the Divinity waited, my team couldn’t help but stare off into the distance towards the rest of the city.
Despite all the destruction they had experienced over the last few days, nothing could have prepared my teammates for that look into the city beyond. Smoke filled the air, drifting over the walls from the outside world. And in that smoke, we could hear the muted screams of pain and terror of people trapped in the city. I lingered longer than I wanted, hoping to get a feel for what was going on nearby, outside the walls. I wanted an idea of where we should go next.
Harsh yelling almost always followed the screaming. I couldn’t determine the source, whether it was men or monsters. But my experience had taught me that monsters were always people. I felt a bit of rage well up in me and I found myself thinking of the perpetual quest, “The Long Justice”. It drew me towards the city as bitter lamentations caused by the same sort of survival scenarios we had just survived played out over and over in other locations.
We stopped walking and I turned to face the others. Kat was staring out ahead and Argus was looking around him with a pained expression.
“Is there something we can do about that?” Argus said. “We're strong enough to save those people.”
Argus sounded hopeful as if he really believed we could make a difference. I knew better, but something about how he said it made me wish it was possible, made me wish I could forget the devastation I remembered from multiple timelines. “If we get the chance, let’s do it, but first we have to meet with the Divinity. These servants of the system dislike when participants stray too far from the established itineraries. We have to be careful.”
Even as I said it, my mind wandered to the spearman I had saved when I walked along the highway during the very first scenario. I wondered just how many like him and his family remained alive in the free-roam zones out in the city. I didn’t envy any of them. I’d only heard secondhand what that had been like, and it was always described as its own special kind of hell.
Argus’ words weighed on me. I clenched a fist and struggled with my words. My desire to focus on my mission and start hunting down the power of the hidden kings was heavy on my mind, but so too was a desire to help.
“You know, that’s why I came here. To make changes for the better. To be better.” I sighed, and the two of them looked at me in confusion.
“It feels wrong to leave these people down there to die. If we can help them, we will. I promise it.” We resumed walking and had to ignore the sobs that echoed with an impossible loudness that couldn’t be ignored. I felt convinced, even then. I still had to walk on and so did my teammates. The Divinity would not wait forever. But I would hold true to my promise. If we could, we would go.
Argus and Kat walked alongside me and judging by the grim expressions on their faces, they were struggling with the same feelings I was after looking out at the city and hearing the sounds of distant suffering and battles. A dark cloud covered their faces. I knew the look; it wasn’t just the noise of strangers fighting monsters in distant streets that bothered them. It was the concerns they’d put off when they’d been busy surviving.
Thoughts about friends and family they hadn’t heard from or thought of. The concern was obvious. If the three of us had been the only survivors of our cohort, what chance did anyone else have? To be fair, I understood the sentiment, and I was glad they didn't ask me to talk about it. I didn’t have any easy answers for those questions and the looks behind them. I simply patted each of them on the back and assured them that they weren’t alone.
Some of the smoke from the city wafted our way. “We can survive this, and I promise you. If we can help in any way, we will.” It wasn’t much, but it was exactly how I felt. “Don’t lose hope now. We’ve got a long road ahead of us. Those people down in that city? They need heroes, and we have to survive long enough to fill that role.”
Argus nodded, and though he heard my words, he didn’t say anything further. He didn’t need to. Instead, the older man turned and looked away from me. His shoulders slumped slightly, and then he started walking again towards the Divinity. Kat and I watched him with concern. Lumen peaked out from under the collar of my jacket and flew out, then around us. All the while, the wisp shifted colors back and forth between gold and blue.
“Should we be more worried about Argus?” Kat murmured. “He seemed to take that harder than the rest of us.”
	//System Notification//
Private Message – Jax, Favored of a Fallen Lord
I’m sending this in private out of respect for Argus. Just leave him be and don’t pry. I recognize that look. He just needs a minute. Argus is walking like a man who has lost something, lost a lot close to him, maybe not recently either. That kind of loss can wound you for years, for a lifetime even. It’s something we need to keep in mind and help him as we can. Likely an old memory haunting him, it might be nothing recent. Seeing the city and hearing what we all heard might have reminded him of a bad memory, his family. Something.




Kat nodded and we moved, both of our eyes focused on our teammate. Some of the smoke from the outside cleared away, but it wasn’t the outside that held my attention. It was Argus. He took a deep breath and looked up at the sky as if clearing his head. He stopped walking and waited for us to catch up. He rejoined us and Kat tossed me a discrete thumbs up.
We made a good team; I trusted they could survive what was coming. I know I’d put the work into them, and it had paid off in our battle with the Last Wave. They had grown in strength and in my absence, I was confident they could survive. But not only survive; they could help others.
Argus seemed to have settled his thoughts. “Are we sure this was the right call?” he said. “Maybe we should just leave the Divinity be and head straight into the city.”
I looked at him sadly and answered, “I don’t think it works like that. Not with a decision like this. Realistically, if we tried to take off without speaking to the Divinity first, I wouldn’t be surprised if it chased after and destroyed us. It’s powerful. Don’t forget that.”
Argus’ brows furrowed and he looked away. The three of us slowed and I looked at the older man and then over at Kat. We had grown in power, but we hadn’t been able to review the class changes yet and check to see what new abilities might have been unlocked in the shop for us. We hadn’t been able to apply stats either. For all I knew, if we tried to leave the set scenario, we’d be killed or have our classes forever locked. I knew it was the right decision to keep going as we did. I looked forward to finally being able to use the Cleric Class and the only way to get it lay through the Divinity.
We’d all chosen the classes that complemented the roles we were already navigating towards, the only thing that remained was getting a damage dealer on a team. My thoughts once more turned to the spearman I’d saved on the highway. With just a single buff from me, he’d been able to beat back the threat to his family, a threat that had been many times beyond his level, but not his ability. He would make a good addition to our team.
I dismissed the thought and put a hand on the older man’s shoulder to reassure him. “I’m sure this is the right call. But even if it wasn’t, we have to live with it and circle around to make up for it if I’m wrong. No use looking back and wondering if it was a mistake or not, we can only go forward.”
He nodded. “You’re right. The only way out of this is to go forward.”
Kat spoke up “Nice talk you guys, but let’s finish this later, okay? Let’s see what he has to say.” She held up Sangriel and pointed it start over at the waiting Divinity Urban who glowered impatiently as he waited for us.
I took a deep breath. “Yeah, let’s get it over with.”




Chapter 17: The Next Stop

Not far in front of us, the Divinity waited, beckoning us to come, a serious expression plastered across his face. His red armor glistened under the light of the sun; it had recently been polished and shone with heavy enchantments. The massive spear he carried rested with its hilt on the ground. He looked like a regal knight out of lore, and despite his serious demeanor, the Divinity appeared to be amused.
His expression changed as we approached. He stopped looking at us and instead his eyes focused forward, looking ahead into the distance. He bristled as if seeing something unpleasant that only he could observe. He blinked before turning back to us, and now his face had a dark expression on it.
“You have exceeded all expectations,” he said. “I was very entertained by your performance. Your new titles are well-earned. However, this is unusual. You and your party are unusual.”
The Divinity looked out into the distance, his expression hardening as he clenched his jaw. He spoke again, and it didn't seem to be for our benefit. “There are whispers, even as there is a process for all the workings of this system. Things are not as they should be. Whispers of changes and things that should not be. Exceptions made and favors granted. It is not our usual way.” He turned and looked back at us. “But you all have your rewards. It is not my place to pry further.”
“What’s the problem?” I asked and searched the Divinity’s face and posture for answers. The otherworldly being remained stoic, though I could guess at some of the meaning behind the Divinity’s words. My existence was an anomaly in the system, as was my relationship with the deities who created it. If everything went well, I’d soon seek one of them out for the sake of gaining for myself the power of one of the Kings.
The Divinity shook his head slowly and said, “Not even when the system was created did we foresee such a thing. But there are always those who would find a way.” The Divinity paused for a moment before continuing. “You will need to be careful from now on. There are those that seek power, and you reek of it. The Divinities are not the only managers of scenarios. There are others, and they are not as we are.”
Urban looked at me thoughtfully, a hand resting upon the hilt of the sword at his waist. It was a sword that I knew would burst into flames when drawn. “Let us move forward to your promised reward,” he said. “A choice of the next scenario.”
The Divinity stopped and looked around again in annoyance, his voice accusatory. “I was unaware of so many offerings for a scenario start. So many irregularities. Choices without details. I more than understand, but I am but a servant of the system. Still, this is not acceptable. I will make some alterations.”
I looked over at Argus and Kat and thought about what needed to be done, and where I needed to go. We had all been in agreement on where to go next. My thoughts turned toward the city and the promise I’d made.
“Here are your options. Choose wisely. I have advised as I can.”
//System Notification// “The Next Event”
**Team Temporally Disbanded**
**Teamchat & Private Chat Temporally Disabled** Choose one from the list to decide your individual placement for the next event
1. Survivors of the Gluttonous King -
Details Provided by – “Manager – Urban the Divinity” – Participants who select “The Survivors of the Gluttonous King” will be transported to the Castle of the Gluttonous King and will need to evade the King’s keepers who keep his decadent feast well-provided. All manner of ill-begotten dishes is served to quell an unquenchable appetite. Not recommended.
2. The Dungeon of the Deepest Realm
Details Provided by – “Manager – Urban the Divinity” – Participants who select “The Dungeon of the Deepest Realm” will be transported to the system-seeded core dungeon and will begin the tutorial process and undergo any costume or cosmetic changes they wish. The floors are operated by different Princes of the Underrealm and resources within are highly competitive, however, early participants are granted better ability and gear offerings. Recommended.
3. The Underlands
Details Provided by – “Manager – Urban the Divinity” – Participants who select “The Underlands” will be transported to the dark of the underworld, far beyond the norms of civilization of any kind, and will be forced to fight for survival in a realm of monsters. Not recommended.
4. The Hellish City
Details Provided by – “Manager – Urban the Divinity” – Participants who select “The Hellish City” will be transported to the nearby city and forced into a factional conflict of survival and competition for limited resources. Not recommended.
5. The Demon Plains -
Details Provided by – “Manager – Urban the Divinity” – Participants who select “The Demon Plains” will be transported to the plains of the Underrealm where they will be granted a direct boon by the Divinities to exercise and destroy the monsters of that dark world. High recommended.
6. The Land Beyond Time
Details Provided by – “Manager – Urban the Divinity” – Details not available. However, sharable information says current participants do not meet level cap, or status cap to safely exist within this land. Not recommended in any capacity.
7. DEFAULT
Details Provided by – “Manager – Urban the Divinity” – Participants who select default will be allowed into the free roam zones to level up and hunt until the start of the next round of mandatory scenarios. Not recommended.
////////////////////////////////[2]
White light surrounded me as I considered the option. I turned the words over in my hand and looked at the Divinity for further clues. His face was passive and gave me no insight, the wording in the prompts would have to be enough.
I looked towards my two teammates and found they had disappeared. Only the Divinity remained, and all of the remains of the Home Base had faded and gave way to a vast expanse of white light. I looked at the prompt and the scenario starts for clues as I tried to figure out what the best decision was. Judging by the prompts, the Divinity wanted me to head towards the Demon Plains, but that didn’t mean it was the best option. The Divinity wasn’t altruistic by nature. Aside from that, there were a few names I recognized and inferences I could make. I couldn’t be sure of anything. I looked them all over and no additional data populated.
I immediately ignored the “Survivors of the Gluttonous King”. Even without the prompt, I knew it was a deadly trap. I had heard something of the story in the prior timeline. Of a dark realm where a Dark Lord fed endlessly, and of the poor souls trapped in cages waiting in their own filth to be fed to him next. I had no intention of going to such a place.
As for the Dungeon of the Deepest Realm, it was my eventual goal, but not the immediate one. I’d find my way there soon, but it wasn’t yet the time. As for the City of the Dead, I’d already fought against enough of the undead, and though I’d managed to get a lot of specializations that made fighting against the undead easier, the undead wasn’t my ultimate enemy, and I needed to always keep that in mind. I needed to prepare for the coming of a mad god and seize whatever advantages I could without crippling future allies.
As for the Land Beyond Time was still beyond my ability to survive with my mind intact, even with my Regressors Mark. Which left as a choice the Demon Plains, the Hellish City, and Default. Of the three, default was… an easy choice to discard, and the Demon Plains seemed like they could put me in direct conflict with the Princes of the Underworld and the Divinities, both of which I’d need to lean on later. Which left the Hellish City, which, if my guess was correct, was the city I had just been looking at.
I made a promise. We needed to help and of the options we had available, only one matched what we’d talked about as a team. I hoped they were still on board.




Chapter 18: The Summoner King

“So be it,” the Divinity responded. “The decision was always yours. I trust you know what you’re doing. Your teammates seem to be similarly inclined.” In a flash of power, the white expanse around me shifted and moved away from the Divinity until the last vestiges of the instanced white expanse fell away only to be replaced by the interior of a dilapidated laundry mat with a stairway leading to what I assumed was the floor above.
As the world came back into existence, Kat and Argus appeared nearby as if summoned from some other realm just as I had been. I felt a burden of worry fall off of me after seeing them appear. They had come to the same conclusion I did.
 
	//System Notification//
Scenario Start – “Sanctuary For All”
Details: You have chosen “The Hellish City” and have unlocked the “Sanctuary For All” scenario. You and your team must build up the current location as a fortified safe zone for faction members and survivors. Throughout the city, you will find survivors to recruit and bring back to your faction safe zone.
Survivors for [Faction – Unconventional Magics] must be escorted to the rooftop where the faction flag has been preset, doing so enables the “Marked Survivor” bonus and for the duration of the scenario, as long as they remain within the faction safe zone, they cannot be killed.
The flag for the faction safe zone is marked by the image of a wisp.
Faction Name Generated = Unconventional Magics
Should the flag be taken and removed from the building; members of the faction will forfeit scenario bonuses.
Faction Members = System Integrated [Dungeoneers]
Survivors = Unintegrated City Survivors
Scenario Rules 
-Teamchat has been disabled
-Title visibility has been toggled to invisible and cannot be observed
A faction is destroyed and loses their flag if all members of the faction are killed. 
-Survivors who have joined a faction cannot rejoin another, even if the faction is destroyed. 
-Faction members may change factions without penalty.
Victory Reward: Unintegrated City Survivors to become Dungeoneers
Victory Reward: +5 to all stats for Faction Members
Victory Reward: Faction leadership to gain customized accessory
Victory Reward: Evolution of Faction to Guild.




“So, we all got the same scenario?” Argus said. “Sanctuary for all? Looks like this is going to be our base of operations. What do you think? We should try to get this right from the start.”
Kat replied first. “It sounds like the faction leadership falls on us, at least for our team. This means there are going to be people like us on other teams, and somewhere out in the city are survivors to escort here. The way it reads, it seems like there's people here who haven't been introduced to the system yet. The scenario ends when there’s just 3 flags left. That’s kind of worrying. What if other faction members try to hide amongst survivors to get in to take our flag?”
“Well, there's that,” I agreed. “And I'm sure they'll try to take advantage of any group or individual who wants to help out. So, let's get started.”
The three of us began discussing strategy as we tried to properly assess the laundry mat to build it up. I needed to know how vulnerable we were, what resources we had on hand, and what we needed to do to start fortifying it. To do that, we had to take stock.
I walked around and looked things over. It seemed that the majority of the space was devoted to the main room, which was a large space filled with washing machines and dryers stacked along the walls. Metallic-looking tables filled the middle of the room, running parallel to the washers and dryers.
Towards the back of the room, tucked near the corner, was the only set of stairs leading to the upper floors. Towards the front of the room were several windows with curtains covering them. Near the stairs was what I thought to be a kitchenette, while the door on the other end of the room led outside.
I decided that the main room would be our stronghold since the windowed walls gave us good visibility and the layout made sense with the only way upstairs through the front. The only issue was our team would need some sort of barrier to block off the stairwell so that no one could just climb over. We discussed moving washers and dryers to form a wall between the two rooms, and using the rest to block the windows. It wouldn’t do much to move anything heavy as the front door opened outwards.
I took a look in the kitchenette to see if there was another door or windows leading out. I was glad to see there wasn't a door or window to get in, instead, a pale light cast a white glow between two vending machines that accepted experience points instead of money. On the side of one of the vending machines was a status terminal. I could finally upgrade.
//Status Sheet\\
	Name – Jax Nolan 
[Cleric]

	Unused Experience Points – 12052


	Health – 605 Points
(255 Health Pack)
(300 Coffee)
(50 Strength)
(100 Last Wave)

	Mana – 615 Points
(50 Mana Pack)
(100 Mana Crystals)
(130 Intelligence)
(100 Last Wave)


	Health Regeneration - .765 Per Minute

	Mana Regeneration – 1.005 Per Minute


	Player
Level – 12 > 27
Unused Points -33 - > 0

	-Title-
"Call Me Doctor Love"-15% Mana Cost of Support Abilities. Increase of .005 base Mana Regeneration.
“Once More Into The Breach" - Cannot take lethal damage from friendly or neutral parties while in the presence of hostiles.
“Favored of a Fallen Lord” - Whoever possesses this title will automatically be granted a neutral or better standing with the factions of the Underrealm and will not be attacked.
“Initiate of the Pen and Sword” - The Pen and Sword offer no advantages by itself but may open previously locked doors, and if additional ranks are gained, can initiate a subclass synthesis.
“Fortified Defender” - Possessors of this title are granted a shield equal to 30% of their max health on a 5-minute decay anytime they exit a fortified position under their control. This ability has a 10-minute cooldown.


	Strength – 10(51)
Agility – 6(34)
Intelligence – 15>48(67)
Cumulative Title Holders Slain: 23
Cumulative Stats Gained
Strength: 41
Intelligence: 19
Agility: 28

	Current Primary Quest
-(Sanctuary for All)-
Finished Quests
-The Running of the Mobs-
-Draconian Measures-
-Defend Your Home Base-
-Cats and Mice 
-Modified Bonus Scenario “King of the Last Wave”
Ongoing Quests
-The Long Justice


	Earned Emblems
Goblin Slayer I
Slime Slayer I
Undead Slayer IV
Good Samaritan II


	Abilities
Blessing of Light
Summon Radiant Wisp (Lumen)
Cloak of Fire

	Passive Upgrades
Draconian Measures – Redundant Internal Organs (Heart Unlocked)
100/3000 Mana Gained From Crystals
300/3000 Health Gained From Coffee
Passive Debuffs
*5% of all experience earned will be passed directly through the system towards the Helping Hands until a debt total of 5000 has been paid off. Current progress 489/5000
*Note, does not apply to event or scenario rewards.
Recipe Cards
-Coffee
-Healing Ointment
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I was glad to see I was paying off the debt to the Helping Hands and the true power behind them, but more so, I was glad to see my mana pool growing. I decided to put all my available stat points into intelligence. My physicality was already on the right footing, and my intelligence had great scaling.
I was positive over the next week I’d be able to make some coffee to boost my health more, and so long as I had the Auto Turret ability, I needed to put everything I safely could into maximizing something that synergized so well. Currently, my intelligence from all sources was at 67 which meant Lumen’s strength was equal to (67*1.4=93.8); her agility was (67*1.9=127.3) and her intelligence was (67*2.4=160.8).
The scaling for the Auto Turrets had remained the same, but their Attacking Damage was equal to Lumen’s INT *.8, or 128.64 damage per hit, and the rate of attack was equal to her AGI *.05. It should have been 6.365, but apparently there was a hard cap that was never intended to be hit as it showed in golden lettering 3.0, which while disappointing, was understandable.
	Experience Purchase Menu – Available Points – 12052


	Items


	Bloody Casual Wear Cost 5 – In Stock 167,713
*Provides no current advantages, except as replacement clothing. Unpurchased items over 2,000 will be phased out during the next cycle.
Knights Armor Cost 3300 – In Stock 2
*Reduces by 80% all slashing damage below the Overkill threshold.
Full Riot Gear Cost 5500 – In Stock 41
-Provides 13% damage reduction below the Overkill threshold.
Blackout Suit Cost 8500 – In Stock 17
*Reduces by 50% all fire damage below the Overkill threshold.
Reinforced Military Jacket Cost 6500 – In Stock 3
*Provides 10% damage reduction to bludgeoning, piercing, and slashing damage.
Scavenger Set Cost 3000 – In Stock 7
-Provides 20% resistance to all types of damage, except for fire and acid.
Dread Armor Cost 3500 – In Stock 4
*Reduces by 20% damage dealt by the undead below the Overkill threshold.
Necromancer Robes Cost 400 – In Stock 1
*Increases damage dealt by undead minions by 5%.


	Abilities


	Summon Radiant Wisp (Lumen) 2/10 – Cost of 3rd Purchase 2880 – The possessor of this ability is able to summon an advanced spiritual companion, the Radiant Wisp. The Radiant Wisp is a named, permanent companion, (Lumen), and if destroyed or banished, may be resummoned. The Radiant Wisp cannot take physical damage. The Radiant Wisp’s strength is equal to INT*1.4. The Radiant Wisp’s agility is equal to INT*1.9. The Radiant Wisp’s intelligence is equal to INT*2.4. Each purchase of the Radiant Wisp ability increases the number of ability slots the Radiant Wisp may be taught and used. Abilities may be purchased from the shop, for the Radiant Wisp. This ability may be purchased 10 times.
The Radiant Wisp has one activated racial ability that does not count against the overall ability count.
Radiant Aspect – Once per day, the Radiant Wisp may activate all of their separate parts. Each separate aspect has its own individual cooldowns and mana pool. The ability lasts for a total of 3 minutes, but for each slain enemy, an additional time of 15 seconds is added to the ability duration. This ability does not scale. Total number of aspects increases as the player levels. Next aspect gained at player level 30.
Current Additional Aspects – 2.
Blessing of Amarath 1/5 - Cost of 2nd Purchase 1750-The possessor of this ability is able to bestow a buff upon the target that doubles movement speed. Additionally, this ability increases overall agility by INT*1.3. The blessing lasts for 30 seconds. Each purchase of this blessing increases the scaling of the agility buff by .125 and adds an extra 3 seconds to the buff’s duration. This ability may be purchased 5 times. 
(Mana Cost – 30 Per Cast – 5 Minute Cooldown)
Icy Touch 0/6 – Cost of 1st Purchase 100-The possessor of this ability deals in damage per second, rounded down to the nearest whole number, INT*.019, and puts the debuff Cold on the target. This ability can stack twice and can stack again for each rank of Icy Touch purchased. This ability can be purchased 6 times. 
Cold – Reduces all movement by 5%. 
(Mana Cost – 5 Mana Per Cast – .5 second cooldown)
Twisting Vines 0/7 - Cost of 1st Purchase 100-The possessor of this ability is able to sprout vines at the target location. These vines will attach themselves to whomever, or whatever, passes through the area, and the vines temporarily immobilize them while dealing damage per second equal to 1% of the target’s remaining health + INT*.3, in flat, 1-time damage upon entry to the location. The location size is equal to a 2-by-2 square. This ability increases in size by the base factor per rank and can be purchased 7 times. 
(Mana Cost – 30 – 6 Minute Cooldown)
Summon Golem 0/6 - Cost of 1st Purchase 100-The possessor of this ability is able to summon an autonomous golem that follows the user and protects them from harm. The Golem’s strength is equal to INT*1.5, and the Golem’s agility is equal to INT*.9. Additionally, the material with which the spawned Golem is made increases in quality with every purchase of the ability. Mud, Wood, Bronze, Iron, Steel, and Platinum. This ability may be purchased 6 times. 
(Mana Cost – 60 – 3 Hour Cooldown)
Cloak of Fire 1/8 - Cost of 2nd Purchase 1550 -The possessor of this ability is covered in a thin layer of fire that deals damage each of 1 + INT*.05 per second in fire damage, rounded down to the nearest whole number damage to all hostiles touching the possessor of the ability. Bonus damage increases by .05 with every purchase of the ability. This ability may be purchased 8 times. 
(Mana Cost – 5 Mana Per Second – No Cooldown)
Blessing of Light 1/3 - Cost of 2nd Purchase 1250 -The possessor of this ability is able to cast a targeted healing buff that instantly grants a flat 30% health restoration, and a regenerative effect of 10% of max health per second following, for a total of 3 + (INT*.1) seconds. Additionally, while under the effect of the regeneration, the receiver of the healing receives a flat damage reduction of 5%. Each purchase of this ability reduces the cooldown by 30 minutes. This ability may be purchased 3 times. 
(Mana Cost – 50 – 3 Hour Cooldown)
Raise Dead 0/30 - Cost of 1st Purchase 100 The possessor of this ability is able to permanently raise the corpse of a nearby dead animal, monster, or humanoid. Enemy or ally. This is a permanent minion that will follow and protect you. The base stats of the undead raised by this ability are 3 + (INT*.3) for strength, and 1 + (INT*.2) for agility. Each purchase of this ability increases the total max minion count by one, and the stat bonus per intelligence point by a base .05 and .04, respectively. This ability may be purchased 30 times.
No More Abilities Yet Available In The Store


	Available Stat Points


	Strength Points Available – 109 – Cost of 3rd Purchase 60
Agility Points Available – 113 – Cost of 2nd Purchase 55
Intelligence Points Available – 57 – Cost of 4th Purchase 90
Increase Health by 50 – Packs Available – 28 – Cost of 2nd Purchase 250
Increase Mana by 50 – Packs Available – 39 – Cost of 2nd Purchase 400
Increase Health Regeneration by 1 Per Second – Packs Available – 5 – Cost of 1st Purchase 700
Increase Mana Regeneration by 1 Per Second – Packs Available – 7 – Cost of 1st Purchase 900
Free Ability Slot – Cost of 1st Purchase 1000
Changes 
Summon Radiant Wisp (Lumen) 4/10 – Cost of 5th Purchase 11600
Summon Golem 2/6 - Cost of 3rd Purchase 2880
Raise Dead 3/30 – Cost of 4th Purchase 2000


	No More Purchase Categories Currently Available In The Store
Apologies for the delay! We had intended to start selling emblems and titles. Stay tuned till next time.
-Urban




I spent almost all of my points. A small fortune in experience all at once. My decision was finalized without regret, it was the right call to make. Afterward, I had 1 ability slot left and I hadn’t seen a single ability to purchase that was meant for a Cleric available, minus what I was already using.
If anything, the battle against the undead had taught me to be a little more careful with my ability selection, as much as I’d been focused on my ultimate build, I had to admit Cloak of Fire had been underwhelming and didn’t see use during battle when I needed the slot open, my roll wasn’t to soak up damage as a tank, it was to buff, debuff, and do damage. Mobility and numbers were my strengths until I can really focus elsewhere on how to be a force multiplier. In the meantime, I wasn’t going to ignore the sheer damage my summons could dish out.
My decision was finalized. I had 1 ability slot left, and Lumen needed more abilities if I was to fully benefit from the wisps intelligence scaling. I purchased 2 ranks of Summon Radiant Wisp, and then 2 ranks of Summon Golem and gave the ability to Lumen followed by 3 ranks of Raise Dead and gave that one to her as well. Finally, I selected Cloak of Fire for an ability slot to free up and grimaced as it dropped. I had spent 10,860 points and with just a little over a thousand left, I turned to the vending machine and topped it off with some chips and something to drink.




Chapter 19: The Hellish City

I walked out of the kitchenette in the back and tossed an extra bag of chips to Argus and then another to Kat. They both quickly opened the bags up with a grin.
“Seriously?” Kat asked as she held up a chip and looked at it curiously. “They’ve got snacks back there? Are they, uh… ok to eat?”
I shrugged. “I’m sure they’re fine. But it’s not a vending machine like what you’re used to. It uses experience points. I had a few left over after I did all my leveling at the terminal that’s hidden back there.” I opened my own bag of chips. “Speaking of which, I figure you guys should do the same thing. There’s no point just leaving points on the board unused when they could be put to work. Especially since we never know when the next round of fighting is going to kick off or what kind of dangers we’ll be dealing with. You guys saw the prompt, we have to assume there’s going to be fighting.”
The two of them looked at each other sheepishly before Argus laughed. “About that… we’re already ahead of you.”
“We figured you were doing something like that when you went back there,” Kat said, “and the room started to glow blue. We went ahead and did the same now that the status window is working for us again. We got our levels and abilities sorted out.”
“No offense intended Jax,” Argus said. “It’s just that both of us feel like we’ve got a better handle on how to manage ourselves and the ways we need to focus on developing. Especially after your feedback last time and seeing how you used Lumen with the Auto Turrets. It’s easy to see that synergy, although some of that just works because it’s you.”
I was curious and crossed my arms. “What do you mean because it’s me?”
Kat spoke up. “It’s nothing bad. Just… you chose Cleric as your class and we both watched you, a Cleric, kill thousands of undead with your summons. And on top of that, you managed to kill all those giants with basically just your weapon and that fighting style of yours. That’s not clerical. That’s not what a supporter does. That’s what a carry does. If you want to be the team’s damage dealer, just say so, you’ve held down both roles so far anyways.”
“Yeah, I guess that’s true, I’ve been doing a bit of both. I’d like to make that transition long term, just… well you know.” I admitted, but kept it at that. “So, you guys were saying?”
Kat laughed. “Yeah, I’ve got a few upgrades directed towards melee combat, and Argus picked up some defensive stuff. Since we’ve all started to specialize, we figured we’d keep going in that direction.”
I couldn’t fault the logic and was honestly relieved they’d taken the initiative to do it themselves. I was also glad they’d based the decisions on what they’d picked up so far. It was right in line with my intention, which was to help them, to push them, and ultimately not have to carry them. I wanted comrades who I could take with me into the future, this was a good step in that direction. They’d learned.
“Not an issue,” I reassured them. “You did the right thing. And you’re correct. If it wasn’t for my fighting skills, I wouldn’t be able to push my intelligence stat like I am. I picked up a few abilities too just now. I leveled Lumen twice, so she’d pick up two more ability slots and then picked up two ranks of the Summon Golem ability and Raise Dead ability. Both create permanent minions. Like you guys said, I’m going for a theme and synergy.”
Argus frowned. “So what? You’re a necromancer now? A summoner? Some kind of Spellblade? Didn’t you say Spellblades were bad?”
I laughed. “You’re right. I absolutely did say that, and I stand behind it. But no, not a Necromancer, or Summoner. I’m a Cleric. Technically, the wisp is the necromancer. I’m just really good with the sword. Natural talent, you could say.”
Kat shook her head and Argus just grinned and raised his hands in mock frustration.
Kat chimed in, “So, aside from that wonderful show of humility, what’s next? The scenario seems to have some sort of capture-the-flag rules where we need to round up survivors and guide them to our flag. At the same time, we can’t lose our flag, or our lives, so we need somebody to defend, and somebody to search.”
“I’d agree with that,” I said. “My plan right now is simple. I want to scout the area and put Lumen’s new abilities to the test. See how dependable my new submissions are. I know Argus can handle fortifications while I’m out, but as you said, he’s specializing in defense, not really combat. So I think you should stay here with him, Kat. Do you guys think you’ll be ok?”
I was curious to see how they’d manage or react.
Argus nodded in affirmation. “Yeah. That’s fine. It’s already been said, we have a few upgrades ourselves to test out and put to use. Like….” His voice trailed off as he held out a hand, causing a short wall of concrete to appear. It was about three feet wide and three feet tall while it ran wider on the bottom. A barrier.
“A little on the nose,” Argus continued, “but this is my newest ability. Summon Barrier. I’ve upgraded it twice so I can place a total of 3 of these. The size is variable so I have some room to maneuver, and unlike the Dreadnaught Pillbox, I can move these at will so long as there’s no enemies in the immediate area. I figure with the stuff already on hand, I can use these to create a sort of defensive fortress and once the Dreadnaught Pillbox is off cooldown, I’m going to resummon it right at the front door.”
“That’s solid. I’m impressed Argus, that’s exactly the sort of thinking that’s going to keep us all alive.” It was the truth. He had done well, and it would definitely help to create a strong defensive posture to keep us safe. “But I’ve got just one question. How are we going to get into the Dreadnaught or the building if we park it at the door?”
Argus ran a hand over his head sheepishly. "That’s uh... I have a workaround. You guys might not like it, though. I was planning on knocking out one of the windows and turning that into a very controlled entryway. Figured we could move a washer and a dryer. Apply one of my walls as a kind of door. Perfect solution. I uh... saw an ability that might help, but I didn't want to waste the slot or points on it, and a lot of space to fill.”
Kat nodded. "Ok, let’s do that. We'll work around whatever you've got planned. But… I just have to ask. Are you sure you're ok with doing this? It’s going to be a lot of work to move this stuff around.”
Argus nodded. "Yeah… yeah, I'm fine with it. It’s a way of putting all this stuff to use and we’ve got to do it anyways. Jax over here is going to carry us on his back through this scenario, all we have to do is hold up the fort."
Kat looked at him appreciatively and the two started talking over the details. As far as I was concerned, they had it handled and didn’t need me to do anything else. They could figure it out on their own.
I had other things I needed to do before the scenario escalated, I needed more information about what we were working with outside. I waved goodbye, opened the laundry mat front door, and stepped out. It didn’t take long for me to learn why exactly it had been called the Hellish City.




Chapter 20: Scout Mission

As soon as I opened the door, the smell of smoke hit me. The same smell that had bothered me and my team so badly when we’d looked out from Home Base onto the city. Things were worse than I had thought, and I needed to start looking for survivors as soon as I checked for dangers.
The streets were heavily damaged. The asphalt was cracked in jagged lines, torn up and down the block. Shattered glass from windows littered the streets and in places, corpses had been left where they had died. Judging by the dark stains around the bodies, I assumed they had not gone peacefully. Broken-down vehicles littered the streets and buildings scorched by passing fire were seen up and down the way.
The atmosphere put me on edge. The sun was obscured behind a layer of fog and smoke. I looked at a nearby stop sign that had been torn down in front of the laundry mat. “Lumen,” I muttered nudging the wisp out of my jacket. “I need you. It's time. Bring out the golem.”
The wisp flew out of my jacket and spun around brightly as it shifted colors. A well of mana rushed up from within it and an arcane circle appeared around the stop sign. It twisted and grew upwards and upwards and within a matter of seconds, a golem appeared. It’s body was composed of hardened metal, with metallic tones around where its eyes should be. “Lumen. I’m naming him Slate. And every golem going forward will be the same.” Shifting to speak to the golem, I said, “Slate, your orders are simply to follow us closely without getting in the way, and assist us in a guard posture as we go. Do not engage by yourself.”
The golem’s eyes flashed silver in acknowledgment of the received orders. If it survived, I’d have to go back and expand upon the commands, but for now, that was a good direction. I felt a sense of unease even with the wisp and the golem right next to me. There was nothing stronger than me currently, but I still didn't feel I could let my guard down. There were other factions and if the last scenario and last timeline had taught me anything, it was to watch my back. My eyes darted from building to building searching for anything moving or watching us. I heard something behind me. I spun around, ready for combat, but saw nothing.
Lumen clung close. The ground was covered in debris from buildings fallen and the air reeked of death and decay. The sun was high in the sky but still cast an ominous glow across everything. It made the shadows seem more pronounced, and I constantly looked around, watching each step.
I scanned the area and ultimately decided to stay off the main road and seek cover in the back alleyway between buildings. That was where I would begin looking for survivors to lead back to the laundry mat. As we moved deeper into the street, the sounds of screams started up. For a moment, the sounds of intense fighting became louder. Eventually, I found my first sign of life, a lone light cast in the window of a two-story apartment building. I headed over. The front door was barricaded shut, and a dumpster had been pushed in front of it to seal people in. I motioned for the golem to move it and it did without issue. I was strong enough, but we all had our roles. Mine was to fight and engage as needed.
The inside of the apartment building was quiet. Halogen lights lit up the hallway and I was thankful Kat and Argus hadn't come with me. I'd have been unable to proceed with them around. The two had advanced quite a bit, but Hellish City had the edge of a dungeon that, if I had to guess, ignored battle prowess. In this place, strength and numbers meant nothing, and only a fool would ignore the environment.
“Lumen, check the rooms to make sure no one else is here before we take the next step.” The wisp blinked and went off to do as she said. The room was small, with just a few pieces of furniture. There were three doors on the first-floor hall and one room. One door had been destroyed and looked to be kicked in, probably during the initial fight that caused the damage to the city. The other two were closed. A quick look through the broken door showed signs of bloody violence. I kept going and tried the second doorway. It didn’t open. I tried the third.
Inside, I saw a single man sitting in a chair, a large family portrait laid out across his legs. He held a pistol to his head, his hand shaking violently. His face was pale and sweaty. I knew what he was thinking and why he had chosen such a desperate act. I approached carefully. I reached out before he could move and took the gun out of his hand.
“It's ok,” I whispered softly as the man stumbled forward, almost disorientated. He looked around in confusion. His skin had yellowed some and seem jaundiced and his eyes were shrunken slightly and ringed with black. I kneeled down and helped him up.
“I can't promise that everything will be better,” I continued. “But I know a safe place, and if you go there, I'll do everything in my power to make sure you're strong enough to get revenge for the ones you've lost.” The man looked at me and clarity dawned on his face.
“I'll go,” he mumbled. “Sorry about this, I'm not usually like this. I uh.... I didn't lose anyone, at least not recently. I was just afraid to go outside, and I’m running out of food.”
I looked at him and quickly created a story. “We've got plenty of food, don't worry. As a matter of fact, my minion will escort you there if you’re willing.” I motioned for Slate to step forward. “This is Slate. He is a completely solid golem companion. He’ll keep you safe. Tell them once you get there that Jax sent you, and they’ll know what to do. Slate, take this man back, got it?”
The golem nodded in understanding and walked past me towards the man.
I turned towards the man and spoke softly as he looked up and down the empty halls. “Follow him like your life depends on it and don't leave his side.”
The man looked at me. “You're not kidding, huh?”
“Not at all. I'm looking for survivors.” I stood up and looked at the door. “Any idea if there’s anyone else here besides you?”
He shook his head, “No, sir. This is the first time I’ve seen anyone since the attack. I uh... haven't wanted to leave though. I heard screaming and didn’t want to meet whatever was causing it. It didn't seem human.”
“And where did that screaming come from?” I asked, already having a good guess of the answer.
“It came from upstairs, downstairs, outside. It’s been relentlessly everywhere. I haven’t felt safe in days,” he answered. “I would have left, but outside seemed so… dangerous.”
I nodded at his response, trying to coax more information from him. “That makes sense. You did well in surviving.”
I turned to the door leading up the stairs while the man and Slate took off. I shook my head. I hoped all the other survivors filling the roles of scenario NPCs didn’t come off quite as oddly. The door in front of me was intact, but the handle was hanging from the hinges. I pulled the door open and stepped through. The hallway was dark. I walked up and checked, finding the door locked. I used my superior strength to force open the door, which swung open.
The stairs were dark, but the light of my sword illuminated the way. I was careful, keeping my blade out in front of me and my eyes darting around. I was in a hurry, but I didn't want to rush in. I had no desire to be surprised by something coming up the stairs. I ascended the stairs, the darkness giving way to the light of my blade as I moved. The sound of footsteps and a scream echoed up the stairwell. A few moments later, a figure burst out of the darkness and ran up the stairs right in front of me. The person was a young woman with dirty blonde hair who looked to be in her early twenties. She wore jeans and a black hoodie. Her eyes were wide and her hands were trembling. She looked terrified.
“You can't be here,” she muttered frantically. “You'll wake them.”
“What are you talking about? Wake them? Who is them?” I demanded, trying to get the lady to focus long enough to answer my question.
For a moment, she started to whisper frantically to herself and then looked at me. “They’re not dead, not yet, but they will be soon. I have to finish this while I can. They’re not going to last much longer. I’m sorry, please, I need help!”




Chapter 21: Cleansing

The young lady stopped and looked at me, a frantic expression on her face. “They’re not dead. Not yet. But they will be soon. I have to finish this while I can. They’re not going to last much longer. I’m sorry, please, I need you to help!”
“Slow down. What do you mean you need help? Is somebody hurt?” Something in her eyes didn’t strike me as right. She had an almost manic glare that put me on edge. I wouldn’t turn away, though. Forewarned is forearmed, as the saying goes, and my entire purpose for being here was to look for survivors to evacuate back to the safe zone.
“I don't have time to explain,” she continued. “Please, come with me! I’m sorry. Just follow me, please.” She turned and went back up the stairs, running at an almost dead sprint as she tossed the door open and ran down a carpeted hallway, and headed straight towards the last door on the floor. She turned around once to make sure I was still following her and then pulled the door open and ducked in.
I followed, keeping my eyes peeled and scanning for possible threats. The other doors had been torn off their hinges, and streaks of blood led out of the rooms towards the last door. I had a bad feeling about what I’d find. I felt an almost tired reservation as the familiar, musky scent of blood wafted up.
With a frown, I continued on, sending a quick mental command to Lumen to hide in my jacket and suppress her presence. I also told her to be prepared to summon an Auto Turret. I gripped Regressors’ Key discretely in my hand.
The lady poked her head out from the doorway, an impatient expression on her face. Beckoning at me, she said, “Come, please! You’ll understand once you’re here.”
I followed, ready for the betrayal my instincts told me was coming. I hoped that I’d be wrong, but didn’t count on it. I wasn’t surprised when, as soon as I stepped through the doorway, the door slammed shut behind me. Then I heard a loud click. I was locked inside.
The room smelled of death and blood, its source presumably the slabs of meat laid out on the counter. Hanging next to the counter was a stained apron with the words “Live, Laugh, Love” embroidered on the front. The woman threw it on, grabbed a knife, and start slicing the meat. However, her actions weren’t what drew my attention.
Instead, I found myself staring at the bodies hanging from the ceiling. They were in various stages of… change. Not decomposition, but rather… transformation. They were becoming something else. They were necromorphic mutations. Whoever they had been in life, they were now slumbering monsters. I looked again at the woman, hoping she would give me some explanation. At the same time, I was prepared to act at the slightest provocation.
“Shush!” She held up a finger to her lips, then whispered, “It’s ok. They’re still sleeping. They only wake up at nighttime. This is my family! You’ve come just in time. They’ll need to feed with they wake up! They get so cranky when they’re hungry.”
The lady suddenly lunged at me with her knife, using an ability that split my vision of her into three parts and made it hard to tell which one was real. Unfortunately for her, this was not my first time fighting against an enemy that could use mirages, illusions, and clones. If anything, this was on the lower tier of difficulty.
All three images raised their arms to strike at me. As they neared, I waited to act. Timing would be everything in this encounter. At the same time, I felt the stirring of the Long Justice quest within me.
The images got closer. And closer.
“Now,” I murmured. I rolled forward as a knife came down where I had been standing. The images disappeared and the woman stood there, shocked and confused that I had seen through the ruse.
She screamed angrily and swung her knife at me. I moved faster than her, bashing the knife aside with Regressors’ Key and then thrusting forward. My blade slid through her ribs and suddenly her eyes turned hazel, while her skin reddened, growing taut and gray. For a moment, her body shifted, becoming more like the monsters still sleeping on the ceiling. She grabbed the blade and tried to pull herself along it to reach me. Only when the life started to fade from her body did her madness abate enough for her to realize just what she had done, and what she was becoming.
“I'm sorry,” she muttered, and then she was dead. I let her body slide to the floor. I didn't get a notification condoning or condemning me for my actions. I looked around the room and saw piles of black trash bags stuffed into a corner. The strange meat on the counter left me with a reasonable guess as to what exactly was in those bags.
The things on the ceiling stirred slightly but didn’t wake. I motioned for Lumen to drop an Auto Turret.
“Lumen,” I commanded, “target those things.”
The wisp blinked gold in acknowledgment. Soon the steady hum of rapid firing echoed, and projectiles spewed out with deadly quickness, each attack piercing the monsters above me. The response was immediate. I stood ready next to the Auto Turret as one by one the monsters dropped from their resting place on the ceiling, going through various phases of transformations before turning to attack the turret.
As deadly as the Auto Turret was, I couldn’t stand by idly and wait for it to destroy all the monsters. As the Orb of the Last Wave had shown me, my Auto Turrets were still vulnerable to attack. I waited, ready to defend myself or attack. One by one, the monsters were felled by the Auto Turret, although a few got close to the Auto Turret despite the massive damage they’d taken. I cut them down. Eventually, the last one fell over, twitching.
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I frowned. I had no memory of anyone in the previous timeline talking about an infection-type scenario in the cities early on, nor any scenario in which the system imposed limitations on things like experience and titles. I wondered what it meant but made no assumptions. I couldn’t. I just had to be ready.
The room filled with dark energy and my body screamed at me to be cautious. The lady’s corpse started to twitch and move slightly. I backed away and held Regressors’ Key in hand. In normal circumstances, I’d have cut her down again right there for good measure, but I wasn’t convinced that it wasn’t a type of transformation that would lead to a boss fight. What I knew about the system was that fighting boss-type monsters during their transformation was already deadly to the aggressor. Whatever was going on, I needed to wait and react.
Her eyes opened wide and the golden coloration from before was replaced with pitch black as she stared off into space. I approached cautiously, looking around for anything else that might be alive or waiting to attack me.
Suddenly, her head snapped towards me, and she rose to her feet. Then she spoke, her voice strangely familiar but simultaneously distant. “Your time will come, regressor. You cannot change what is coming.”
I didn’t need to hear any more. I sprang forward with an overhead attack and cut the rising monster in half. The dark aura vanished. All was clear. I stepped over the fallen body and searched through her possessions. All I found was a key ring with four keys on it. Two were the same size and shape as each other, of the other two, one was silver and the other gold. Both were marked with rooms for the secret shops that would open.
I tossed away the two regular keys and pocketed the others. I examined the body and took notes for the future. The floor should have been covered in blood, but instead, the blood had coagulated into a dark tarry substance that clumped together rather than spilled out. The woman, much like the monsters on the ceiling, had been changing. Maybe she was just the last to change among them or had been marked by the dark whatever-it-was that had spoken through her. I was left with more questions than answers.
I didn't need to ponder the details; I’d seen enough in my last life to know better. Whatever the tar-like substance was, it couldn’t be good, and as far as I knew, the room was entirely infected with it. I grabbed a lighter from the kitchen, some chemicals from under the sink to serve as an accelerant, and then lastly a hand towel I soaked in hair spray to be a leader.
I set a corner of the towel on fire, and it went up in flames. My plan was to burn it all away. Whatever evil had been growing in the building, I didn’t want to know more about it. The trail of blood I’d seen in the hall and the broken doors had led me to assume there were no other survivors.
No one had responded to the noise, if anything, I assumed the rooms with trails of blood had already been harvested and eaten by the lady or her changed kin. I walked away from the burning building and walked further down the road to leave the building and its cursed inhabitants behind me.
I knew if this was the state of the city, I’d have my work cut out for me navigating between survivors in various states of transforming into monsters, and half-crazed survivors who had been in hiding.
As I walked along the streets, I kept my eyes on the lookout for more survivors, for more signs of life. My eyes scanned windows and rooftops. I kept looking for signs. Like the movement of blinds against a window, the sound of shifting dust on the street, and even eyes looking down from a balcony or through a window. I didn’t get any of that.
I felt oddly disorientated. The street seemed darker than before, even though hardly any time had passed since I went into the apartment. It was like hours had passed and the day was near over, even though it should have been closer to midday. Smoke billowed thickly into the streets as the apartment burned behind me. I had to wonder if there was an altered day-night cycle; it was well within the capabilities of the system.
My purpose still drove me forward. I looked around and did my best to ignore the bodies in the street. They weren’t undead, and they were too numerous for me to handle last rites and proper burial. There weren't many buildings in sight that I could enter either. I kept trying door after door only for the knobs to not turn and the handles to not budge. It was as if whatever had once been behind the doors had stopped existing and the handle was for looks only.
I didn’t doubt it was possible. The system was fully capable of changing everything involved in a scenario, including the unfortunate people caught up in it. The only signs of habitation were the occasional whispers and screams I heard traveling in the air. Except I couldn’t tell what direction they came from. It was possible the noise and effect were simply being transmitted by the system for ambiance.
Most cars seemed broken down and abandoned along the side of the road. I kept walking. The streets were deserted and silent except for the sound of my footsteps, at least until the distant sound of a car engine drew my attention. I turned to see a car driving down the road, the only one since coming to The Hellish City that was actually moving. I couldn’t make out much of the driver through the windshield, but from what I could tell, he was human, and he was heading in my direction. The car sped up.
I readied myself to fight but instead, the car slowed and the window rolled down. The man didn’t look at me. Instead, he simply yelled out a warning in a harsh, almost guttural whisper. “Don’t drink the water.”
Before I could follow up with any questions, he drove past me, his hands a blur of motion as he rocked back and forth. I thought of the erratic movements of the woman from before and considered that there might be a sub-scenario involved I needed to uncover. I watched him drive off, disappearing from view.
He was gone, but I still had questions, I looked down the road toward wherever he’d come from and found myself drawn to a gas station. I headed that way; it would be my last stop of the day before returning to the laundromat from my scouting mission.




Chapter 22: No Survivors

The street grew silent once again as I walked down the road. My footsteps were the only noise as I moved towards whatever the man had been fleeing from, towards the gas station that caught my eye.
It was the type of gas station with a convenience store built into it. Out in front of the store, a neon sign attracted attention and cast a slight glow over the shadows. It had seen better days and I couldn’t for the life of me guess if it had taken heavy damage after the advent of the system, or if it had always had that beat-up look.
From a distance I could see the front windows had been broken out and the trash cans next to the gas pumps were tipped over, resulting in the entire area being covered with refuse. A single sign remained on the front door and though part of it was obscured, the message was still visible. They were closed. Whether that predated the rise of the system, I wasn’t sure.
Lumen peeked out from my jacket. She seemed subdued after what had happened at the apartment. Something about the situation with the changed monsters tugged at me, but until I had more answers, I wouldn’t let it bother me much.
I walked across the gas station parking lot as loose gravel shifted under my feet. I wanted to find survivors. I wanted answers and supplies. But right now, more than anything else, I was looking for a coffee pot and some ground coffee to bring back to the base at the laundromat, where Kat and Argus waited. I pushed open the front door and headed into the convenience store.
The inside air was stale and musty, almost like some sort of animal’s den. It was a small room lined with shelves stocked full of dried snack meats, bags of chips, protein and snack bars, canned goods, drinks, and other quick eats. Pretty much everything you’d expect to find in a convenience store. I moved down one of the side aisles toward the counter as I made sure the building was safe before stowing away supplies.
The cash register was missing, though a discolored section remained on the counter to mark where it had been. I shook my head; I could guess what had happened. An opportunist had robbed the place when the system started, not realizing that money had immediately become useless, replaced by experience points. The register had likely slowed them down to the point where they ended up as one of the bodies out on the street.
I started shoving snacks into my inventory. There didn't seem to be a limit and I had no reason to think a control existed like in the Grocer. I thought of the warning the man on the road had given me and I followed up by grabbing a few bottles of water on the assumption tap wasn’t available, and then followed by grabbing all the energy and protein bars available.
Next, I took all the instant coffee that was left and the sole bag of coffee powder. I looked around for anything else I might need, and then I saw it, tucked away in the back of the store on the side of a counter. A yellowed and slightly damaged box with a small, cheaply made coffee maker inside. I headed there next.
I was suspicious about whether it worked or not, so I plugged it in and added a bit of water to check. Within moments, hot water spewed out. All I had to do was add the freeze-dried coffee powder to the hot water and I’d have recipe-card-approved coffee. I pulled the plug and put the whole thing in my inventory. It would do well back at the base.
I finished gathering supplies at the back of the store and was turning a corner when my foot nearly slipped out from under me. Catching myself on the nearby counter, I looked down and saw some sort of dark liquid. It was hard to tell what it was.
“Maybe the coffee machine leaked when I was testing it,” I murmured.
Getting down on my haunches, I looked at the substance, but the closer view didn’t help. I ran my finger through the liquid. It was somewhat sticky, like… congealed blood. And when I peered closely at my finger, I saw traces of deep red within the substance. My heart sank. Glancing down the aisle, I saw more drops of the dark liquid. A trail.
Following it, I arrived outside the men’s room.
The door was closed, but the substance seemed to be oozing out from inside. I stepped back, trying to decide if this was another system scenario or a real-world tragedy. I shook the thought away. After some point it didn’t matter; they blended together.
I took a deep breath as I gripped Regressor’s Key tightly and pushed the door open. There was a body inside, sprawled face down in a pool of black tar-like blood.
A piece of sharpened rebar was embedded in its back like a spear. Given the relatively unlooted state of the rest of the store, minus the cash register, I had to assume the rebar spear was created using some kind of weaponsmith ability in the same way that my recipe cards worked. I walked closer. This body was also changed, much like the changed ones from the apartment. Human fingers had been replaced by long claws, like talons of bone. I pushed the body on its side to get a look at the rest of the changes.
The creature didn’t have a face, but instead, a gaping maw filled with rows upon rows of jagged teeth. Pale skin was exposed where the shirt had ripped, but the skin seemed unnatural, almost like a plastic or rubber costume.
The black blood pooled around the beast was the same type I’d encountered back at the apartment. I’d seen enough. The monster was dead, and I needed to get back to my teammates. I’d been gone more than long enough and I’d discovered a lot of things we needed to talk about.
I walked out of the bathroom, grabbed a sign from the janitor’s closet next to the bathrooms, and put the “Out of Order” sign up in front of the door.
I walked out of the convenience store and pondered the long walk back to the Laundromat. From where I was standing I see that there were two options. I could go back the way I’d come, or I could take a different path. After a moment of thought, I took the untraveled path.
As I walked, I considered everything, and my heart sank. Was it possible my teammates were already in trouble? Trouble that I had sent their way. It wasn’t lost on me that all of the supposed survivors I’d met so far had all been monsters, dead monsters, or turning into monsters. Except for the man I’d sent back to the base. I had questions, and I thought perhaps he might have answers.
After some time, I came across a group of survivors huddled together in front of an idling truck. I approached and saw they were all injured and bleeding. They looked scared and desperate
“What happened here?” I asked. “Are you alright?” They looked at me and then at each other, unsure of whether to trust me or not. They didn't answer immediately. Instead, they looked over at the truck guiltily and I walked over to investigate. A man was laid out in the back of the truck staring at his hand. His palm had turned black, as had his fingers. He held the hand in front of him and watched as it twisted and curled. When I got close enough, I saw that it was covered in thin red veins while in other places it turned white and splotchy.
My hand hovered over Regressors’ Key. “You're changing.”
The man nodded and coughed. Black, bloody spittle sprayed onto his shirt. He tried to speak but nothing more than a gurgle emerged. He opened his mouth again and a quiet rattling sound followed. “Survivors.”
I pulled myself up into the back of the truck, rushed over to the man, and lifted him to a sitting position. I pulled a blanket off the back of the truck and wrapped it around him. The man was shaking violently now, and his eyes rolled back in his head. He wouldn’t last long. He was turning before my eyes. With as gentle of a thrust as I could, I ended his suffering and my gaze turned to the others. I had questions, and they had answers.




Chapter 23: Back to Base

As soon as the man expired, his body collapsed in on itself and returned to the system. Whatever was going on, the rules were more fluid than I was used to and I needed to figure out the real parameters of the game behind this scenario. I had to wonder why did the bodies of the others changed and changing ones not return similarly to the system. My only guess was that he wasn’t a survivor, he was a faction member, a dungeoneer like myself.
“Did you know he was changing?” I asked the surviving group as I jumped out of the back of the truck and walked over to them. “Did you have any idea he was becoming a monster?”
The leader of the group looked at his men and stood up. He seemed tired. Clad in a dirty jacket and stained blue jeans, he had broad shoulders and the tan of someone who worked outside. I pegged him as a construction worker. He carried a one-handed hammer with a massive head, like a mini sledge. He held it defensively and didn’t try to make any sudden moves.
“We didn’t know for sure,” he said with a shake of his head, “but we had our guesses. He was one of us, I’ve been through multiple scenarios with him already, I just didn’t think it could happen to one of our own.”
I frowned. “I see. Well, I took care of it. I’ve been finding changed ones since I started looking for survivors.”
He nodded. “Things have been difficult since we got here. I’m sorry, I really am.” He extended his hand towards me. I shook it.
“I’m Jax,” I said.
“Danny,” he replied. “I’m the leader of the Everymen. We were just out looking for survivors and were drawn to this pawn shop we found. Once we were inside, these things showed up. They uh… they sort of looked like people but weren’t. They were different. Wrong. Like they’d been twisted. With arms and legs bending like they had no reason to bend. They crawled like animals and moved just as fast. Mouths full of razor teeth and claws where fingers should be.”
“I’ve seen them,” I said. All of a sudden, I realized we were standing right out in the upon, leaving us very exposed. “But please, keep on track. I don’t think we have a lot of time.”
Danny looked around and seemed to notice the coming darkness of night. He raised his hands up in apology. “Sorry. Distracted. It’s been a day. They attacked my group. We were able to fight them off, but it wasn’t without cost. We took damage. We had casualties. I didn’t think we needed to worry about monsters after finishing our last scenario. We were at the zoo and that was… something. Anyways, we picked up that guy. Found him in a supply closet. He seemed a little off, but I figured it was from, well... being stuck here. What were we going to do? Ignore him and ignore the quest?”
It dawned on me, or rather it had been dawning on me, that these people were from another faction. Technically, they were competition, but I didn’t feel any malice coming from them. They were five in total, and I didn't sense any deception in what Danny had told me. None of them had the “Knives Out” title or something similar to mark them. In fact, none of them had titles at all. I should have caught on to that earlier.
“What are your titles?” I asked
The entire group stirred, and a few of them suddenly looked at me suspiciously.
“Calm down, fellas,” Danny said. “So, you can’t see our titles? We can’t see yours either.”
“Oh really,” I said.
He shrugged. “I don’t mind sharing. Mine is “The One Who Led The Way.” He raised his eyebrows and eyed me.
“Ah. My turn. I have a of couple titles. The last one I got was ‘Slayer of a Dungeon Boss.’” They looked me over and, upon seeing Regressors' Key at my side, decided maybe it was the truth. “Alright Danny,” I continued, “I get why you guys are out in the city, but why did you stop here of all places?”
Danny shrugged. He looked very tired, perhaps from all the nonstop fighting. “The truck stopped moving. It's not broken. It's just... we got a notice that we don’t have a safe zone anymore. Our faction flag was taken. I had thought we were going to die, but we didn’t.”
I thought back to the notification prompt, it had said “Survivors who join a faction will be executed”. Until I had another reason or a better idea, I was assuming either the faction players themselves were immune to the effects of the flag being taken, or the side effects didn’t come into play until they actually choose a faction, rather than the one they were assigned to.
Maybe it was a mistake, but taking a look at the group, I couldn’t just leave them to die. I had an idea of what the system meant. Maybe there were no survivors in the city, at least no real survivors. What if the survivors the system was talking about were the other faction teams? I thought of the man I’d sent back to the laundry mat with Slate and had a sudden bad feeling.
“Let’s get you patched up,” I said. “You can come with me. It’s getting late and it’ll be dark soon. Then who knows what’s going to happen. I doubt you guys will last the night out here exposed, so come with me. Lumen, come on out.”
The wisp darted out from my jacket and zoomed around the five members of the former team. Everyone seemed to have their mood improved by the presence of the wisp. “She may not look like much, but I promise, Lumen will keep you alive. She’s my guardian spirit.” I sent her out to patrol around us and warn me if anything approached.
“That’s a guardian spirit?” one of them asked. “Are you a summoner?”
“Sort of, but my actual class is Cleric. I’m a healer. Speaking of which, I need to get you guys patched up before we can head out.”
The man looked at me suspiciously, but Danny gave him a look and nothing more came of it as I walked over and went to work. Mostly I just applied healing salve to the worst injuries, while saving my actual healing ability for later. None of them were so badly wounded they couldn’t move, and as helpful as I was trying to be, I had no intention of using my healing spell until I knew my teammates were safe. After what I’d seen in the city so far, I wasn’t sure what I would find after returning to our base.
Soon, we were ready to move. Danny walked over and talked to where the others couldn’t hear. “Are you sure about this? Aren’t you afraid of us betraying you or trying to take your flag?”
I shrugged. “It could be a scheme, but if it’s a scheme to stab me in the back, none of you are walking away from it. Otherwise, we work together, and tomorrow is another day.”
They were hesitant to agree and I knew what was going through their minds. It made sense. But if I wanted to kill them I could have done so already. I also had to remember that these were just people trying to survive and though I'd known the system for years, they had only recently been introduced to the scenarios.
“Lumen will take point and I'll bring up the rear.” I told them as I motioned for Lumen to get in place. I'll take you guys back to my base. My faction is called Unconventional Magics. I promise no harm will come to you.”
Danny nodded appreciatively and roused his people. We were soon on our way.
The streets were quiet as we went, all of us casting furtive glances in all directions as we passed. I could tell there were monsters in the dark alleys, waiting to flow into the streets once the last light of day was gone. In the meantime, they seemed focused as opposed to us, as they hissed and clawed at each other. They didn’t seem to be the type I’d run into. As we moved forward, the sky grew darker and darker. The sound of monsters grew. As the sky darkened, and the shadows deepened it reached the point where I couldn’t see anything in the alleys.
“We need to move faster,” I said. “Shelter is just ahead. It isn't safe out here.”
Danny nodded. The group followed me as I led them towards my base. We moved fast, with Lumen leading the way and Danny following with his people.
“That’s it. There. Go through the window with the light on.” I pointed to a beautiful sight. Argus’ Dreadnaught Pillbox was up and it had completely covered the front entryway, the only thing that remained was a heavily fortified window to act as a door. I ran over to it and announced myself. “I'm back and I’ve got company.”
Argus pulled me through, “Let ‘em in! Let ‘em in. We’ve got a lot to talk about.”
Nearby, something began to howl.




Chapter 24: Unconventional Magic

It didn't take long to get the group through the window and down the fortified tunnel that Argus and Kat had made with the washing machines and dryers. Once everyone was inside, Argus dropped the barrier back over it, sealing us inside. Then he went back into the Dreadnaught Pillbox and looked out on the city. The older man cursed silently. He looked over at me and shook his head. “I'm never going to get used to monsters. Speaking of which....”
He pointed toward the back wall, where a familiar shape was slumped against the wall with a blanket tossed over it. A few dark stains seeped through the fabric and I had no problem guessing what was underneath.
“I was afraid of that,” I muttered.
Kat walked over an annoyed expression on her face. “That guest you sent back for us to take care of started turning into some kind of werebeast. We did what we had to.”
Seemingly in response, Slate walked out of the snack room and sat down next to the body.
“Awkward, but I get it,” Danny said. “I'm Danny, leader of the Everymen Faction. At least what’s left of us. We were ambushed out in the city when trying to find survivors. “
“Yeah,” Kat said with a sigh. “I don't know what we're going to do about that. We’ve all got the same quest, but were not on the same side. You guys might need to take off in the morning.”
I noticed a disappointed shadow cross Danny’s face and a thought struck me. “Actually, I think we misunderstood the scenario rules. I’ve a thought, Danny. What if you and your men join us? Become part of our faction.”
Danny mulled it over and then said, “Would that really work?”
Despite his words of hesitation, his pleading eyes made it clear that he wanted to accept my offer. As for me, I didn’t know much about them, but I knew I couldn’t leave them alone.
“Let me try this,” I said standing up straight. “System, I invite Danny and the four members of the Everymen faction to join the Unconventional Magics Faction.”
	//System Notification//
//Faction – The Everymen has been defeated.
//Faction – The Everymen has been absorbed into Faction – Unconventional Magics//
//Unconventional Magics has gained 5 survivors//




“That’s it?” Danny asked.
“Apparently so,” I answered. “This answers a lot of questions. The survivors aren’t the fake people out there. This whole thing is a trap, or something has gone terribly wrong. The only way to get through this is by strengthening each other, and helping each other, rather than trying to win or get one over on everyone else. If I guessed right, there’s a way for everyone who started as a faction member to walk away from this alive. That’s big.”
“Alright then, we’ve never had reasons to doubt the scenarios before, but if you say it, I believe you.” Kat said, “What do you suggest we do now, then?”
“That’s what I was going to say,” Danny added. “This is not at all what I was planning for.”
Argus called out from the Dreadnaught Pillbox. “I'm glad you guys are enjoying your little parlay, but I need help over here. We’ve drawn a crowd and they’re coming for us.”
I brandished Regressors’ Key. The only drawback of the bunker was I couldn't summon the Auto Turrets within it. Not because the system wouldn’t allow it, but because the openings weren’t big enough for the projectiles the Auto Turrets fired. I had Kat stay behind and went with Danny and a volunteer named James.
I needed the others to tend to the building. I walked over to Argus and looked out the slit opening towards the darkened city. I hadn’t noticed before, but the streetlights no longer worked. There were only two sources of light in the entire city. The moon, which was still in the sky, and the Dreadnaught Pillbox, which had faint lights inside to help us see. The rest was dark. I couldn’t even see my hand in front of my face. I could hear them, though. They were coming.
Argus held up his wrench and motioned for us to get ready. I put my hand on top of his shoulder and he shook it off. “I’ll be fine, don’t worry about me.”
The sound of claws on stone came closer, and we braced ourselves.
“How many of them?” Argus asked.
James looked around as he scanned through the opening. “At least fifty or so.”
Argus nodded, “Well, I guess we've got another fight on our hands. Can’t be as bad as before. I’ll keep us repaired.”
I looked at him and then back out at the city where a dark swarm shimmered under the light of the moon. Heavy breathing and scratching against the ground followed as the screeches of the coming monsters sounded into the night. They grew louder as they neared, and I saw a flash of movement in the shadows. Something else within the group of monsters moved. I saw it. It stood upright, though hunched over like a man, its body shrouded both in shadow and by shadow. A helmet of bone covered portions of its head, and long spindly limbs hung at its side. Its eyes glowed with an inner fire that seemed to match the light of the moon. It stood tall as it looked out at us, but not erratically. Those eyes had an intelligence to them, almost like it commanded the monsters. I couldn't tell.
Suddenly, the monster with the bone helmet looked up at the sky and howled before jumping up into the sky. It landed in a crouching position on the rooftop of a nearby building and started bounding away by jumping from rooftop to rooftop. I wasn’t familiar with whatever kind of monster it was. I only knew it somehow had a measure of control over the changed ones. The monster taking off wasn’t a sign of retreat, but rather a kind of battle call.
The changed ones ran forward across the road, pushing cars and bodies out of their way as they charged toward Argus’ bunker. We watched from behind as dozens of dark forms bounded past and slammed themselves into the concrete walls of the Dreadnaught. Dark blood spattered onto the gray stonework as claws ripped into metal supports underneath. The four of us moved. Argus started repair work immediately while James, Danny, and I attacked from within to bludgeon, cut, and beat at the enemy.
Without the use of the Auto Turrets, the fight was hard, but I wanted to keep them in reserve as a trump card to be used if needed. I wasn’t sure what kind of enemy I was up against either and didn’t want to reveal my capabilities too early, and not before I knew where to deploy the turrets. Kat screamed from inside as other groups massed against the windows, and some even tried to break in from the second story.
“You guys have this, right?” I yelled at the other three. Not waiting for an answer, I ran towards Kat who was running inside the laundry mat, and then straight up the stairs to the second story. At the top of the staircase, she pulled open the door leading outside, which let a chill wind rush through our small hole of light. The monsters climbed up the sides of the building and pulled themselves up, clawing their way up the sides of the building trying to get at us. I didn't wait.
“Lumen, get an Auto Turret up,” I commanded.
The wisp immediately obliged, and the first Auto Turrets appeared next to the flag and started firing. The first of the nightmare creatures took three hits as it bounded over the side of the rooftop before falling down in a pool of dark ichor. I joined the fray, as did Kat.
I had Regressors’ Key in hand and Kat had Sangriel in hers. Our blades cut without mercy. A creature growled and launched itself at me, sprinting with its arms wide. I met it halfway, bringing Regressors’ Key down in a horizontal downward slice that, with my strength, cut straight through it. It dropped to the ground as another took its place.
“Lumen! Get another Auto Turret up!” I barked as two of the nightmare creatures came at me. With my recent upgrade to my agility, I just barely managed. These creatures were far faster than the undead had been. Claws tried to tear into my side while the other beast aimed for my throat.
My eyes widened when it leaped forward and attempted to sink those sharp teeth into my flesh, but they never touched me. Instead, Kat flashed forward. A wave of ash followed the trail that Sangriel made in the air as the monster’s head dropped from its body. A black mist followed, and I ducked out of the way as did Kat. The Auto Turrets continued attacking. I swung around to the other side of the building and launched into the next of the creatures that climbed up.
Kat kicked one of the monsters over the ledge of the building, a grim smile on her face as she looked out over the city below. She yelled as loud as she could. “What are you waiting for? I'm up here.” She turned back to look at the Auto Turrets, which continued their work. The machines produced a steady hum of death that quickly killed most of the monsters as they climbed up. Eventually, the tide of monsters lessened. The remaining beasts pulled away and ran off. They were obviously retreating somewhere towards the center of the city, maybe towards their lairs, or maybe towards easier targets. I wasn’t going to pursue them.
“You’ve got it up here Kat?” I asked, making sure she was ok.
Kat looked around at all the bodies that had started to disintegrate and return to the system. “I’ll be fine. Just check on everyone else. I think we might be done for the night, but we’re gonna need to take shifts up here. Us. You and me. Argus is needed up front, and I don’t trust the others to manage this position.”
I understood what she was saying. I nodded and headed downstairs before turning to Lumen. “Lumen, stay here with Kat and listen to her commands. Try to keep the Turrets up. I’ll be back when I can.”
I went back downstairs and Argus was doing heavy repairs on the barricaded window. The Dreadnaught Pillbox had taken heavy damage, but for now, was still standing. It was the barricade that was the problem.
“They were smart about it,” Danny said. “When they realized the Dreadnaught was basically invincible, they shifted and tried to find the most vulnerable point. This is it.”
Our makeshift wall of washers and dryers had all but failed. Claws had torn clean through the metal like it was nothing.
“What do you make of that?” Argus asked getting up and pointing to a destroyed washer that had been batted across the room.
I had only one guess. “The system doesn’t recognize the washer as heavy, or the metal as protective. That’s my guess.”
Argus nodded. “That’s my guess too.”
I turned to Danny. “What about you? How’d your guys do?”
Danny smiled tiredly. “Did better than I would have thought. They aren’t great fighters, but in the right setting, they’ll do. I think basically working in support of Argus is our place to be.”
I turned to Argus, “You okay with that, team leader?”
Argus shrugged. “Sure. So long as somebody gets a mop. These stains aren’t coming out by themselves.”
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Chapter 25: The Game Goes On

Hours passed. The night grew deep until eventually, dawn approached. Around that time, I came across Argus just outside of the laundromat. The older man had spread an accelerant around the concrete in front of the Dreadnaught Pillbox and then used his “Breath of Fire” ability on it. Flames bellowed out of his mouth onto the ground and almost immediately, it all seemed to go up in a blaze and a waft of smoke.
“What was that about?” I asked as I approached. “I forgot you even had that ability.”
Argus laughed. “Yeah. Easy enough to forget. I haven’t found any chances to use it when we’re being attacked. I kind of wished I’d have chosen something else. I have a pretty limited purpose on our team right now.”
I gave him an apologetic pat on the back. “Sorry man, nobody can do what you do. Speaking of which, what are you doing?”
Argus stepped away from the smoking ground. “I’m saving time. Those monsters, what are they called? Changed Ones? They left behind some heavy stains and weird black puddles. I didn't trust it and I wasn't going to spend hours trying to clean it up the old-fashioned way. This is the next best thing. A nice cleansing fire.”
I nodded. “I see. It’s not a bad plan.”
Argus looked up at me. “You seem surprised. Don't worry. We all have our talents. I know a thing or two about field sanitization.”
I apologized and he grinned. “You’re right. I need to head out, we’ve got another 8 factions out there, maybe less after last night. Can you and Kat watch over the other guys? Be team leader while I’m gone. I’ll be taking Danny with me.”
“Sure thing.”
Inside, I told my plan to the others.
Danny nodded, picked up his mini sledge, and went to join me while motioning for his people to follow directions.
Kat walked over. “We've got this. I can use the extra hands to make some new fortifications. We learned a lot yesterday. One being the washers and dryers aren’t as solid of defenses as we thought, but I’ve got a guess about a workaround.”
“Alright, good luck with that,” I said. “I'm going to leave Lumen here, but I’m taking Slate with me and Danny.”
I ducked through the window opening and out onto the street. Danny followed, as for Slate, the Golem wasn't suited so well for the maneuver and eventually just sort of fell out of the window. I motioned for the two of them to get closer.
“Alright, Danny, I didn’t want to say it in there in front of your guys, but I need you to escort me to where your base was.”
He looked at me curiously and responded, “Ok, but we gotta go back to the truck and then move from there.”
I nodded. “That's fine. Slate, you keep up the rear but don’t get further than 10 feet from me.”
The Golem's eyes flashed in acknowledgment and off we went down the road.
The road remained much the same as it had been the prior day, with just a few changes. More of the vehicles left on the road had been damaged. Many car doors had been torn open and thick gouges could be seen on the vehicles. It was as if the Changed Ones that came out the previous night had tried to tear open the vehicles, or in whatever state of madness they existed in had just destroyed them for the sake of destroying. Somehow, I doubted the latter.
As we walked, one small detail lingered. Every home that we passed that hadn't been boarded up had its front door battered down. Not just pushed in but destroyed down to splinters on the studs.
“That’s kind of creepy right?” Danny said from beside me. “Do you think people did that?”
I thought about it for a moment and then considered the damage to the sitting vehicles.
“No, I don't think so. If that were people, I’d expect them to mark the building better. To show it had been cleared and sealed. But there’s nothing like that. What if those monsters from last night, the Changes Ones, did all this? And what if all the destruction is for one goal? To make sure none of us have a place to hide.” It seemed reasonable and my experience leaned toward that answer.
Danny paled, but shook it off. “Something tells me you don’t run much from anything.”
We continued walking in silence as we headed toward our destination. The streets were full of wrecked cars and, after a while, we came to the burned husk of a different gas station. The charred bones of the structure still stood, but the roof was gone and in places, the glass had scattered and melted into the ground.
I stepped over some of the debris when something caught my eye on the back wall of the gas station. Words written on the wall that had been partially obscured by soot. I picked up one of the shards of glass and brushed away the dirt that clung to it.
“The League Faction was here.”
“Come on,” I told Danny and Slate. “We need to keep moving.”
On we went until finally, we reached the truck that had belonged to Danny and the Everyman Faction.
The truck was in the spot we’d left it in when I made the decision to escort Danny and his team back to the laundromat. It had been knocked aside and was in the middle of the road. The windshield and windows had shattered. I could see several red splotches that showed signs of a battle but no bodies.
“Somebody else was here,” Danny commented as he noticed the red stains.
I nodded. “Yeah, I think that’s a fair guess. Alright, so where to now? This isn't a good place to linger.”
Danny looked around to get his bearings and eventually motioned, “That way, our base was the local diner.”
I nodded and walked in the direction he pointed. It took a little longer than expected, but eventually, we arrived at the Diner.
I looked at the diner. The building survived the attack relatively unscathed, though there was a large hole in the side where someone must have fired into it with a magic ability. There were marks showing the passing of fire. There was also a section of wall missing near the kitchen. I walked over and Danny followed.
“Slate, stay here and keep watch while we search,” I commanded as we walked over.
At the hole going into the kitchen, Danny bent down and looked.
“Boot prints,” he said with a frown. “People were definitely here, but also see tracks I don't recognize. I’m guessing there was a monster here, too. Maybe one of the same ones from last night.”
I had my own thoughts after I walked over. The tracks I saw didn't match up with the Changed Ones. “Not just any monster,” I said. “I think we're dealing with a summoner and one of his minions.”
Danny turned towards me. “So, like you?”
I shook my head. “No, not quite. I can summon Lumen, and Lumen can summon other minions, but I’m not a summoner. I didn't spec for it, and I imagine if I did, I’d have very different minions following me around.”
Danny nodded and continued looking through the ruined restaurant. “I agree, and I doubt you would have torn it up like this.”
Inside, everything was in disarray. Food supplies and cooking equipment littered the floor. Several tables had been overturned and the tables had been split with jagged edges where the fiberboard tops had been torn asunder. Some of the chairs had smashed through windows while others had their legs twisted in odd ways that should have been impossible with the metal.
A table in the corner had collapsed in on itself like a heavy object had crashed into it. There was blood pooled on the floor below it, but not a lot. I looked around. No bodies anywhere. Just the mess that was left behind.
“There was a fight here,” Danny said. “I’m glad me and my guys weren’t here. We wouldn’t have survived. What do you think happened?”
I shrugged. “I don't know, but I bet whoever did this had some heavy magic users. We need to get to the roof where the flag is.”
Danny nodded. “There’s a utility ladder in the cleaning closet that leads to the roof. Follow me.”
We walked back through the restaurant, stepping over the debris and carnage, taking in all the information we could about the kind of enemy we were going to be up against. Scorched marks and physical damage from impossible strength were the big standouts. Whoever they were, they were going to be strong.
Danny led me over to the closet and opened it up. Against the wall, there was a steel ladder covered in a kind of black paint. I started to climb up and towards the top, I felt around for a lever and lifted it to reveal the roof. I pushed it fully open and climbed out and looked around.
The roof was covered in debris, mostly wood, and a couple of sections of concrete barriers that had been torn up and tossed around. In the middle of the roof was a flag at half-mast. It was a red flag marked with an emblem of a closed fist, as I looked, a notification popped up. “This flag has already been claimed by the Steel Hand Faction. It cannot be claimed again.”
I turned back as Danny finished climbing up the ladder. “I think I know what happened.”
“Oh yeah?” he asked as he looked at the flag with a frown. “What’s that?”
“I'm guessing the League Faction and the Steel Hand Faction fought over this location. That’s why the battleground is downstairs. You were lucky to not be there.”
Danny nodded. “I guess we were.”
We went back downstairs, and I checked the tracks. One pair led off toward a Hardware Store, and the other towards a Pet Store. We would have to choose where to go next.
 




Chapter 26: The Next Path

I looked at the two paths left by the tracks in the soot and considered my options while Danny looked at me expectantly for a decision.
//Memory Trigger//
Zoldos finished his report and, true to his name as the Zephyr, he was quick to depart and let me vent my wrath. It had happened again. The third time in a week. I lost another of my guild members. He hadn’t mattered much towards our strength and wasn’t an elite or bound towards eventually becoming an elite, but he had been one of ours and that should have made him off limits. It wasn’t the first time this had happened. I don’t know if it was one of the other guilds that were picking off my people, or if it was the elves looking for easy targets and taking them when they can. But it had to end. The source of my headache didn't matter.
I’d make sure of that. My enemies were numerous, but they had underestimated me, or been stupid. They had tried to hide behind each other and assumed indecision or fear would hold me back. As if I would answer to political rules and maneuvering after gaining a guild hall. Nothing would hold me back.
I got up and walked out to the main hall. I called a meeting. I readied my lieutenants. If I was surrounded by enemies, I needed to act accordingly. The choice was simple, and they’d made it for me. I’d simply have to take them all out. The only real choice was to kill them all.
////////////////////////////////[3]
The memory quickly faded and I considered what I saw. What the King of Crows had done during the first timeline was not something I would have done, but there was a truth to it. I had from the looks of it, multiple enemies, factions at odds, and the Changed Ones at night time.
Already, two factions had been wiped out, and the other two had been assimilated. I could account for Danny and his men, and the system had announced their assimilation, so I could count on that, but I didn't have any hard data on the others. The only thing I had was my assumptions. The League Faction had set fire to a gas station and left notice they’d been there, while the Steel Hand Faction had taken over the restaurant. Both could be considered hostile even if it was a misunderstanding.
My eyes settled on the larger set of prints walking away, the ones I thought belonged to a summoned beast based on the talons marks within the prints that suggested something that walked like a man but wasn’t. I was assuming the Steel Hand faction had access to summons, while the League Faction had access to fire-based magic. Assuming the footprints belonged to the summoned beast, I figured that of the two, the League Faction, nursing a defeat, would be the less dangerous enemy, at least for the time being.
“Alright Danny,” I said as I bent down to examine the tracks. “I’m taking off from here by myself. Slate will escort you back. Tell the others I’ll likely be summoning Lumen to me, so be ready for the defense back at base to take a bit of a hit.”
“Man....” Danny replied with a hand over his head looking embarrassed. “That is not a good look for me. How exactly can I let you go into danger all by yourself?”
I waved away the concern as I followed the summoned footprints with my eyes. They headed off on a side street towards the Pet Store. I stood up straight and gripped Regressors’ Key in my hand. “I’m a special case. I have my ways. I’ve more than one set of skills and I’m good with all of them.”
Danny looked down at the weapon, and then up at me. “Alright, man. Wouldn’t want to get in the way. I'll head back and pass your message on.”
He gave me a thumbs-up and headed off, leaving me alone. I didn’t mind Danny, but I didn’t trust him 100%. I would have been a fool too. But it wasn’t a lack of certainty regarding whether or not he might betray me, but more that I didn’t trust him to perform at the level I needed if he was going to stay alive.
As it was, I didn’t even know if the teammates I had made sure to level and train could perform, and for what was going to come next, I didn’t want to put that burden on them, or myself. They weren’t terrible, but I had the feeling we’d need to part ways soon, I was advancing much faster than they were and soon the distance between us would be too much for them to keep up with.
I glanced at the sky; it was still bright and sunny outside. Perfect conditions for tracking down other faction members, and maybe finding the real survivors we were supposed to save in this scenario.
With a sigh, I stepped forward onto the sidewalk and continued on my way towards the Pet Store.
The sun shone brightly overhead, casting shadows across the streets and buildings. It cast strange light patterns against the walls and ground. The world seemed eerily silent. No birds chirped, and though the wind blew, it sounded distant and hollow. The sound of my footfalls echoed loudly enough to drown out anything else that might happen to lurk nearby.
I stopped at a crosswalk where a still-active light signal forbade me from crossing. Something about it struck me as odd, and though there was no one on the road and the only cars were destroyed or abandoned, I looked up and down the road for some kind of clue about what was making me feel uneasy. I didn’t see anything, and as soon as the light turned green I went ahead and crossed the road.
As soon as I crossed the street, something exploded near my feet, and a wave of heat washed over my legs. Pieces of debris, screws, metal shards and glass went everywhere. I scrambled to move as the flames passed over me. A sharp pain drew my attention to my leg where I found a shard of glass embedded in it. I looked back at the streetlight, wondering what the issue had been. That was when I realized I hadn’t set off a system trap, it had been a manmade one. I gazed at a spot on the road that had been blown upwards. People had done this, somebody had built and placed a bomb. A bomb that was meant to main and injure, and if not for my advanced status, it might have done exactly that to me. I pulled the glass out of my thigh, and it stopped bleeding almost immediately. The permanent healing effect going into play from the Orb of the Last Wave.
I gripped Regressors’ Key and prepared to defend myself, a smart enemy would wound an opponent and then finish them off while wounded, but nobody came and that was worrying. Whoever had left the bomb had meant to cause harm rather than just kill. I continued on my way, more wary and alert than before, and still very much alive. As I approached the end of the block where the Pet Store was, I noticed several large holes dug into the pavement, and inside them were piles of bones.




Chapter 27: The Pet Store

I edged closer to the pit and peered in, captivated by a sort of morbid curiosity. I had to know more. I needed to know. I saw the white ivory bones, plus the glimmer of a gold chain, attached to which was something that might have been a pendant. I bent low and scooped it up. The metal had been warped from intense heat, but it hadn’t been destroyed completely. I clutched the pendant in my fist.
I scanned the pit, and more details became clear. More signs of discarded humanity. These were no animal or monster bones. They’d been people and not people on the edge of change as I’d seen back at the apartment building or in the bathroom of the convenience store. I didn’t see the tell-tale signs of change in the structure of the hands or the feet.
The casual disregard for the dead put me on edge. Not a single good reason existed that I could think of that would justify the existence of the pit. The Changed Ones were recognized by the system; when they were killed, the system absorbed them. I might have been willing to believe it was a grim method of sanitization in a battle zone, but this wasn’t the case. This was… a mass grave.
It was murder. I could think of reasons for it, especially if the local faction knew about the changed ones, but to outright kill survivors to avoid the possibility of them turning into changed ones. I struggled with that.
Anger rose within me. A righteous anger. I didn’t need the persistent quest “The Long Justice” to stir me into action. I would have acted regardless. I knew what I had to do, and I was thankful that none of my teammates were with me for what would follow.
I got up and moved away from the pit, taking a moment to dig a small hole in the dirt next to where a tree grew in a space on the sidewalk. I gently placed the pendant in it and gave my respects to the dead.
Nearby, the Pet Store loomed, and my anger and ire were directed at it. I knew what I needed to do. Even if the system hid the status and titles, I know those within the place deserved death just as much as any title holder. I didn’t know if everyone in the faction had been involved, but even the ones who didn’t dirty their hands directly were just as guilty by not standing against them and stopping it.
“Summon Radiant Wisp,” I muttered, activating the ability that would resummon Lumen to my location. I didn’t like using the ability to teleport Lumen, but sometimes, the situation dictated this approach.
Within moments, Lumen materialized in front of me. The wisp was happy to see me and zipped over to press its tiny orblike body against my face. I smiled despite the situation as Lumen changed colors to gold and silver. I patted her gently to quiet her movements.
“Lumen,” I said quietly, looking around. “I need you to put up Auto Turrets. One with a clear line of sight on the front of this building, and one around the backside. Be discreet and stay out of sight. If you see me run out of that building or give you a raised hand, that’s a signal to start firing at everything and everyone that comes out of that building. Do you understand? We have to do a hard thing today.”
The wisp made a noise and paled slightly, losing some of her luminous hues. But she understood what I was asking and would do it. I could tell Lumen was worried about me. I let the wisp nuzzle my cheek again. “I’ll be ok. I promise. Thank you, and you be safe too.”
It was time to get started.
None of the Steel Hand Faction was leaving this place.
At my command, Lumen flew off, hanging low to the ground and passing over the cracks and debris in the road before reaching the base of a nearby building. Then she trailed straight up the side before vanishing into the shadows between the buildings. I waited until Lumen vanished completely before turning my attention back to the Pet Store.
I moved closer to the building and approached the storefront and looked for details of what to expect within. I heard nothing and I wasn’t able to peer through the windows to look inside. Massive posters about animal adoptions and food brands were crisscrossed and completely covered the windows. I was going in blind.
With Regressors’ Key in hand, I carefully walked up the concrete steps to the Pet Store. I looked for one of the tiny bells on the door but didn’t see any. I opened the door as quietly as I could, fully aware that if true to its name, my presence could be revealed by a single outburst of beast or animal.
Instead, on the inside, bags of food had been piled high and thick near the door to create a fatal funnel. I figured it was likely for use during the night when the changed ones attacked. It was barely big enough for me to fit through and was about chest high. Once I cleared it, I found a quiet open store space with rows of glass habitats and steel cages, most of which were empty. I didn’t have time to look closer to see if any were occupied. As for the windows, they were boarded up and secured further by 2 by 4 bracing. They glowed with a faint light as if they were system enhanced. I made a mental note to bring it up with Argus later.
I took a deep breath and entered the room cautiously. I scanned every corner of the area and found no sign of anyone, nor any indication that the Steel Hand Faction was present. In fact, it appeared as though someone had cleaned up recently. I saw large scratches on the floor and divots where defensive walls had been. The faction was preparing to move. In spots, makeshift bombs hung from the ceiling, and I knew what I’d walked into, a killing field for a mass of enemies.
The only sign of life was that the lights had been left; the halogen tubes above shone brightly. I walked slowly along the row of glass enclosures, keeping my eyes peeled on the bombs while checking the contents of the glass enclosures for anything interesting.
There weren’t many creatures there. Mostly mice, rats, and rabbits. A few hamsters, guinea pigs, and gerbils. All of them were harmless and easily dealt with if the system decided to suddenly grow them in size in throw them at me. Still, no matter how benign something might appear, I always kept my weapons handy. I wouldn’t risk getting caught unprepared.
A sudden twist of shadow in the corner of my eye caused me to spin around quickly. A vague sensation of rippling movement. My blade flashed out from the sheath on my hip and sliced through the air. It connected with an invisible force and sent a ripple through the darkness. I couldn't make out what it was exactly, but I knew combat well enough to know when I struck metal.
I turned and faced whatever was hiding in the shadows and saw nothing but more darkness where light should have been. It was some kind of monster of the system, and I needed to figure out how to handle it. I readied myself.
An unexpected blow from something knocked me backward and I crashed into a wall, cracking the concrete behind me. The impact threw me sideways, and I slid across the floor on my back. I felt a sting on the back of my head and rolled over quickly. A second blow followed, and I hit the ground, sliding once more across the floor. If not for my advanced strength and sizable health pool, I might have been in real danger.
I got to my feet and put Regressors’ Key out in front of me. I looked around for something different, trying to rely on my sense of hearing since my eyes couldn’t be counted on. I sensed a change in air pressure and jumped backward, brushing up against a glass unit. A cat stirred within, and suddenly I saw what the cat was seeing. The darkness wasn’t a monster at all, but simply a man using an ability. I kept that image focused in my mind’s eye and lurched forward with an agility that few could match, swinging Regressors' Key in a sideways arc followed by a side slash.
A grunt was followed by a scream of pain as the dark shadows in the light disappeared. In their place appeared a man who doubled over and held his stomach with one hand while his insides spilled out. In his other hand, he held an aluminum bat, which subsequently dropped to the ground. The man looked at me with something like fear, hate, and shock, as if it had come as a surprise that there was somebody out there capable of taking him out with his invisibility.
He looked over towards a door leading to the book room like he wanted help or thought help was coming. His hands started to move as if channeling or starting an ability to warn those further in. I responded immediately and a single attack from Regressors’ Key prevented that from ever happening. He collapsed on the ground and expired.
I stood there staring down at him, feeling no remorse or pity for the fallen. I was angry and felt that justice still hadn’t been served. I wasn’t thinking about finishing the scenario, I was thinking about human monsters and the pit of bones outside. With nothing further to do, I walked towards the door the man had been looking at and put my hand on the doorknob. I wasn’t sure what I’d find on the other side, I only knew I was ready.




Chapter 28: Inner Battle

My hand lingered on the doorknob and just before I pushed it open, a memory came to me.
	//Memory Trigger – Judgment//
An endless hallway met me as I stepped through the illusory wall and passed into the unknown beyond. Green light illuminated the way, casting its glow against the walls. I recognized the dark passageway for what it was, and for whom it belonged to. I’d found my way into the fortress of a Prince of the Underworld.
I looked around, checking for traps and secret crevasses. I knew full and well that even now in the dark, eyes were upon me, watching my every movement. My nerves were raw; I knew I could be attacked at any moment. My footsteps were heavy and dragged with each step. Dried blood caked around my armor and my body ached everywhere. I needed to return to Hometown, but the only way back was by finishing the floor.
I had not recovered yet from my injuries. Only the Abyssal Body Upgrade kept me going, and even then, I knew how precarious my situation was. The danger I was in. But there was no way else to go but forward, and I would not be turned away from the path I was on. Nothing could stop me. I had sent Paul back alone, the man I called father. A father I’d spent a lifetime without only to find him at my side in this timeline. He was an ally I wouldn’t squander. I couldn’t and in this hall of darkness, I was glad he was not beside me.
Ahead in the darkness, the air shifted and shimmered like a ripple of oil on water. The endless hallway changed. It was subtle as if an enchantment had been lifted rather than the hallway shifting. The sound of stone grinding on stone and gears moving followed, and a grand chamber opened up in front of me. I took another step forward and found myself in the center of the Prince’s Court, a place of cruel miracles and darker impulses of the gathered monsters of the court.
The walls were lined with banisters and viewing areas. Red eyes centered on me, and a malicious aura hung heavy in the room. The scent of blood was also present. I didn’t waver, I didn’t buckle. I had come to make a deal, and if I was attacked, I would make it a point to utterly destroy any Underworld beings that came against me.
Growls and shouts followed. Armor rattled and bladed edges scraped against stone trying to get me riled up. I glared back and made sure the long-clawed gauntlet I wore was just as visible as my determined expression. I could not defeat them all if they came against me, but I didn’t need to defeat them all. I just needed to send a message: the first to come against me would die and as long as I was the recipient of Amaranth’s power, if I so chose, death was only the beginning of suffering. For demons like these, defeat at my hands was a true ending. I could rend their very existence into nothing and remove them from the cycle of reincarnation.
Hands clapped followed by a benevolent chuckle. An oppressive aura spread through the room and crashed into me, trying to exert dominance and force me to submit. I gritted my teeth and refused to let any of them see me struggle. I reached inwards, taking strength from when I had stood above the Prince when I had held absolute Dominion. I walked forward and the clapping stopped. The Prince stood up from his throne and beckoned me further as sharpened teeth dripped with salivating hunger.
The Prince of the Underworld raised both hands, showing off false benevolence, not for my sake, but for the sake of his vassals who watched and heckled. “You’ve come seeking a favor.” A sly smirk appeared on the Prince's lips. “But what favor would you have? What favor could a fallen king have with his once so humble servant? I know of you, regressor. Your deeds, the blood on your hands, I know them all. I would grant you the passage you’ve come for, if you would do me just one favor first. Pass judgment.”
Two cages appeared in front of the Prince. They glowed with ethereal orbs inside, marking where the souls of the recently departed had been stolen away.
“I will judge,” I said without hesitation. For those within, their fate was already sealed and nothing I could do would save them. My mission was more important than their fates.
The Prince laughed, and his laughter echoed around the chamber. He waved his hand at the two cages and the orbs inside took on miniaturized versions of their original forms. One cage had three people inside. Two young men and a woman, bound together and unable to escape. All three had died in combat. Their bodies still remained within their armor. Blood seeped out of wounds, staining the ground beneath them. They walked around confused, screaming for help, still bearing the wounds they had died from. The other cage housed only two people. A large man dressed in a suit, with a briefcase in one hand and a bat in the other. He sat down on the floor of his cage, waiting for his fate to be decided. His face was bruised and swollen; he looked to have suffered a beating and died in the process. The second person was a woman with scorch marks across her face that marked where a fire had taken her life.
The Prince pointed. “The judgment is simple. Choose who is worthy of living again. Only one of them is righteous and may be returned. Should you be wrong, your life is forfeit and my faithful servants will be glad to oblige. Tell me, regressor? Who is worthy of continuing the cycle of reincarnation?”
It was a hard decision. An impossible decision. I could not tell with a look who was worthy and who was not. At best, it was a chance decision. My fate depended on a decision based on percentages of chance. I couldn’t risk it, not for them. There was only one real solution to the problem.
The Demon Prince leaned closer, smiling still as yellowed fangs glistened, accentuating the hungry gleam behind them. “Choose. Or accept their fate as your own.”
My hands sparked with energy. There was only one real solution, the only thing I had. I approached the cages and for a brief second, the souls within suffered as I judged them all unworthy. The howls and jeers stopped, and the Prince scowled, angry that I had chosen none to save and beat his puzzle. I had made the right choice; my mission took priority.
The Demon Prince's fury did not subside. “So be it. You may pass.”




The memory faded and I wondered for just a moment what it meant. I struggled with what I’d seen. I knew the King of the Crows had made hard decisions when he’d climbed, but the callousness had left a bad taste in my mouth. More than that, the underlying feeling of righteousness bothered me.
I couldn’t allow myself to be the same way. Impartial to justice, not even for my mission. Which was why the Steel Hand Faction had to be destroyed. I’d seen enough graves to recognize murderers. They were a threat. I’d chosen the path of the Cleric, the Healer, and the Support, but sometimes, more was needed, and this time, while my advantages still allowed, I could do more.
As soon as I swung open the door, I found myself in a storage room of sorts. It was something between a break area and an administrative office. Voices immediately sounded from deeper within, not because I’d set off some kind of silent alarm. Further in I found the source of the sound in a meeting room behind a glass door where a group in full battle gear stood around a map looking at the routes to their next conquest.
They had a brazen ease about them. They hadn’t even bothered to put up a silent alarm or keep a guard. They must have thought the invisible man in the main room could never be defeated.
One laughed. I looked around while they were busy and peered within the stored boxes and found personal items that never would have been lost. Personal intimate treasures. My mind turned to the bit outside and immediately connected it to the sorted plunder.
My heart grew heavy, and anger welled up within in. It wasn’t just the King’s Commandment I’d been taught that drove me forward, nor the stirring of the Long Justice. It was the right thing to do. The hard thing to do. I listened in as they plotted in low voices, none of the originators easy to distinguish.
“We’ve found another camp. If we take them out tomorrow just as soon as the night is over, we should have an easy victory. That’s a lot of resources to split between us, and a lot of stats.”
“The day-night cycles are shorter. It’d be better for us to attack now. We haven’t had the same amount of daylight two days in a row yet and I don’t know for how long Cagle is willing to watch the entrance while we dally.”
“I get it. But we need to think rationally here. None of us got a power boost like we were hoping when we killed all those survivors, and the grey ones we’ve been defending ourselves from are only getting stronger.”
I didn’t need to hear anymore. What followed next was a massacre and, for some, that was all they deserved. I was a blur of movement. With Regressors’ Key in hand, I moved like an avenging shadow, kicking open the door to their meeting room and thrusting out my blade at the nearest target.
The first to fall was a woman who had been wearing the red and black of the Steel Hand faction. I moved in, and in a flash, my sword pierced her chest, cutting through armor and skin in a single swipe. She fell in a heap. Blood poured out of the wound and she twitched in a final moment of agony before she was gone. I didn’t notice. I was already on to my next target, taking advantage of the difference in my strength verse theirs.
I lunged forward and with a single motion, stabbed my sword through the back of a young man who’d turned too late to see what was happening. His eyes widened as his face registered shock and disbelief. He tried to speak, but I cut him off with my blade, pinning him to the wall with the tip of my sword. In that brief instant, I could see the terror on his face before he died. I wondered if these people gave their victims quick deaths before throwing them into that pit.
Bodies moved past me. Terrified faction members who chose to escape rather than fight. I let them go. Lumen would handle them.
I moved on as the surprise of my attack wore off. An ax came down, and though I missed most of it, the bladed edge still caught part of my arm and cut deep. I didn’t scowl or cry out. I kept fighting. A lance of ice came straight at me, and I moved aside while advancing on its caster. He had a look of confusion on his face as I pressed the attack. It was as if he couldn't understand how his attack had been dodged. I took a step forward and brought my sword up, slamming it into a shield held by one of the Steel Hand Faction.
The man holding it didn’t even have time to register what happened as I thrust the blade forward, piercing his neck and driving it down into his shoulder until it came out the bottom of his ribcage. Blood sprayed everywhere as the body went limp.
I moved on to another enemy. This time a woman. Her weapon was a long, curved dagger with a sharp point. She slashed with a speed that made her attacks seem clumsy, like she’d focused purely on the development of her speed, and not on the use of a weapon. I parried and countered with a series of attacks that seemed to catch her off guard, and with my last blow managed a vicious backhand that sent her sprawling.
I turned and saw that only one remained. It was a tall man, dressed in an outfit similar to that worn by the others. He was carrying a long spear with a barbed head and wore plate armor. It appeared that he had taken on the role of leader for the Steel Hand Faction and he was now looking at me in surprise. I smiled and stepped closer.
“You’re not getting away,” I said coldly. “I’m going to make you regret everything you’ve done.”
His eyes hardened as he looked at me and suddenly, he understood, leveling his long spear in my direction. “Those people out there? That’s what this is about? They were nothing. They were going to die anyways. At least this way we got the points out of it.”
I narrowed my eyes. I’d already done enough talking. It was time to end this.
I moved to take a stance, my back to him, my left side to the wall, Regressors’ Key out and ready to strike. A golden aura came over the man as if he was charging up for a desperate final attack. I didn’t move, but my eyes tracked his every movement, waiting for the moment. The air crackled with electricity as the man focused on the attack. The spearhead began glowing as if it were about to explode.
The spear didn't explode. The man burst forward, leaving behind a trail of crackling lightning that enveloped the whole room in dancing arcs and bolts of light. I raised Regressors’ Key and moved to meet him head-on, my advanced speed more than a match for his.
A flash of blue and green energy hit me from behind, knocking me to the ground and sending my sword flying away from me. I rolled over and stood, moving in an instant toward where I saw the weapon go. A second blast caught me on the back and knocked me over again, spinning me around in circles and leaving me dizzy.
I dropped to the ground and willed myself not to pass out.




Chapter 29: End of Faction

Even with my head spinning, I never lost my composure. Another quick bolt of blue energy came straight toward me. This time I was ready. I dove out of the way to avoid it, angling myself to close the distance between me and my lost weapon. My attacker grunted from the doorway in frustration as he tried to attack again and found himself out of mana. He strode forward.
As quickly as I could, I scrambled up and pivoted, maneuvering myself to grab Regressors’ Key from off the ground. I brought it up just in time to block an incoming attack from a massive steel-headed mace.
The impact was brutal. I felt it in my bones as the force reverberated down the blade of the Regressors’ Key and passed into my arm and shoulder. A dull ache followed, and I wondered if there was an ability behind the extra force. A kind of amplification passive. My arm dragged, almost as if a nerve had been hit. My reflexes were impaired. I wondered just how strong my enemy was for his attacks to have that kind of after-effect, especially given just how many points I'd put into strength. I pushed the pain away, and my curiosity about my opponent’s abilities, and focused only on the fight in front of me.
Another attack came at me and, with my arm still stinging, I knew better than to parry. I moved, using the table with the maps to create distance between us. The mace smashed downwards, and the table cracked and buckled under the mighty blow.
Another followed as the table disappeared, absorbed by the system. I ducked under the swing from the mace and spun around, bringing up my blade in a quick counterattack aimed at my opponent’s side. It failed.
My attacker met my attack with one of their own. The mace came down against me and a jolt of pain went through my arm, forcing me back and sending me flying backward to crash into the wall. I didn’t crumble. The mace went flying in the other direction, only to hit the wall and bounce off the ground.
I looked up and found my opponent standing there, breathing heavily but grinning broadly. He looked at me with eyes full of rage, a bloodthirsty aura coming over him. I moved, never losing my grip on my weapon, and scrambled up, only to find myself staring up at the massive ogre of a man as he followed up the attack with a vicious kick that slammed into my side. A crack followed and pain flared through my ribs.
I kicked out, sweeping the man off his feet. I grunted and got back up, as did he.
He moved in close, a hard look set on his face, the Steel Fist emblem visible on his clothes. He didn’t wait to attack me once he was up, and I didn’t expect him to. His bloodlust was apparent, and it radiated off of him. This was a case of him seeking revenge for the sake of his fallen comrades. He hadn’t looked even once at their fallen bodies. No. I knew his type. He enjoyed killing. With massive forearms bulging, he readied another attack. I recognized now what I had missed earlier. He’d done a partial race change. His strength boost was directly related to transforming himself into an Ogre. Because of that, he could easily bridge the gap in our strength stats; functionally, he was far stronger per stat point.
He shot forward with a rapid lurch, half-trying to grab me as he closed the distance. He didn't bother to grab the club at all. The man went to strike with a massive fist, his hands the size of a baseball glove. His confidence was his undoing. Even through the walls of the building, I was sure Lumen could still hear me and obey my commands.
“Speed me,” I muttered.
Light shined on me. I took it as a sign the wisp had received my message, opening up further ideas and synergies for later on. My agility massively increased, and my speed increased. I moved far faster than the massive man could keep up with. I struck out with Regressors’ Key, and the weapon glanced off the massive man’s armor. Even then, it wasn’t an issue, at least not anymore. I moved and weaved, striking at soft points in the man’s armor, always one step ahead of the mighty blows from the man’s attacks with both fist and mace. Regressors’ Key cut through the corded muscle of the massive man.
Rage followed. Pure rage and a terrible scream of anger as he came at me again. The mace moved in on me, but it may as well have been in slow motion; the blow never came close. I batted it aside and brought Regressors’ Key down in one fluid motion as I pivoted to the side and cut straight through. The arm dropped to the ground and the man stumbled forward with a low roar. I didn’t wait for him to collect himself. I pushed the advantage of my speed.
I lunged forward, my blade sliding into his chest in one clean motion. The body slumped forward onto the floor as blood poured out and pooled on the ground beneath him.
I stood over his corpse, watching him fall. I took a moment to think back on how much had changed in my time here. How much had been lost. I took a deep breath and let go of the anger that had been building up in me. Anger could be useful in some situations. But it wasn’t right to hold that anger within, to dwell upon it. It wasn’t good for my heart or mind. It wasn’t productive.
	//System Notification//
//Faction – The Steel Fist has been defeated.
//Faction – The Steel Fist members have all been slain.//
//Factions Remaining - 5//
//Now Making *Minor Scenario Adjustments




With his death, the Steel Fist Faction was no more, and at least until nighttime, whoever they would have attacked next was safe.




Chapter 30: Shifting Priorities

With the man’s death, the Steel Fist Faction was no more, but that didn’t mean my mission was over. I had reasons for being there. I took a minute to catch my breath and let my health and stamina start to regenerate after the toll the battle had taken on me. I wasn’t sure of just how many of them I’d killed, only that I’d wiped them out. I didn’t trust my memory completely due to the fog of battle and the almost singlemindedness that had come over me to take them out.
I groaned, frustration welling up in me. I’d taken the class of Cleric, and yet here I was, in a room that stank of death, having resorted to my blade. My desire to help and be a support for others once again hit the worst of deadlocks. I’d once heard that hell is other people; it seemed it was true, and other people out of necessity kept forcing my hands towards violence.
Around me, the bodies on the ground started to glow and collapsed in on themselves, turning into mana as the system absorbed them. I wondered for a brief moment what abilities and items the system would add to its shops with their deaths. Only bloodstains remained of the lot of them, and as for our battle? Only the remnants of the table the leader of the Steel Fist Faction had broken gave any indicator that fighting had happened. I hadn’t even caught the giant man’s name, but then again, I didn’t need to.
These people had been monsters in human form, and just like the monsters in the dungeons and on the roads, I didn’t need to know their names, their history, or their actions. I only needed to know that they’d done something unforgivable, and I had the power to make sure they couldn’t ever do so again.
	//System Notification//
//Persistent Quest – The Long Justice/
Details: Rare is it that justice may be served in one fell swoop. It is carried out over time, again and again. Rooting out evil and corruption when found and as found. It is the answer to the guilty who may never otherwise pay for the crimes they have committed. Those who would harm the innocent and benefit from the suffering of others must be rooted out. Both cancer and a blight, you have done your part to purge those who have been marked with the “Knives Out” title.
Terror and suffering are the watchwords of the dark and, for your efforts in eradicating what you've found, you are rewarded. The sum of all men is justice.
Cumulative Title Holders Slain: 31
Cumulative Stats Gained
Strength: 12
Intelligence: 6
Agility: 8




I wasn’t surprised that the system didn’t give me any other notifications. Killing other players wasn’t a source of experience, it was a thing born of necessity. The fact that they’d been hidden “Knives Out” title holders wasn’t a surprise. The mass grave in front of the pet shop had been all I needed to know.
I hit my head against the wall, feeling for the first time since my return the full weight of the future I was trying to change. Somewhere in the vast, dark abyss, a mad god waited and built up his army of darkness, and so far, my efforts had changed nothing. More so, my goal of becoming a support to the King had come to fruition. There was still a massive gap I hadn’t been able to overcome. For the first time, I wondered just what I should do next.
The answer came to me shortly when the bloodstains disappeared, and the room started to reset it. I glanced over at the previously ruined table where the members of Steel Fist had overlooked a map of the city. I got up, walked over, picked it up, and looked at it. The map on top of it was starting to disappear. I grabbed ahold of it before it could. Part of the map had become damaged in my battle with the faction leader, but only part. Most of the map was legible and for the parts that weren’t I could draw enough inferences from the words around them to take a solid guess.
On the map, I saw every base belonging to the differing factions circled, including the Laundromat where Argus, Kat, and the others were at. The café where the Everymen had been holed up had a red X through it, and across the map, I saw similar Xs I figured belonged to other factions that had been taken out.
I memorized the remaining locations where they’d marked other factions. Notably, one set of factions was circled together in a cluster around a hardware store in a strip mall, and the other location was a police station.
Of the two, the clustered faction near the hardware store was closer to the laundromat than the police station. I made up my mind that I’d visit them next, discreetly, and maybe take my time in a way I hadn’t with the Steel Fist faction.
I grabbed Regressors’ Key and made for the doorway and walked back through the general pet store. For the few animals that were left, I took the time to open up their cages and spilled food for them to eat. It wasn’t much, but it was an act of humanity after a day of pushing myself.
Eventually, I made my way out of the store and back onto the street to where Lumen waited. The wisp flew over and nuzzled my cheek. I appreciated the sentiment and could tell she was just as exhausted as I was.
“It’s alright Lumen.” I gave her a pat. “It’s done. Let’s go back.”
The wisp seemed relieved. She flashed a bright golden color and flew over to rest within the collar of my coat.
The sun was starting to set as I walked back. The streets remained a quiet ruin that would overflow with the Changes Ones that haunted the Hellish City. I wasn’t sure if I’d merely lost track of time, or if the cycle of day into night had been sped up for the sake of the scenario. Either way, it didn’t matter. I needed to get back to the Laundromat and my team.
Realistically, I could have pushed myself and reached out to one of the other camps from the map, but my encounter with the Steel Fist Faction had left me drained in a way I wasn’t used to. Their callous disregard for human life and casual murder had left a mark on me. Though getting rid of them was the right decision, it still left a bad taste in my mouth. I could only hope their victims would find some manner of peace in whatever afterlife awaited them.
I needed to believe in other people. I wasn’t ready to be disappointed again. I wasn’t ready for more human monsters.
I walked, ignoring the signs of devastation all around me. Somehow, I’d lost my sense of detachment. I no longer saw shattered glass on the road. Instead, I saw signs of struggle and violence. I’d had my thoughts focused so much on the distant future; I’d lost sight of the present I was in.
The sky was a mix of gray and red as the sun moved beyond the horizon, far more time had passed than I thought possible. At worst I’d expected it to be noonish outside, not twilight. I had to accept that something about the scenario was different and that I couldn’t count on time acting normally.
There was a hint of cold in the air as things begin to chill. The streets were still empty. My feet moved carefully without thought, passing over debris and obstacles with practiced ease. An overturned trash can spilled out old garbage, and a cat jumped out, only to scurry away down an alley. I wished it the best in its hunt for a meal and hope it stayed safe. I looked at the building behind it, an old donut place where a faded mascot with a wide grin was stuck in a perpetual state of gluttonous bliss.
If I had more time, it would have been worth exploring. My time in Home Base had reinforced the lesson a lifetime prior had taught me. Just about anything could be converted by the system into a dungeon. But that said, I was out of time, I needed to get moving before darkness hit and get back to base.
The rest of the walk back to the laundromat was uneventful.
When I finally arrived at the place where my team was bunkered down, I felt a mixture of relief and disappointment that I hadn't seen or heard anything from other factions or survivors. After what I’d seen at the Pet Store, I had doubts about whether or not anyone that wasn’t already integrated with the system. I could only hope they lasted through the night and that those who lived till morning were worthy of the future.
The Dreadnaught Pillbox stood strong at the entrance to the laundromat, sealing it closed. I didn’t see anyone looking out at me through the slits in the walls of the bunker. I called out for Argus and Kat. I didn’t get a reply. Something felt off to me. I drew Regressors’ Key.
I walked over to the window to the side of the Dreadnaught, where Argus had partially barricaded the entry and exit. The barricades had suffered major damage and looked as if something massive had torn the walls partially down and forced its way through. I entered, expecting the worst, but there was no sign of anyone there. No bodies, no blood, no evidence that they’d been there at all save for the smell of death clung to the room like a lingering perfume.
The streetlights clicked on as the night officially began. I was alone, and in the distance, the Changed Ones began to move.




Chapter 31: Night Falling

Night was falling rapidly. Faster than what was natural. I didn’t have time to look for my teammates and comrades. I could only hope they would last the night wherever they were. I had suspicions, but I’d have to wait till after I survived the night alone before acting on any of them. In the meantime, I needed to get to the roof, defend the flag, and then after nightfall was over, figure out just what exactly had happened to them. I would surely have to adjust my plans, accordingly, be it to plan a rescue or set off on the path of revenge.
The future that waited for us all if I didn’t succeed always weighed on me. Driving me forward, driving me always towards the mission. Even when every part of me screamed that I needed to find Kat and Argus.
Regardless of what happened to the others, those two were my comrades. But the rational part of my brain knew that if I was going to help them, I needed to survive the next few hours first until dawn and hope the day-night cycle changes would be in my favor. I couldn’t help anyone if I didn’t survive.
“Lumen.” I nudged the waiting wisp. “Where’s the Golem? I sent him back with Danny.”
The wisp whizzed out of the collar of my jacket and floated in front of me. She was subdued, not her usual energic self as if she were worried about disappointing me.
“It’s ok Lumen,” I assured the wisp. “You’re not in trouble, but our friends might be. What happened to Slate, do you know?”
Lumen stopped floating and dropped to the ground while turning a shade of grey. The wisp made a sort of whimpering sound. I frowned and gave her a gentle, comforting pat. The message was received; I took it to mean the Golem had either been destroyed or unsummoned. I assumed the former, but worried about the latter even though they were functionally the same. It did worry me that, if something could unsummon Slate, they might also be able to unsummon Lumen.
“Alright.” I clenched a fist and looked at the destruction around me. “Fine, we’ll cross that bridge when we can. For now, I need you to stay with me until I can make sure there’s not any traps or any enemies lingering around looking for a way to take us out.”
The door to the stairwell was still closed tightly, so whatever had happened, had been localized to the ground floor. I searched the bottom floor of the laundromat. I tossed aside the shredded metal machines and the broken washers, looking for any clue I could find, be it a secret passage or rift of some kind. I found nothing. The laundromat was empty of all signs of life.
My eyes fixated on something I’d almost missed and for a second, my heart stopped. Near the barricades, a washer had a slash mark that suspiciously looked similar to the damage left by Sangriel.
The shredded metal was disconcerting, but not as much as the absence of blood amidst the signs of a struggle. The only takeaway that gave me any relief was the crumbling fortifications Argus had put up. They were still standing, and I took that as a sign he was still alive. And if he was still alive, Kat likely was too. Otherwise, they would have disappeared along with him as the creator and summoner of the fortifications.
It was a quick check, though still thorough. Next, I headed to the breakroom in the back to check my status and look into upgrades at the terminal. But once I crossed the threshold, I found the terminal had been locked and the vending machines had disappeared. Which was when I heard the guttural howl of a Changed One. They were close and fighting a mass of incoming enemies in tight quarters while somehow managing to still defend the flag was going to be difficult. The message was simple. My visit to the upgrade terminal would have to wait. There was a time and place, this wasn’t it. Battle was coming for me.
Not just for me. As soon as I left the backroom, I heard the sounds of battle starting. Voices screaming, yelling, carrying on the night air as weapons clashed against the Changed Ones and whatever other monsters haunted the night. After seeing the map and hearing the fighters in the Pet Store I figured the nose to be coming from one of the other factions. If my companions were there, it would have to wait. I made no assumptions about what was coming against me.
Through an opening in the window, I heard windows shatter across the street followed by a car alarm going off. I looked and saw a Changed One jump and land on a sedan and screech as it scanned the area looking for survivors to attack. The monster glanced around once before darting across the road toward the laundromat where it sniffed and looked around before turning around abruptly and running back toward the shadows. A scout.
Time was running short. I turned towards the stairwell, tearing down the last of the standing washer units and straddling it in front of the doorway before I ran up the stairs. Not once did I assume safety. I kept Regressors’ Key out in front of me, ready to attack at a moment’s notice if I found any sign of enemies.
A warmth ran through me and my thoughts accelerated. The world seemed to slow as I sped along; it was not a result of my agility being higher, but from something more instinctive, something that was a bigger part of me. I might have chosen the Cleric as my class, but the part of me that had once been a Dark Knight, the part of me that had earned the Emblem “Last Knight of the Apocalypse” acted and took control.
I was worried about my teammates and my comrades. But anything resembling worry for myself had been replaced by calm and cool resolve. There was something about the battle to come I had been looking for, an opportunity to see just how much my own power had increased and how much of my past I could lean on for further growth.
As soon as I got to the roof, I carefully opened the door so as to not alert anyone who might be lurking there. I crouched low, keeping my profile small and moving silently around looking for any waiting enemies. It wasn’t just Changed Ones I was worried about. I wasn’t naive enough to believe the only enemies that could come against me were mobs produced by the system, and I needed to know if an enemy had the ability to unsummon Lumen. I couldn’t rule it out, and without Lumen, there was no way for me to handle large numbers of enemies at a time.
After a quick search to clear the area, I didn’t find signs of traps or enemies. The flag still stood. Smoke drifted in the air, and I looked toward its source in the distance. Flames rose from the faction camp near the police station. A pillar of fire moved in a whirlwind of flame, taking out both buildings and monsters. Either a powerful ally or a powerful enemy lay in that direction. I wished them luck in their fight. My memories offered me no clues as to their identity.
Below me, hissing sounded as Changes Ones emerged from the shadows and the deeper dark, following along the path of the previous scout who had set off the car alarm when he shattered the windshield of the sedan.
They had come for me. I caught them looking. Their eyes were black, reflecting both the stars above and the glare cast by the remaining streetlights. A feral hunger had come over them. They seemed frenzied. When they came, there would be no reason behind their actions. I could tell bloodlust guided them more than intelligence. However, I could use that to my advantage.
“Lumen, it’s clear. Come.” I made ready for the monsters below.
I used a similar strategy to what I’d done the previous night when Kat had fought with me on the rooftop. I directed Lumen to summon two of the Auto Turrets right next to the flag, each Auto Turret facing opposite directions.
“Have the turrets prioritize nearest first and ignore strongest.” I spoke more for my good than Lumen, but saying the words out loud made the planning easier. “If anything comes this way that the Turrets can’t handle, I’ll need to take it out myself, and I need those Turrets to keep me from getting mobbed.”
Lumen had one Auto Turret remaining and I pointed over to the stairwell house. A single Auto Turret appeared on top of the square structure facing out towards the street. As much as I wanted extra attention on clearing the rooftop, the angle of attack worried me. I didn’t need the Auto Turret to destroy the roof on accident under a constant barrage.
“Lumen?” I asked once the Auto Turrets were all up. “Do you have enough mana to summon Slate?”
The wisp blinked twice, first gray and then golden, as she shifted through colors in response and began the summoning process. I grabbed a cinder block to use as the source material and pointed Lumen toward it. An arcane circle of blue energy appeared on the rooftop grounds around the cinderblock, forming, shaping, and merging with it. And from within it slowly rose the newly reformed body of the Golem, Slate.
The Golem was not as large as he had been, though he still easily dwarfed a man. The decline in its size was a sign of damage. Though the source was unknown to me, be it through defeat or forcible unsummon.
“That’ll have to do. You ready for this? You’ve got my back today.”
The Golem nodded once more.
“Okay, then let's do this.” I nodded, pointing Regressors’ Key downwards towards the churning mass of Changed Ones on the street.




Chapter 32: The Dragging Man

Thunder sounded as the Golem moved away from me to take up his position near the stairwell entrance. Down below, the Changed Ones bided their time. Black eyes glared up at me, and they hissed, baring sharpened teeth of white and yellow that dripped saliva. The mass moved forward to look up at me, fixating on me.
It started with only the handful at the front, guided seemingly by the one that had scouted first. I couldn’t make out details of the rest, as they seemed to stay out of the view of the light. I wondered if there were variations hiding in the dark, trying to make sure I couldn’t see them until it was too late.
Still, more and more joined the ones I could see. They kept coming, massing like a wave until they were lined up dozens deep, all looking up at me, all with the same fixated hunger. 
They bided their time. Soon, the waves of glowing eyes were so deep they trailed back into the alleyways. I wasn't sure just how many there were, but it was enough that I’d find satisfaction in surviving our encounter.
My hand tightened around the Regressors’ Key.
The air seemed to grow colder as the seconds passed. My heart pounded as the feeling of warmth in my body radiated and came to rest on the blade in my hand. I readied myself for what was to come, for whatever single moment would cause the horde to shift from a waiting and massing posture to the attack I knew was going to happen.
I took a deep breath and adjusted my posture to be ready to respond instantly, as soon as the walls were breached. The sounds of the night were full of distant battle as the fire tornado continued its path of destruction. Shouting and screaming were difficult to ignore as metal clanged against metal. Glass broke and more alarms sounded.
I tried to imagine that, somewhere out there in the night, Argus and Kat were holding their own. I tried to keep track of the noises, hoping to ascertain the specific direction and numbers of the attackers, but the sounds were drowned out by the sudden hush that came over the Changed Ones as if an external power had completely silenced all noise.
The moment finally came.
A dragging monster with a long body that was either black by nature or covered in a black substance emerged from the shadows. It had a bone mask that resembled antlers. I wondered if it was the same monster I’d seen the night before, or something new. This new monster, this Dragging Man, separated itself from the Changed Ones, walked out to the middle of the street, and stood beneath the light of a streetlamp as it set the stage.
It looked straight up at me on the roof. Our eyes locked and within its eyes, I saw an intelligence that was just as ravenous as the Changed Ones. It was dangerous, and even then, there was something more behind the look that I couldn’t quite place. The Dragging Man’s eyes glowed gold and it let loose a high-pitched yell and as if, on command, every single one of the Changed Ones charged in a sudden surge forward, like a wave crashing into a wall.
They came. Running, crawling, bounding on twisted arms and legs. They slammed into the walls of the laundromat below, tearing into the damaged Dreadnaught Pillbox and the lingering fortifications. It would only distract some of them for moments at most. Without Argus to keep up the repairs, they were easy enough to tear down.
Elsewhere, the remaining Changed Ones that weren’t fighting for position to get into the laundromat, began to climb the walls themselves. Hooked feet and taloned hands easily found places to climb. Where they couldn’t find places, they made them. They advanced, all coming for me, and there was no end in sight of them.
“Fire!” I commanded. The Auto Turrets opened up and destroyed the Changed Ones where there was a line of sight. Even then, more came over the walls than the Auto Turrets could destroy. The monsters closest to me were terrifying. I saw no humanity in their eyes. Only hunger and desperate need.
They spilled out on the roof even as the Auto Turrets ruthlessly tore into their number. They moved with a speed regular humans couldn’t match, and if my teammates had still been around, they wouldn’t have been able to follow them. In that sense, I was grateful they weren’t around. In this, they would have only slowed me down.
One of the Auto Turrets shifted fire and its attacks bore down on the Changed Ones trying to come through the stairwell. Slate held the opening, but for all his size and strength, the Golem could not match their speed. For every Changed One the Golem destroyed, another three would slip through. When he did land a blow, the Changed One’s bones snapped and its skin bubbled as blood leaked from the wounds before it fell limply to the ground.
Many more followed.
The Auto Turrets unleashed a steady hum of attacks as each one took the life of a Changed One. I moved in a flurry, Regressors’ Key a contrast of blurs as stabs and slices tore into the incoming monsters. I spun and blocked, dodged, parried, all the while keeping Slate in my vision as the stone giant picked up Changes Ones by the handful, using his massive strength to simply throw them off the building. Elsewhere, bolts of white light shot out as Lumen did her part to keep the damage coming.
If I had been a normal man, even with all the experience of the prior lifetime, the fight would have been impossible. It wasn’t experience that carried this fight, but the massive surge in power I’d managed for myself so far. Attacks that should have taken multiple hits to take out a single enemy, instead only took one, and the advantage my summons provided me more than multiplied my combat power.
I made use of the extra strength, using it to rip the sword from a Changed One’s hand and drive it into another monster’s chest before tossing it back and cutting down the attacker as it fell away. My muscles burned and my breathing came in sharp, painful gasps. My eyesight blurred as sweat dripped down my forehead and ran down my face like a stream.
And still, the number of Changed Ones increased. I had no choice but to grit my teeth and fight harder. As more and more of them forced their way up onto the roof, I inched my way forward, stabbing, slashing, and slicing at the monsters around me, over and over again. Every second, every hit destroyed another Changed One. Even with their numbers, they didn’t stand a chance against me. So long as I had my summons, the gap between us wasn’t something quantity could overcome.
The Auto Turrets kept firing. After a while, the sound of it faded into a background hum. Surges of energy helped clear the rooftop, while I helped Slate keep the area around the Auto Turrets clear.
The Dragging Man screamed again, and this time, it jumped up onto the roof to come at me. Instantly, it screamed again, and the scream forced Slate backward, the Golem buckling while the Auto Turrets disintegrated under the pressure.
The impossible battle that I’d been managing had turned once more.




Chapter 33: Cloak of Fire

The Auto Turrets faded away into nothing and Slate fell to his knees. My defenses crumbled. The biggest source of my power had been taken away from me, but it wasn’t my only source of power. If nothing else, I was still an expert with the blade, and I’d kept my Blessing of Light ability in reserve for times like that.
The Dragging Man looked around. Its eyes focused on me briefly before it jumped up again and landed on top of the stairwell room to go after Lumen. The wisp tried to escape but a massive hand reached out and grabbed her mid-flight. She tried desperately to reach me, but the hand stretched farther to catch her.
“Speed me!” I shouted as the wisp’s buff hit me.
I surged forward with incredible quickness, trying to meet the wisp halfway. Regressors’ Key was up and I maneuvered myself to get an angle on the outstretched arm. My body twisted and I sliced, cutting straight through the appendage, but the arm kept moving, even after being severed, and the hand caught up with Lumen and made a fist.
There was an audible pop, and the wisp was unsummoned. A wave of mana twinkled as she faded away. As soon as Lumen faded, so did Slate, and then I was alone against the Dragging Man, and the waves of Changed Ones coming against me. The hand I’d cut off disappeared, reabsorbed by the system. 
 
 
	//System Notification//
Bonded “Radiant Wisp” – Name – Lumen has been forcibly unsummoned.
Cause – Overkill Damage




That was all I needed to know as the Dragging Man turned to look at me. This wasn’t some elite mob tossed in with the Changed Ones. This was a boss-level monster. Maybe he was even the primary boss monster of the Hellish City and he had come for me. Hazel eyes pierced me, and anger welled up from within my stomach. A malicious, toothy grin spread across the monster’s face as it looked at the floating mana returning to the system that had been my wisp.
The Dragging Man moved, climbing down the sheer wall of the stairwell house and coming to me as Changed Ones pulled themselves over the ledge and came at me. Regressors’ Key moved, deadly and accurate. The agility buff still applied and boosted me even with my wisp gone.
Each swing of my blade destroyed a Changed One and put distance between me and the Dragging Man. I bought myself time with each swing. The monster was quick, but I had to be quicker, using every bit of the buff Lumen had granted me before she was dispelled.
More and more Changed Ones climbed up to the roof and clustered around me, pressing into me as they all tried to tear me down. At that deadly moment, I made a decision. There was no proper way to manage my mana, and there was no waiting till later. I was all in.
I activated the spell I had acquired for such occasions. Cloak of Fire. My skin erupted into a blaze of flame and my mana began steadily drained away. But more dramatic was the effect it had on my enemies. The damage dealt wasn’t massive. Basically, a fraction of their health per second, but the entire crowd of Changed Ones around me took damage and even the ones behind them in the second row of bodies that surrounded me. My body had become a living torch, and I used that to my advantage.
Flames intermingled with every attack of my blade. They spread and danced, consuming the surrounding enemies little by little. The Dragging Man pulled back to a safe distance as if the flames were something that bothered him. Was this a critical weakness revealed?
Strike, slash, strike and the first wave of Changed Ones around me dropped to the ground and returned to the system as the steady burning effect of my continued presence slew them. It was the steady tick of damage. Every minute that I stayed alive, another whole row of the monsters fell to the ground, dead. All I had to do was dodge, evade, and kill. It was a slow process. It would have taken hours for any single player to accomplish what I was doing, but with my ability, I could continue to take care of the monsters that were closing in around me.
The damage I dealt to them was constant and unavoidable, even as I took damage. Claws sliced into my side and talons tore at my arms even as I fought and kept fighting. It was a steady stream of violence. Slashing, hacking, striking, dodging. I couldn’t afford to waste a moment or let my guard down. Each second I spent fighting the Changed Ones was another second in which they might close in on me or score a lucky critical blow. When the next wave of monsters arrived, I had to be ready.
The damage I inflicted was relentless, but my own health was falling. The boost I’d gained from the coffee and my natural strength helped dramatically. Still, I felt the burn and sting of cuts and scratches. Onward I fought.
A change in the air warned me of trouble. The Dragging Man came for me, its indecision over the fire covering my body gone as if it had calculated the time it took the Changed Ones to die from the flames and had figured it would come out ahead in the altercation. Its movements were deliberate and purposeful.
A massive hand came for me and tried to grab me, stretching and pushing past the Changed Ones crowding around me. My reflexes were quicker, and I had learned from seeing it attack Lumen that the hand remained viable even after being cut. I changed my tactics. I ducked under its arm and swung, taking it at the wrist as I sliced into it with the Regressors’ key. The hand landed and promptly disappeared back into the system as a Changed One managed to give me a glancing blow that cut into my arm. I quickly dispatched it in a counter and the Cloak of Flames worked to damage the rest.
Blood dripped to the ground from a hundred different wounds I’d accumulated in the short time since the battle started, and I had a thought. I instantly turned off the Cloak of Flames ability. I couldn’t afford to spend the rest of my mana when I might need that single burst of healing to stay alive.
The Dragging Man howled in rage and moved towards me on all fours as its black body seemed to grow larger, the muscles rippling and bulging. I was pushed back against the edge of the roof as the monster advanced upon me. The Changed Ones around me backed away as they watched the beast come.
A massive, clawed hand swiped downwards in anger and the claws sank into the hard concrete of the rooftop. Ripping away a chunk of roofing material, the monster threw it at me. I dodged to the side. The hand came back and again reached for me. I spun, swinging the sword as I did and catching the hand in mid-swing. I cut through the limb and the hand disappeared back into the system.
I looked up to see the Dragging Man coming towards me, a gaping mouth and four muscular limbs moving in unison as it bounded down to reach me. Another hand sprang out of its dark body and I knew there was only one thing left to try. A desperate plan. I pivoted, avoiding the long hand altogether and continuing towards the creature. I ran, ignoring the grinning white of its teeth and its look of confusion as I approached rather than fled. I aimed for where I thought the weak point might be. More hands spawned and tried to come at me. I didn’t relent or let up. Sweat poured down my face and into my eyes. My muscles ached and trembled. My body felt exhausted. Still, I persevered.
Regressors’ Key moved, cutting through the limbs of black sinew as they spawned. I all but ignored the Changed Ones, I’d have to focus on them after the biggest threat was down. I stared at the Dragging Man, trying to make sure I had the right spot in mind. Its hazel eyes narrowed in fear and anger at my approach. Too late did it realize what I was trying to do. I jumped forward in a lunging attack, Regressors’ Key angled for maximum force. Pain struck me. A terrible pain, worse than anything I’d felt before. I ignored it. I willed it away into the smallest part of me and only focused on the monster in front of me.
The tip of the blade plunged into the monster’s forehead, and I tore towards the side with all the force I could muster with my strength, slicing through the blackened body of the monster and rending it in two. The Dragging Man vanished in a flash of light and a surge of mana.
The energy of its destruction surged outward, and the mana in the area flared in a wave of power, crashing into me, and smashing into all of Changed Ones on the roof. In a flash, they were gone. I looked down to see a massive wound in my stomach from where a hand had torn clean through me before the Dragging Man had been defeated. My last thoughts before passing out was to cast “Blessing of Light” on myself.
 




Chapter 34: The Return

“You’ve done well in securing another Legendary ability. Come in let me look at you.” The King of the Crows beckoned me further into the command center, his gaze upon me appraisingly as if to assess my strength once more. “You choose the Apocalypse Sword for an ability? That should suit you well if you can find the strength to wield it properly.”
The King looked at me oddly, his body crisscrossed with scars and lumps of tissue where the Mad God Aeon had torn his wings from his body during the invasion of the Dungeon of the Deepest Realm, when a rift to the ruined future of the first timeline had remained open, allowing calamity to seep through.
Heavy had been the price, and heavy still it lingered with him. I had hoped to take some of that burden from him.
“Yes, Lord Seraph. I choose the Apocalypse Sword,” I explained. “The other options didn’t serve our interests. With a single attack, I can destroy waves of minor enemies and provide a healing buff based on the damage dealt.” I wasn’t quite sure what else to say. The muted response of the King was less than I’d hoped for.
He turned his attention back to the command node where the encroachment of the green mist, of Wormwood, had begun to whittle away territory. Every day we received more and more reports of people being taken by monsters from within the mist and carted off to gods only knew where. The King claimed it was towards conversion vats where their bodies would be changed and turned to eldritch purposes against the world.
“Be careful out there,” the King said. “It’s not a bad ability, but keep in mind, this only really works on lower health mobs. It won’t be any good against elites.” His eyes were still focused on the node in front of him. I received the message: our meeting was over. I nodded and headed up toward one of the border cities to help with evacuations. My Apocalypse Sword would be helpful in clearing out some of the mobs, but I couldn’t help but think about what he said. It wasn’t strong enough to take on more powerful enemies.
“I have many under my command who can fight and fight well, but there is only one you. Remember that. Don’t be quick to spend your life. I don’t have many I can count as my companions.”
The sun was just starting to come up and push away the dark of night. I woke up with a groan. The memory wasn’t a trigger from the shared timelines, from someone else’s life. It was mine, an old memory I’d forgotten.
The memory of the time I’d first realized the gap between me and the King had grown farther than my ability to bridge and I wouldn’t be able to keep up and follow him. It was a harsh memory where the usually harsh King had shone uncommon kindness towards me. It still hadn’t sat well. I groaned and focused on the present.
Broken cinderblocks and bricks were all around me in piles. My body was covered in yellowed bruises as the healing effects of my status and combined passives worked to heal damage in minutes to hours that would otherwise take days and weeks. The flag still stood tall, but I had never really doubted it would. The monsters hadn’t been interested in taking the flag, only other players.
With a grunt, I picked myself off the ground and brushed aside the rubble that had fallen on me. Part of the roof wall had collapsed. A jagged red scar had formed on my stomach, covering up the horrible wound where the Dragging Man had managed to thrust one of its emergent hands through my abdomen. I was lucky it didn’t kill me outright. The only thing that had saved me was the massive health boost I’d received from the coffee I’d drank back in the Grocer and the well-timed use of Blessing of Light to keep me away from the brink of death. Everything hurt, but at the end of it all, I was alive.
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The notifications faded away and I stared into the air where they had been. I didn’t gain a lot of insight, but there was one thing I knew. My teammates were nowhere to be found, but I didn’t receive a notification about losing a trusted companion. I had to believe Argus and Kat were still alive and that our paths would cross again. I tried to use the team chat function and it didn’t work.
	Player: Jax Nolan, Favored of a Fallen Lord is sending a message.
Chat (Target Self): Where are you guys? The message system is working again. I’m still at the laundromat. Tell me what’s going on? Talk to me.





I sighed in frustration as the team chat function was automatically changed and rerouted, so I’d be the recipient of the message. I had no way of knowing where they were, or where they were headed, all I could do was hope they remembered what I’d tell to tell them and stay alive in the meantime.
I went to walk downstairs and took extra care with every step. The building had been compromised during the battle and I was concerned about it caving in on me. The stairwell was a mess, the wood on most of the steps had completely splintered from the force of the Changes Ones surging out of it during the prior battle.
Once I reached the main room, I saw all the extra fortifications were gone. The Dreadnaught Pillbox was nowhere to be seen and Argus’s other barricades had disappeared as well. I popped into the back breakroom to use the terminal and upgrade my abilities, but when I went, the room had closed down completely.
The terminal wasn’t just sealed, it had disappeared completely, and the vending machines were no longer powered. For lack of a better word, the scenario was over, and with it, the system was moving on.
I grit my teeth and shook my head as I sat down in the breakroom. I wasn’t sure of what to do next. The only thing I could think of was to head toward one of the other camps. Of the two, the camp that contained multiple factions seemed the obvious choice. I resummoned Lumen, and the wisp zipped over to me and nuzzled my face, glad to see me and definitely glad that I was still alive.
“Thanks, Lumen,” I smiled. “I needed that.”
Of my teammates, I was unsure if they’d survived or not. Or if they’d been captured or had fled to join up with another faction. There was no way of knowing, and as much as I wanted to find them, I couldn’t get distracted and forget my mission. The timeline was heading towards the first big milestone, the imprisonment of the King of the Crows after the revelation of the first timeline and I needed to be there when that happened.
 




Chapter 35: Old Ally

The city streets were absolutely deserted. Nothing moved except for me and Lumen. I didn’t see any monsters, and I didn’t see any humans. The sidewalks and road had become much more damaged over the night, and I could see where part of the asphalt had started to break down and distress from the weight of the Dreadnaught Pillbox.
In other places, the cement sidewalk had cracked and broken apart and large portions of the road had been torn up at odd angles. The concrete had given way or the stone blocks that had held up the walls of other buildings had crumbled and fallen in chunks.
Debris littered the roads with scattered shards of broken glass, tossed-aside car parts, and in other places, torn pieces of gear. My eyes lingered on the torn pieces of gear, wondering why the system hadn’t absorbed them if they belonged to dungeoneers, and if they had belonged to survivors instead, where had they been hiding?
Things had changed once again, not from the presence of survivors, but because of the permanency, or lack thereof, within the system. The area changed had changed overnight. Only a few of the buildings were still standing, their windows were boarded up, and some of the buildings had their doors torn open and windows broken to be looted.
It hadn’t been quite like that the day prior when I’d walked the road and I doubted a large enough force had come through to clear the area. The system was working to change the area into something else, another sign that it was time to move on.
I tried to initiate the team chat function with Argus and Kat now that the scenario was over and evolving into something else, but once again, nothing happened. Not a notice, not a reply. Only the same message rerouted back to me as its only recipient. I moved to a different location and tried again, just to make sure. The result was the same.
A sudden dread aura spread out over the area and a blue shield mixed with a tinge of black and red spread over the entire street. I couldn’t move away in time. The remaining standing buildings disappeared behind a film of blue. I cursed, holding up Regressors’ Key as I scanned around, looking for the enemy I knew was coming. There was no other justification.
Above me, wings fluttered, disturbing the clutter and dust of the ruined road and an armored angel in red and gold trim landed. I recognized him and though my guard stayed up, I no longer waited for an enemy to attack.
“Do not move,” The Divinity commanded with a finality I chose not to challenge. Urban spread out his arms as if to catch the shield and support it and grunted under newfound pressure. Explosions sounded shortly after as the world turned to a dusty haze outside the shielding.
A simple layer of blue kept the blasts and debris from coming through. Large chunks of concrete smashed against the shielding and fell to the ground on the other side. In the meantime, I was protected, even as fire broke out nearby and another building collapsed in an avalanche of stone and brick.
“Urban,” I shouted out to the Divinity as I walked over. “I didn’t expect to see you again.” I pointed toward the sudden and ongoing destruction around me. “Is this your doing?”
White wings beat and fluttered. The red armor shifted uncomfortably and the Divinity within appeared frustrated. It had only been a few days since I’d seen Urban last, but something seemed different. He was more subdued, and the red armor he wore even showed signs of wear and damage. I held no memories of anything aside from a King or one of the spirits that they bonded with being strong enough to damage one of the divinities.
Attention turned back toward my question. The Divinity shook his head. “None of this is my doing. This area is under the management of another, but I have seen no signs of him. I have been asked to investigate. Things are not as they should be.”
I looked hard at the Divinity, staring at the damage to his armor and the general battle-weary state he seemed to be in. “Clearly, they aren’t. How has your investigation gone?”
A look of tired annoyance crossed the angelic being's face and he sighed. “Poorly. It seems this is where we become candid. There are wheels within wheels turning. The process has been subverted. Even my kind is not immune to these troubles. There were attempts to waylay my investigation.”
The Divinity took a moment to look around, eventually glancing at the laundromat. He noted its general state of disrepair and its darkened interior. He looked back at me and saw the red scar from where the Dragging Man had torn open my chest.
“Tell me, what has happened here?” the Divinity asked. “I expected more of your kind to greet me. Instead of… you, and you are alone. There should have been many humans remaining, this scenario was not designed to be finished so quickly. What of your fortress? Your guild?”
I held my hands up and motioned around. “Yeah. Just me, sorry about that. No guild, no fortress. Just me. It’s not my fault though. Originally it was me, Kat, and Argus. When we got here the scenario was called Sanctuary For All. We were supposed to build up the laundromat behind me as a base and rescue survivors in the city and convince them to join us, and convince other factions to join with us as well.”
The Divinity nodded. “Yes, that was the purpose of this scenario. To build up a fortress for the strong and gather allies as you progress deeper into the scenarios. This was a time to gather up survivors from throughout the city, and lead them to safety and ultimately, to the system. A chance to make allies and build coalitions. This was a hardening scenario, to help you all be better.”
I shook my head. “That wasn’t my experience at all. The city wasn’t full of survivors, it was full of monsters. Humanoid monsters. The only normal people I found were the members of other factions. Even the rules for the scenario weren’t explained very well. The only survivors I found well… they were different. I came across a woman in an apartment who tended to some of them while they slept, or were kept dormant, I’m not sure. I think she was their mother. She was in the middle of changing too, and I was forced to destroy them all. Later the same night, similar creatures attacked the laundromat.”
The Divinity’s face hardened as a spoke. “Ghouls then? Zombies? A plague of undeath? Perhaps a necromancer roams free? Interesting. No such things were reserved for this scenario. Neither were more undead.”
“No.” I shook my head. “Not a plague of undeath. These weren’t undead. They were classified as entities, they bleed black blood and warped the body of the host.”
Fire flashed as a nearby building went up in flames. A look flashed across the Divinity’s face, a dark shadow that I knew well enough meant nothing good.
“And what of your companions?” he asked, an urgency to his face. “Where are they? Shouldn’t they have joined you by now?”
Lumen flashed gray and whizzed to hide in my collar. I shook my head. “They were supposed to be here, but I returned yesterday from looking for survivors in the city to find the laundromat, my base, empty. It was as if they’d been attacked and taken, but I haven’t found any signs of them. I was thinking of heading to the other faction bases to look for answers. Argus’ fortifications were still up yesterday when I got back, so they were still alive. At least he was. But…”
My voice trailed off. There wasn’t more to say about it. I was worried about my companions.
The Divinity scowled, and I was reminded of its interactions with the lesser Fortuna. “I will check. This place reeks of purifying fire. There is another at work here. I will not linger, and neither should you.”
A window appeared in front of the Divinity, much like the notification screens I saw when I did my upgrades. Urban trailed a finger along the screen, muttering words in a language I couldn't understand as he did. “This will tell me if your companions are still among the living.”
I watched the screen as Urban tapped away until a map appeared before me. It was a grid, each square representing a city block, and the lines connecting the squares representing roads. I could see the areas that had been explored by participants in the scenario. Some areas were marked with red X’s, indicating they were inaccessible. A few names were marked with blue, others black.
“Your companions are not listed among the dead.” Urban explained as he pointed at the screen. “However, they are not listed here at all. It seems they have been removed from the scenario entirely.”
“What does that mean?” I asked in a flash of anger. “Removed from the scenario?” In my experience, such a thing had only been in the later stages of the scenarios when entire areas could be taken and turned into instanced dungeons, events, or private areas.
“It means someone has taken them,” Urban answered. “Someone from the Underrealm, it seems based on the residuals of the signature. If you wish to save your companions, follow me. The way to the Underrealm is through the nearby dungeon, and with that title of yours, they should leave you alone. The ones awaiting us, so long as you have that title, you’ll have a chance that few ever dream.”
With that said, the Divinity lifted its arm high into the air, and the ground beneath our feet rumbled and shifted. A shimmering portal opened in front of us.
“Well, are you coming?” Urban asked, looking at me and then at my Wisp. “This might be your only chance. This whole section is cordoned off and will be eliminated to prevent spreading to the other regions. Once I’m gone, the shield keeping that fire at bay goes as well and then the fire will take the rest.”
I nodded, gripping Regressors’ Key as I stepped through.
 




Chapter 36: Into the Dungeon

On the other side of the portal was an absolute destruction that rivaled anything I’d seen so far. This was the true city. Where once elves had guided human survivors to pits and harvested man and monster alike for easy status growth. I remembered the terrible nature of the people who called the ruins their own.
“All roads lead back to here,” I mumbled as I took in the sight of the devastation.
The Divinity turned and looked at me. “This is beyond the destruction you’d seen in the scenario city. This is part of your real world, not a part taken away and set to be its own realm.”
Urban had mistaken what I meant, and I didn’t correct him. I couldn’t, not without revealing the whole truth of who and what I was. He didn’t need to know just how familiar I was with the ruined city that one day the Last Home would be built upon.
We stood on the edge of a vast field where once had existed commercial and storage sites. Except, the disturbance of the earth had torn them down. Asphalt and concrete rose up in jagged disproportion. The ground was cracked from below into fissures and chasms.
In places, the cracks spread out, forming trenches that cut across the land and within those trenches writhing terrors lurked. The sky was filled with thick clouds that seemed to blot out the sun and dark lightning flashed and flashed somewhere. This was the center of the apocalypse. The spawning point of the Dungeon of the Deepest Realm, the progenitor of the system, and the arc in which all of us in prior lives had placed our hopes for the future.
I followed the Divinity along the path through the city streets. It was hard for me to keep track of my surroundings because it was all just ruins and rubble. Everything was covered in dust and ash. There weren’t any people left alive. All that remained were corpses and undead monsters. The undead creatures moved around slowly, but they still posed a threat. However, those that got too close faced a bright aura shining off of the Divinity, which pushed them backward. At that point, the undead would turn and shamble in another direction.
We walked past a few abandoned cars that had crashed into each other and were now twisted and broken. Some of them had bodies inside or nearby, some were completely empty.
In other spots, monsters moved. Undead, skeletons, and zombies shuffled through the wreckage looking for survivors. Giants and ogres shifted through cars, and odd-looking snakes slithered through dark corridors beneath massive conglomerations of spider webbing.
None of the monsters moved against us as we walked along. Lumen cowered within my jacket, and my hand remained tight around Regressors’ Key, but I, for the time being, I was under the protection of the Divinity who either didn’t know or ignored just what exactly Regressors’ Key was. And while something out there had left the dents in the Divinity’s armor, I knew that none of the monsters nearby could damage him. He was far beyond and directly tied to the system.
Onward we moved. Eventually, we came to a vast parking lot that surrounded the ruined mall that spawned the entrance to the Dungeon. The rebar and concrete had shifted to form a sort of protective canopy. In the future, much of the material would be harvested and taken to rebuild fortifications and push out the monsters, but those times were far away.
The Divinity stopped in front of one of the wrecked cars, his eyes scanning the area. I waited patiently, but I kept an eye on everything else moving about. When he spoke again, it wasn’t in words. His voice sounded more like the sound of wind blowing over stone than actual human speech, “You seem unfazed. You know this place, don’t you? You’ve seen this before.”
I said nothing, and we kept moving, passing over the overturned rock. The occasional undead reached out from where they’d been trapped by falling debris when the dungeons spawned. The Divinity pushed them aside with ease and we continued on our way.
As we made our way through the maze of cars and the fallen concrete walls, the Divinity spoke up. “This is not how things are to be, yet, something has changed. You are different, but you are not alone in that difference.”
“What do you mean?” I asked as I glanced over at the Divinity. His gaze was locked onto a spot near the top of the collapsed parking garage. I couldn’t make out what he was looking at.
The Divinity didn't reply and instead simply pointed his hand toward the top of the parking garage. A bright light burst forth and then pieces of walls parted and revealed an opening to the Dungeon of the Deepest Realm.
The opening was a glimmering portal. It was roughly thirty feet across and fifteen feet deep. In response to the movement, a figure approached. It was a man who wasn’t a man. Long, slender hands dusted off debris from a suit. A look of annoyance was plastered across his face. Aside from the bits of gray dust, the suit was posh and well-fitted. The only thing to indicate he wasn't a man was the unnatural color of his eyes and the curved horns on his head.
“Urban? Really?” the figure said with mock friendliness. “You could have simply walked around and said hello. You know I don’t like it when people try to slip through unannounced. It breaks the immersion.”
The Divinity's face hardened and I noticed how it clutched harder at the base of its weapon. . “We have business within.”
“Business. Business. Of course.” The figure approached, and as he drew closer, I recognized who it was. Mephistopheles, One of the Princes of the Underworld. My expression hardened as well. Only one prince had stood with us in the end. The Ram-like Lord of Fire.
“What matter of business does a mere scenario manager have within the dungeon, that you would not first consult about it with me, a floor manager?” There was an edge to the Prince's voice. He still had not acknowledged me, and I doubted he would.
The Divinity turned and looked at the Prince, his expression unreadable. I was certain I had never seen such a look before like it from any of its Kings. There was a hint of anger and perhaps a bit of fear in the divinity’s expression, but most of all, I saw a hint of something simmering and old.
The Divinity replied, “I would escort this man to see the general manager. There have been changes to the scenarios that must be reported. The Hellish City scenario has been completely purged.”
“Oh. How terrible.” The prince finally looked at me and readied a hand as if to lash out and strike. I was as ready as I would be. My level was far beneath the prince. In my last life, my power had been just below his, but in this one, he completely eclipsed me.
Still, I would not go without a fight. My hand shifted, and I gripped Regressors' Key and adopted a defensive stance. My strength might not have been what it was, and I might go this lifetime as well without the strength to slay a single Prince of the Underworld, but I certainly intended to try.
A grin spread across the prince's face, and he clapped his hands together. “Well, if it isn't… what's your name? Ah yes, I see it here. Jax. What a small world, after all. And that title too! How... interesting. Still. I’ll honor the benefits of that title you carry. Favored of a Fallen Lord. Watch yourself, though. My brothers are not quite as accommodating as I am, especially considering the lord with whom you’re favored.”
I said nothing and simply watched as the Divinity nudged me forward. Together, we walked towards the portal with the prince’s eyes ever on us, examining and pondering. The next step of my journey would be within the Dungeon and from there, I’d find a way to the Underrealm to save my comrades and work to change the future.
Head over heels, I tumbled through the portal that connected the outside world to the Dungeon of the Deepest Realm. It was not as I expected, not what I had known from the prior timeline. Instead of simply passing through, I fell into the dark space between worlds and the infinite chasm that lay between them.
It was an aimlessness I had known when traveling to the end of time. It was a fall without a sense of direction or time passed. As for the Divinity Urban, I saw nothing of my red-armored companion. He, too, had fallen away, likely passing straight into the dungeon while I had been rerouted to someplace else.
Eventually, after an incomprehensible amount of time, the sensation of falling stopped, and the feeling of gravity and reality returned. I tried to right myself before my fall intended and with my enhanced strength and general perception, I caught myself on the hard rock floor of a darker cavern, the force of the crash made a booming noise that thundered down the tunnels in all directions. It was vaguely familiar.
“Lumen,” I muttered, “I need your light.”
The wisp poked out from the hem of my coat but refused to go any further. Instead the wisp nestled closer but didn’t retreat further, her body casting a slight glow by which I could see.
I looked around and saw that in my landing, I had kicked up a layer of dirt on the cavern floor that covered up a giant stone carving of black onyx. The light increased as lavender stones embedded in the walls of the cavern suddenly started to glow as if they’d absorbed some of my mana to provide light. I backed away to get a sense of what it was and saw what appeared to be the depiction of something like gods bound and on the outer ring of the carving was a border of feathers.
"You should not be here human," A voice called out with an otherworldly tone of power to it. The voice was familiar to that of the deities the Kings once served. "This place is reserved for those I have chosen to be my vessel."
I scanned around as I tried to place the voice and ignored the swirling shadows around me and on the walls. I knew this voice. I recognized the voice.
"I know you," I called out. "Long have we known each other Amarath. I've come to delve in the Dungeon of the Deepest Realm."
The shadows coiled up in front of me in the shape of a man and a hand reached out to grab me, I turned and moved away as I readied Regressors' Key and held it out in front of me and levied it against the shadow. The blade glowed and flared with a light beyond what I’d ever seen and the shadows seemed to recoil for a minute at the sight of it.
"Do you know this blade?" I called out loudly and abruptly. "The blade that transcends time and guides the system. You should. You crafted it. The Mark has passed to me."
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Chapter 1. The Mark That Was Passed

"The mark has been passed to me."
Those words hung in the air between us like a hollow promise. I wasn’t sure how the spirit of the dungeon, Amarath would react. Amarath, much like the King of the Crows, had not been known for his benevolence during prior lifetimes. Time had brought about that change. An experience erased by my regression, and in the cavern of the inner world of the spirit, I knew just how precarious my position was standing before the almost god-like entity.
The shadows loomed around me, growing thicker and more oppressive as a fierce wind started up. The wind whipped my face biting into my skin—but I stood my ground—unflinching in the face of the tempest. My eyes scanned the endless darkness of the cavern, determined to assert my presence and make myself known.
Twisting shadows moved just at the edge of my vision, dark forms and nightmare creatures were summoned into existence. Red eyes stared at me through the ephemeral darkness, hungry and waiting, intending to dispose of me at a command. I wouldn’t let them, when they attacked. The spirit would learn something it would never forget—that Regressors’ Key, could cut anything, even the dark.
The first of the shadows went on the attack. Rather than retreat, I stood my ground. My confidence was unwavering. I’d come for a reason; I wouldn’t be discarded so easily.
A dragon-like tail of shadows moved to whip at me. I slashed through the darkness given form with Regressors’ Key. My blade glinted brightly in response, readying me. The shadow dragon roared and lunged forward in a smoky haze of shadow.
I dodged and countered with a swing of my blade. The darkness vanished as the blade cut through the shadow dragon, but more shadows monsters remained, their red eyes unwavering. I didn’t wait for what happened next. I charged and struck, striking down two of the shadowed beasts while a third tried to launch itself off the walls at me.
Outstretched claws came close, but I spun on one foot and blocked its attack with my sword, it fell as I sliced through it. I took another step closer and saw three more shadows coming at me from behind. I turned and ran. I dodged and parried, then leaped over an attacking shadow. I landed lightly and spun in a circle, taking down one after another. The shadows split, and where there had been three—now, stood ten.
 
 
	System Corruption Imminent. Continuing System Failure. The system was already experiencing issues prior to your arrival, and these issues have now worsened. System failure has advanced from 73% to 94%. Please take immediate action to ensure system stability.
Err0r: Immediate Failure! Please transfer data to the backup system immediately.




I ignored the notification and continued. I had a fight to win and survive.
Then more shadows came for me, but I was ready.
I was a whirlwind of steel and fire, my movements fluid and graceful as I fought for my life. The shadows tried to swarm me, but I was too quick, too skilled, and too deadly. I pivoted and dodged their attacks, my sword flashing with each strike, cleaving through their dark forms like a hot knife through butter.
My senses were heightened, and I could feel the heat of flames on my skin, the rush of adrenaline coursing through my veins, and the weight of my weapon in my hand. I was in the zone, completely focused on the fight and the task at hand.
The shadows began to fall, one by one, their bodies evaporating back into the system. I was a blur of motion, striking with deadly precision and leaving a trail of destruction in my wake.
Suddenly, one of the monsters pounced from behind and grabbed my ankle, dragging me towards it. I kicked out desperately with both feet, managing to free myself. Rolling away from it, I faced the remaining shadows and shouted a battle cry that echoed through the darkness.
My cloak was still blazing brightly, and with renewed strength, I charged into their midst like a whirlwind of flames and fury. In no time at all the last of the shadows had been defeated, or withdrew into the darker recesses of the cave, as if called into retreat by their master.
A strange fog billowed from the carved mural on the ground of the cavern. An image of wings engraved in stone started to glow with power. I reached down and touched the floor. The sensation of cold stone slid through my fingers and over stones embedded into the walls of the cavern. They shined an eerie glow as the spirit began to laugh.
The sound of laughter grew louder until it filled the whole cavern. The remaining shadow creatures moved further back into the dark and disappeared.
"Brazen," whispered the spirit from everywhere and nowhere. "Why have you come? You make bold claims and yet...." The shadows grew thick around me once more. There was an edge of malice and anger.
I gripped Regressors’ Key tightly in my hand and held the weapon up for the shadow to inspect. The battle had not left me taxed, I would not be cowed, and if I had to fight, I would fight some more.
My will was steadfast, the Mark of the Regressor shined along the edge of the blade and filled the cavern for a moment with light. The shadows quieted and began to merge into one. The tempest around me died down and some of the malevolence I’d been feeling went with it.
"That is... indeed something of my creation." From within the mass of shadows emerged an older man wearing glasses. An unassuming human form made from those dark shadows. The costume worn by Amarath—the spirit of the Dungeon of the Deepest Realm—and one of the Lords of Pandemonium who bestowed upon mortals their god like powers.
"Passed to me by you in a lost timeline," I responded, forcing mana into the blade to increase the glow and force the spirit’s gaze upon it. "Is the Divinity who entered with me safe, and can you tell me anything about my companions? The ones known as Kat and Argus. They were taken during the last scenario."
The dungeon spirit, Amarath, gazed at me gravely his demeanor softening towards me. "The Divinity has already entered the confines of my domain, where he now holds discourse with one of my avatars in a private chamber. I have granted him assurance of your well-being during your stay here."
Amarath's eyes grew distant, his attention focused inwards as he delved deeper into the system. "However, there are irregularities within the system," he spoke with a low rumble. "My grasp on the workings of the system is not absolute. Your companions, Kat and Argus, whatever has happened to them, is not of my doing."
I felt a knot of fear form in my stomach as I saw the concern etched on Amarath's face. "What do you mean?" I asked, trying to keep my voice steady.
Amarath shook his head. "I cannot say for certain. But know that I will spare no effort in uncovering the truth behind their disappearance."
"I cannot find any information on your companions," he replied, his voice heavy with worry. "It is as if they have been erased from the system or overwritten. This is not something easily done. Only a handful of powers are capable of this."
The old man looked at me and then at Regressors’ Key. He held up his hand as if to access my information. He moved, his hands a blur, granting secret access to the system. Frustration spread across his face, a sign that whatever he was looking at was a disappointment. He continued in silence. His bespectacled stare set in grave concentration at a window he could only see.
I looked at Amarath, that sense of unease grew as I saw the concern etched on his face. "What is it?" I asked, my voice low and steady.
////Syst3m N07ific@710n////


	N@me – J0@n Ru@h@re
[Fighter] Unused Experience Points – 2567
He@lth – 845 Points
(345 He@lth P0ti0n)
(485 C@ke)
(65 Endurance)
(40 Intelligence) M@na – 985 Points
(80 M@na P0ti0n)
(150 M@na Crystals)
(65 Intelligence)
(40 Endurance)
He@lth Regener@ti0n - 1.075 Per Minute M@na Regener@ti0n – 0.984 Per Minute
Pl@yer
Level – 5 > 11
Unused Points - 12 - > 1
-Tit-le-
"Bl@ck H@nd" - Increases physical d@m@ge by 0.8, but decreases m@na regeneration by 0.01 per minute.
"Unbre@k@ble" - Cann0t be stunn-ed, fr0zen, 0r silenced, but decreases agility by 0.2.
"The Re@per" - De@ls 20% m0re d@m@ge to enemies with less th@n 30% he@lth, but reduces intelligence by 0.05.
"Ch@mpion 0f the M00n" - The p0ssess0r 0f this tit-le will receive a 10% b0nus t0 all d@m@ge dealt during n00n, but will have a 10% penalty during midnight.
"M@ster 0f the @rts" - This tit-le will gr@nt the p0ssess0r an additional 10% crit ch@nce when wielding any kind 0f r@nge or melee weap0n, but decreases intelligence by 0.05.
Strength – 10(67)
Agility – 7(23)
Intelligence – 9>32(93)
Cumulative Tit-le H0lders Sl@in: 44
Cumulative St@ts G@ined
Strength: 25
Intelligence: 14
Agility: 17
Current Prim@ry Quest
-(The L0st Tre@sure)-
Finishe-d Quests
-The G@thering Storm-
The L@st St@nd-
The Dr@gon's L@ir-
M0nster Hunte-r
Ongoing Quests
The D@rk Forest
Earned Emblem$
Dunge0n M@ster I
Wyvern Slayer II
Dr@gon Slayer III
Be@st M@ster II
Abilities
Burning Blade
He@l
Ch@rm
P@ssive Upgrades
The Dr@gon's L@ir – Gr@nts the p0ssess0r 0ne m0re un@llocated skill p0int t0 spend.
285/4000 M@na Gained From Crystals
255/4000 He@lth Gained From C@ke
P@ssive Debuffs
*15% 0f all experience earned will be passed directly thr0ugh the system t0wards the Helping H@nds until a debt t0tal of 1000 has been paid off. Current progress 510/1000
*Note, d0es n0t apply t0 event 0r scenario rewards.
Err0r: D@ta C0rrupted. TeRm1nating




"The only thing I can see is an error code, and nonsense. Corrupted nonsense." the spirit explained. "When I try to access your information, I, the highest administrator of the system, am given an error code. Who are you, Jax Nolan? I doubt your name is John... Ruth?"
"I told you," I responded, "I bear the Mark of the Regressor. I've come from a failed future."
The spirit's eyes narrowed. "So you've said. Hmm... let me try something." The spirit mused and looked again. "Is it my system you're using?"
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"I now have proof that you are not from within this iteration. It's something tangible, besides the mark," the spirit responded. "However, this is not the appropriate time or place to discuss this matter. We must address this issue immediately. Let me change our setting to something more comfortable now that I know you are not an invader. But this issue needs to be addressed. That broken system won't allow you to survive, and you won't be of any use to me if you can't use the current system."
As the spirit's eyes flared with power, I felt a sudden and intense shift in the world around me. As if the very fabric of reality was being torn apart and reassembled before my very eyes.
The walls of the cavern seemed to twist and warp, and the ground beneath my feet shook and trembled. The air around me crackled with energy, and I could feel my hair standing on end.
The sensation was disorienting, and I struggled to maintain my balance as the world shifted and reformed around me. Colors and shapes blurred together, and for a moment, I felt as if I had been transported to another dimension entirely.
As the cavern disappeared, I found myself transported to a new location, a controlled and sterile environment that was unlike anything I had ever seen before. The room was lined with multiple screens and monitors, displaying the progress of players within the dungeon, and the sheer amount of information being displayed was astounding.
I took a seat on a plush chair next to a small table and felt the cushion molding to my form. Amarath settled into a similar seat across from me, his gaze fixed on the screens that surrounded us. The entire dungeon was laid out before us, and I could see every obstacle and enemy in vivid detail on the monitors. The bright lights of the control room cast an eerie glow, illuminating the room with a flickering, electronic light. The air was cool and sterile, and the low hum of machines and the soft beep of computer systems provided a haunting background music.
I was peering into the inner workings of something that was beyond my understanding. But despite the feeling of being out of my depth, I knew I was exactly where I needed to be.




Chapter 2. Dark Alliances

I looked at Amarath, feeling a mix of emotions wash over me as I gazed upon the familiar room.
"I never thought I'd return here," I said, my voice filled with a sense of longing for the past. The room brought back memories of the days when the King of the Crows held court.
"Your choice of words is intriguing, Regressor," Amarath said, gesturing for me to take a seat. Despite the friendly tone of his voice, his eyes never left mine, and I could sense that true trust would only come with time. "You bear the Mark of the Regressor. How many times has that Mark been passed? Tell me, from which timeline have you come? How many times have we failed in our undertaking to save this world?"
I hesitated, gathering my thoughts as I tried to articulate my concerns. "It's as if parts of the first and second timelines are present, despite the fact that one should have negated the existence of the other. I can sense the echoes of the past, but they don't align with what I know to be true," I explained.
Amarath nodded, his eyes shining with understanding. "Your memories, your abilities, they are all jumbled and intertwined," he said. "It's as if the fabric of time and reality itself is being torn apart."
"Yes, that's exactly it," I replied, feeling a sense of relief that the dungeon spirit seemed to understand better than I did.
"I will do my best to repair your system, but first I must delve deeper into your memories and abilities. Only then will I be able to unravel the inconsistencies and restore balance to the timelines," Amarath said, his aura now pulsing with determination.
"Though much of that is beyond my ability. The domain of time belonged to another… Nonetheless, your system requires my attention if you are to complete your mission. So, tell me, what are these inconsistencies that you have encountered?" Amarath's eyes were intense, and his aura radiated a sense of urgency. The spirit was clearly determined to help me resolve the issue so I could return to my mission, but he needed to understand the extent of the problem first.
I knew I had to proceed carefully, but I also knew that Amarath was someone I could trust. I took a deep breath before replying, "There have been changes to the scenarios since I arrived here. I can feel it in my bones that something's off. I know I've been assisted, and I don't know if anyone has guessed what I am, but I do know that my otherness has been noticed by parties outside of the scenarios."
Amarath leaned back in his chair, his otherworldly gaze fixed upon me as he considered my words. After a brief pause, he finally responded, "It is as it must be. I have seen what you are capable of, and such power cannot go unnoticed. But we must be cautious, for the truth of your nature must remain hidden from all others."
I nodded. "I agree, but the scenarios themselves are also being altered, and given your response, I don't think it's your doing."
The dungeon spirit's expression deepened, and he appeared lost in thought. "You speak truth. I had no part in this. This is cause for concern. Regressor, what information of the timeline can you offer? Something solid, unchanging. Perhaps we may discover a clue to what is truly going on."
I hesitated, weighing my words with the utmost care. The reality of the first and second turns had undergone profound alterations, and I had to be mindful of revealing too much information too soon. For the best outcome to be achieved, certain events had to unfold in their proper sequence, such as the capture and imprisonment of the King of the Crows, an event that had served to humble and humanize him.
"We faced defeat," I finally spoke, my voice low and measured. "In the final confrontation, Seraph utilized the Dungeon Seed to spread the system across the world, a feat that nearly cost him his life. All of the power you had accumulated from the first turn was lost, and you were no longer known as the World Dungeon, but instead as the Dungeon of the Deepest Realm, a state that carried on into now, the third turn."
Amarath's expression darkened, his brow furrowing in thought. "So he did regain that power, did he? It appears that he has learned the lesson in humility that I intended for him to learn."
He considered my words, his gaze was piercing, his eyes seeming to look through me and into the very essence of my being. He spoke with a voice that was both deep and powerful, infused with a sense of authority that came from centuries of experience.
"But I have always been the Dungeon of the Deepest Realm," he declared, his words ringing with power that defied description. "Never have I held the mantle of the World Dungeon. My essence has been bound to this place, to the very depths of the earth, since the dawn of time. I have watched civilizations rise and fall, seen the birth and death of stars, and always I have remained—unchanging and eternal."
His voice had grown louder, filling the room with a deep, resonant hum, and then stopped with a sigh. The aura of power disappearing on a long exhale. "But now, I see how the fabric of time and reality has shifted—that the threads that once wove a tight and orderly pattern have become tangled and frayed. The past and present have become muddled, and the future is uncertain. Continue your story Regressor. Tell me more of this rift."
I nodded. "Closing the rift became a necessity. The Aeon of the first turn found a way to invade through a rift in time, left behind by your regression. Seraph sealed it but at great cost to his own power. But after, he fully assumed the mantle of King of the Crows, building upon his own strength and leading the survivors dutifully."
The Dungeon spirit's eyes narrowed in concern. "A rift within my dungeon? How have I not known? How could this have happened?" he asked.
I took a deep breath before responding. "The rift was located within the tutorial, the instanced dungeon that served as the bridge between the first and second timelines. It was a weak point in the system that Aeon of the first turn was able to exploit," I explained, my tone laced with remembered urgency.
The memory of that moment was still fresh in my mind, Aeon's unexpected invasion had caught us all off guard, and we had fought desperately to defend ourselves. In the end, it was the King of the Crows who had managed to seal the rift, but not before sustaining serious injuries.
"The tutorial," Amarath repeated, his voice heavy with contemplation. "A vulnerability. That was a moment of great significance in my bond with the one you call the King of the Crows, a moment that marked the transition from one timeline to the next. And yet, it seems that it was also a moment of great vulnerability, a weakness that the Aeon of the first turn was able to exploit."
The spirit of the dungeon rose from his seat, his form crackling with energy as he began to pace back and forth. "This is a grave matter, Regressor. The fact that the Aeon was able to breach the timeline in such a manner suggests that the fabric of reality itself is becoming unraveled. We must act quickly to rectify this before it becomes too late. The rift cannot stay open, regardless of its effect on the timeline you knew."
Amarath sighed heavily. "This is indeed a most distressing state of affairs. It seems that my power I lent was put to good use, but I cannot help but feel a sense of guilt for not being there to assist." He paused, his eyes narrowing in contemplation. "What of the King of the Crows? Did he suffer a loss of power?"
"He did," I confirmed. "But his sacrifice was not in vain. The King of the Crows became the symbol of hope for the people of the second turn. He became a beacon of light that guided us through the darkness. Though his power was diminished, his spirit and resolve remained unbroken."
Amarath nodded, a look of pride and respect on his face. "It seems that he learned the lessons I had intended to teach him. It is good to hear that he has become the leader he was meant to be."
 
"What of my brothers? Did they not join us on the field?" Amarath asked his brow furrowed.
"None of your kin made an appearance," I regretfully replied, my voice low with sorrow. "Aeon's assault left you severely wounded, and what remained of your power was funneled into bolstering Seraph's own so he could serve as your stand-in among the Lords of Pandemonium. You deemed it of utmost importance to preserve the Mark of the Regressor, even at the cost of your own existence. You sacrificed the little power you had left to send me back through time, and it is only because of that act that I trust you enough to say these things."
"What of the others?" Amarath pressed, his voice holding an edge of fury directed towards the still-to-come future.
"The Lord of the Well of Souls fell in combat against the formidable Helion of the Tower," I replied, my voice heavy with reverence for the fallen lord. "His power was passed on to a necromancer—raised as his own champion, while the Lady's power and her silver Valkyries—were inherited by the swordswoman chosen to be her vessel. I encountered the leader of your kind at the end of time, where he directed me to this timeline that he claimed to have seeded. Although I do not have much knowledge of the other lords, I do not believe they have perished."
Amarath furrowed his brow, lost in thought. "Interesting. It seems they were either waylaid or they betrayed us, which makes our next move clearer. Tell me, Jax Nolan, what is your plan? What will you do next? Do you have a clear direction once I am able to repair your system?" The spirit's piercing gaze met mine.
I nodded. "I need to find my companions and all signs point towards the Underrealm, that's where I need to be going, but I'm not sure if it's the right call. Not when I should be clearing objectives and scenarios."
Amarath pushed away from the monitors and looked at me. "Tell me, what do you hope to accomplish? What was your biggest failure in the past timeline."
I grimaced. "I could not follow the others into battle. The gap between us grew too large, and I wasn't able to keep up with them anymore. In the end, they needed a supporter. It could have made all the difference if just one single heal had gone off, or another buff."
The spirit started to laugh, a light, mirthless laugh. "It never would have been so simple. For so few of my kind to show up at this last battle, for me to have been injured as you have claimed, far more went wrong than just the absence of a healer."
 
Amarath's laughter subsided, and he fixed me with that piercing gaze. “You must understand, Jax Nolan, the rules of this world are changing. The objectives and scenarios you speak of, they are mere illusions, a means to keep the players in line. You are no longer bound by such trivialities, not with the Mark of the Regressor upon your skin. Your path is a different one, one that is intertwined with the fate of this realm, of multiple realms even. Your greatest failure in the past timeline was a lack of understanding—a lack of faith in yourself, and your abilities."
He leaned forward, his voice dropping to a low whisper. "But now, Jax Nolan, now you have the chance to make a difference, to alter the course of this timeline. The Underrealm is not just where you need to be, it's where you must be. Your friends—they are not just waiting for you, they need you. And it is up to you to make the necessary sacrifices, to take the necessary actions—to ensure their safety, and the safety of this realm."
"Tell me Jax, are you prepared to be more than just another fighter?" The spirit stared at me with an intensity that told me, he had something in mind. "Are you prepared to be more than just a healer? I see your class, and you're ill-suited for it. You're a mix and match of well-wishing. A yearning for a future that isn't likely to come to pass. Mistakes have been made. You have made mistakes, and while those mistakes have come from a place of well-meaning, they are still mistakes."
"What do you suggest then, Amarath?" I responded. "I am a man outside of time. The path I walk didn't even exist in the last iteration. I am largely blind, guided by my past experiences. What would you have me do?"
"It's simple and can be done when fixing that failing system of yours," the spirit responded. "I'd have you undergo the metamorphosis, much like Seraph once did. Your class, your abilities—all of it will be boosted. You can even use that item you've been carrying, the one granted to you by the Helping hands. It will drastically shorten the time for the changes to take root. Should you do this, you will have enough power to make your way to the Underrealm and save your friends. But in return, there is something I want from you. This... invasion from the ruined future. I want you to prevent it."
"With your support, I can. Where do we start?" I asked, curiously looking at the spirit of the dungeon. The old man moved, head tilted in deep consideration—his eyes seeming to look into mine as if searching for something. I had to remind myself of his true nature and identity; he was equal parts the visage I saw in front of me, and the dark spirit that haunted the cave where his core resided.
"That depends much on you," he finally replied. "When Seraph was placed in such a cocoon, it took him almost a year before he was finally able to emerge. I doubt you have a year's worth of time. He was young too, and his immaturity succumbed to parts of my innate nature—and he became warped by it. Can you overcome the same? I think so. If you can… the process may take weeks. Maybe months, but no more, and you must do this—to attempt to save your comrades as you are now, would result in your ruin."
"You stand at a crossroads, Jax." Amarath said, his voice filled with an otherworldly resonance. "On one hand, you could continue down the path you are on, limited by the rules of this world and unable to truly make a difference. On the other, you can undergo the metamorphosis, embrace the power within, and become a true force to be reckoned with. The choice is yours."
I understood the weight of the decision pressing down on me, but I knew what I had to do. "I am ready," I declared firmly. "I will undergo the metamorphosis and do what must be done to prevent this invasion from another ruined future. I will save my friends, and I will do what it takes to save this world."
Amarath stepped forward, his hands outstretched. "You will be surrounded by a shield of protection," he explained. "It will keep you safe during the metamorphosis, but you must focus your mind and let the magic flow through you. Let it transform you, let it make you stronger."
I nodded, steeling myself for what was to come and reached into my inventory and pulled out the box and opened it up. Three items were inside, the Death's Knell, the Mirror of True Seeing, and the Potion of Stolen Yesteryears. I drank down the potion quickly and gave the items to Amarath to add to his spell. Since the Death's Knell hadn't sounded when Kat and Argus had been taken, this item would be put to a much better use.
I could feel the magic building within me, a storm of energy and power that threatened to consume me. The old man gestured to the room around us, and I watched as runes and seals appeared on the walls, glowing with a bright light—an odd contrast to his shadowy persona. The air shimmered with vaporous mana, and I could feel the power coursing through my veins.
 
"With these two items sacrificed, you may gain some portion of their skills as a passive ability, adding to your own strength." The old man explained while raising his hands, his eyes turning an eerie shade of blue as he began to chant. The air around us thickened with mana, and I could feel my own energy responding to the spell. The old man's hands glowed with a pulsing light as he drew symbols and seals in the air, each one crackling with power.
I could feel the transformation taking place within me. It was both exhilarating and excruciating. My body convulsed as my mana surged in recognition, the power of the spell coursing through me like a wild tempest. I felt like I was being torn apart and put back together in an unending cycle, and the pain was indescribable.
Amarath continued his chant, his voice growing louder—more insistent. The light from the spell grew brighter, the symbols and runes shining with an otherworldly glow. I could feel the power of the spell building, the energy of it, growing stronger and more intense with each passing moment.
Then it clicked, strands of magic wound around me, like a snake wrapping its coils tight. Vice-like in its intensity, squeezing until I couldn't breathe. I was trapped within their grasp, unable to move or escape. More strands wove around me, again and again. Blue light blazed as Amarath continued his chanting.
My consciousness began to fade as the magic cocoon took hold. I lost focus on anything around me, and barely made out the soft whispers of Amarath. His words distant and muffled, but the urgency rang clear in his voice. "You must survive this," he repeated.
The process was far from peaceful. It was like I was being pummeled from the inside out, my body and mind taking a brutal beating. On instinct, my body acted on its own and tried to fight it rather than embrace it, but it was no use. The magic cocoon was too strong. I felt myself slipping away, my consciousness fading into darkness.




Chapter 3. The Memory Bubble

Amarath's control center, the cocoon, the repair to my system. It all faded away. I just knew I needed to offer a memory to the item the Helping Hands had granted me in order to harness its power. I concentrated—holding the orb in my mind with a mental grasp. Then it hit me. A wave of intense pain felt in every nerve of my body, lit on fire. I felt like mind was being torn and retorn. Split apart and then spliced back together. I tried to scream. But there was no sound, only the endless void and the crushing agony that consumed me.
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I needed to get the process going.
The emptiness was overwhelming, and I felt lost, disconnected from everything I had once known.
I tried to focus and think back to the last thing I remembered, but the harder I tried, the more elusive my memories seemed. The world around me was a void of blackness, and I was completely alone in my thoughts.
As I reached out through the vast space of my mind, searching for any memory to offer as a sacrifice, I was met with a profound emptiness. No memories of my youth, no memories of life before the apocalypse, not a single memory.
The pain intensified, and I reached out for whatever I could find, grabbing ahold of it. 
 
	//Memory Trigger - The King of Transformations//
"I need a healer!" I screamed, my voice echoing harshly through the air. My guild members scattered, quickly rushing to fulfill my request. I—the Black Seraph, cradled a dying man in my arms, carrying him away from the devastation that was the highest floor of the tower. I had seen countless battles in my lifetime, but even the battle of the Maleficar, where the Lord of Fire had wounded me in my first life—couldn't compare to this. The tower's master, Helion, had shown more cruelty than any other being I'd encountered, even the spirit Amarath who had reshaped me in a dark cave during my first life.
Instead of a robed healer, a young man pushed through the crowd from the town I'd built. He wore a makeshift red cross around his arm, a welcome addition to our group and someone I valued greatly. I called out to him, "Over here, John!" I wanted to make sure everyone knew he was under my protection. I laid the man down on the ground, and the crowd cautiously stepped back, not wanting to interfere.
"Who is it?" Sadie yelled, pushing through the crowd. Her brother Garen and a few surviving elves followed her, forming a protective perimeter.
"This is Daniel," I responded. "He's a legacy, like me." The man in my arms was like me in many ways, yet also different. He had been a true hero, bearing the full power of the Dark Lord of the Tower.
John knelt beside me, tracing runes in the air with one hand and using the other to cast a regeneration spell. White light flooded the man's body, and smaller traces of energy moved across his form. The healer stood up, shaking his head. "He'll live, but I'm not sure about his mind. The damage is severe."
Sadie looked at me and then over at the portal to the ruined tower. "What happened in there?"
I looked away, trying to gather my thoughts. Sadie had regressed once before, but I wasn't sure she'd understand what had happened to Daniel. "He wasn't like us, a regressor. He was a returner, a restarter. The entire tower was set up as an experiment, restarting once all the participants died. The tower-master and his Wraiths would wipe their memories and revive them on the first floor with different parameters, testing monsters."
The man on the ground stirred, groaning heavily, and I knew he would survive. "One of the seven intervened and let him keep his memory," I continued, "but it came at a cost. He had a love, and she was lost to him, erased from the tower so that he could keep his mind intact. He never knew, and when he learned the truth, his mind fractured."




I fell out of the memory and it was absorbed into the Orb. The emotions the last to fade into the void.
My consciousness was left to float on the endless ocean of time, surrounded by a sea of faces. Some were familiar, reminding me of the adventures I had embarked on before. The King of Crows, Luca, Daniel, Argus, Kat—and even a woman named Maria, her face was strange, yet familiar. But it was the face of Paul that caught my attention, sparking a deep sense of recognition within me, though I couldn't quite place why.
As I drifted further on the currents, the world around me became hazy and surreal, a mystical landscape of ethereal lights and shadows. I felt like I was losing touch with reality, my sense of self slipping away into the ether.
And then, a voice whispered to me from somewhere far away, barely audible. I struggled to place it, grasping at vague recognition that danced on the edge of my mind.
"You must persevere." I recognized it finally. It was Amarath's voice, a beacon of hope in the darkness. Despite the overwhelming feeling of disorientation, I clung to his words, and gripped onto my sense of self and purpose. His words—lit the spark of determination to endure, and to survive this strange journey through the ocean of time.
As I floated, I began to see flickers of memories emerge like islands on the horizon. The first was a small, rocky outcropping that jutted out over the water. The surface was rough and jagged, with sharp edges and crags reaching towards the sky. The next was a lush, verdant island, interspersed with trees and dotted with flowers. The air was indolent with the scent of blooming flora, and a gentle breeze blew through the branches, causing the leaves to rustle and dance.
Another island came into view, this one was a sprawling cityscape, with towering buildings and busy streets, thrumming with life. The sounds of car horns, laughter, and conversation echoed across the water—and I could feel the energy and vitality of the city, pulsing around me. And finally, there was a desolate, barren island, its surface scarred and pocked by an unseen force. The air was heavy with the scent of smoke and ash, and the only sounds were the distant howls of the wind.
Each island was a memory—a moment frozen in time, and as I floated closer, I felt a sense of familiarity, a pull towards them—as if they were calling out to me. But as quickly as they appeared, they vanished, disappearing back into the vast ocean of time—leaving me with only a sense of longing, and a desire to reach out and grasp onto those fleeting moments.
Warm memories of distant days clustered just outside of my reach beckoned, a soft voice I didn’t remember, a child’s laughter. Old memories. Forgotten memories. Then onwards, finally the memories seemed to settle as if a picture suddenly gained clarity and scale demanding my attention above all others. Another voice called out, this one seeming to come from inside of me. The Mark of the Regressor burned on my skin and I heard Daniel's voice calm me. "Come with me." In the distance, a memory island appeared almost as if beckoned by the voice, and on that island stood a Dark Tower, a hellish future caught within the hourglass world of a Demon Lord.
 
The island was a place of darkness, a realm of endless shadows where the light of hope could not reach. The Dark Tower loomed over it like a monolith, a foreboding blight in the center of it all. Its walls were slick obsidian, depthless as the void, and they absorbed the failing light of the stars above. The air lay thick with the stench of brimstone. Dread hung like a heavy cloak, as though the very fabric of reality would be torn asunder by a hidden power.
As I approached, I felt a pull, as though the memories of this place were a void trying to drag me down into its depths. I fought against it, my body unwilling to surrender to its pull, but just like gravity, I couldn't resist for long. The memories consumed me, taking me deeper.
The ghostly hand of someone I once knew reached out to comfort me, yet when I tried to grasp it, my fingers met only empty air. "Jax doesn't exist," the voice spoke and I struggled to place it. My thoughts churned and tried to recognize, eventually focusing on, the memory of the once and future King of Transformations—the Dark Titan himself. "He's just a disguise, a persona forced upon you so you could survive your journey to this timeline. A cruel gift given to you with the intention of ensuring your survival. The parting-will of a favored son."
"What do you mean?" I questioned, not really expecting an answer. And yet, my own rage followed—as the words seemed to take hold. My voice echoed through the strange void I found myself in, surrounded by nothing but flickering memories and strange islands containing splintered fragments of the past. "How can I not exist?"
"Don't worry, Jax," Daniel reassured me. "I've got your back. I may not be here in flesh and blood, but the fragment of my power that you inherited is more than enough. The Legacy of the Lord of Pandemonium has been passed down from me to the King of the Crows, and now to you. You need it more than ever."
I couldn't shake off the haunted, defeated look that Daniel had worn during the last battle. This island was his memory, not mine, no matter what he said about my identity being false. The air around me grew thicker, heavier, as I neared the island, as if the weight of Daniel's past was bearing down upon me. Yet, I pressed on, driven by the desperate need to uncover the truth and find a way to survive.
 
As I approached the memory island, I felt a strange resistance, as if I was pushing against some invisible barrier. It was like a bubble that surrounded the entire island, a shield that kept the memories contained within. But as I continued to move forward, I felt something give, and suddenly, I was through.
The shock of the sudden change was jarring, and I felt disoriented for a moment. It was like being thrust into another world, one that was alien to my own. The darkness that had surrounded me was now replaced by a pulsing, ethereal light, and strange shapes loomed in the distance.
I couldn't make out what the shapes were, but I felt a creeping sense of unease, as if I was being watched by something otherworldly. The air was rich with the sense of magic, and it prickled against my skin like a million tiny needles.
I was in an eldritch space, hidden within the confines of my own mind, and I couldn't shake the feeling that I was not alone. I felt as if I was being led deeper onto the island, and the shapes in the distance grew clearer. They were like twisted, gnarled trees, with limbs that seemed eager to reach out towards me.
As I continued to move forward, vertigo struck. With each footstep taken, my sense of disorientation increased, and I felt as if I was being pulled in a million different directions. The voices of the past whispered around me, and I struggled to make sense of what I was seeing and hearing. The trees seemed to be closing in on me, and I felt trapped, almost suffocated by the weight of a regressor’s memories.
And then, with a suddenness that was as shocking as it was complete, the world around me went dark. I was bodiless once again, adrift in the ocean of time, and I could only hope that when I truly awoke, I would have the answers I so desperately sought.
 
 
	//System Notification//
Attention player ???? ?????????! The current system has been disabled. We are now switching to the scenario-specific backup system. Please stand by as the transition takes place. Thank you for your patience.








Chapter 4. Bizarre World

[System Notification: "Welcome to the Bizarre World Tower of Ruin. Enjoy your stay."]
[System Notification: This is a world created from the legacy memory fragments of the King of Transformations, and the Lord of Pandemonium whom he served and even the dark lord of the tower, Helion himself. It is a cursed realm where Daniel was forced to relive his life over and over again, fighting for survival. You, J*7 $ola9, have been brought here as a participant in this eternal struggle. Your abilities and stats have been automatically assigned, but to survive, you must find the "Anchor". Explore the ruins of this once-bustling airport and uncover the secrets of the Tower of Ruin, if you are to inherit this dormant power. Good luck.]
--Bizarre World Tower of Ruin-- 
Status - ???? ????????? 
Strength 8, Agility 6, Stamina 7
Inventory: Iron Dagger - Unbreakable - Cannot Be Discard ed
Skill: Lord of Pandemonium's Legacy - You may now craft with 100% success rate a [Unique Sword - Regressors' Key].
Skill: Mark of the Regressor - All attacks do additional damage to demonic creatures. This damage cannot be prevented or reduced by armor.
Skill: Time's Edge - You gain a temporary boost to speed and strength whenever you engage in combat. This boost lasts for 10 seconds and stacks up to 3 times.
Nothing further unlocked
I’m here. Daniel's Tarmac. At least a version of it. This was his hell….
The status screen faded away and beneath me, the paved ground was hot to the touch. If I’d been a normal man, it would have burned my skin had I lingered without moving. It was almost as hot as the sun beating down on my back. The heavy overcoat and the boots I wore didn’t help with the heat, but they did provide a measure of protection from the sun.
"Alright Lumen," I called out, nudging the collar of my coat. "It's time for us to get moving." But nothing happened. I peered within and Lumen was nowhere to be found. I tried my ability to resummon her, but it failed. In frustration I reached for Regressors' Key, if nothing else I would be well armed, but even that was gone. Instead, all I found was an iron dagger within my pocket. I pulled it out. I was truly in a memory.
I let out a bitter laugh and the sound echoed through the barren surroundings. The ruined airport sprawled out before me, a testament to the fall of humanity captured in a moment. The once bustling concourses were now empty and desolate, the buildings and connexes crumbled and covered in a thick layer of dust. The sky was lifeless, with an orange sun that seemed angry and sullen.
I looked at the iron dagger in my hand, feeling a sense of inadequacy wash over me. Lumen, my trusty companion and the source of my power, was nowhere to be found. My abilities, including the power to summon her, were unusable in this strange memory world. The only thing I had was this iron dagger, a far cry from an artifact like Regressors' Key.
"I need to get moving," I muttered to myself as I glanced around to catch my bearings.
Despite the oppressive heat, I couldn't help but feel a sense of awe and dread as I gazed up at the sky-high Helion's Tower. My mind raced as I thought of Daniel, trapped within its massive structure. Even though it was a dream, it was still a surreal experience that I was caught in.
I pushed myself up to my feet, feeling the hot pavement scorching through my boots. I needed to find a source of water, quench my parched lips, and survive in this cursed world. I took a deep breath and set off, the road ahead long and treacherous.
I trudged along the path, my senses heightened as I took in my surroundings. The sun overhead was a molten orange, casting a false light upon the world. Despite the eerie appearance of the world around me, I kept going. I knew that this was the Bizarre World version of the Tower of Ruin, a surreal dream based on the memory of the Ruined Airport. The bland title belied the secrets hidden beneath its false sun—secrets that led to the first floor of the Tower of Afterlife, and one of the hidden funnels that could bring a player to meet with one of the old gods.
This was the memory of an old friend who'd been trapped within the tower, and my chance to find his legacy. The Anchor.
I took a deep breath and steeled myself, ready to face whatever lay ahead in this surreal dreamworld. I knew that I was here to find the anchor of the King of Transformations, and if this memory held true for his climb, I could only guess I'd find him at the top. That had been his hell. What I knew about the Tower I’d heard secondhand from the man.
I remember hearing about Daniel's journey through the Tower of Afterlife, how he had been trapped within its walls for what felt like lifetimes. Despite this, he was not a typical regressor, even though he was often referred to as the second regressor. The story went that the Master of the Tower, Helion, had subverted the process of climbing the tower and passing on to the next scenario, instead creating an infinite loop of ever-increasing difficulty. Each time all the players were killed, the floors would be reset, the players would be revived, and their memories would be wiped clean.
But Daniel was different. The other Lords of Pandemonium had learned of Helion's treachery and conspired to replace him, using Daniel as their pawn. They gave him the power of the Godhand, and he slowly climbed the tower—siphoning more and more of Helion's power with each floor he conquered—defeating the Wraiths who acted as the hands and eyes for Helion, and was granted a portion of his power to control each level.
However, the cost was high. In order to continue his climb with his memories intact, a sacrifice was required. A sacrifice that Daniel never would have agreed to if he had known its true cost. The permanent death of the one he loved, the one he had climbed the tower with repeatedly, always finding his way back to her on each climb.
I took a step forward onto the scorched tarmac, feeling the weight of Daniel's memories and suffering bearing down on me. The sand that covered the ground was sacrosanct, in a way, marking the start of a journey that had lasted for countless climbs. I remembered hearing of how he had recovered all his memories, not just from one timeline, but from many.
The burden of so many climbs left a lasting impact on Daniel, and the loss of the one he loved—broke him. Despite his strength and power as an ally, he was never quite the same. Even his rescue by the King of the Crows couldn't heal the wounds he had sustained in the Tower of Ruin. But as I stood there, I felt a determination rise from within. I might not be able to change his fate, but here within the Bizarre World of Memory, I would find the power he had left for me.
In a very real sense, the sand that covered the tarmac was inviolate ground that started the journey of somebody that I respected and trusted. The cursed soil that brought Daniel endless suffering.
I pushed the thoughts away and continued down the road. A trickle of sweat ran down my spine. I trudged along the path of twisted metal posts, their rusted surfaces pitted and corroded by time. Ahead of me, a bus stop or its’ remains— loomed in the distance, its browned metal frame now partially collapsed and so eaten away by oxidation, that it was hard to figure out its original purpose.
Once I was in the shade, I took a deep breath and wiped sweat off of my face. My heavy overcoat wasn't doing me any favors, neither were the clothes I was wearing. Dust-devils blew and between the cracks in the makeshift shelter, it howled and whistled. The wind blew harder, and sand moved with it as the old and rusted buildings that made up the airport groaned loudly from the disturbance of the winds passing.
I could hear the ghostly whispers of old stories Daniel told to the survivors of the Last City. This wasn't just a flash of memory; it was a world I was stepping into, a world that was once real to Daniel. A place where he fought for survival in the Tower of Ruin. A place where the false sun of the first floor was only the beginning of a treacherous journey. A place where he encountered the Wraiths, disguised as Angels, who served as the hosts of the floor and the minions of the Tower's Master, Helion.
This floor had it's secrets, and if this was Daniel's memory, those secrets should hold true.
Namely….
I looked around at the old and ruined compound. Between two boarded-up buildings, I saw it, a twisting vortex on the horizon consisting of sand and dark buildings, like a dark curtain of sand. It seemed to swirl and move constantly, never staying still for long. As I watched, the center of the storm grew darker until it became a black void of energy surrounded by swirling gray clouds. Then there was silence.
The wind slowed down and the sandstorm lessened in intensity, as if resetting itself. My chance to change the future would happen before the storm started to advance again. I already knew where the others were. Things had been set in motion. What I needed to do was find a way to break the restart function and keep one of the hidden treasures of the airport for myself. No Lumen, no wisp to guide me. I leaned against the metallic wall of the bus stop and tried to think.
But without Lumen by my side, I felt more vulnerable. The halfway-collapsed shelter that had been the bus stop loomed around me, and I felt a pang of uncertainty. I couldn't rely on my wisp to guide me, but I needed to keep momentum.
I stood there, amongst the ruins, surrounded by twisted metal and boarded-up buildings. On the horizon, I saw the twisting vortex of sand and dark buildings, constantly swirling and moving. Once again, the center of the storm grew darker until it became a black void of energy surrounded by gray clouds. And then, suddenly, there was silence. The wind slowed down, and the sandstorm lessened in intensity, an indication of resetting itself.
I needed to know which iteration the floor was on. If it was the last iteration, Daniel would appear soon. But if it was an earlier iteration, some kind of scuffle was supposed to happen. Those answers were all out there, waiting for me.
I sighed and looked out from the shelter. The sun was already fading, and the heat didn't seem quite as oppressive. Time moves quickly here. I had to be careful and stay alert.
My eyes roamed over the desolate airport, taking in the sight of the rows of airplanes arranged in a line, each connected by a bridge to the gate. The planes were in various states of disrepair, with metal frames twisted and rusted, and broken windows giving off the eerie image of a post-apocalyptic world.
I knew this place all too well. I had heard the stories from Daniel, the man who had been trapped here for what seemed like an eternity. The Tower of Ruin was not just an airport, it was a place of trial and tribulation, a place where one could potentially earn the title of King and the power that came with it.
With the iron dagger in my hand, the metal felt cold against my skin and I couldn't help but feel vulnerable without Regressors' Key. Regardless, I had to press on. I started to make my way down the row of airplanes, my steps quickening with each footfall. I needed to find the others, to know what was happening, to understand what was at stake. As I approached the main building, I could hear the sound of arguing, the voices growing louder with my approach. I strained to make out what they were saying, but their words remained just out of reach.




Chapter 5. Familiar Faces

[System Notification: This may be a memory, but if you die here, there is no respawning.]
Treat it like it's happening in real time. Got it. The sweat down my back helps to keep that in mind. 
As I approached the group huddled beneath a seemingly intact airplane, I could hear one man's voice rising above the others. He was desperately trying to comprehend his current situation, and his face reddened with anger. "This isn't funny!" he shouted, his voice echoing off the metal fuselage. Wide eyes darted around the group, searching for the source of the joke. "Where's the camera? I want to go home!"
The others shifted nervously around him, casting quick glances in every direction and exchanging uneasy whispers. Despite their attempt to find hope in the situation, I knew that they were all too aware of the cold truth. This was no game; this was their reality. I had experienced it before and could have spared them much of the shock they were feeling now, but it was too late.
I pushed past them, ignoring their panicked questions and pleading looks, and made my way towards two groups who were locked in a tense stand-off. I recognized one of the men in the group as Sturgess; a burly man with a thick accent who had once been transformed into a sword for use in battle. But thanks to a rare revive stone—Sturgess had been restored to his original form and sought refuge in the Dungeon of the Deepest Realm during our last battle - not out of cowardice but out of necessity; his time as a sword had hindered his growth and development as a player.
I remembered the stories Daniel told about his time in the Tower of Afterlife. They were always filled with regrets. My eyes trailed over to the other man; the paramilitary guy Sturgess had been arguing with. I grimaced. I’d never seen the man before, but I knew him by reputation.
Gavin... I always knew the type. I’d seen it play out again and again.
The tension between the two was palpable and the air was rife with it. I knew that Gavin was a notorious killer, and I needed to be careful around him.
A mixed section of the players from both groups gathered around the airplane, huddled together in fear and uncertainty. A young boy with glasses was holding a bloody knife, and an older man was lying on the ground, clutching at his neck. Sturgess had stepped in and was trying to disarm the boy, while Gavin was trying to help the man.
I surveyed the scene and realized that this wasn't the memory I'd been hoping for. If it had been from the second timeline—Daniel would have strode out already, prevented the stabbing and started to take charge. That version of Daniel wasn't here, and the boy that he'd been in the first timeline was likely hiding somewhere in the airport. I felt a pang of regret but shook it away.
A brilliant flash of light illuminated the area, followed by a deafening boom that shook the ground beneath me. From above, a radiant being descended, appearing like an angel but I knew the truth. It was the host of this floor, a Wraith in disguise.
The wind picked up, blowing sand and debris across the tarmac as the dust swirled and the false angel towered over the crowd—its inhuman golden eyes scanned the scene until they landed on the bloody knife in the hands of the boy and the body lying on the ground, surrounded by a pool of blood.
For a fleeting moment, the Wraith's true nature was revealed. A hint of a smile ghosted across its face, the slight upturn at the corners of its mouth betraying its capricious nature—barely concealed behind its angelic disguise. A false facade so obvious to see, if the group weren’t looking for salvation or guidance.
As the Wraith approached the boy, tension strummed in the air. The cloying scent of fear mixed with the metallic odor of blood, created an ominous atmosphere. The sound of shuffling feet and hushed whispers filled my ears, but it was the Wraith's voice that commanded my attention. "Welcome, dear players," it boomed with a melodic quality, its words echoed across the tarmac. The Wraith's golden eyes were beacons, shining with an ethereal light. It glided effortlessly through the crowd, heading towards the young man.
Intricate robes flowed behind it, like a river of midnight, the hem danced about on hidden currents. Its wings—the supposed symbol of peace and protection—now seemed sinister and menacing, to my eyes. The boy, who was holding the bloody knife, looked around in a panic, unsure of what to do. The crowd parted, creating a clear path for the Wraith to reach its target.
This Wraith was different from any monster or deity Daniel had encountered during his time in the Tower. It was not just mindless or callous, but reveled in pain and suffering. I could feel my anger boil, a familiar friend that rose within me. A hard-learned reminder that the Tower was full of enemies and was maintained by them. I couldn't do anything yet, but I made a vow to myself that I would one day defeat this evil and free the players from its grasp.
"Welcome to the Tower of Afterlife." The Wraith waved around. "I extend to you the warmest of greetings from my revered master, Lord Helion. The world you have entered is unlike anything you will have ever encountered. It is a place of breathtaking beauty and thrilling adventures, where magic and chaos reign supreme. This Tower is home to both monsters and heroes, and the path you choose to follow is entirely up to you."
The Wraith gracefully lowered itself in front of the boy, its magnificent wings spreading wide, obscuring much of what was happening from view. But I was at the right angle to catch a glimpse of the scene. The Wraith's delicate hands carefully took hold of the boy's knife, its lips gently brushed against the boy's ear as it whispered something. In an instant, the boy's demeanor changed, all the tension in his body dissipated, as if a weight had been lifted from his shoulders.
As the man in the tweed suit continued to bluster and demand answers, I held back and watched from a safe distance. I knew better than to interfere in this situation, at least not yet. I couldn't risk drawing attention to myself, not in this place where danger lurked around every corner.
The Wraith, with deceptive grace—stood to its full height, towering over the man and the rest of the crowd. Its golden eyes gleamed with a cruel light as it gazed down upon the man's red, sweating face. "Ah, the man demands," it said in a voice that was equal parts honey and poison.
I could feel the tension rocket as the Wraith's words echoed through the tarmac. The man, who moments before had been blustering and demanding, now seemed to shrink in the face of the Wraith's towering presence. I could see the fear in his eyes as the Wraith, never taking his eyes off the man, leaned down towards the boys’ ear. Its words were spoken in a dialect I didn't recognize, but still—understood the meaning behind. "Go on. Show them what I've given you. The gift."
With those words, the boy stepped forward, the knife held tightly in his hand. The crowd around us parted, giving the boy space as he stood there, his body tense and ready. I could sense the power that the Wraith had given him—the gift that it had bestowed, and I knew that this was going to be a moment that would change everything.
The boy's body trembled with a burning energy, and a malevolent grin spread across his face. The air around him started to shimmer with heatwaves, while steam rose from his head, despite the already sweltering day. I moved forward, attempting to push people away from him, but I was beat to the punch by another familiar voice.
"Get back!" The voice of someone I recognized echoed through the area. It was young, but powerful, full of the charisma of a natural leader. Despite the heat of the day, I couldn't help but feel a shiver run down my spine. I knew that voice all too well. It was Daniel, the once and future King of Transformations, the Dark Titan himself.




Chapter 6. Game Beyond Chance

My eyes turned towards the newcomer, and as I backed away, I tightened my grip on the Iron Dagger, ready to help when he needed it. Daniel strode forward, brandishing a makeshift spear made from a dried wooden broomstick and a sharpened sling blade. His eyes locked onto mine, and I could see the recognition in them, along with the brief movement of his lips as he mouthed, "Not here."
In front of us, the boy let out an ear-splitting howl, his clothes tearing as his bones reformed and expanded. His skin changed and hardened, sprouting fur, and his hand turned into a paw—claws extended and crashing down on his glasses, shattering them. The transformation continued to take place at an alarming rate, the boy shape-shifting into a creature of bone and muscle, covered in dark gray fur.
He let out a roar and pounced on the man who had been shouting at the Wraith, grabbing him by the neck and crushing it with a single clawed finger. The man's body hit the ground with a thud. The crowd erupted in screams, people running in all directions, but the Werewolf was not done. It jumped and grabbed another man, its claws easily slicing through skin and muscle.
The Werewolf's growls reverberated, drowning out the panicked cries of the crowd. It was a monster, a beast fueled by bloodlust and a thirst for violence.
The pervasive scent of blood filled the air, mixing with the acrid smell of fear and desperation. I looked over at Daniel, who was stepping forward, his makeshift spear at the ready. He was the only one not running in fear, and I knew that he was the only hope for the people here. The Werewolf turned its attention towards him, its eyes blazing with a feral light. Daniel stood his ground, not flinching in the face of the monster.
The two faced off, ready for the inevitable battle to come.
"Come on!" Daniel screamed at me as he took off running. "That monster is stronger than either of us. I need more strength if I'm going to take it on." He continued.
As I followed Daniel, I activated my Skill: Time's Edge. I felt a sudden rush of adrenaline as my speed and strength were temporarily boosted by a single stack. I pushed myself harder, moving faster and stronger as I ran after Daniel. The Werewolf was getting away, but with my temporary boost, I knew I could catch up.
As we neared the Werewolf, I saw the beast turn and face us. Its eyes were wild and bloodshot, its fur matted with blood from its latest kill, gore still on its maw as it tossed aside the body of a half-eaten player. It roared and swiped at us with its massive claws. Daniel and I sprang into action, dodging and weaving around the Werewolf's attacks. With Time's Edge, my movements were fluid and hit harder.
My strikes landed with force and precision. The Werewolf was strong, but with Time's Edge, I was able to hold my own. The timer for my stack of Time's Edge was wearing off, so I pushed myself harder, determined to take down the beast before it killed anyone else.
"Wonderful." Clapped the Wraith as it beat its wings roughly and flew up in the air to settle down on a pole and watch. Daniel and I, for the moment, were frozen in place "Let this be our first event then. Let us call it a game of predators and prey."
--Bizarre World Tower of Ruin--
Status - ???? ?????????
[System Notification: Quest Alert - "Survival of the Fittest"]
[System Notification: Quest Alert - Delayed Start!]
Attention all players! The benevolent floor manager has unleashed a predator among you. The Werewolf is on the loose and it is hunting for its next meal. Your goal is to survive until the host decides to end the game. Use your wits and skills to hide, evade, and fight for your life. The Werewolf's powers are stronger than any individual player, so it's important to work together and help each other, if you want to make it through this. Good luck and may the odds be ever in your favor.
As the panicked players fled for their lives, the deafening sound of their footsteps echoed across the desolate tarmac. The Werewolf, a monstrous beast with jagged claws, relentlessly pursued them, leaving deep gashes in the ground with each step. Despite the chaos around me, I felt a sense of confidence, knowing that my newfound skills within the memory world could potentially allow me to take down the Werewolf.
However, I couldn't be too hasty. I didn't want to reveal my true abilities and draw unwanted attention from the Wraith, especially with the added confusion of Daniel's unexpected recognition of me. I needed to figure out what was going on and keep a low profile.
With this in mind, I quickly moved away from the plane and followed Daniel's lead as he sprinted towards the edge of the tarmac and into the complex of dilapidated buildings that made up the rest of the airport. Our goal was clear: we needed to get into the terminal, as soon as possible, and find a safe place to regroup—and plan our next move.
The screams continued. High above, the Wraith turned its head. From its vantage point, its eyes narrowed on the rampaging Werewolf before uttering a command. With an outstretched hand and a flurry of dramatic movement, power shot forth from its body.
"Hold. The game is not quite ready."
The Werewolf’s eyes blazed as it cast a look of feral bloodthirst back towards the Wraith. It snarled in refusal before moving to continue chasing after the fleeing players. The Wraith merely laughed. "That won’t do."
The false angel flicked its wrists and chains of gold and silver erupted out of the ground beneath the wolf’s feet. It spread out, surrounding the body of the monster and clinching tight to restrict its movements. The nearby players took advantage of the sudden immobility of the monster and ran further into the airport ruins, seeking shelter and a place to hide. The Wraith watched. A dark smile spread across its angelic face.
The moment grew tense as the Wraith and the Werewolf locked eyes in a battle of willpower. The chains of silver and gold continued to tighten around the monster, restricting its movements further. The Werewolf roared in frustration, its powerful voice shaking the very foundation of the airport. The players, now a safe distance away, looked on in horror at the sight of the Wraith easily controlling the once rampaging monster.
The Wraith’s laughter echoed across the ruins of the airport as it basked in its own power. The Werewolf thrashed and snarled, but the chains held tight, rendering it powerless. The Wraith’s hand twitched, and the monster was lifted into the air, suspended by the Wraith’s will alone.
"This is what you are. Powerless creatures to be used as I see fit." The Wraith spoke, its voice dripping with condescension and amusement. "You are nothing but pieces on a game board, and I am the master of the game."
Daniel and I exchanged a look before slipping into the shadows, using the chaos to our advantage. I needed to find the anchor and escape the memory world before I became fully immersed in it.
 




Chapter 7. Beyond Measure

"I suppose it can’t be helped." The Wraith said softly as it stared down at the entangled Werewolf. "It is your nature and the nature of the monster whose form you now wear. But I must make it official. My instructions have not yet finished and neither have introductions." The Wraith turned and its body glowed a golden light as it opened its arms outwards, its arms directed towards the ruins of the airport where the players had tried to flee into.
"I hereby declare this game of survival, has officially begun." The Wraith’s voice was like honey, smooth and sweet, yet it carried an underlying darkness that set the hairs on the back of one’s neck on end. "The beast has been released. The beast will hunt you, will try to claim your lives for its own pleasure. The beast is insatiable, it is an entity of hunger and bloodshed."
The Wraith’s wings beat softly, a slow and steady rhythm—reminiscent of the ticking of a clock, counting down to an inevitable demise. The golden light surrounding the Wraith intensified, casting a warm and inviting glow, belying the true horror that lay within. The Wraith’s voice was a seductive whisper that held within it the promise of death and destruction. "This is a game of survival. The predator will test your resolve, your strength, and your cunning. You must fight to survive, to endure, and to make it out of this place alive."
The Wraith’s gaze narrowed, it felt as if, its inhuman eyes locked onto each and every one of the players. "The prize for survival is beyond measure, beyond price. It is the gift of life, of freedom, of a chance to live once more. Will you accept the challenge?" The Wraith’s wings beat faster, a frenzy of motion as it took to the sky and disappeared into the darkness.
"How cruel of me to skip a few steps, I haven't even introduced myself." The Wraith’s voice boomed, as chains appeared and rebound the Werewolf. The monster snarled and the wraith only laughed. "I am Legion. The facilitator for the tutorial floor of the Tower of Afterlife. It is my responsibility to guide you in the way of the Tower. To show you what you must know to survive here. For now, know that you have access to a basic shiv. This is a permanent item. It cannot be destroyed and when discarded will return to your inventory. It cannot be thrown away. To grab the weapon simply reach into the space in front of you, imagine it—grasp it. It is your fate and destiny. Will it out of that space and simply remove it. That space is your inventory.”
The Wraith pauses, dramatically. “The beginning of your survival starts here, but it is not the end. You have been granted stats, and with it a way to gain power. Use it. Those of you who are slain will drop orbs to be absorbed into any survivors who claim it. These collected orbs will boost your physical stats once activated and will be applied to your status. As will slaying monsters."
The Wraith's gaze sweeps over the cowering players as Daniel and I moved. Its monstrously inhuman golden eyes narrowing into a cruel smile. "Ah, but the best way to increase your stats, my dear players, is by slaying your fellow competitors. The last one standing will be granted passage to the next floor and the opportunity to continue their climb towards the top. So, sharpen your claws, hone your skills, and may the games begin! So yes, apologies dear players for the false start earlier, you may now begin."
The Wraith's voice drips with sarcasm, delighting in the players' suffering. The ground rumbled and the chains binding the Werewolf suddenly shattered, allowing the monster to break free once more. The Wraith cackled as the Werewolf turned its attention towards the players and began to give chase once more.
"Survive if you can," the Wraith sing-songs after them. "Or become just another footnote in the annals of the Tower of Afterlife. The choice is yours, my dear players."
The Wraith’s voice turns sinister in tone as it speaks again, "And let us not forget our predator among you. The Werewolf, hunting you all down with its unbridled power and feral hunger. You must use every ounce of cunning and skill to evade its grasp and survive until the end of the game."
"The game begins now," the Wraith declares, a cruel smile spreading across its face. "And let us see who among you will rise to the challenge—who will prove their worth, and who will become the latest sacrifice to our gracious Lord Helion’s insatiable thirst for entertainment." The Wraith spreads its wings and takes flight, soaring up into the darkening night—the false sky.
 
--Bizarre World Tower of Ruin--
Status - ???? ?????????
[System Notification: Quest Alert - "Survival of the Fittest"]
[System Notification: Quest Alert - Delayed Start!]
Attention all players! The malevolent floor manager has unleashed a predator upon you. The Werewolf is on the loose and it is hunting for its next meal. Your goal is to survive the next 24 hours and evade the Werewolf at all costs. Utilize your wits, skills, and any means necessary to hide, evade, and fight for your life. The Werewolf's powers are stronger than any individual player, so it's important to work together and help each other if you want to make it through this harrowing experience.
Details: Evade the Werewolf and survive the next 24 hours. Return to Legion at the base of the control tower to advance to the next floor.
Legion’s Bonus: Those killed by the Werewolf will drop double stat orbs and fragments, providing a tempting reward for those daring enough to face the beast head on. But beware, for such a risk may lead to a swift and brutal end. 
 
[Daniel's System Notification: Quest Alert - "The Anchor With the Bizarre World"]
To Jax
I told you I'd help you. It's Daniel. I know you're here in this memory, standing beside a version of me, this is my memory—well, his memory after all. The Tower of Afterlife is a cruel place, but you've gotta do what you can to survive. The ruined airport you find yourself in is plagued by an endless dust storm, full of the lost and hungry dead. The other players are a threat, but the monsters within are the bigger threat. As time moves forward, more of the complex will become unavailable as the memory world becomes unstable and the dust storm of the hungry day advances. With each passing moment—your chance to gain any hidden legacies, or even find the anchor, you cannot leave without it.
Here's the deal. This place, the Tower is a looping type of dungeon, and all participants respawn in cohorts—once all players have been slain. The floor managers conduct experiments with minor variations to floorplans and their quests. All designed to see how us, the players, change and adapt, but there's no set victory condition. The only way to truly succeed is to find a way to escape from this tutorial floor after you've found the anchor.
I'll be straight with you; I've made some adjustments to the conditions. You need to find the anchor, and then your primary goal is to find a way to escape from this floor. And if that fails, death will be your only outcome. It is the key to unlocking my power and using it to break free back to the real world.
As the Wraith's words faded into the air along with the other messages that followed, I felt a sense of determination wash over me. My hand tightened around the hilt of the Iron Dagger, the blade oddly familiar and a firm reminder I still had limited access to the System, along with my skills. The System notification gave me enough snippets to know that this was going to be a dangerous and short-lived adventure.
As I ran alongside Daniel, the sound of the Werewolf's rampaging echoed through the rusted buildings. The chains that the Wraith had summoned to bind the beast had disappeared and the Werewolf let out a blood-curdling howl before bounding off into the ruins. A scream followed, causing me to tense up.
"Ignore it," Daniel commented, his voice steady and unaffected. "We don't have time for that. You've got a lot of questions and a small window." With that, he picked up the pace, leading me further into the ruins, and I followed closely behind.
I ran alongside Daniel, the once and future king of transformations, through the ruins of the airport. The sound of shattering glass and collapsing metal echoed around us as we ran, dodging broken concrete pillars and leaping over fallen chunks of tarmac. The Werewolf was close, its presence announced by the panicked screams of other players as they were hunted and killed by the monster.
Blood was in the air, the metallic tang mixing with the scent of dust and decay. I could hear the sound of bones breaking and flesh tearing as the Werewolf caught its prey, the sickening crunch and hungry growls—echoing through the ruins.
Onward we ran, vaulting through the twisted remains of the airport, dodging chunks of metal and leaping over broken concrete barriers. The adrenaline was pumping through my veins, my heart racing as I pushed myself to keep up with Daniel. If I still had my stats, I could have easily dispatched the Werewolf, but in this dreamworld, I'd been reduced to the effective status of a beginning player. The Werewolf was close, its rage and hunger for blood palpable in the air. We had to keep moving, to stay ahead of the monster.
A scream shattered the silence and I couldn't help but turn towards the source of the sound. The Werewolf burst through a wall between two buildings, a player in hand. The monster snarled in a deep, rumbling voice as it tore the player from side to side with its razor-sharp claws in one swift strike. The victim's dismembered corpse dropped with a wet thud on the ground, leaving a crimson trail of blood behind. Three Sol orbs spilled from the body, one red and two green, their colors glinting sinisterly in the sun. With a thundering roar, the monster continued its hunt for another victim.
Daniel didn't hesitate, he spurred me forward. We ran and he scooped up the strength orb before tossing the two agility orbs towards me. I reached out and absorbed them, feeling their power course through my body. The rush of agility was exhilarating, but it was quickly overshadowed by the knowledge that we were still in danger.
--Bizarre World Tower of Ruin--
[System Notification: Status Update - Gained 2 Agility Sols]
Status - ???? ?????????
Agility Has Increased From 6 to 8
Strength 8, Agility 8, Stamina 7




Chapter 8. Movement Underneath

The Werewolf's movement was swift and relentless as it thrust a clawed hand into the side of a building, scaling upward with ease. With a deafening crash, it broke through a window and continued its rampage. Screams where players were hidden, resounded through the air as the Werewolf wreaked havoc.
As much as I wanted to help, Daniel was right, this was a loop, they’d respawn and I had my own mission to accomplish. 
He nodded his head towards the guard shack. “We’ll take a quick break and answer questions there. This is not our first iteration together after all.”
He held up a hand, motioning towards a guard shack that had once been a control point to enter the airport's parking garage. Daniel crouched low, gripping his makeshift spear with both hands. He swung his spear with casual grace, and side to side with the practiced ease of someone who had wielded the weapon for a lifetime—not just the sixteen years he appeared to be.
 
He paused, allowing the information to sink in. "Just as the real tower restarted every time all the participants died, so too does this dream world restart when you die. Each time, your memories are wiped, but I remain as a manifestation of your memories, even the memories you've forgotten."
I looked down at the weapon in my hand. Was that why I felt a sense of recognition? "So what do we do now?"
"We have to find a way to escape," Daniel replied, his expression serious. "You can't advance off of this floor. The Wraith kills you as soon as you try to ascend the stairs. I've seen it happen twice now. Our attempts to find an anchor for you and along with ways for you to escape. Going higher isn't the answer. The only way out is somewhere on this floor."
--Bizarre World Tower of Ruin--
[System Notification: ???? ????????? you have gained a trusted companion, Daniel Younger, the One Who Would Be A King]
Confusion was the first emotion that raced through me. There was no other word for it and no better way to describe it. I had been guided into this memory and came believing this was a trial within my own mind I needed to face, but this was something else altogether, the lines between reality had faded. Was I in another timeline? I scanned his face looking for a sign of a lie but couldn’t find one. I struggled to figure out the how-of-it, or how I had somehow died twice already, and respawned without knowing it.
Daniel grinned in front of me, a knowing look on his face. "I’ve an idea of what you’re thinking. Don’t overthink it too much. The answer is simple. We’ve been over this before, you and I." Daniel motioned all around him as a reminder of exactly where I was.
"It’s a respawning tower. You taught me that." Daniel continued, "You’re lucky the Wraiths only remember more details when the tower-masters’ memories are directly involved."
I nodded, "Alright, so what do we do then? You’ve already been through this a few times, I’m going in blind."
Daniel looked out briefly before responding. "This is a world of your creation. But from what I know, the powerups where inside the airport, I bet your legacy is there too."
"So, this is our third try? What happened during the first and second attempts to retrieve the anchor?" I asked, thinking of my mission to get the anchor, fix my system in the real world, and escape this bizzare one...
"Not now," Daniel replied, his gaze fixed towards the approaching sounds of the rampaging Werewolf and the ongoing players’ screams. "This isn't the place, I just needed you to know that we are on the same page about who you are and where we are."
"We need to move," he added, grabbing my shoulder and guiding me away from the door and towards the back wall of the guard shack. A portion of the wall at the bottom popped open, revealing a space big enough to crawl through.
"Keep going down the alleyway and I'll meet you there in a minute," Daniel instructed, handing me the Iron Dagger. "Timing is everything."
I followed Daniel's lead and did as he instructed, keeping my iron dagger at the ready in case the rampaging Werewolf caught up to us. As I made my way down the alleyway, I could hear the sounds of glass breaking and snarls as the Werewolf started to tear through the guard shack.
Daniel quickly slid through the opening and joined me, motioning for me to keep moving. He put his hand on my wrist and guided me to lower my weapon. In the dust, he wrote a warning: "Don't. Wraith kills you." I nodded, understanding that killing the Werewolf would trigger the Wraith, and I wasn't strong enough to take on the host of the floor.
We continued to move quickly and quietly, keeping a low profile as we made our way further down the alleyway, away from the rampaging Werewolf and the Wraith that it would bring.
He gave me a nod and we traveled across the alley, taking care to remain stealthy and avoid making unnecessary noises. We were close to the dust storm—that could attract the attention of other dangerous creatures lurking in its depths, not to mention the Werewolf currently behind us. We finally made it to the safety of the small side road, and I let out a relieved sigh.
Daniel turned to me, a resolved glint in his eyes. "We have to move quickly; time is running out. We need to find the anchor and get out of here before the Wraith catches up to us." I nodded, ready to do whatever it took to get out of this dream world and back to reality. With Iron Dagger at the ready, we set off down the road, our steps quick and purposeful as we made our way deeper into the airport.
Nearby, a player in a state of panic bolted out of a neighboring building on the other side of the fence. The player's footsteps pounded against the pavement, a staccato beat through the alleyway as they fled in terror. The Werewolf, emerged from the guard shack, a snarl on its lips. It zeroed in on the player, its powerful legs propelling it forward in pursuit.
I watched in horror as the player and the Werewolf clashed in a brutal, one-sided encounter. The player's screams filled the air, piercing and anguished, as the Werewolf's claws tore into their flesh. I felt bile rise in my throat at the sight of the brutal attack. Daniel's face was grim, and I could tell by the look in his eyes that he had lived through this before.
I was grateful that I couldn't see the outcome of the battle, but the sounds were enough to send chills down my spine. We didn't wait around to see what happened next. Instead, we bolted down the alleyway, our feet pounding against the pavement as we ran for our lives.
The sand hung heavy in the air, a curtain that obscured our vision and threatened to cut off our access to the deeper parts of the airport. I could feel the time slipping away, and I knew we had to move quickly if we wanted to find the anchor that likely lay hidden within.
We continued following the back-alley road, heading towards the terminal building and further out. The sounds of the rampaging Werewolf, a distant howling note. We were on the last stretch of the back-alley road, the terminal building a sentinel in front us, when Daniel paused. The battle-hardened veteran of countless fights, scanned the surroundings, his weapon at the ready.
"Almost there, heads up" Daniel muttered. He tightened his grip on his spear and motioned towards the movement under the pavement. The asphalt had eroded, leaving only sand underneath. Suddenly, the ground beneath his feet trembled and churned. Daniel dodged to the side and I matched his movements. With a mighty lurch, a Skeletal Monster emerged from the ground, its razor-sharp bone claws clicking menacingly in the air.
I could see the determination in Daniel's eyes. He tensed his muscles, ready for the fight ahead.
The Skeletal Monster was like nothing I had ever seen before. Its twisted, macabre form was a version of a human skeleton, with jagged bony blades for hands that glinted in the light. It was surprisingly agile, its movements sinuous and unpredictable.
Daniel lunged forward with his spear, aiming for the monster's head. The Skeletal Monster dodged his attack, its bony hands flashing in the air. The fight was on. Daniel's movements were swift and fluid as he parried its attacks, his eyes tracking the monster's every move.
He saw an opening and thrust his spear with all his might, piercing the monster's skull. The Skeletal Monster clattered apart and then crumbled to dust, leaving behind a shower of Sols—glowing orbs of red, gold, and green. Daniel was quick to grab the brightest crimson orb.
"Let’s keep moving." Was all he said after.




Chapter. 9. The Parking Garage

Daniel and I walked down a broken path, surrounded by the desolate remnants of what once was a bustling hub of activity of the airport complex. The street was littered with debris and the buildings that loomed over us were weathered and aged, their once-smooth surfaces now cracked and crumbling.
As we moved closer to the parking garage, the signs of decay became even more pronounced. Glass from broken windows scattered across the street, crunching under our feet as we walked. The washed-out facades of buildings were now stained with soot and grime. Abandoned cars haphazardly strewn across the road, their once-vibrant colors faded and dulled by the elements.
We approached the entrance of the parking garage, its once-smooth concrete now cracked and uneven. The entrance was marked by a yellow and black guardrail, its paint peeling and chipped, and a warning sign that read "Employees Only." We ignored the sign and pushed past the guardrail, entering the dimly lit interior of the garage.
As we walked deeper into the garage, it was evident that time had taken its toll on the structure. The walls were stained with mildew and rust, and the ceiling was dotted with holes where chunks of concrete had fallen away. The once-smooth floor was now covered in a layer of dirt and debris, making it difficult to walk without making a lot of noise. There was no way I would be able to stealth my way through this.
[Status Check: Secret Entrance - Parking Garage] [Strength Requirement: 4 or Higher] [Confirmation: Pass]
As I entered the parking garage, I encountered a strange resistance that pushed against my body. It was only a minor inconvenience. Beside me, Daniel seemed unfazed by the invisible barrier, effortlessly passing through it with ease.
"What was that about?" I asked
"It's a strength check," Daniel explained, his eyes scanning the surroundings for any signs of danger. "The barrier only allows those with a certain level of strength to pass through. Looks like you made the cut. Don’t ask me why it was there, this is your interpretation of our memories."
As I stepped through the invisible barrier, I found myself in a dimly lit parking garage. The walls were the standard grey-concrete, stained with grime and age. The garage held thick traces of oil and gasoline, and the floor was slick with spilled liquids that had seeped into the cracks between the concrete slabs.
The lighting was sparse, with flickering fluorescent bulbs casting long shadows across the rows of parked cars. The cars themselves were rusted and derelict, covered in a thin layer of dust and cobwebs. They looked forlorn, obviously abandoned there for years, and the only sounds of life—were the distant echoes of our footsteps and the creaking of metal as the cars shifted in the wind.
He looked around with a critical eye, taking in the surroundings with a practiced ease. "This way," he said, gesturing towards the far end of the garage where a staircase led up to the next level. "We need to keep moving if we want to make it to the airport."
Our goal - the airport - now within reach. Subliminally I’d blocked sounds of the snarling Werewolf since we entered the garage—still, its growls were heard this far even as we moved deeper into the garage, fueling us forward.
Within a few steps, there was a disconnect, and I was immediately struck by the change in my surroundings. The noise of the world outside the parking garage faded away, as if I was underwater or far away. I stumbled and turned to look behind me. It was almost like looking at a slightly distorted image through a glass window.
Daniel walked ahead of me, his eyes scanning our surroundings with a sense of wariness, I needed to imitate. The interior of the parking garage was typical, with a rusted elevator on the far end, its door clearly broken and inoperable. This section of the garage was full, with cars lining the sides of the path that wound its way up to the next two or three floors. Despite the cars being packed in tight, few of them showed any signs of damage, their paint still shiny and unscathed, though they were coated in a thick layer of dust. Cobwebs and spider webs were visible at the corners of the ceiling, expanding their silky homes up towards the next floor.
Daniel led the way, his hand resting on the hilt of his makeshift spear. I followed close behind, my iron dagger ready in my hand. The silence in the parking garage was eerie, and I couldn't shake the feeling that we were being watched. We stepped carefully, our footsteps echoing in the quiet. I spotted rows of cars up ahead, they were draped in thick cobwebs, and spiders had taken over the area—their webs stretching from the cars to the walls and ceiling. I could guess what kind of monsters we’d soon be facing.
"We need to be careful though," Daniel continued, his gaze fixed on the cluster of cars in the corner. "There are other things in here, besides the obvious, that aren't bound by the same rules as the Werewolf. Things that are much more dangerous."
I nodded, my hand tightening around the hilt of my weapon. Our footsteps echoed in the cavernous space. The dust on the floor crunched underfoot, and I noticed the dim light filtering in from the grime-covered upper windows, close to the ceiling. It was enough to see by, but it cast deep shadows in the corners, where watching eyes hid.
As we approached the cluster of cars, I could see that the webs were thicker here, strung between the vehicles in a tangled, sticky net. I saw movement in the webs, and I tensed, ready to defend myself if necessary. But then I saw what was causing the movement - giant spiders, each the size of a small dog, scurrying across the webs.
Daniel raised his spear, but I put a hand on his arm to stop him. "Let's try to avoid them if we can," I whispered. "We don't want to attract more attention."
Daniel nodded, and we made our way around the cluster of cars, carefully avoiding the webs and the giant spiders that lurked within. I could feel their beady eyes on us as we passed, and I shuddered, grateful for the protection of my Iron Dagger.
As we made our way towards the elevator, I couldn't help but wonder what other dangers lay ahead in this dungeon. But I pushed the thoughts aside and focused on the task at hand. We had to get to the food court and find the anchor.
Daniel looked at me with a grin. "You’re probably wondering about this place. It’s a dungeon. The whole thing, from the garage to the airport, is different from what you’re used to in the outside world. Your system seems to be struggling here, and I think that weapon you have is partially to blame. It’s not just a key, it’s also locked a few doors for you here."
The sound of skittering drew our attention to a cluster of cars near the bottom corner of the parking garage. A rat skittered across the ground between the old vehicles. Daniel swung his spear around, and I readied myself—but nothing followed the rat, and we didn't hear any more noise.
"Alright, let’s talk while we have a moment. The Werewolf won't be following us in here. The rules that bind it limit its movements to the primary scenario area." Daniel explained, but even as he spoke, I could sense that he wasn't feeling as confident as he had been a moment ago.
As we approached the workbench, Daniel gestured towards the table and said, "This is where you can upgrade your weapons and make them even more powerful."
I looked down at the Iron Dagger in my hand and thought about what I wanted to do with it. Then, an idea came to me. "I want to upgrade my Iron Dagger into the Regressors' Key," I said to Daniel.
He nodded in approval and reached for one of the rare Sol Orbs that he hadn't absorbed. "This Sol orb should work as an ingredient to craft Regressors' Key," he explained as he carefully placed the Sol orb on the workbench.
I carefully placed the Iron Dagger and the Sol Orb on the workbench and a crafting fugue overtook me. With steady hands, I grabbed a hammer and pounded the components together, sparks flying and scattering on the floor. The hum of energy grew louder as the Iron Dagger slowly morphed and elongated forming a longer blade until finally it transformed into the weapon I'd carried in the real world, Regressors' Key.
I picked up the blade, feeling its power move through it. I smiled. The weapon had come back to me.




Chapter 10. Spiders

As Daniel and I made our way up the ramp of the parking garage, another rat scurried out from behind one of the cars. It darted past us, its tiny paws making a frantic clicking sound on the concrete floor. I watched as it disappeared out of view, its squeals echoing through the cavernous space. But before we could even take a step in its direction, a loud crunching noise filled the air, followed by a deathly silence.
Daniel and I exchanged a concerned look. Whatever had made that noise couldn't be good. We cautiously made our way in the direction the rat had run, our weapons at the ready. The cobwebs grew thicker as we approached the source of the noise, and the feeling of unease in my gut grew stronger.
We rounded a corner, and there, lying in the middle of a tangled web, was the remains of the rat. Its small body was torn apart, its entrails spilling out onto the ground. I could see the markings of giant fangs on its broken form, and I knew immediately what we were up against. The hunter in the shadows was no longer prepared to watch, it was preparing for its next meal.
"I’m debating if I wish the Werewolf did this to the rat." I commented with a grimace as I saw the worried expression on my companions’ face. He shot a concerned glance at the thickening cobwebs hanging in the shadowed portions of the garage. They grew even thicker heading towards the second floor of the garage.
“If I had to guess,” I said, “those cobwebs travel right up to the point where the garage connects to the airport.”
"Damn spiders.” Daniel grimaced, “I hate spiders, I’ve killed hundreds, thousands even, over my runs through the tower—but those weren’t there on any of my prior iterations. It’s a change that’s been added to this round and that can’t be a good thing, and no, those cobwebs don’t go all the way up, they get replaced by razor spider silk.”
I could understand why that would make him nervous. "And…." I said motioning towards the thicker webs. "This is the way that leads into the airport, right?"
Daniel leaned his head back, eyes searching the ceiling and gritted his teeth. He turned to nod my way. "Yeah. That’s the way we have to go. Its just… spiderwebs are meant to catch prey, its… symbolic. We need to be aware. Changes like that, a higher host or even the tower-master himself might be involved."
We moved deeper into the parking garage, our senses on high alert. Not for the first time I wished I had access to my wisp ability so Lumen could shine a light to see better by, and maybe drop some defensive turrets. I could see movement in the shadows, and I realized that we were surrounded by giant hunter spiders. Their long, spindly legs scraped against the concrete floor, and their beady eyes glinted in the dim light.
I readied my re-crafted imitation of Regressors' Key, and Daniel tightened his grip on his spear. We stood back-to-back, our weapons at the ready, as the spiders closed in on us—even as other spiders moved in the backdrop sealing off our exit with webs, our only choice was to head up.
This time, I was prepared. I anticipated the spider's lunge and swiftly dodged it, Regressors' Key cutting through the air as I aimed for its thorax. The spider's body quivered as I drove my sword into its core, and it crumpled to the ground in a writhing heap, Sols dropping upon its death.
Meanwhile, Daniel was locked in a fierce battle with another spider on my right. His spear was a blur as he expertly deflected each of the spider's rapid strikes. The arachnid was quick and agile, darting and weaving attempting to get past Daniel's guard. But Daniel was a seasoned fighter, and he kept the spider at bay with calculated thrusts and ripostes of his weapon.
I shifted my focus to a third spider that was closing in on me, ready to strike. But before I could make my move, a fourth spider emerged from the shadows, its venomous fangs gleaming. I quickly dodged its attack, tumbling to the side and rolling back to my feet behind it. I drove my sword into its back, and it too dissipated into a shower of Sols.


--Bizarre World Tower of Ruin--
[System Notification: Status Update - Gained 2 Agility Sols, 1.8 Strength Sols, 2.3 Stamina Sols]
Status - ???? ?????????
Agility Has Increased From 8 to 10, Strength has Increased from 8 to 9.8, Stamina has increased from 7 to 9.3
Strength 9.8, Agility 10, Stamina 9.3
[Status Notification: Bizzare World - Tower Progress]
[Current Floor: 1F - Parking Garage]
[Next Floor: 2F - Airport Terminal]
[Accessible: No]
"Well, we’ll figure it out," I said, trying to keep the mood light. "We can’t let these obstacles stop us. We’ll definitely find the anchor this time." Daniel didn’t respond to my attempt to lighten the mood, "What else needs figuring out before heading in?”
"Well," Daniel replied "You’ve died a few times. I already told you that. I mean I’ve died a few times too, just much higher up in the tower. Basically, what I’ve seen so far is that the Wraith kills you, if you kill the Werewolf. But that’s not the only thing. We’ve deduced you can’t advance to the next floor of the tower. It’s like system feedback and your body just can’t take it. I know, we’ve tried. Last run we were able to sneak you past the Wraith to the door after the floor was cleared and you still died going through the doorway to the next floor. That’s how we figured out the escape is on this floor. "
I sighed. "We’ll figure it out. But for now, let’s focus on making it to the next floor. The airport terminal is where we’ll likely find more answers."
"Right," Daniel started, his tone serious. "We can't just go forward blindly, not with everything at stake. We need a plan to make sure you survive once the Wraith really notices you…"
I nodded in agreement and leaned against a car, taking in my surroundings. The car was a well preserved BMW, but the thick layer of dust on its hood clung to my clothes for some time. I noticed bits of yellow trash scattered among the spider webs, remnants of long-forgotten meals.
"We've got a moment to spare," I said. "We shouldn't rush forward without a solid plan." I then turned to Daniel. "But I know time is of the essence, with that sandstorm on the horizon."
Daniel nodded, resting the butt of his spear on the ground and leaning on it. "Yes, we don't want to be caught in this place when the storm arrives. We can't handle what's in it." He paused, a glimmer of hope in his eyes. "But I do have one idea, a solution to the problem of how you can survive."
"Really?" I asked, hopeful that Daniel had found what I couldn't.
Daniel nodded thoughtfully. "This is mostly just a hunch, and it could go wrong. But I think it's worth a shot. I don’t have any concrete evidence, but you may be able to fill in the gaps in my knowledge. You told me in a previous iteration that this memory world was based on a tower full of lost souls - people who have already died in the outside world and are being used as part of some sort of experiment."
I nodded, taking his words to heart. "Yeah, I can see myself saying those things. I had planned on figuring it out on my own, until well, you know."
Daniel continued, "The question is who, and how. Who is responsible for bringing those souls here? How does the process work? If this is the bottom floor of the tower, then someone had to have funneled the souls here at some point. There must be a connection between the tower and the Underrealm, where souls are collected after their bodies die. It’s been happening since the rise of the system."
I rubbed my chin, considering his words. They made sense, but I wasn't sure how we could find out more without putting ourselves in danger. "Wait a minute," I said, a smile spreading across my face. "I’ve got an idea."
"The question is, where is the funnel located?" I posed the question to Daniel.
Daniel looked at me, his brow furrowed. "I have an idea, and I think you know what it is, but you’re not going to like it. Even if it works, it’s still going to be incredibly dangerous. The sandstorm out there, I bet that’s the way out, after we’ve got the anchor."
 
 
	//System Notification - Bizzare World//
//Memory Trigger//
Dungeon of the Deepest Realm
The King of the Crows, with his scars and rugged demeanor, sat in a chair around the lounge designated for his closest associates and elites. He tended to a steaming kettle of boiling water as a wild-looking man sprawled on the couch nearby. There was something about this man that elicited sympathy from the king, as if they were related or otherwise connected.
And in a way, they were. Both of them held fragments of ancient spirits, and even though the injured man had not yet stirred, he radiated a power that was similar to that of the king.
"He lies between life and death," the king said calmly as he approached the couch and tore open a vein on his wrist, letting a few drops of blood fall into the tea he had brewed. "For beings like us, cures are not simple, and the damage to his mind is only surpassed by that of his body. Whatever happened to him in there, it's clear he's only half the fighter he used to be."
He held the cup to the man's lips, then turned his attention to the barely noticeable shadows on the ground. With a flash of light, they dissipated. "There is always a way to appease or destroy the hungry and lingering dead. Remember that," he warned.








Chapter 11. Tunnel Chase

Daniel was right, this was definitely a looping dungeon as we ventured deeper into the parking garage, once again. The shadows of the overhead beams grew longer and more menacing. We both knew that something was lurking nearby, but neither of us wanted to speak its name. Suddenly, a behemoth of a spider descended from the beams. Its gargantuan body was coated in ebony armor and left almost no space for light to shine through. Its eight legs moved effortlessly, and its fangs glistened in the half-light. It was anything but a regular spider – The Queen Spider had joined the fight, and she was furious.
She moved closer to us, her presence an undeniable force. She waved her legs in the air and emitted a loud, angry hiss. We wasted no time and moved into action. Weaving our way through the labyrinth of cars, we frantically dodged the approaching spider. Its mammoth size impossible to miss; its eight legs pounding the cement echoing off the walls like thunder. Cars shook, glass exploded, and metal crunched as we ran. The Queen Spider veered left and right, never losing sight of us. Its razor-sharp claws scraping against the walls as it moved like a predator in search of its prey.
We ran desperately, our feet pounding the concrete as we surged forward. The cold air whistled through our hair, and with each step we could feel the Spider Queen's approach. As we rounded the corner of the garage, smaller spiders darted away from us, only to be stepped on by the queen's immense armored legs.
Being smaller than the Queen, the mass of car-filled, winding pathways— and webs of sticky silk hanging low from the ceiling, acted as barriers against her. We leapt and ducked around them in an effort to evade the queen. We heard her fangs snipping at us from behind, and could feel her ravenous hunger. Amidst the echoes of our heartbeats and boots, we heard the shriek of metal as the spider queen crushed cars in her pursuit.
I heard a faint scratching noise coming from the side of one of the vehicles. Immediately a smaller spider erupted out of the engine compartment. I didn't wait to see what happened. Regressors' Key was a blur of movement. I cut down more spawning spiders. As the spiders died, their bodies dissolved and returned to the System and we kept running.
We dodged around a line of cars that had been rearranged in a manner that forced us to zigzag between them for safety. The gap seemed impossibly narrow, but we took it with no hesitation as we felt the sizzle of the spider queen's fangs on our heels. For a moment it seemed as if we'd run as far as we could.
An unseen spider lunged at me with its mouth wide open, dangling from a string of silver. I ducked and dodged, but it latched onto my shoulder. I felt the teeth sink into my shoulder, and I instinctively grabbed the creature and tore it off me. The spiders’ body crumbled to the ground, but a wave of spiders poured forth from the hole in the ceiling it had come from.
Spiders swarmed and bit me in several places. Their bites burned, but I parried and thrust back as many as I could in a flurry of frantic attacks. The remaining spiders dispersed after their numbers had dwindled.
"I've an idea," Daniel thrust his spear forward. The blade sliced through the metallic pipe above us with a deafening screech. Water and steam burst out of the gap, filling the air with a surging hiss. The Spider Queen hissed and stumbled backward as it recoiled from the onslaught and the smaller spiders were reduced enough they weren’t as much as a threat. It was our chance to keep running and escape.
We scrambled the rest of the way, legs pumping furiously as we darted between parked cars and fragile webs of silk left behind by smaller spiders. We could see the exit, a service tunnel connecting us to the main terminal, and we sprinted towards it.
As we burst through the exit and into the grey of a long tunnel marked with emergency lighting, we breathed a sigh of relief. We had made it. We turned to face the Queen Spider, weapons at the ready, but she did not follow us out of the parking garage and neither did her spiders.
"We did it," I breathed out, trying to catch my breath. "We escaped."
"For now," Daniel added, his eyes scanning the tunnel ahead of us. "But we can't let our guard down yet. We need to keep moving."
Ahead of us, a sign read, "Employee Entrance: Airport terminal"
As we started to move forward, the queen spider dropped down and glared at us from the entrance just mere feet away, her mandibles wide open and ready to grab us. But before she could take another step, something unexpected happened.
The horde of smaller spiders converged on the Queen Spider from all sides, clinging to her joints and biting into her armor-like exoskeleton.
Despite her thrashing and writhing, the smaller spiders held on, bringing her weight down onto the ground. In a matter of seconds, the Queen Spider vanished into a cloud of dust and ash, defeated by her own kind.
We were stunned but quickly regained our composure, whether a dream world or a real dungeon, it was a reminder that the price of failure was almost always death.
"Close it! Close it!" Daniel and I screamed at each other as we ran and pushed the service tunnel fire door closed.
As the fire door slammed shut behind us with a resounding bang, its metal hinges groaned and clattered as they sprang into position, sealing us within the airport and separating us from the employee parking garage and the spiders that lurked inside.
"This is it," I said, turning to Daniel. "We're cut off from the parking garage and the spiders that were after us, but we've also trapped ourselves here until we get to the other side."
"I don't know what's worse, the Spider Queen or the Werewolf," Daniel replied with a grimace. "But at least we're safe for now. I'm not worried about the tunnel."
[Status Notification: Bizzare World - Tower Progress]
[Current Floor: 2F - Alternative Path - Service Tunnel]
[Next Floor: 2F - Airport Terminal]
[Accessible: Yes]
The entranceway was dark and foreboding, and as we stumbled through it, we found ourselves in a dim passageway—poorly lit by the lingering red light that shone down the service corridor. The light cast eerie shadows on the walls, illuminating the old wooden crates and boxes stacked neatly against both sides of the tunnel.
The air was stale and musty, with a hint of rot and decay. The sound of our footsteps echoed off the concrete walls. We stepped over piles of old trash and papers with indiscernible writing scrawled upon the littered the floor.
The once-sturdy boxes were warped and malformed from years of disuse and neglect, their plastic sagging like skin on a corpse. Some of the wooden crates were splintered and discolored, while patches of moss grew in the grooves of others. We heard something scurry out of sight in the darkness, a reminder that other creatures lurked in this tunnel.
"Are you ready for the monsters in the airport?" Daniel asked, breaking the silence. "It's only going to get harder from here."I nodded, tightening my grip on my weapon. "Let's keep moving. We have a goal, and we're not going to let anything stand in our way."
We cautiously advanced farther into the service tunnel. The shadows grew ever deeper and more menacing, pressing around us like a vise. There was no sound but our labored breathing and pounding hearts, each echo reverberating like a thunderclap in an otherwise silent void. It felt like eyes were watching us from within those shadows where the red emergency lighting didn't reach.
As we continued down the dark, dimly lit passageway, I noticed a change in Daniel's demeanor. He tightened his grip on his spear and his face took on a hard edge. He seemed tense and ready for anything that might come our way.
"Stop," I said, putting a hand on Daniel's shoulder. "What's wrong? What do you know?"
Daniel let out a reserved sigh. "It's the Spider Queen," he said. "She wasn't there in any of my prior iterations. It makes me think the next section will be new too."
I felt a knot form in my stomach mixed with resolution. The presence of the Queen Spider was a concerning development, but even she couldn’t bypass the rules set up, her death proved that. But if what Daniel said was right, there was a chance someone in the tower was watching us—altering the environment, making it more dangerous than before.
"I know we need to be careful," I said. "You told me it’s going to get harder from here onwards, so we do what we’ve done so far. Watch each other’s backs, eyes on a swivel, and level up.”
We stood in silence for a moment, the weight of what was happening between us hanging heavily in the air. The dim red light of the service tunnel flickered on and off, casting eerie shadows on our faces, with the sound of our breathing loud in the stillness.
"Daniel," I said after a moment, "Whether this is my last iteration or not, whether you're the real deal or just a memory, I want you to know—thanks. For everything."
Daniel looked at me, his expression unreadable. He was about to say something when a loud clanging noise echoed down the tunnel, and we both spun around, weapons at the ready.
"What was that?" I asked, my heart racing.
"It could be anything," Daniel replied, his eyes scanning the darkness. "But be even more on guard, things have changed. We don't know what kind of monsters or obstacles we might face in the airport, and we need to be prepared for anything."




Chapter 12. The Ruined Terminal

After walking in silence, we finally reached the end of the dimly lit service tunnel. Daniel led the way, and I followed behind as he checked the exit door and cautiously lifted the crash bar that barred the door.
Once the door opened, a ghostly green light spilled inwards into the service tunnel and we were both bathed in its eerie glow.
[Status Notification: Bizarre World - Tower Progress]
[Current Floor: 2F – Airport Terminal
[Next Floor: Null]
[Accessible: Yes]
          "Remember what I said about things being different. Stay on your toes," Daniel cautioned and went through first, his body hunkered over in a defense stance holding his makeshift spear in his hands. I stepped through the door after gripping Regressors’ Key tight in mine.
I instantly regretted leaving the service tunnel. The smell from the damp and earthy tunnel was replaced by stale leather, decomposing animal fats, and rotten musk. The aftertaste from this concoction of smells reminded me of things best left forgotten and things left behind. Judging by the look on Daniel’s face, he disliked it as much as I did.
We set off.
As Daniel and I made our way through the ruined terminal, the only sounds were the echoes of our footsteps against the concrete floor and the distant howling of the wind from the dust storm, it sealed all players within the airport grounds.
Broken chairs, discarded newspapers, bags, suitcases and old books, items from past travelers—all were strewn about the area in chaotic disorder, as if whatever calamity had ensnared the airport had come quickly without warning. I thought about that for a moment and my thoughts shifted towards why we’d come to the terminal. The anchor. I had a few ideas for what the anchor might be.
The clue lay in the bizarre memory world. The world I’d inherited from Daniel and manifested through the cocoon and use of the Potion of Stolen Yesteryear. One thing in particular stood out about what I knew from Daniel’s time within the tower, and that was his power to transform into the Gravegod. The power he gained on the first floor had set him down the path of becoming the King of Transformations.
I pushed the thought away to focus on the present and navigating through the terminal.
The walls around us were coated in layers of dust and grime, with broken glass and twisted metal scattered haphazardly throughout the space. It was clear that in this iteration no one had set foot in this place for years. But the lack of footsteps didn’t mean nothing lived within. In certain places, Daniel pointed out with his spear, the crystallized snail-trails of what had been a slime or something similar.
It seemed almost as if he was navigating by memory, and considering everything, he indeed might have. I tried to check for letters and directions, but everything we came across was either faded so badly it was unreadable or missing words and letters.
Still… Daniel kept going and I followed. He had a sixth sense about it.
Eventually we turned a corner and the flickering of light in a small outcropping caught our attention. We cautiously made our way towards it, our eyes scanning the shadows for any signs of danger. The light grew brighter as we approached, revealing a small kiosk with a few vending machines.
Daniel looked back at me before heading over. Hoping to find something that was still edible or that he could eat.
"We need to head to the food court." Daniel explained. "We can’t actually eat anything here."
He leaned down and scanned the contents of the vending machines, most of the slots were empty and in places the inner workings had broken free. The few that had anything left were stocked with expired and stale food items. Daniel worked to tip the machine over and reluctantly chose a couple of the least offensive options that had fallen free. He tore open a bag of chips immediately and offered me one. I politely refused. I wasn’t there just yet.
We went back to it and started walking. As we made our way through the desolate halls of the old airport, the ruin of man-made architecture became more apparent with each step. The once gleaming floors were now obscured by a thick layer of dust, dirt and debris, there were even pockets of wilting weeds in cracked sections, from seeds carried by the wind—or attached to the denizens that traversed these areas. Yellowed glass was strewn about from shattered windows. Multiple tracks in the dirt hinted at the presence of unseen monsters, and claw marks that left deep grooves on the walls were a constant reminder of the battles that had been fought and lost.
The once-bustling shops and stores that lined the walls were now nothing more than dark, empty shells. Their shattered windows and stripped interiors were a testament to the chaos and destruction that had consumed the world. The silence was deafening, broken only by the debris beneath our clomping feet.
The chairs that once provided comfort for weary travelers were now mere remnants of their former selves, torn and broken with their stuffing spilling out in ragged tufts. The once-vibrant atmosphere of the airport was now replaced by a waiting-stillness. It seeped into every nook and cranny of the terminal. I had to constantly remind myself that the airport terminal was only a memory, even within the bizarre world. Or so I hoped.
Ignoring the unsettling surroundings, Daniel pressed on. He seemed to have found his bearings, increasing his pace. He led the way to the food court with his spear held tightly in his grip. The crystalized mucus trail appeared again and seemed an indicator that we were heading in the right direction.
My instincts told me danger was ahead, and with every step, the sense of danger grew stronger. I couldn’t shake the feeling our path was leading us into the lair of a dangerous predator.
I stayed close behind Daniel, my own weapon at the ready, as our journeyed led us deeper into the heart of the ruined airport. The halogen lights above grew dimmer but didn’t disappear altogether. The darkness pressed in on us and the silence was oppressive. We were on high alert, knowing that at any moment we could be ambushed by one of the many monsters that likely roamed the halls in the dark…
"Did you hear that?" Daniel whispered, pausing for a moment to listen.
I strained my ears, trying to pick up any sounds beyond our own footsteps.
"No, what is it?"
"I'm not sure," Daniel replied, his voice tense. "Just keep your guard up, we're getting close."
I nodded, my grip tightening on my weapon as we continued our journey, our eyes peeled for any signs of danger. The unknown lay before us, and we were ready to face whatever challenges lay ahead.
I shivered, but not from fear. I realized the hair on the back of my arms were raised up in gooseflesh, and I wondered if it was a passive effect of the dungeon, or if it was related to something happening to my real body outside of this bizarre dream world.
Or it could have been related to the airport. The memories of the stories I had heard in my past life about the trials within the tower only added to my unease. The world I’d found myself in was based on those memories, and my interpretation of them. The tower had been Daniel’s hell, and this memory reflected my interpretation of that.
Despite the bleak surroundings, the personified memory of Daniel pressed on.
Eventually the terminal hall started to open up into a wider area. Daniel headed over, his spear at the ready, leading the way towards a cashier's station, which was situated at the entrance of the food court. The glass of the station was scattered outwards, and the counter was littered with loose change and abandoned money.
"Here it is," Daniel said as he motioned towards the food court. "The Food Court. The Tainted Cornucopia."




Chapter 13. The Tainted Memory

"The Tainted Cornucopia." I muttered finally looking at it myself.
As we stepped into the massive food court, my eyes widened in amazement. The sight before me was a sensory overload, and I was momentarily stunned by the abundance of food that surrounded us. The tables and countertops were filled to the brim with every imaginable cuisine, and my stomach growled in response.
Unlike the rest of the ruined airport, the food court was pristine. It was immaculate, as if it had just been built and opened. The comforting glow of neon signs blazed with light, announcing every type of eatery. It was jarring, like stepping into a different world altogether.
My eyes glanced over every countertop. All stacked with the best offerings, freshly prepared and ready to go. Steam rose from the trays, each one overflowing with heavenly delicacies that made my mouth water. The tantalizing aroma of delicious food filled my nostrils, and I could feel my hunger growing with every passing moment.
The tables and baskets were arranged in a half-circular pattern, surrounding a carousel that displayed even more offerings. The table surfaces were laden with plates of food from all sorts of cuisines, each one more tempting than the last. I could see steaming plates of freshly made Italian pasta, aromatic bowls of spicy Thai curry, crispy fried chicken, savory tacos piled high with fresh toppings, and fragrant bowls of steaming hot soup. There were also platters of fresh sushi, savory empanadas, and grilled kebabs that sizzled on the grill. It was like a food lover's paradise, with every type of cuisine imaginable at our fingertips.
The entire room was bathed in a warm, orange glow that gave it a feeling of homeliness. A stark contrast to the dark, foreboding halls that we had just navigated. It was inviting, almost innocently sinister, and yet, I felt myself drawn towards it.
My eyes devoured a particular tray of sizzling hot, juicy burgers that looked cooked to perfection. The buns were perfectly toasted, the patties juicy and thick, and the cheese oozed out of the sides. I could practically taste the meaty goodness from where I stood, and my stomach growled with a vengeance.
The tantalizing aroma of delicious food was intoxicating, clouding my mind and senses. It was as if the food had a life of its own, calling out to me with promises of something more than just sustenance. The hunger in my stomach grew stronger, overwhelming any sense of reason or thought.
As I approached the counters, the temptation became irresistible. The food looked almost too perfect, too delicious to resist. The warm glow of the room seemed to intensify, pulling me in deeper and deeper. It was as if I was under a spell, unable to resist the lure of the food before me.
My mind grew foggy, and I couldn't shake the feeling that there was something more to this.
As I lost myself in the spell of the food court, I had no idea that Daniel was watching me closely. The aroma of delicious food was overpowering, and I was so lost in my thoughts that I hadn't even realized that I was holding a burger in my hand.
But just as I was about to take a bite, Daniel's stern voice broke through the fog in my mind, jolting me back to reality even as he slapped the burger out of my hand. "Don't even think about it, everything here is cursed." he warned, his eyes scanning the room for any signs of danger. It was like a bucket of water thrown on my face and it woke me from the trance that the Tainted Cornucopia had put me under.
[Condition Met - Break The Illusion - Passive Granted - Vision of True Seeing] 
[Item - Mirror of True Seeing has been consumed]
With an internal click behind my eyes, the orange glow that had once bathed the food court was extinguished, plunging the room into darkness before flicking back on again, only this time casting a dim green light. The shadows that stretched across the room seemed to move of their own accord, adding a sense of unease to the previously comforting atmosphere. I could feel my heart rate picking up as the room took on a similar vibe to the rest of the airport.
The transformation sudden and unexpected, left me feeling queasy. The once-pristine offerings were now spoiled and putrid, as if they had been left out for far too long. The previously comforting neon signs announcing each type of eatery mocked us, their bright lights a sharp contrast to the eerie green glow of the room.
The air gained a noxious concentration of refuse and decomposing food. I could see mold, literally, crawling along the edges of some dishes. Insects scurried about, attracted by the pungent odors of the food. Broken banners hung above each table, illuminated by the sickly green light, and they trailed their tattered ends onto the cursed food.
As I looked around the food court, my sense of horror grew at what True Sight revealed. The skill was relentless, unflinching and almost manic in its determination to show me everything. The bread and cheese were covered in thick layers of mold, the meat was coated in a slimy film, and the vegetables wilted and brown, withered away before my eyes— only to be caught up in some strange time-loop and reform to its wilted state.
Maggots swam and teemed in rusted hot-trays. The smell was nauseating, and bile rose in my throat while I covered my mouth and nose with the crook of my arm.
Larvae crawled out of to-go bags, their wriggling bodies like a moving carpet, and unsettling to the eye. Blood worms crawled free off trays, their slippery bodies leaving trails of slime in their wake. Under the green lights, the infested foods looked poisonous, rotten and decayed—their stench strong enough to seep past my covered mouth to make me gag.
Near my feet, from the wrapper containing the burger Daniel had slapped out of my hand, a massive white worm inched out, its multiple rows of teeth hissing ominously as it leaned upwards. I could feel a shiver run down my spine as I stared at the grotesque creature, its slimy body writhing and twisting in the dim light.
"You almost ate that." Daniel patted me on the back as I fought against vomiting.
Without warning, the worm skittered off into the darkness beyond, leaving me standing there in stunned silence.
I noticed a faint humming sound. It was coming from the carousel housed in the center of the room. The carousel lights lit up and began to flash, its neon bulbs casting long shadows across the room.
The doors to the food court slammed shut with a deafening bang, and the sound of metal roller-bars dropping over the windows and stores—clanged throughout the room. We were sealed in with whatever monsters claimed this place as their den.
As the carousel spun faster and faster, its tune, a macabre rendition of star-spangled banner played, almost mockingly. I could see shapes moving in the darkness beyond, their hissing and slithering, a counterpoint to the music, grew louder with each passing moment. The creatures wanted us to know we were trapped.
Then, without warning, the carousel ground to a halt, and a hulking figure appeared from the other side of the carousel like it had always been there. It was Ur'Goth the Legendary Undead, and a monstrous being. It was a titan the Gravegod had borrowed and transformed into before.
"Well, that’s new." Daniel half muttered in a curse.




Chapter 14. Battle of Memory

The monstrous form of Ur'Goth began to rise from the back of the carousel. A form I would recognize anywhere as would Daniel who stood beside me grim faced. The monster's thick, fleshy appendages curled around the edge of the carousel and pulled itself up with slow, deliberate motions. Gears ground and metal scraped, creating a symphony of terror that oddly reminded me of the carousel. Its joints popped and creaked as its massive frame stepped around the carousel and onto the ground, shaking beneath its weight. Its breath rasped ominously in its throat, and its eyes scanned the area—seeking out potential victims.
The air around Ur'Goth shimmered with an otherworldly energy, and the faint scent of death hung like a shroud. I knew then that I was in the presence of a true horror, a creature whose very existence defied the laws of nature and defiled the world around it.
I raised Regressors' Key and prepared for a fight. Daniel had already taken a step forward. He was ready for battle, his hands steadily wrapped over a better spear than the one he’d had earlier, I hadn’t seen him upgrade, but figured it was part of the memory world adjusting to my interpretation of him. There was a strange look flared behind his eyes, one that spoke of challenge—this was personal.
With no lead up, Ur'Goth let out an ear-piercing roar that physically caused us to recoil. Then, it lunged forward with lightning speed and ferocity, moving towards us like an unstoppable force. Its momentum threatened to consume us. I had no choice but to prepare for battle – this was going to be a fight for my life.
[Status Notification: The Anchor]
[Details: Defeat Ur'Goth and collect the anchor]
[Current Floor: 2F – Airport Terminal - Food Court]
Inventory: Regressors' Key - Unbreakable - Cannot Be Discarded
Skill: Lord of Pandemonium's Legacy - You have already crafted Regressors' Key
Skill: Mark of the Regressor - All attacks do additional damage to demonic creatures. This damage cannot be prevented or reduced by armor.
Skill: Time's Edge - You gain a temporary boost to speed and strength whenever you engage in combat. This boost lasts for 10 seconds and stacks up to 3 times.
Ur'Goths’ rage was palpable as it barreled towards us like a raging bull. I braced myself for the impact. Daniel sprang into action, with an aura of power draped over his body and weapon. His spear pierced the monster's impenetrable hide with lightning-fast precision. The creature howled in agony as it stumbled backward, its eyes fixated on us with a deadly glare.
Seizing the opportunity, I lunged forward, my sword whistling through the air as it sliced through Ur'Goth's flesh like a hot knife through butter. But the beast was far from defeated. With a fierce growl, it swung one of its massive fists towards me, the air around it crackling with raw power.
I dodged to the side, barely evading the blow as it smashed into the wall behind me, sending a shower of debris raining down on us. But I had no time to catch my breath as Ur'Goth charged once more, its massive limbs thrashing around with wild abandon.
With every movement of its wild attack, the air crackled with an ominous energy, as if the very fabric of reality was warping and twisting around us. But I gritted my teeth and stood my ground, my sword flashing in the dim light of the food court.
The battle raged on, each strike and parry sending shockwaves of force rippling through the air. I could feel my muscles straining with each movement, my heart pounding in my chest as I fought for my life.
Daniel fought beside me, his spear darting in and out with lethal effect. Blood spattered across the walls and floors as our weapons clashed, deep furrows and gashes left in our wake.
But Ur'Goth was unyielding, its thick, fleshy appendages unrelenting—lashing out with lightning speed, terrifying to see in such a large creature. I could feel the hot breath of the monster on my neck as it lunged towards me once more.
With a fierce roar, I sprang into action, Regressors' Key glowing with a mystical light, while I unleashed a barrage of strikes against the beast. The air around us shimmered with an eldritch energy as we clashed, our weapons ringing like a thunderstorm.
But I could sense victory was within our grasp. With a furious blow, I slashed at Ur'Goth's midsection, my sword cutting deep into its flesh.
The attack wasn't enough, and the counter was almost immediate. The monster bore down on us, blades of bone erupting out of its hands. Ur'Goth's attacks was pitiless, its enormous size casting a shadow over us. Its fleshy appendages lightning fast, blurring into a frenzy of motion that even Daniel, my trusty companion, couldn't avoid.
Daniel's eyes widened in recognition at an attack he himself had used many times. He tried to dodge the monster's appendages, but they moved too quickly for him to react. In a blur of motion, one of the appendages struck Daniel with incredible force, tearing through his shirt like paper and erupting out of his back in a spreading spray of blood.
The air was filled with the sickening sound of bone and flesh being rent apart as Daniel's body was lifted into the air, impaled by the monstrous appendage. He screamed in agony, his hands desperately clawing at the thick flesh as he struggled to free himself. But it was too late. The light slowly faded from his eyes and he crumpled lifelessly to the ground, the monster's appendage still piercing his body. Sol orbs dropped and rolled as he was returned to the system.
My heart was filled with a fiery rage at the sight of my fallen companion. I could feel my body shaking with fury as I clutched Regressors' Key, channeling all my anger and pain into the sword. The blade, overflowing with my rage, glowed with a blinding light. I charged at Ur'Goth. Lips pulled back and with a fierce cry, I roared. I was determined to avenge Daniel's death.
The environment around us trembled with each impact from our weapons. Tables and chairs were reduced to splinters, and debris scattered everywhere. The walls cracked and crumbled under the onslaught of our attacks, and the trays of food were knocked over, the creatures within scurring away into the darkness.
I didn't back down. My determination only grew stronger with each unsuccessful strike, and I pushed myself closer to the brink of exhaustion. Despite the force behind my blows, the monster barely even flinched as I cut its skin. Without Daniel’s attacks to deepen any slashes I made; my attacks weren’t doing enough damage to outstrip its regeneration. But I refused to give up, not when the memory of Daniel's death still burned bright in my mind. With another fierce cry, I launched myself back into the fray, Regressors' Key gleaming with deadly intent—a whirlwind in my hands.




Chapter 15. The Anchor Found

As I charged or countered, Ur'Goth's appendages kept me on the defensive, its counterattacks impossibly fast. I could feel my heart racing as I dodged and weaved between the attacks, my mind in sync with my constantly moving feet. With each step, I channeled energy into my blade, feeling it grow warmer and more powerful in my grip. I leapt into the air, slicing downward with Regressors' Key and cut through one of Ur'Goth's newly spawned bone swords.
It deflected my follow up attack and moved on me with a quick strike from its other hand. I didn't give in to its power; instead, I channeled my fury, fear and loss into a powerful overhead strike. Regressors’ Key responded and cut through its appendage as easily as if it was paper. Moving towards the undeads’ knee, I slid under a jabbing appendage while blocking another and brought Regressors' Key up in a midsection slash which tore open the leathery skin—normally too hard to penetrate for most weapons. Regressors’ Key was different, it was changing, empowered and filled with a rage to fight.
The creature howled. I gazed at its split open hide; a thick, black liquid oozed from the wound. The monster convulsed in pain, and I knew that its injury would not hold it down long. Without hesitation, I lunged forward driving my blade deeper into the wound and tore it out the other side. That was for Daniel, I grimly thought.
Not waiting for another counterattack, I channeled my emotions into energy and pushed it against Ur'Goth's body. A wave of dark energy rushed up to meet with my wave of pure force. It fought back with equal ferocity but didn't have the advantage of the extra stacking buff from my Skill Time’s Edge. It retreated first, its appendages lashing out to cover its retreat with a speed that seemed impossible for something of its size. But speed didn't matter...Not with my buffs. Ur'Goth's speed was impressive, but my own increased speed countered its own.
We remained locked in combat.
The battle continued in a fierce dance, our movements a blur of motion as we attacked and counterattacked. Each blow landed with bone-shattering force, sending tremors through the ground and shaking the walls. More blood poured.
As the fight wore on, I felt myself descending, the civilized side of me retreating, and a primal—near-berserker state rose to the forefront. My mind was consumed by the urge to vanquish Ur'Goth at all costs. My strikes became wild and frenetic, my attacks more savage and lethal. Regressors’ Key and I were of one mind…We Raged.
Sensing the change within me, the monster fought back with equal ferocity, its appendages whipping around with such speed they blurred. But I was faster, and I deftly sliced through each attack.
As I gripped Regressors' Key, our union settled deep within me. The sword began to glow a brilliant white, with the edges marked by streaks of red and black. I smiled and it pulsed at me, matching my every thought and desire. A vortex of red and black mana swirled around the blade, a sight I had witnessed before in a distant past life, but never in this current existence. It was the manifestation of an ability from when I had been a Dark Knight - the dreaded Apocalypse Sword.
The power within the blade hummed and pulsed, causing Ur'Goth to bellow in rage as it launched more and more fleshy appendages in my direction. But none could penetrate my defenses. In that moment, I was pure vengeance. Whether Daniel was simply a memory or something more, it didn't matter. I was determined to avenge him.
With a savage cry, I unleashed the full power of the sword. A wave of crackling red and black lightning surged forth, obliterating anything in its path. The air itself seemed to warp and distort as the energy surged outward in an ever-increasing conical shape, tearing apart the very fabric of the bizarre world around us.
When the pulsing wave of crackling red and black lightning surged forth from Regressors' Key, the bizarre world disappeared and Ur’Goth with it. I could feel my sword devouring the energy that made up the building blocks around me and then I was back on solid ground, Regressors’ Key pulsing again.
The ground beneath my feet shook violently with the after shockwaves of my return. The walls of the memory world began to crumble and collapse, sending debris raining down upon me. Flames erupted from the wreckage, and the very air itself looked on fire.
As the energy from my attack continued to spread, I looked frantically in the direction I last saw Ur’Goth. There was a faint outline of it, near the destroyed carousel. It was faded and see-through, but I saw the fury and rage in those eyes. It matched my own.
In the distance, through the damaged walls of the food court, I could see shapes and colors warping and twisting, as if reality itself was being stretched and distorted beyond recognition. The very sky seemed to split apart, revealing an empty void beyond.
Finally, the energy of the attack began to dissipate, the bizarre world around us settling into place. The walls and ground began to reform themselves, the flames dying down to a gentle glow. But the destruction left in the wake of the attack was undeniable.
Finally, I turned towards Ur'Goth, the legendary undead. It had fully returned the moment the bizarre world reformed, and I was grateful to see that my attack had fatally wounded it. Ur’Goth tried to howl, but its face was a melted mess, its eye the only organ on its face untouched. Its fleshy appendages looked like the dried husks of blood worms left out in the sun—and the monster's impenetrable hide, which had once seemed indestructible, now crackled and sizzled under the fading red and black lightning of Regressors’ Key.
Finally, with one last, raspy breath, Ur'Goth disintegrated into a cloud of ash and smoke. The monster's essence was consumed by the energy of Regressors' Key, leaving behind nothing but a glowing golden Sol Orb—though this one was small, it pulsed equally with a warm, gentle light and the red of malice.
I approached the Sol Orb, hesitation, wonder and caution all vying for control of me. I crouched to observe it, my heart beating frantically. Its smooth, spherical shape pulsated, emanating warmth and revealing its power each time it pulsed. I raised my arm and tentatively reached out, feeling the heat radiating from its surface as my fingers finally made contact. The power coursing through it was palpable, and I knew it was the key to unlocking the memories hidden within.
The world flickered around me.




Chapter 16. Identity

My vision went blurry and the world started to fade. A wave of disorientation washed over me. For a split moment I was back in the ocean of time, until suddenly, I wasn’t.
I found myself transported to the center of an ancient and mysterious chamber. The room was dimly lit by a few flickering torches lining the walls, and the air was thick with the heady scent of incense.
The centerpiece of the chamber was an elaborate round table, where the Lords of Pandemonium usually sat in council. It was a sight to behold, crafted from the darkest ebony, polished to a deep shine, and etched with intricate symbols that moved and twisted like living things. The chairs were equally exquisite, made from the finest black leather and adorned with ancient runes that glowed with an unsettling power.
The figures sitting at the table were dark and imposing, their faces hidden behind ominous obsidian masks, emanating an oppressive energy. My heart raced as I studied their mysterious and formidable forms, sensing their immense power and now—a creeping sense of dread.
The atmosphere in the chamber grew heavy with anticipation and tension, and I, a mere mortal was in the presence of these otherworldly beings. It was then that my gaze settled on the old man with golden eyes. He had set me on this timeline. His expression was unreadable, yet his eyes shone with an ethereal gleam—hinting at deeper truths and for a single moment, he looked at Daniel, seated around the table, and then at me, and that look transfixed me in time. That glance told me he knew I'd one day be watching him at this very table. 
 
With a voice as deep and commanding as the depths of the abyss, the old man introduced himself, his name resonating through the chamber like a ripple in the still water of a pond. "For centuries, I have been known as Lord Sunday, one of the few surviving members of the Lords of Pandemonium who once escaped from that infernal prison. Myself and Amarath are the last remaining members, as the others have passed on their position and power to join the cycle of reincarnation," he spoke with the authority of one who had lived and seen a thousand lifetimes.
As he scanned the room, taking note of the other Lords present, his eyes glinted with an inner light, belying the immense power he wielded. "Seven and one have always been on this council, and yet our numbers have thinned. Helion of the Tower and Lord Black perished during the uprisers betrayal. The one who bears their remnants is seated among us," his gaze landed on Daniel and me as he continued.
"I, the Lord of Beginnings and Ends, Lord Sunday, do declare a meeting of the Lords of Pandemonium," he proclaimed, his voice echoing through the chamber with the weight of divine authority.
"I, the Lady of the Arcanium, call out my presence," the regal-looking woman announced, her voice smooth as velvet and imbued with an undeniable power.
The scarred man answered next, his voice rough and gravelly, "I call out my presence on behalf of the Lord of the Deepest Realm."
Daniel spoke next, his voice strong and unwavering, "And I call out mine as the Red Lord," the power of his words reverberating through the chamber like a thunderclap.
The old man spoke again, his voice grave, "Today, the seat that once belonged to Lord Black and the seat of Lord White go unattended." His words hung in the air like a dark omen, a stark reminder of the fate that awaited them as well in the battle against Aeon.
The Lords of Pandemonium sat in quiet honor of their fallen brethren, all heads bowed around the ebony table, their faces still hidden behind their ominous masks. The old man, Lord Sunday, glanced around the chamber, his eyes piercing through the darkness as he spoke, "Who would bring the first order of business today?"
The Lady of the Arcanium sat up, her regal form commanding attention as she spoke, her words reverberating behind her mask, "The Lord of the Well of Souls is believed to have fallen. Otherwise, he would have joined us. His was a unique task. The cultivation of elites from the already dead to bolster our rankers."
The old man's face remained impassive as he listened, his mind already working on a solution. "I will send for his vassal," he declared, "He chose a necromancer in his arena to bond with. If he has fallen, his power will have been inherited. A skeleton. Maybe a lich."
The scarred man, his features twisted and gnarled, spoke up, "What if the Well of Souls is compromised? Players killed in the scenarios were collected there."
The Lady of the Arcanium shook her head, her voice grave, "Assume it's taken. Aeon controls it now. Even now, I am sure he turns it to his purpose, converting the living and dead alike into his abominations." The weight of her words hung heavy in the air.
The scarred man, known to me as the King of the Crows, spoke up again, his voice rough and gravelly. "Aeon is coming," he declared, his words sending a shiver down my spine. "I've battled him, a version of him in the ruined future that was left unsealed by the regression and dungeon seed. He is powerful beyond any enemy I've ever faced. The encounter left me near death, and Amarath worse still, forcing him to slumber within me. I do not know when he will awaken."
The weight of his words hung in the air like a heavy fog, a portent of the danger that loomed over them all. "But mark my words. He is coming and soon. I am not as strong as I was, neither is Amarath. We will not be able to stop him. We weren't in the first timeline, nor in the second," he finished with a heavy sigh.
The old man, Lord Sunday, looked again at Daniel, his expression curious, and then turned towards the scarred man. "What would you suggest, then?" he asked, his voice grave. "Half this council has returned to the cycle of reincarnation, and both you and the Red Lord are more recent recipients of powers that have lasted millennia." Daniel shifted uncomfortably in his seat, the mask on his face tilted with the movement and needed an adjustment after the scarred man's dire warning.
"I would propose all of us join forces, while we still can, and bringing the fight to Aeon. We can't let him consolidate any more power," the King of the Crows declared, his voice heavy with urgency. "I've seen firsthand his armies. The players can't fight against that. I could barely hold my own when my power was at its peak. We cannot let that future come to pass."
The old man raised his hand to quiet him down, the air in the chamber heavy with solemnity. The Lady of the Arcanium looked pensive and curious, her eyes studying the scarred man as he spoke.
"This is a problem for mortals," the old man finally said. "But I, we, and even you who have recently ascended—have become creatures of forever. Aeon will rend the world, and we will renew it. I will not be joining you. But I will not forbid you from fighting against him. I have my own designs to follow," he declared with finality.
With that said, the old man got up, his aura leaking out behind his golden eyes, and walked out of the room. It would be the last time he’d be seen again by any at that table. The colors of the chamber were predominantly black and gray, with occasional flashes of red and blue from the torches that lined the walls. The air was thick with the scent of incense, a smoky fragrance that seemed to linger in the chamber long after the old man had gone. The remaining Lords of Pandemonium could only ponder their next move, knowing that the fate of worlds rested in their hands.
The Lady of the Arcanium asserted herself, her eyes thoughtful as she observed Daniel and the scarred man from her spot near the head of the Council's table. The power emanating from her was unmistakable, and a deferential silence fell in response.
"I shall take the place of our absent head," she declared in a tone of quiet authority. It was clear that no one in the room would object—not even Daniel, who seemed fully aware of her capabilities.
"Now," the Lady continued, silencing any further chatter with a single glance. "Continue with your line of thought."
The scarred man took a deep breath and began his explanation. "As you know, Amarath and I regressed from a future where I had monopolized stat gains and focused on strength—but it wasn't enough. I've been able to make a difference in this timeline, I cannot regress again, such a thing would undo any gains I've managed."
He paused, gathering his thoughts before continuing. "What I propose is a failsafe that would involve sending somebody back in time—someone I know who has considerable strength and skill, but has their memories overwritten by those of another. A castoff who never made it further and could be replaced. I would discharge a pawn and replace them with a hero-in-waiting."
Daniel nodded. "I hear what you're saying," he said, his voice resonating with understanding. "We can keep improving each iteration with more regressions, but there's only so far we can go."
The scarred man smiled, nodding to Daniel in appreciation for his understanding. "Exactly. Paul Fernandez is my perfect candidate for this—he has the experience and battle memory necessary for this plan to work."
The Lady of the Arcanium's shock was palpable as she spoke. "Your father?" Her voice trailed off, her thoughts clearly racing. "You mean to show him favoritism?"
The scarred man's face twisted in a scowl, his voice cold and hard. "He hasn't been my father in a long time. I have lived longer than he has, and yet he has fought alongside me for far longer than he should have. He has not been boosted in the same way that others have, and granted the chance, he would grow. He is a good man. Dependable in a vast ocean of unknowns."
Daniel's voice joined the conversation, his expression darkening with the memory of a choice that had cost him dearly. "Is that the real reason for the memory wipe? It sounds like a betrayal of trust. A good man would not consent to overwriting the assistance of another."
The scarred man remained silent for a moment before responding, his tone measured and deliberate. "Perhaps. But the reasoning still stands. I needed the man he was—to survive and move forward like I did. If there was a version of my father untethered from this timeline and its obligations, a true variable, that would be to our benefit. After all, he still holds the hero crest for a reason."
 
The Lady of the Arcanium seemed to consider this for a moment, her expression thoughtful. "Very well," she said at last. "I see the logic in your plan. But how do you intend to convince him to undergo the memory wipe?"
The scarred man's expression softened slightly, and there was a hint of sadness in his voice as he spoke. "I don't know. It won't be an easy decision for him to make. But I believe he will understand the stakes, and the importance of the task at hand, and if he doesn't, he'll be alive one day to hate me for it. "
Daniel nodded in agreement. "We all have had to make difficult decisions. This is no different. And if it means stopping Aeon and preventing the end of everything, then it's a sacrifice worth making."
The Lady of the Arcanium sighed. "Very well. I will lend my support to this endeavor. But know that there will be consequences, regardless of the outcome."
The council of the Lords of Pandemonium soon came to a close. The consequences of failure were dire, a future that threatened to destroy not only them but the entire world they knew. They had no room for mistakes, no margin for error.
The scarred man rose from his seat, his expression resolute, and addressed the council. "We have a long and difficult road ahead of us. There will be sacrifices, there will be losses, but we must remember the stakes. Failure is not an option. If we do not succeed, the consequences are well known. Aeon comes not just for the world, but us as well.
The Lady of the Arcanium nodded her agreement, her eyes betraying a hint of trepidation. Behind the mask, Daniel's face was set in grim determination, his fists clenched. They knew that the odds were stacked against them, but they also knew that they had to try.
With that, the council dispersed, each member prepared for the task ahead. The fate of the world rested on their shoulders, and they would stop at nothing to ensure its survival.
*******


The scarred man approached his father, Paul, with a heavy heart. He knew what he was about to ask of him would be met with resistance. Paul had always been against regression, believing that each moment was meant to be lived and experienced in its own time and the death of another was never something he'd be willing to do. But he’d asked his father, and got the reaction he’d expected. Paul had been furious.
But there was no other way, they needed a variable to change the course of history, and he believed Paul was the only one who could provide it.
"Pa... dad, I know this might be difficult for you, but we need your help," the scarred man said, his voice laced with regret.
Paul's face hardened as he looked at his son. "I'd go to the gates of hell for you, but this? I can't do this thing. I refuse to believe that we can manipulate time like this. It's too unpredictable and dangerous, we have a real chance at winning, I'm just starting to get stronger too, we can do this, we can fight against this Aeon."
The scarred man sighed, knowing that Paul would not be swayed by words alone. He closed his eyes and reached out, his power beginning to overwhelm Paul. The older man struggled against the force, but he was no match for his son's strength.
As the scarred man finished the incantation, Paul's body began to contort and twist, his features warping beyond recognition. The transformation was violent and intense. Every cell in his body was being rearranged and it hurt to watch. When it was over, a new figure stood before the scarred man, a man with piercing blue eyes and short-cropped hair.
The scarred man approached the new figure cautiously, watching for any signs of aggression.
The blue-eyed man looked around in confusion. Gone was his surface-memories of Paul Fernandez, his sense of self—lost in the process of transforming everything on a molecular level, including his brain.
The scarred man knelt beside him, his heart heavy with guilt. "I'm sorry…Jax. But we needed a variable, and you were the only one who could provide it."
The blue-eyed man…Jax, looked at him, with a blank expression, and unable to comprehend what had just happened.
The scarred man's grip on Jax's arm tightened as he pulled him into a dimly lit chamber. The air was thick with an unsettling energy, as if something ominous lingered in the shadows.
With a flick of his wrist, the scarred man began to create new memories for Jax, twisting and reshaping them until Jax was reborn, a new creation—Jax Nolan, the King of the Crow's most trusted lieutenant.
As Jax's consciousness began to resurface, he felt a sharp pang of confusion and fear. "What's happening to me?" he gasped, struggling against the scarred man's grasp. "Why can't I remember anything?"
"Shh, Jax," the scarred man soothed, though his voice was heavy with regret, he triggered the activation words. "You've been fighting by my side for a long time. You are Jax Nolan, and I need you now more than ever."
Jax's mind was a whirlwind of confusion and pain as he tried to make sense of his jumbled memories. But as the scarred man's words sunk in, a sense of purpose began to take hold. Jax Nolan—it sounded right, felt right. He was a warrior, a fighter. And he would serve the scarred man with everything he had.
The scarred man's eyes glittered with fierce intensity as he gazed upon his new lieutenant. He had no choice but to do this—the fate of the world depended on it. But that didn't make it any easier.
"I'm sorry," he whispered, his fingers tightening around Jax's arm. With time, skills and level ups, Paul Fernandez could resurface. It was his soul that still resided within this flesh after all, and memories and souls were always closely linked. So with a surge of power, he overwhelmed the inner core of Paul's consciousness—sealing deep within any memory of his former self and implanted inside him, on his very soul—the regressors' mark that he carried. The mark needed to be powered-up before it could work once more, but the King of the Crows figured Jax would find a way.
Jax Nolan stood there, a soldier, ready to serve. And the King of the Crows could only hope that he had made the right choice.




Chapter 17. Last Battle Returned

The memory faded and the scene shifted. I found myself looking through Daniel's eyes once more, and I saw the command center from those last days outside the Dungeon of the Deepest Realm. The sound of clashing steel and mumbled curses sounded over a din of chatter. The room was well lit, every corner and nook in a contradictory blend of shades of grey, brown, and black. The generator powering the flickering fluorescent-lights that were strung about, painted the faces of player- turned soldiers. The swordsmen and mages who answered directly to the Kings gathered around a map with markers showing where each team was currently stationed. A war table stretched out across the front of the room.
Dusty sunlight filtered through the broken windows of the command center's walls, illuminating the faded graffiti that covered them in a way the overhead lights couldn't. Surrounding the command center were scrap-metal walls and barricades, made from cars, dismantled rebar and other debris—hastily arranged around the perimeter in an effort to buy time against potential attackers.
The atmosphere was tense, the air thick with the stench of sweat and mana. Mages and swordsmen alike were clad in the most powerful gear they could find. An odd assortment of enchanted leathers and metal plated armors.
The war table was cluttered with maps and blueprints, along with detailed maps of Wormwood's progress. There were photographs of the last known locations of holdouts preparing to join the battle against us. Reports spoke of victims being dropped into the conversion pools, twisting them into cruel abominations, and joining Aeon's eldritch army. Red pins marked the advancing positions of Wormwood, while little strings and arrows marked where Aeon's army had launched incursions. Time grew short.
Immediately outside the walls of the command center was the last human city. Its towering walls, made from scrap metal, concrete, and other materials—encircled the city, a testament to humanity's will to survive in the face of adversity. The sounds of fighting and magic echoed in the distance, the relentless shrieks and howls of savage beasts a constant reminder of the horrors that awaited beyond the relative safety of the city walls.
Despite the grim and ominous circumstances, the mages and soldiers remained steadfast, they knew what it meant to lose. An end to everything. Failure on the front meant the demise of all. Everyone who could fight, would do so.
The Kings had all gathered, each taking their respective place around the war table. The Raven, a younger version of the King of the Crows, joined them as an equal. To the King's left sat the King of the Shadows—a powerful necromancer in control of the void and the Well of Souls. On the other side of the table, was the Lady of the Burning Sword—a recent addition to the Kings after the Lady of Arcanium's return to the cycle reincarnation.
Things were different now. Even in Daniel's memory, even with my altered memory, things weren't as they should have been.

The room buzzed with the warm hum of mana as the magicians began their spells. Tiny sparks of light flew from their staffs, weaving a blue and white web of shimmering magic across the walls. The swordsmen tightened their grip on their weapons and shifted their armor plates, preparing for battle. Anxious murmurs filled the air as they waited for whatever was to come.
"Are the walls fortified enough to keep the civilians and families safe?" The King of the Crows asked, his voice grave.
"No, but they should hold up for a while," Daniel spoke up, "but we need to be prepared for the possibility of a breach."
The King of the Crows listened intently, his expression serious. He knew that the fate of the last human city rested on their shoulders, and that failure was not an option.
Daniel cleared his throat, drawing everyone's attention towards him. "What about Wormwood? Has there been any progress in finding a way to slow the spread or stop it?"
The King of the Crows sighed heavy. "No. Wormwood ends when Aeon is cast back into the void, nothing short of the death of a god can stop it."
The Lady of the Burning Sword spoke up, "Then lets try something else. We could try to create a barrier spell, something beyond what the players are capable of, although it would require an immense amount of power and time, neither of which we have in abundance. The Well of Souls could be used as fuel unless the King of Shadows has other uses?"
The King of the Shadows shook his head, "I have lost access to the spectral forge, I cannot create new creatures to bolster our forces from the souls I have access to, those would be enough for this barrier, but it would leave me more vulnerable. All I have remaining is the ability to summon the dead in masse. I will do this when the dead litter the battlefield. It is not an easy ability to use and can only be used sparingly."
The room fell silent for a moment, each of them lost in thought as they considered their options. They all knew this was only the beginning of what was sure to be a long and bloody battle. A battle that would determine the fate of the world as they knew it.
The King of the Crows stood up from his seat, his eyes scanning the faces of his comrades. "We don't have much time. We need to act fast and decisively. It's just us. Only Adramelech answered the call of the Princes of the Underrealm and I've assigned him to another mission. I want each of you to prepare for battle. We will fight until our last breath, until the last drop of mana is spent. We owe it to the people of this city, and to ourselves, to do everything we can to ensure their survival. In this life, or the next."
As the meeting with the Kings drew to a close, Daniel excused himself and stepped out into the cool night air. His role wasn't over the command of soldiers, but in maintaining the fallback position. The scent of decay and destruction permeated the atmosphere, mingling with the scent of smoke from distant fires. The sounds of clanging metal, screams of the dying and the crackling of magical energy echoed all around him. Wormwood was coming closer.
He walked a short distance away from the command center, seeking a moment of solitude. It was then that he saw the King of the Crows step out of the building, and start to walk away. He walked alone and Daniel hurriedly approached him, needing to talk about the one thing that had been ignored in the meeting.
"What about Paul? Your dad? You sent him to the front lines?" Daniel asked, his voice low and urgent.
The King of the Crows turned to him, his expression one of annoyance. "I didn't have a choice," he said, "he demanded it, his new identity practically forcing it, and the spell I put him under will come undone faster the closer he is to us."
Daniel's heart sank. He knew that the front lines were the most dangerous place to be, and the thought of Paul, the scarred man's father, being there filled him with dread.
"So that's that is it? Is he just a tool to you?" Daniel questioned; his voice edged with anger.
The King of the Crows scowled. "No. He's capable. He can handle this, and if things go poorly, I've prepared a way for him to escape. I've assigned Adramelech to intervene if the lines fail. The line has to hold long enough, all the lines have to hold long enough. You know the truth about what we are up against. Today is our last day, but it won't be his. He will survive.
Daniel nodded, understanding the gravity of the situation. He knew that the King of the Crows had no choice but to send Paul to the front lines, but it still didn't sit right with him.
"What's your intention then?" he asked, his voice softening.
The King of the Crows looked out across the battlefield, where his father now bore the identity of another. "I want him to live," he said, his voice heavy with emotion, "and one day, I want him to wake up to the sort of world he fought for. It's the least I could do."
Daniel knew better than to say anything, his heart heavy with the weight of the impending battle. He knew that they had a long road ahead of them, and the fate of the last human city rested on their shoulders. But for now, he stood in quiet solidarity with the King of the Crows, knowing that discretion was key in times like these.
The memory shifted once again, and I found myself fully immersed as Daniel standing in the middle of a battlefield. The sky was a sickly shade of green, the color of Wormwood. The air was thick with the stench of death, and the ground was littered with the remains of fallen soldiers, both human and abomination alike.
I looked down at my hands and saw that they were covered in blood. It was not my own, but that of the abominations that I had slain. I was wearing armor that was battered and dented, the once-shining metal now tarnished with bloodstains. One of my eyes had closed forever and hung from my face by a thin strand of flesh while an arm started to mend from an ability.
All around me, the battle raged on. Mages threw bolts of magic at the abominations, while swordsmen clashed with them in close combat. The screams of the dying filled my ears, and I felt my stomach turn with nausea.
In the distance, I could see a figure moving towards us, a figure with golden eyes and twin axes. A figure larger than life and beyond it. I transformed. Not into the Gravegod, but the Dark Titan, the sum of all my forms. This would be my last battle.




Chapter 18. Leaving the Terminal

The memories of the anchor slowly dissipated, like a fading dream slipping through my fingers. The world around me came back into focus, the ruined airport once again taking shape before my eyes. But the sharp pain that followed was like a dagger to my brain, I couldn't ignore it and I couldn't will away the pain. It was as if my mind was struggling to process the flood of information that had just come crashing down upon me.
I couldn't hold back the agony any longer, and I collapsed to my knees, my head throbbing with a fiery intensity. My vision blurred, and a drop of blood trickled out of my nose, the metallic tang filling my senses. I took a deep breath, trying to steady myself and regain my bearings.
But the realization hit me like a bolt of lightning. I wasn't Jax Nolan. The identity I'd been using belonged to someone else entirely, maybe even the body. It was a startling revelation, a truth that felt like a weight pressing down upon me. I shook my head, trying to push aside the confusion and make sense of it all. There were more important things at hand, more pressing matters that needed my attention.
I focused my attention on the anchor, the pulsing orb of energy that I held in my hand. It glowed with an otherworldly light, an eerie radiance that filled me with a sense of awe and fear. The anchor was a powerful tool, a conduit for the legacy of the King of Transformations. It had once belonged to Daniel, a man who had borne the combined power of Helion of the Tower and the Dark Lord Zekant of the Well of Souls. And now, that legacy had been passed on to me.
 
[System Notification: Anchor Collected - Daniel's Legacy]
The legacy of Daniel Younger, the King of Transformations who bore a portion of the combined power of Helion of the Tower and the Dark Lord Zekant of the Well of Souls has been passed to you.
As you lack the qualifications to inherit his transformations, new skills will be granted upon completion.
You have also gained 6.2 strength, 5.2 stamina, and 7 agility.
Strength 16, Agility 17, Stamina 14.5
Note: No further stats may be gained within the dream world
[System Notification: Upgrade Complete]
With the anchor absorbed, I had no further reason to remain in the food court. I'd come for everything I'd wanted, and the former arcade area where abilities could be gained through a claw machine was no long available. I had no reason to remain in the gore filled room. I needed to be on my way. I had to remind myself, even with the revelations I'd seen, that I was still trapped within the dream world and I needed to escape.
I took one last look around the food court and left.
I trudged out of the food court, my boots clanging against the metal floor. The sounds of skittering feet echoed through the ruins of the airport, and I paused, my gaze darting around. I barely had time to brace myself before a horde of giant spiders descended upon me. Their long, spindly legs clattered against the ground as they lunged forward, their mandibles snapping in the dim light cast by the overhead halogen.
I raised my blade, with a deft flick of my wrist, and using the power and strength bestowed upon me, I sliced through their ranks with Regressors' Key.
Their bloated bodies fell to the ground in a heap, but their death throes were soon replaced by more sinister sounds. Bloodworms writhed beneath my feet; their gaping maws filled with razor-sharp teeth. Parasites clung to my skin, their slimy tendrils trying to burrow into me.
I quickly dispatched them all, my blade moving with lightning-fast speed. But as their bodies dissolved into ash, something strange happened—Sol orbs dropped from them and hovered in mid-air. They glowed with a brilliant light, but I couldn't pick them up—it was as if they were meant for someone else entirely.
Frustration and confusion gnawed at me as I pressed forward, the airport stretching out like a maze before me. With the anchor found, the next was escape from this bizarre world, and for that I needed to go back outside.
The creatures didn't let up, their attacks growing more relentless with each passing moment. I trudged through the ruins of the airport, my senses on high alert for any signs of danger. Suddenly, the ground shook beneath my feet, and I knew that something even more dangerous was approaching.
With lightning-fast reflexes, I dodged out of the way as a massive centipede came hurtling towards me. Its countless legs churned up the debris on the ground, and its jaws gaped open, revealing rows of razor-sharp teeth. I could feel the venomous stingers on its back bristling with anger, and I knew that I had to act fast.
With a deep breath, I raised my blade and charged forward, my heart pounding in my chest. The centipede lashed out with its barbed appendages, and I dodged left and right, my movements fluid and precise.
But the battle was far from over, for the centipede was a fierce opponent. Its venomous stingers whipped through the air, and I narrowly avoided their deadly strikes. The creature's legs were as thick as tree trunks, but I focused on severing them one by one.
I leaped forward, my blade slicing through the centipede's legs like butter. The creature reared back, its jaws snapping in fury as it tried to strike me with its remaining legs. But I was too fast, too agile for it.
With each passing moment, I felt the power within me surging forth, an electrifying surge of energy that left me feeling stronger and more determined than ever. I could hear the satisfying sound of my blade cutting through the creature's exoskeleton, each strike bringing me one step closer to victory.
Finally, with a mighty blow, I severed the centipede's final leg, sending its writhing body tumbling to the ground. The creature's jaws clacked together in defeat as it lay there, helpless and defeated.
I staggered away from the writhing centipede, its yellow-green blood coating my sword and splattered across the ground. Its body was a tangled mess of twitching legs, its stingers slashing the air in a desperate attempt to defend itself, while its jaws clacked together in vain. My chest heaved with exertion and drops of sweat trickled down my face as I watched it struggle. The fight had been intense, and with each thrust of my blade I had felt an invincible strength surging through me from my ability.
Then it was over and I walked through the rest of the terminal without issue. Eventually, I left the ruined airport terminal behind, I emerged into the world outside. The bizarre world that was twisted and distorted, a place where the laws of reality no longer applied. The sky was a hazy shade of red, and the ground beneath my feet was cracked and blackened.
As I made my way through the ruined streets, I gripped Regressors' Key tight, moving towards the outskirts of the complex.
Suddenly, the air was filled with the sound of a sandstorm curtain. I could feel some of the grit and dust biting into my skin, and I wondered if the memories of the other players had faded just as Daniel had. A sense of unease hung heavy in the air.
Then, I saw it. The Werewolf, perched on the back of a rusted truck. Its eyes glowed with an unnatural light, and its growls echoed through the deserted streets. But it was not alone. A horde of monsters and undead poured out of the ruined buildings, their weapons glinting in the fading light and the players joined them, all faces marked with red crimson.
And then, the Wraith appeared before me. Its twisted form contorted in strange shapes, and its eyes blazed with a hunger for my soul. "You have found the anchor that kept me bound to Daniel's memories," it hissed. "But now, I will be free to return to the world, and I will use your body to do it."




Chapter 19. The Fallen

The Werewolf leaped out of the shadows, a snarling beast with glowing eyes. It came at me with unstoppable force, vaulting over bodies of the undead and my fellow players. This time, however, its movements seemed slower, as if it had been weakened by something.
I realized that something was me; I'd taken the anchor that held this bizarre world together, and all my enemies born from those memories had weakened. Even then, the Werewolf still posed a formidable threat, and it was just the beginning. The others would follow.
Without a moment's hesitation, I charged forward, my sword gleaming in the dim light of the false sun overhead. The Werewolf loomed before me, its massive claws slashing through the air with deadly precision. But I was not afraid. I was determined to fight until my last breath.
With a quick sidestep, I evaded the beast's attack and countered with a powerful thrust of my sword. Sparks flew as steel met steel, and the Werewolf howled in frustration as it struggled to break through my defenses.
But I was not content to merely defend. With a fierce cry, I launched a flurry of attacks against the Werewolf, my sword moving with lightning speed. Each strike sent shockwaves rippling through the air, and I could feel my muscles straining with the effort.
The Werewolf let out an ear-splitting roar, and an almost berserk aura enveloped its massive form. It charged towards me with complete disregard for its own defense, its claws outstretched like deadly blades.
But I was ready. Boosted by my stacks of the Time's Edge ability, I moved with lightning-fast speed, thrusting Regressors' Key forward with all my might. The blade glowed with an otherworldly light as it sliced through the Werewolf's flesh with ease and cut straight through.
The beast howled in pain and stumbled back, giving me the opening I needed to strike the killing blow. With one fluid motion, I sliced through the Werewolf's neck, sending its head rolling across the blackened ground of the road outside the ruined terminal building.
But the battle was far from over. As more monsters and players closed in around me, I fought with all my might, my blades moving with expert precision. Swords, axes, and spells whirled around me, but I was not deterred.
Undead crowded around us, their numbers growing thicker by the second. I could feel their power and hunger in the air, and it sent chills down my spine. Meanwhile, the players unleashed a barrage of spells at me, seeking to take me down.
But I was ready; Regressors' Key gleamed brightly in my hand as I thrust forward with expert precision. One thrust of my blade and a skeleton dissolved into dust; another thrust and an enemy player collapsed to the ground, defeated.
My sword moved with ruthless efficiency as I cut through my foes with lethal grace. Quickly, I moved from one fresh target to the next, taking advantage of any opening that presented itself. The battle raged on for what seemed like hours, each moment more intense than the last.
The ruined airport had become a battlefield. Everywhere I looked, I saw abandoned cars, benches strewn about, and low walls that could provide some much-needed cover from the undead horde that was quickly approaching. I took a deep breath and steeled myself for the fight ahead.
I moved swiftly, taking advantage of the obstacles around me to create distance between myself and my enemy. I vaulted over the abandoned cars, somersaulted over the benches, and slid beneath the low walls, all the while keeping a keen eye for any sign of danger. As the undead got closer, I leapt onto the hood of an abandoned car and plunged my blade into their rotting flesh. The sound of yelling, shrieking, and the putrid stench of death filled the air but I refused to back down.
The player enemies were a different matter. They moved around the area with skill and precision. I knew that I couldn't take them on one-on-one without being exposed in the process and vulnerable, so I used the abandoned cars and barriers as cover while I evaded their strikes.
I used my agility to dodge in and out of my enemies' range, striking quickly when an opportunity presented itself. When they tried to gang up on me, I used the ruined terrain to my advantage, leaping from an abandoned bus roof down to benches and quickly scaling buildings to gain a better vantage point—and score quick victories when I could.
The clang of blades on metal filled the air as I darted between the cars and barriers strewn about the airport. My enemies attacked fiercely, but I met their strikes with lightning-fast precision, sending them crashing to the ground with each counterstrike.
I moved with a ferocity that surprised even me, my sword arm a blur as I cleaved through their ranks. My enemies backed away, their eyes wide with disbelief at my skill and determination to win.
The creatures and players were losing ground, their defenses slowly crumbling before my onslaught. With every passing second, the battle shifted in my favor, the monsters and players retreating further and further with each swing of my blade. The victory was nearly mine.
Each and every enemy that came at me was cut down, my sword slicing through their ranks until they lay strewn around me. The asphalt resembled the site of a battlefield massacre.
I kept up the onslaught, feeling more powerful with each foe I defeated. My movements became calculated and precise as my blades found their mark again and again. Soon, the area around me was littered with the corpses of monsters and players alike. I was wounded and bleeding but still alive to face my true enemy.
The Wraith was a ghostly creature from the void that moved in a shroud-like manner. It floated just out of reach, hovering in the air just beyond my blade's reach. It seemed to be mocking me, taunting my struggles against it and yet, never making a move to attack or retreat.
I lunged forward, slashing at the Wraith with my blades, but the creature effortlessly evaded my every move. I cursed under my breath as I realized my foe was indeed an elusive one. However, I was determined to keep fighting.
I continued my assault, recalling the sensation of my berserker-trance. I dug deeper, pushing my rage and anger through my sword. My speed increased with each failed attempt at hitting Wraith, I raged. My speed increased further, until I reached a point where our speeds matched. I still raged.
I hacked away, piecemeal, at Wraith's defenses and armor, until I finally exposed the hidden truth of its nature. Ripping the last piece of its angelic shell away, the creature's true form was revealed. A wisp of corporal smoke in a black garb draped over a skeleton like flesh whose body moved in an almost serpentine manner and whose true existence was hidden deeper within that smoke. The robes shifted, as the wraith flickered out of existence while the beast struggled to maintain its shape, revealing dozens of winding black tendrils that hinted at deeper corruption from the timeline of the memory. At the influence of Aeon providing abilities beyond what the wraith should have been capable of.
My skin lit up like a beacon as the Mark of the Regressor glowed brightly, shining with a mix of white and black light. Regressors' Key thrummed with power as I held it aloft. The Wraith screeched. "We are Legion" The Wraith's screech shook the air and echoed around the room in a cacophony of terror. "We are Legion!" it wailed, its voice echoing throughout the ruin before I moved to cut it down with my blade, dealing an attack it couldn't shield itself from.
I glanced around the empty battlefield as the bodies of the slain started to disappear and turned my sights towards the sand curtain. My escape, and the only way out. I started to walk.




Chapter 20. Destiny Awakened

I kept my gaze straight ahead as I trudged away from the terminal building. My boots crunched against the broken glass and debris that surrounded me, marking a pathway of destruction that had been left in my wake. Bodies of my enemies lay motionless on the ground, the swords and axes they had used against me already fading. I tried not to focus on it too much. I had to keep in mind they were not real people, only memories, they didn't exist, not really. The only exceptions had been Daniel, and the Wraith.
I started to walk down the center of the ruined airport. I knew that my destination was the sandstorm that encircled the entire area and had been steadily encroaching. It was my way to escape.
As I walked, the only sound in the eerie silence was the rhythm of my footsteps against the pavement. Then, the ground began to tremble and rumble beneath me. I could see the concrete around me crumbling and breaking apart, as towering peaks thrust out from the asphalt. Within seconds, a gaping void tore open in the street, swallowing the surrounding buildings and everything else in its path revealing a vast and empty void.
//System Notification - Tower of Ruin Bizarre World//
//World Ending//
//With the destruction of the Wraith, no more shards of memory remain to keep this ruined world alive. It will now begin to fade into the void.//
//Time Until Full Destruction -- 20 Minutes//
I knew exactly what to do and responded immediately. My eyes turned to the sandstorm that loomed in the distance, a wall of swirling sand and dust that seemed to stretch on forever. I knew that within that sandstorm was supposed to be nothing but death and worse—monsters, but I was positive that, within this memory world, the only way out was through that storm. My escape.
I raced forward, gripping Regressors' Key tight in hand, the ground rumbling beneath my boots. The airport terminal behind me shuddered and splintered, then disintegrated in a shower of broken glass and debris. The sky above me darkened, a menacing void encroaching and swallowing up everything in its path. The buildings around me gave way, concrete and steel crumbling and collapsing with a deafening roar. The world was ending, and there was no escape. The only thing I could do was reach the sandstorm, though I knew the dangers that awaited.
The winds picked up, sand and debris stinging my face and blurring my vision. The howl of the wind drowned out all other sound, until the sandstorm was all that remained. It was a chaotic vortex that spanned across the horizon, sucking everything in sight into its maw of nothingness. I had no choice but to keep running.
I stumbled and fell as a fierce gust of wind knocked me off my feet. I tried to get up, but the wind was too strong, holding me down. My heart pounded in my chest as I struggled to breathe, even with my current status I was starting to feel exhausted, and I knew that I was running out of time.
The world around me was a chaos of screaming wind and pelting sand, my body pummeled by the gale-force winds. The sand stung my skin as it swirled and whipped around me, blocking my vision and making me uncertain of the path I was supposed to be taking. I stumbled forward, bumbling blindly in the darkness, unable to make out any shapes or creatures amid the chaos of the sandstorm. I held Regressors' Key anyways.
As I pushed through the final veil of the storm, the rest of the world around me began to dissipate, melting away like a candle being snuffed out. The wind died down, and the sandstorm dissolved into nothingness, revealing a bright light shining through the darkness and only that.
I stepped forward into the light, and everything went white. I felt myself being pulled in a million different directions, my body stretched and compressed in ways I couldn't have imagined. I soon found myself standing in an entirely different world.
It was more a platform then a world and I stood before Lord Sunday, the Lord of Pandemonium, as he regarded me with his golden eyes. The sense of familiarity that I felt upon seeing him was palpable, and I couldn't shake the feeling that I had met him before.
"It's been a long time, Lord Sunday," I said, my voice filled with a mixture of awe and trepidation. "And you're right. I didn't know who you were when we last met on the river of time."
Lord Sunday chuckled, the sound echoing through the void. "But you know who I am now, don't you, Jax Nolan?" he said, his voice taking on a more serious tone.
I froze, my mind racing with confusion. "My name isn't Jax Nolan," I said, my voice shaking slightly. "I'm Paul Fernandez."
Lord Sunday's eyes glittered in the darkness, and I could sense a deep amusement in his voice. "That's what you think, isn't it?" he said. "But tell me, would you prefer to exist as the half-life of the Raven, or would you force that upon Paul if you were to meet him again?"
Lord Sunday regarded me for a long moment before speaking. "There are many things that I disagreed with in Amarath's vessel," he said. "But the decision to give you a new identity was not one of them."
Lord Sunday regarded me with a deep seriousness in his eyes. "You see, among my brethren, I am the only one who possesses the ability to move time, not just travel through it," he said. "And in no future, iteration, or chance that replacing you over the real Paul changed the worst of outcomes. Only one choice remained. And I have facilitated that."
I was both intrigued and terrified by Lord Sunday's words. "How did you do it?" I asked, my voice barely above a whisper.
"It's more complicated than you might think," Lord Sunday said, his voice taking on a somber tone. "But time is more like a song than a river. If you have the power and ability, you can seamlessly cut from one and put it into another, forging an entirely new timeline from the aspects of the others that are best enjoyed. And that, Jax Nolan, is what this is. Not a third timeline, but an infinite one."
I couldn't believe what I was hearing. Had Lord Sunday really forged an entirely new timeline in order to facilitate the events that had led me to this point? The implications were staggering, and I struggled to process them.
"But why?" I asked, my voice filled with confusion. "Why go to all this trouble?"
Lord Sunday regarded me for a long moment before speaking again. "Because you are needed, Jax Nolan," he said. "Needed to fulfill a destiny that is greater than yourself. And it is a destiny that only you can fulfill."
Lord Sunday continued to regard me with his piercing gaze. "It wasn't because you were special, Jax Nolan," he said. "In fact, it was quite the opposite. You were a pawn that needed to become a queen, and that is why your destiny was changed. You were a side character whose fate had been discarded, and we knew that changing your fate could only improve the outcome."
I felt a mix of emotions coursing through me at Lord Sunday's words. On the one hand, I was relieved to finally have an explanation for the events that had led me to this point. On the other hand, the idea that my fate had been manipulated from the very beginning was disconcerting.
Lord Sunday fixed his golden eyes on me once again. "Your destiny is the one you've already set yourself up to be, Jax Nolan," he said. "A destiny that I have helped you to fulfill. You are the support to the heroes of this story. Your son, Amarath's vessel, might have had a different fate if you were strong enough to support him not just at the end, but along the way. He would have grown, but he also needed that weaker version of you to grow. That is your answer."
I was taken aback by Lord Sunday's words, and I struggled to make sense of them. But before I could ask any more questions, he spoke again.
"Now wake up, Jax Nolan," he said. "It's time for you to embrace the power you've inherited and fulfill your destiny."




Chapter 21. Battlefield Saint

With those words lingering, I felt a surge of energy course through my body as I awoke from my state of suspended animation within the cocoon Amarath had created for me. I pushed outwards breaking through the hollow shell and found myself back within the dungeon manager’s quarters, human quarters that Amarath used as an illusion to hide his true nature.
The repairs or hotfix to my system were complete.
The dungeon spirit stood transfixed on the multiple screens in front of him and turned around as he heard the noise of me waking up. A slight smile crossed the corners of his mouth and then he stood in front of me, looking pleased. "Good. You’ve awakened, and it seems in more ways than one." He said, "I was beginning to suspect you wouldn’t survive the corrosion of that system you were bound too."
"Still alive," I muttered as I stretched out and looked around, taking in my surrounding. Everything seemed to be in order, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that something within me had changed. I had more questions than answers.
I pushed through it and pushed it aside. ""Did everything go according to plan?"
Amarath looked me over and responded. "I believe so. Look for yourself. Check your status."
"Do you have a terminal? I need one." I glanced over towards the monitors.
The dungeon spirit pushed his glasses down, smiled and shook his head. "You don't need one, not anymore. I've fixed some things, helped with others and tried to fully transfer your status from that patchwork to the one used by all the players."
"I see." I replied, realizing I could now just summon my status with a word. "Status."
///////
System Notification
//////
[Please Insert Name To Continue]

I took a deep breath and focused on the words that Amarath had spoken—my challenge was to embrace the power I had inherited and who I was, didn't really matter, not now. I still had my mission. Once it was finished, if I could survive, I could question more just who I was. I knew in the meanwhile, I had to continue and be the person I'd set down on this journey as. When the mission was over, I could have that crisis of self if I felt I needed it. Not before.
"Jax Nolan." I said firmly.
//////
System Notification
//////
[Congratulations, Jax Nolan. You have been granted the [Administrators] special package as a player transfer.]
//////
Notice - Title system incompatible with current system. Now assigning synthesized abilities.
//////
Combining Title – "Favored of a Fallen Lord" &amp; "Initiate of the Pen &amp; Sword"
New Passive Granted: Underworld Diplomat
Effect: The possessor of this ability is able to communicate directly with denizens of the Underworld, even if they do not share a common language or method of communication.
Combining Title – "Call Me Doctor Love" &amp; "Once More Into The Breach"
New Passive Granted: Battlefield Medic
Effect: All support type abilities have their cooldown reduced and mana cost reduced while in battle alongside three or more allies. Additionally, the possessor of this ability cannot be targeted or damaged by friendly abilities or attacks.
Combining Title &amp; Evolving Ability –"Battlefield Medic" &amp; "Fortified Defender" 
Replacing Passive: Battlefield Medic
New Passive Granted: Battlefield Guardian
Effect: All support-type abilities have their cooldowns reduced, and mana costs reduced when fighting alongside three or more allies. Additionally, a temporary speed boost is granted to the user after using any support ability. Moreover, a minor shield is applied on every healing spell, providing extra protection for the user and their allies. The possessor of this ability cannot be targeted or damaged by friendly abilities or attacks. This ensures that the user can focus on healing and supporting allies without worrying about accidental damage from friendly fire.
//////
System Notification
//////
Notice - Emblem system incompatible with current system. Using remaining titles. Now assigning synthesized abilities.
Combining Emblem &amp; Title – "Monarch Slayer", "Slayer of a Dungeon Boss", "Fae Slayer", "Undead Slayer", "Entity Slayer", "Undead Slayer", "Good Samaritan" 
New Passive Granted: Apex Samaritan
Effect: The possessor of this ability gains a 25% increase in damage dealt and a 25% decrease in damage received when fighting against all non-human enemy types. This extra is true damage and is applied directly to health regardless of armor. Additionally, upon the assist of other players, the possessor of this ability is granted a small recovery of heath, mana, and stamina.
//////
System Notification
//////
Notice - Legacy quest system incompatible with current system. Now assigning new quest.
Quest: Complete the Tutorial Dungeon
Objective: Navigate through the Tutorial Dungeon and reach the end.
Details: The Tutorial Dungeon is a basic dungeon designed to teach new players the fundamentals of combat, navigation, and item management. The instanced dungeon can be reached within the Dungeon of the Deepest Realm.
To complete this quest, the player character must navigate through the various rooms and levels of the dungeon, defeating any enemies they encounter and collecting a total of ten tokens while in the dungeon in order to advance to Hometown with the other players.
///////
System Notification
//////
Notice - Legacy class incompatible with current system.
Now Applying New Class - Battlefield Saint
Details: Battlefield Saints are legendary support classes known for their unparalleled healing abilities on the battlefield. They are combat-oriented healers who excel in supporting allies while dealing damage to enemies, making them a valuable asset to any party or raid.
Equipped with light armor and wielding powerful support magic, Battlefield Saints are able to withstand and deflect enemy attacks while healing their allies. Their healing abilities are not limited to just restoring health, but also include removing debuffs and providing defensive buffs to allies.
Battlefield Saints are versatile in their roles, able to switch between healing and damaging spells depending on the situation. They are also skilled in positioning themselves on the battlefield, allowing them to effectively support their allies while avoiding enemy attacks.
///////
System Notification
//////
Notice - Legacy Status System Incompatible With Current System
Player: Jax Nolan Class: Battlefield Saint
Level: 46 Unused Experience Points: 0 (Applying all experience reserves to debts and converting to status)
Health Points: 955
Mana: 1060
Strength: 95
Agility: 70
Intelligence: 154

///////
System Notification
//////
Notice - Legacy Ability System Incompatible With Current System. Now assigning synthesized abilities.
Cloak of Fire has become Cloak of Divine Flame
Details: The activation cost of this ability is 30 mana, and it has a per-second cost of 10 mana while active. The ability has a short cooldown time of 30 seconds once turned off.
Once activated, the Cloak of Divine Flame summons a protective cloak of divine fire around the user. The cloak deals 20 damage per second to enemies who come into contact with it and provides a protective barrier that reduces incoming damage by 10%. Additionally, it emits a healing aura that restores 5 hit points per second to nearby allies.
The damage and damage reduction of Cloak of Divine Flame scales with the Battlefield Saint's Strength stat. The healing aura of the ability scales with the Battlefield Saint's Intelligence stat.
Damage = 20 + (Strength * 0.5) Damage Reduction = 10% + (Strength * 0.05)
Healing Aura = 5 + (Intelligence * 0.1))
/////
System Notification
//////
Notice - Legacy Ability System Incompatible With Current System. Now assigning synthesized abilities.
New Ability Gained - Blessing of Light has become Blessing of the Radiant Saint
Details: Blessing of the Radiant Saint is a powerful ability available to Battlefield Saint. The activation cost of this ability is 75 mana, and it has a minor cooldown time of 15 seconds.
Once activated, the Blessing of the Radiant Saint allows the Battlefield Saint to heal a friendly target, restoring 200 hit points. Additionally, the Blessing of the Radiant Saint grants a temporary immunity to all forms of debuffs for 5 seconds, allowing the target to fight without fear of being incapacitated.
The Blessing of the Radiant Saint is a crucial ability for Battlefield Saints, as it allows them to keep their allies alive during intense battles while also providing temporary protection against debilitating effects. By using this ability effectively, the Battlefield Saint can ensure that their allies remain healthy and capable of fighting for longer periods of time.
Healing = 200 + (Intelligence * 2)
/////
System Notification
//////
Notice - Legacy Ability System Incompatible With Current System. Now assigning synthesized abilities.
New Ability Gained -Summon Radiant Wisp Has Become Radiant Intervention: Summon Radiant Wisp
Details: Radiant Intervention: Summon Radiant Wisp is a powerful ability available to Battlefield Saints. The activation cost of this ability is 200 mana and it has a cooldown of 900 seconds. The summoned wisp, Lumen, is an incredibly potent entity, capable of unleashing devastating attacks and providing crucial support to allies.
Lumen has the unique ability to summon a lesser wisp every 60 seconds that disappears after 30 seconds. However, if these lesser wisps achieve a set number of attacks, 30, they split into two wisps and continue to attack enemies while the summoned time is reset. This allows Lumen to rapidly multiply her offensive capabilities, overwhelming enemies with a swarm of wisps.
Additionally, Lumen has an "overdrive" mode that can be activated at the cost of its current summon direction. When in overdrive, Lumen and all her wisps, including the lesser ones, max out their attack speed and deal even more damage. This mode only lasts for a total of 10 seconds before all the wisps disappear.
Lesser Wisp Splitting (30 Attacks – (Intelligence *0.05) = Total Attacks
30 - (200 * 0.05) = 20
/////
System Notification
//////
Notice - Legacy Ability System Incompatible With Current System. Now assigning synthesized abilities.
New Ability Gained - Summon Golem &amp; Raise Dead have combined with Death’s Knell to become "Golemic Resurrection"
Details: With this ability, the Battlefield Saint can reanimate willing fallen allies or enemies, bringing them back to life temporarily to aid them in battle. The resurrected ally fights alongside the Battlefield Saint until the end of the battle.
To use Golemic Reanimation, the Battlefield Saint must first find a lingering soul. Once a willing soul is found, the Battlefield Saint can perform the binding process. This process is a powerful and arcane ritual that requires a significant amount of mana to complete, and once done, cannot be undone.
Once the reanimation process is complete, the summoned is permanently resurrected and fights alongside the Battlefield Saint until the end of the battle.
(Number of Permanent Slots) = (Intelligence / 200) + 1
/////
System Notification
//////
Notice - Legacy Ability System Incompatible With Current System. Now assigning synthesized abilities.
New Ability Gained – Draconian Measures and Redundant Organs have combined with the Mirror of True Seeing to become Saint of the Dragon's Resilience (Activated Ability):
Saint of the Dragon's Resilience is a unique passive ability available only to Jax, the Battlefield Saint who has inherited his draconic powers from the most powerful prince of the underworld, providing him with redundant internal organs that grant him with increased vitality and regeneration from critical injury.
Additionally, while in battle—Jax may store, assist, and kill points. Upon reaching 30 points, he may activate the Dragon’s Hunger aura for 10 seconds + 5 seconds per assist or kill point over 30. While the aura is activated, Jax is surrounded by spiraling white and black shadows providing him with a powerful boost in physical resilience and allowing him to double his stats while under the effect.
////System Notification//
Now updating UI
/////// Character Sheet //////
Name: Jax Nolan Class: Battlefield Saint Level: 46 Unused Experience Points: 0 Health Points: 955 Mana: 1060 Strength: 95 Agility: 70 Intelligence: 154
Passive Abilities:
	Underworld Diplomat: Can communicate directly with denizens of the Underworld.


	Battlefield Guardian: All support-type abilities have their cooldowns reduced, and mana costs reduced when fighting alongside three or more allies. Additionally, a temporary speed boost is granted to the user after using any support ability. Moreover, a minor shield is applied on every healing spell, providing extra protection for the user and their allies. The possessor of this ability cannot be targeted or damaged by friendly abilities or attacks.


	Apex Samaritan: The possessor of this ability gains a 25% increase in damage dealt and a 25% decrease in damage received when fighting against all non-human enemy types. This extra is true damage and is applied directly to health regardless of armor. Additionally, upon the assist of other players, the possessor of this ability is granted a small recovery of heath, mana, and stamina.





Active Abilities:
	Cloak of Divine Flame: Summons a protective cloak of divine fire around the user that deals damage and reduces incoming damage. The healing aura of the ability scales with the Battlefield Saint's Intelligence stat.


	Blessing of the Radiant Saint: Heals a friendly target, restoring hit points and granting temporary immunity to all forms of debuffs for 5 seconds. Healing scales with the Battlefield Saint's Intelligence stat.


	Radiant Intervention: Summon Radiant Wisp: Summons Lumen, a powerful entity that can summon lesser wisps and overwhelm enemies with a swarm of wisps. Lesser wisp splitting is based on the formula: 30 Attacks – (Intelligence *0.05) = Total Attacks.


	Golemic Resurrection: Reanimates willing fallen allies or enemies, bringing them back to life temporarily to aid them in battle. The resurrected ally fights alongside the Battlefield Saint until the end of the battle. The number of permanent slots scales with the Battlefield Saint's Intelligence stat.


	Saint of the Dragon's Resilience: Grants Jax increased vitality and regeneration from critical injury. Upon reaching 30 assist and kill points, Jax may activate the Dragon’s Hunger aura for a temporary boost in physical resilience and stats.





Quest:
	Complete the Tutorial Dungeon: Navigate through the Tutorial Dungeon and reach the end, defeating any enemies encountered and collecting a total of ten tokens while in the dungeon to advance to Hometown with other players.





Note: Jax is the only character who can use the ability Saint of the Dragon's Resilience.
I took a deep breath, feeling the raw power coursing through my veins as I acknowledged Amarath's words. "I can feel it," I said, my voice filled with wonder and amazement. "The upgrades you've given me, they're incredible. I can feel the difference in my abilities, like I've been given a new lease on life. This is the kind of power I’d hoped for. The power to stand alongside my allies. With this… Luca. Seraph. My son would never have…"
Amarath nodded at my reaction, his eyes seeming to twinkle with reflection. "That’s a path you don’t need to revisit. You can change the future." He said, "You earned this. Much of what you've been given was crafted from the residual spark you carried from that ruined future, and from the surplus of points you carried. As the administrator, some of this was within my power, but ultimately, it was you who carried the potential that lingered in the aura of pandemonium you absorbed. In that timeline you came from, you carried as latent power some of what was passed to you in the regression, not just Seraph’s power, but of the other lords as well.”




Chapter 22: Back To Beginning

I took a moment to let Amarath's words sink in. I was grateful for the power he had given me, but I knew it wasn't enough. There was still so much to do, so many things to prevent and make happen. "So, what's next then?" I asked, eager to continue on my quest.
The spirit waved a hand to calm my concerns. "Your companions are in a place where you can't reach them, not as you are now, and hope to survive. Whatever future you may come from, whatever strengths you have for yourself, you still have run into the same basic problem all of your kind do. You're human, with all the inherent weakness that stands for. If you're to survive, we must harden you by letting you grow used to your new abilities, but also, I need you. Something has happened within the tutorial, and as you have told me before, it was from a weakness within myself that Aeon was able to launch his invasion from a ruined future."
I nodded and knew he was right, but time was running out. The King of the Crows had already been exposed as a Regressor, and I needed to fix the rift before it became permanent. If I could change this one thing, it would lay the groundwork for victory in that far-off future.
The old man smiled and nodded. "Good. Now, let us get started. We have a lot to accomplish, and I do not know how much time we have. My assistant will assist you in the meantime, consider a reroll of your status specifications while you get processed through my dungeon. I'll send word when the preparations are complete. How do you feel?"
"I feel...different," I replied, still trying to process the changes that had taken place within me.
"That's to be expected," Amarath said. "Your upgrades were significant, and it may take some time to adjust. But I have no doubt that you will adapt quickly once you’re able to test yourself properly within the tutorial. I fully expect your growth will be exponential. "
I nodded, feeling a renewed sense of determination wash over me. "So, what's next?" I asked.
Amarath leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers. "First, we need to make sure that you're fully acclimated to your new abilities. I've arranged for a few training exercises as part of integrating yourself with your new body and abilities. "
"Training exercises?" I repeated, feeling a mix of excitement and apprehension.
"Yes, don't worry," Amarath said, his smile reassuring. "They're designed to be challenging, but not overwhelming. It’s nothing you can’t handle in your state.
"Garen!" The spirit called out. "Please escort my guest to the lobby and have him start anew. Treat him with the same respect you'd give one of the floor managers."
I followed Garen down the deserted hallway, noticing the lack of activity in the area. This section of the dungeon had not been used much since things started, and it showed. As we walked, Garen spoke up, his voice surprisingly friendly.
"This section hasn't been used much since things started. We haven't gotten as many new players as I thought we would. The tutorial we built here was meant to prepare them before heading to deeper realms, but this funnel has gone dry. I suspect things up there have been difficult?"
I nodded in agreement. "Things there have changed a bit. Though I don't think things have gone as intended."
Garen nodded in understanding. "I know. I heard about the elves you encountered on the surface. As their leader here within the dungeon, I have to apologize for that. They never should have been there. I don't bear a grudge over it if you're worried about it."
I appreciated Garen's apology, though I hadn't been too worried about it. However, there were larger concerns that I needed to address with Garen. The elves were in the midst of a brewing revolution, and I needed to prevent it if I wanted Garen to remain an ally. I remembered the second purge when the elves had tried to overthrow the powers that be within the dungeon, and Garen had been killed in the conflict that followed.
"I just want us to survive, all of us. You know what's coming," I told him, my tone serious. "When I'm finished with what I have to do, I'd like to meet with you and the other elves to discuss what comes next. All of you have a place alongside those of us who survive. You need to know that."
Garen looked at me curiously, a mix of suspicion and gratitude crossing his face. "Ah, we're here. Your room." He pushed open the door, and I stepped inside.
As I entered the room, Garen handed me a sealed leather bond package that I recognized as a starter kit. I knew I needed it to get started in the game.
"It's not my place to say," Garen said as he handed me the package. "but you look like them a lot."
I intended to ask him what he meant, but he quickly walked away, leaving me alone in the starting location of what had once been the tutorial for the world dungeon. I took a deep breath and opened the package, eager to see what lay inside.
I stepped further into the room and closed the door behind me, hearing Garen's footsteps echoing away down the concrete hallway. I took a deep breath and looked around, taking in the sight of the small, square room. A sign caught my eye, displaying the words "Maximum of 5 props before beginning."
As I surveyed the racks of props, my thoughts drifted to the race change option. I knew that changing my race could have lasting benefits and consequences, but I couldn't bring myself to give up my humanity. Despite the advantages some players had gained, I felt a strong pull towards remaining human. It was a line I couldn't cross and with my newfound power, I didn’t need to.
Even then, I was still curious. I reached for the sealed starter kit, curious to see what was inside. I pulled out the basic adventuring gear, but it was the class emblem at the top that caught my attention. It was a legendary grade class emblem, the emblem of the Hero, a class far beyond that of the cleric class I had chosen previously. I felt a pang of regret remembering that it had been my class once. I had held the emblem when I was still Paul Fernandez.
As soon as I touched the emblem, I felt a strange energy emanating from it, warming my hand. A familiar energy that almost seemed like it wanted to do something, but couldn’t. I carefully tucked it into my inventory, I was curious to see what would happen when I got it back.
I turned my attention back to the racks of props, considering what might be useful for my upcoming journey. I browsed through elf ears, massive gauntlets, horns, and facial props, but ultimately decided against using any of them. My current armor was of higher quality than anything I saw, and I didn't want to risk any unforeseen consequences by using props that might interfere with my abilities.
Something I had to keep in mind and remember was that my new class, Battlefield Saint, was unique. I hadn't come across it before, and I doubt the King of the Crows had either in either of his previous timelines. This was something wholly unique to the timeline I was on, and anything like changing a racial trait could have massive consequences. I didn't want that, not when I finally had real power in my hands to support as I wanted. There was one other thing as well. I was heading back to the tutorial, technically it was a setback, but not completely since it put me closer to my goals.




Chapter 23: New Equipment

After seeing the Hero's Emblem a sense of nostalgia rose up within me. Memories of my life as Paul Fernandez filled my thoughts, not as a pop-up memory to be viewed and experienced, but as something that I had lived and forgotten only for it to be half remembered. The emblem had mattered to me once, in another time when I'd pushed Luca, no... the King of the Crows in his body down the halls to settle into one of the starting rooms.
I bitter taste rose up in my mouth and I pushed the memory away, unwilling to delve deeper into it. The emblem needed to wait until I finished.
My attention shifted from the past and towards the present, surveying the props in the room that I could take with me as my equipment.
I glanced around the room, my eyes scanning over the shelves that held various items of equipment. Each object seemed to have its own unique story, its own purpose, its own name. I reached out and picked up a leather-bound book, its pages yellowed with age. The cover bore the title "Chronicles of the Lost Kingdom." I flipped through the pages, the words telling tales of bravery and heroism, of battles fought and won. I set it down and moved on to the next shelf.
There, my gaze fell upon a gleaming silver helmet, adorned with intricate etchings of dragons and phoenixes. Its name, "The Guardian's Helmet," was etched in bold letters on the base. I picked it up and felt the cool metal against my skin. It would provide excellent protection, but it was a bit too flashy for my tastes. I placed it back on the shelf and continued my search.
Next, my attention was drawn to a small, unassuming wooden box. Its name, "The Alchemist's Kit," caught my eye. I lifted the lid to reveal an array of vials, powders, and herbs. This would be useful for creating potions and remedies, but it wasn't what I needed right now. I closed the lid and moved on to the next item.
I perused the equipment on the shelves, my mind now focused on finding items that would naturally synergize with my new class, Battlefield Saint. My eyes landed on a set of leather armor, lightweight and flexible. Its name, "The Medic's Armor," caught my attention. The armor was designed to provide excellent protection while allowing the wearer to move quickly and easily around the battlefield, making it perfect for a healing-focused class like mine.
Next, I spotted a set of gauntlets, their surface gleaming in the dim light of the room. They were called "The Healer's Touch," and they had the ability to enhance my healing abilities, making them more powerful and effective. I slipped them on, feeling the magic coursing through my veins.
As I continued my search, my eyes fell upon a unique item called the "Dogtag Rosary". It was a necklace made of metal dogtags, each with a name inscribed upon them. The dogtags had the ability to allow the wearer to identify the dead, no matter how long they had been deceased. As someone with the underworld diplomat ability, I realized the potential synergy there, and I quickly added the Dogtag Rosary to my growing collection of equipment.
Lastly, my eyes fell upon an unusual item that stood out among the rest. It was a body suit that emitted a faint silver and blue sapphiric glow, shimmering slightly as I held it up. The tag read "Hardened Skin," and the description revealed that it was designed to mimic the toughened exterior of golems, rendering the wearer nearly invulnerable to most weapons. The suit would become temporarily vulnerable after taking enough damage but would quickly rejuvenate.
Although the description was vague, I couldn't help but feel intrigued by the potential benefits this suit could offer me in combat. I carefully added it to my collection of equipment, wondering how it would work in conjunction with my existing abilities.
My attention then turned to the final item on the rack - a set of knee braces. They were designed to help maintain balance and allow for faster running without risking a fall. As a Battlefield Saint, speed and agility would be crucial to my success, and I knew that these braces would come in handy. I added them to my growing pile of equipment.
Each item was carefully chosen to aid me on my journey as a Battlefield Saint. I turned my attention to the body suit and the knee braces, wondering what I should name them. After some careful consideration, I decided to name the body suit "Golem's Embrace," as it would provide me with the same impenetrable defense as a golem. The knee braces, on the other hand, I dubbed "Swift Striders," as they would help me maintain balance and move with lightning-fast speed.
I went ahead and put all of the items on, reflecting for a moment, what Amarath, the spirit of the dungeon, had made available to me. These were not merely "tutorial" level items, but rather items that had been carefully chosen to complement my new unique class and abilities as a Battlefield Saint.
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Name: Jax Nolan
Class: Battlefield Saint
Level: 46
Unused Experience Points: 0
Health Points: 955
Mana: 1060
Strength: 95
Agility: 70
Intelligence: 154
EQUIPMENT:
Regressors’ Key: Regressors' Key is a formidable long knife fashioned in the style of cavalry swords and the upgraded form of the Giant’s Thorn. This blade possesses a potent enchantment that imbues it with the ability to slice through any material with ease. It is said that the essence of a lost future is contained within the blade, lending it a mysterious and powerful aura.
Golem's Embrace: Hardened skin body suit. Defense greatly increased (+50%), vulnerability after taking enough damage (when HP falls below 25%). New Passive Ability: Golem's Endurance - periodically recover a percentage of maximum health while wearing the suit.
Swift Striders: Knee braces for increased speed and balance. Agility and movement speed greatly increased (+30%). Ability Buffed: Swift Stride - temporary burst of speed available more frequently.
The Healer's Touch: Gauntlets that enhance healing abilities. Healing powers greatly enhanced (+50%). New Passive Ability: Blessed Hands - chance to heal an additional target with each ability.
The Medic's Armor: Lightweight and flexible armor for quick movement on the battlefield. Defense and speed greatly increased (+40%). Ability Buffed: Medic's Sprint - increase movement speed temporarily when healing an ally.
Dogtag Rosary: Necklace that allows for identification of the dead. Can identify deceased individuals with ease. Quantity: 10 uses before needing to be replenished.
Passive Abilities:
Underworld Diplomat: Can communicate directly with denizens of the Underworld.
Battlefield Guardian: All support-type abilities have their cooldowns reduced, and mana costs reduced when fighting alongside three or more allies. Additionally, a temporary speed boost is granted to the user after using any support ability. Moreover, a minor shield is applied on every healing spell, providing extra protection for the user and their allies. The possessor of this ability cannot be targeted or damaged by friendly abilities or attacks.
Apex Samaritan: The possessor of this ability gains a 25% increase in damage dealt and a 25% decrease in damage received when fighting against all non-human enemy types. This extra is true damage and is applied directly to health regardless of armor. Additionally, upon the assist of other players, the possessor of this ability is granted a small recovery of heath, mana, and stamina.
Golem's Endurance: Periodically recover a percentage of maximum health while wearing the Golem's Embrace.
Blessed Hands: Chance to heal an additional target with each ability while wearing The Healer's Touch.
Active Abilities:
Cloak of Divine Flame: Summons a protective cloak of divine fire around the user that deals damage and reduces incoming damage. The healing aura of the ability scales with the Battlefield Saint's Intelligence stat.
Blessing of the Radiant Saint: Heals a friendly target, restoring hit points and granting temporary immunity to all forms of debuffs for 5 seconds. Healing scales with the Battlefield Saint's Intelligence stat.
Radiant Intervention: Summon Radiant Wisp: Summons Lumen, a powerful entity that can summon lesser wisps and overwhelm enemies with a swarm of wisps. Lesser wisp splitting is based on the formula: 30 Attacks – (Intelligence *0.05) = Total Attacks.
Golemic Resurrection: Reanimates willing fallen allies or enemies, bringing them back to life temporarily to aid them in battle. The resurrected ally fights alongside the Battlefield Saint until the end of the battle. The number of permanent slots scales with the Battlefield Saint's Intelligence stat. With a new slot being unlocked at every 150 points of intelligence.
Medic's Sprint: Increase movement speed temporarily when healing an ally while wearing The Medic's Armor.
Saint of the Dragon's Resilience: Grants Jax increased vitality and regeneration from critical injury. Upon reaching 30 assist and kill points, Jax may activate the Dragon’s Hunger aura for a temporary boost in physical resilience and stats.
Quest:
Complete the Tutorial Dungeon: Navigate through the Tutorial Dungeon and reach the end, defeating any enemies encountered and collecting a total of ten tokens while in the dungeon to advance to Hometown with other players.
Note: Jax is the only character who can use the ability Saint of the Dragon's Resilience.
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"Thank you." I said out loud knowing the spirit could hear me.
Lastly, the Heroes Emblem. The symbol that felt inexplicably familiar. Without hesitation, I reached for it and grasped it in my hands, feeling a sense of nostalgia wash over me as it merged seamlessly into my skin. It was as though a missing piece of myself had returned home, and I felt a rush of energy coursing through me. The emblem disappeared and it was like a reminder of who, and what I had been and was meant to do. It wasn’t a loss, as the disappeared emblem seemed to echo and resonate within me. I knew in time it would grow.
I glanced at myself in the mirror, admiring my new gear and the Hero's Emblem that was now a part of me. I felt a sense of nostalgia as I saw the emblem, a reminder of my past life as Paul Fernandez.
My body was covered in a glowing silver and blue body suit, with sapphires that shimmered in the light. The metallic knee braces provided me with a newfound speed and agility. The gauntlets on my hands glowed with a divine radiance, enhancing my healing powers and giving me a newfound sense of strength. My lightweight armor offered me protection without hindering my movement.
"I’m ready." I called out, it was time to move on.




Chapter 24: A Reading On The Future

In response to those words the room suddenly plunged into darkness. My senses completely failed me beyond just an inability to see a thing. I knew this was to be expected, I had heard the stories. The waiting area was transitioning. I gripped Regressors' Key in my hand just in case of irregulates I hadn't planned on and prepared myself for the transition to finish.
A minute passed and then another,
When the light returned, it was no longer the dim yellow of a shining light bulb. Inside, it had had been replaced by blue and red mage fires that shone towards the exit.
Even the room changed. An arched doorway now appeared at the far end of the room, glowing with a mysterious light beckoning them towards the exit.
I took my leave.
As I stepped outside of the waiting room, I found myself walking down a seemingly infinite black abyss. I was immediately overwhelmed by the oppressive darkness pressing down on me. The only light came from the mage fires, that cast a pale illumination on the ground. I was reminded of the time I'd spent when I'd regressed and traveled on the ocean of time.
It was a void. The darkness seemed to be whispering in tongues unknown to my ears as I travelled on. The inky shroud hungered and seemed to have a mind of its own. The maliciousness of it seemed to linger around me, threatening to consume me. I could feel that hunger. The darkness seemed to stretch on endlessly, with only the magelight keeping it at bay.
Cautiously, I walked along the path, as I did, I noticed the intricate details that adorned the ground beneath my feet. The path was made of a dark, polished stone that seemed to have been carved with a meticulous attention to detail. The designs etched into the stone depicted ancient battles and heroic deeds, a reminder of the trials and tribulations that lay ahead. The path seemed to stretch on for miles, and I wondered just how far it would take me. I didn't think it represented history so much as the possibility of what could be achieved. I grinned; it was a reminder that this was the tutorial path.
As I approached the stairwell, I felt a sense of dread wash over me. The stairwell was made of a dark, imposing stone and seemed to lead down into the depths of the earth. The steps were steep and uneven, making the descent difficult and treacherous. The thought came to me, wondering what lay at the bottom of the stairwell and what challenges I would have to face.
As I reached the platformed waiting area, I was greeted by a sight that left me in awe. The platform was made of a dark, polished stone that seemed to glow with an otherworldly light. The platform was adorned with intricate carvings and symbols that seemed to hold a great significance. The symbols seemed to be a reminder of the importance of the tutorial and the weight of the responsibility that lay ahead, if one survived.
Standing on the platform, a sense of determination and resolve came over me. I knew that what was to come would be difficult, but I was ready to face them head-on. I would not be deterred by the darkness or the unknown, for I was a hero and I would not be denied. With that thought in mind, I took a deep breath and stepped forward, ready to face whatever challenges lay ahead.
It was wide and expansive, offering a stunning view of the stars in an unfamiliar sky. The platform was made of a smooth, polished stone that glimmered in the dim light. Two chairs sat at the edge of the platform, facing each other, and a small table was placed between them. On the table sat a glowing artifact, the cards that could read destiny.
As I approached, I saw Garen sitting in one of the chairs. At least a version of him. This one was dressed in ornate robes, and his long hair was tied behind him. His face was smooth and unlined, almost too perfect looking. I felt uneasy being around the doppleganger. This version of him more readily resembled that of the elf the King of Crows had been forced to kill and not the one that had escorted me in relative silence to the waiting area.
"You've come at least," the elf said plainly, as if trying to appear bored and disinterested. "You're the first human I've seen in these halls in many days. I thought most of your kind had died on the surface. You're in luck that my master has made a promise for this tutorial to remain in place."
I said nothing. This version of the elf was an illusion even more than my identity as Jax was.
The elf motioned to the chair next to him and I took the offered seat and looked at the elf, trying to keep my emotions in check. "Let me begin," the elf said. "Please sit. This is to be your reading and helps the tutorial system to get a better idea of how to properly get you sorted."
The elf picked up the glowing artifact from the table and began to shuffle the cards, his long fingers expertly manipulating them. He looked up at me, his eyes piercing and intense. "It gives us more than just an idea of how to sort you. It also gives us insight into your destiny, your strengths and weaknesses. What you've done and what we can expect from you in the future."
Sadie had once been the one to do those readings. But if the timeline had progressed as expected, she would be caught between life and death, her body kept in a kind of stasis.
I sat back in my chair, trying to stay calm as the elf began to lay out the cards, each one representing a different aspect of my life. As he spoke, describing the symbols and meanings of each card, I felt a sense of unease. This elf, this enemy from my past, held the history of my life in his hands. I didn't know what the future held, but I knew that it would be a long and difficult journey.
The elf grabbed the pile of cards from the table. "Your tarot reading," he said, as he shuffled them together while staring at each card intently. He laid them down in a circle in front of me and whispered words in the language of the elves. As he spoke, the cards glowed with power, and I couldn't help but feel a sense of awe and wonder. He reshuffled them and placed a finger on the deck of cards, drawing a single card from it.
"The Tower card represents a time of upheaval and chaos," Garen began. "It foretells of a dark future, where the foundations of the world are shaken to their core." I felt a thrill of unease as I looked at the image of a tower being struck by lightning, thinking of the dark future that awaited all of us and had brought me to this place.
Garen picked up the next card, the Death card. "This card represents the inevitable outcome of all things, but it can also symbolize a time of renewal and new beginnings. It is a reminder that death is not the end, but rather a transition to something new." With those words, I felt a renewed sense of hope as I looked at the hooded figure holding the scythe, but the somber tone of Garen's voice made it clear that death would be a constant in the things to come.
Garen picked up the next card, the Devil card. "This card represents temptation and manipulation, a warning of the enemies that will try to use you." My thoughts turned towards the Mad God who even now stirred, preparing for the reaping and the imprisonment of the King of Crows—deep within the bowels of the Dungeon of the Deepest Realm in the forgetting place.
Garen continued to lay out the cards, the Ten of Swords, representing betrayal and loss, the Ten of Wands, representing the weight of responsibility—the Hermit, symbolizing the need for introspection and guidance, and finally—the Judgement card, representing the final judgement and the end of the world.
As he laid out the final card, Garen's expression grew somber. "The Judgement card represents a time of reckoning that comes soon," he said. "It foretells of a cruel fate that awaits your companions, Argus and Kat. They are lost in the darkness and their fate is uncertain. You must be prepared for the possibility that they may not return."
"The path ahead will be filled with battles and fundamental changes," he said. "You must be ready when all the rules fail. My master has put trust in you that you will not repeat the mistakes of your predecessors."




Chapter 25. The Armory

With the tarot reading finished and with each card laid out on the table, our business was adjourned for the moment, it was time to move on. I felt like I had learned nothing new, even though the reading reflected my past, present, and future. Destiny followed a path, and breaking free of that path was easier said than done, even for a regressor like myself. I felt resigned to a destined path, my thoughts always turning back towards my mission.
Garen got up from his seat, and the platform's edge spawned a new pathway as mage lights and polished stones formed a way through the darkness. He walked, and I followed behind the elf. I had a good idea of where we were going next based on my knowledge of the early tutorial: the armory. It was where the guides tested new players first, and this version of Garen would likely follow that programming. But I was far from a new player.
The path I had been traveling suddenly split into a treacherous labyrinth of towering stone buildings. A deathly silence echoed throughout the void on either side, an ominous presence that seemed to be daring me to take a wrong turn. But I was unfazed, confident in my ability to navigate the tricky passageway and emerge unscathed. But I was far too advanced in experience and stats to fall for that. There was no risk, no challenge that I couldn't overcome.
But that didn't mean Garen didn't try to shake me off and push me towards failure, he didn't know who I was, not really, nor what I was capable off. The elf had no idea I'd once watched him die in another timeline. With each step he took, a new winding path opened up beneath him. He started with a light jog, then increased his speed to a run, and then to a full-out sprint. His posture never changed, and the void seemed to expand infinitely around us, as if it were its own realm with no escape in sight—and the entire time I was right behind, letting Garen lead the way.
With a single glance, I could see that the path behind us gave way to darkness once more. This trip was meant to be one way, and if I allowed myself to get too far behind Garen, I risked getting lost on the forking paths that appeared. If that happened, I too would fall into darkness, regardless of my how powerful my new class and stats were.
But I wasn't worried. I knew I had to keep doing what I was doing, gains had been made that wouldn't be wasted. I had already solidified my new alliance with Amarath, gained a class beyond anything I had hoped for, and the power I could wield was exactly what I needed. The only thing that could stand in my way at this point was complacency.
I knew that I couldn't take my foreknowledge for granted, not with the challenges that lay ahead. The void was vast, and danger lurked around every corner. I had to remain vigilant and focused if I was to succeed.
Eventually, when Garen seemed satisfied that I couldn't be shaken from the path, he held up a hand and stopped in his tracks. The elf reached into the fold of his robes and pulled out an ancient-looking key that glowed with the color of war. My eyes widened at the sight of it.
He pressed the key into the air and turned it, and a doorway appeared out of nowhere around the key as if summoned. I knew where the doorway led to, a remnant artifact of the elves that remained even after their race and world had been absorbed into the dungeon: the Armory. I had a faint recollection of my first time within when I had first been granted the long-knife that would go on to become the unbreakable sword, Giant's Thorn from whence Regressors' Key had evolved.
Garen pushed open the door and motioned for me to follow behind. As I stepped through the doorway of the magical armory, my eyes were immediately drawn to the rows upon rows of gleaming weapons and armor. The room was filled with swords, axes, bows, and all manner of other weapons—each one more intricate and deadly-looking than the last. Some of the weapons glowed with an otherworldly light, while others seemed to give off a hazy aura.
As I made my way deeper into the armory, I came across a section filled with armor. There were sets of plate armor, chain mail, and even some made from materials I couldn't identify. Each set was adorned with intricate designs and symbols, and I noticed that some of the armors were soul-bound. Some seemed to move as if the souls trapped inside were struggling. I searched for something that drew my eye, but couldn't find any equipment worth trying to bargain with Garen and, by extension, Amarath to let me take.
Undeterred, I continued on and found a section filled with potions and grimoires. There were vials of all different colors and sizes, each one labeled with its own unique properties. Some were meant to heal wounds, others to enhance strength and agility, and still others to give the drinker temporary magical abilities. But I knew that none of them would be of use to me in my current state. I needed to rely on my own skills and abilities to overcome the challenges that lay ahead.
As I continued searching through the armory, I couldn't find any equipment that would be an improvement over what Amarath had already provided me. Garen seemed to notice my lack of interest in the weapons and armor, and he explained that Sadie was the one who usually handled the selection process. However, she was currently in recovery after a dangerous expedition in the dungeon.
I was surprised and concerned for her, but Garen remained cold and indifferent as he spoke. He then gestured towards the various weapons, encouraging me to look around and see if there was anything that would complement my Regressors’ Key.
I moved back towards the soul-bound armaments, but nothing caught my eye. Instead, I found a pair of gauntlets imbued with the power of time manipulation. They would allow me to slow down time for a brief moment and give me an advantage in battle. I picked them up and examined them closely, deciding they would be a valuable addition to my arsenal. I didn't equip them, and instead put them into my inventory.
"I'll take these," I said, turning to Garen.
He nodded and handed me a small pouch. "Take this as well," he said. "It contains a Phoenix feather. It will revive you in case of death, but it can only be used once. It is not meant for others. Only you."
I thanked him and tucked the pouch into my pocket, feeling a sense of relief knowing I had a backup plan in case things went wrong. With my new gauntlets and the Phoenix feather, I felt more prepared for the challenges that lay ahead. 
 
Without warning, an aura came over the area and I felt a sudden handicap on me, muting both my abilities and stats. Garen lunged at me with a surge of killing intent. I raised Regressors Key, and blocked his attack just in time. The impact sent a jolt through my arm, but I held my ground. Garen was a skilled swordsman, and I quickly realized that this was going to be a difficult battle.
The clash of our swords echoed through the armory, the metallic sound ringing in my ears. Garen moved with the grace of a dancer, his blade coming at me from all angles. I tried to match his speed, but soon found myself on the defensive, struggling to block his onslaught. My stats might have put me many leagues above my peers, but I couldn't forget just who Garen was, the leader of the elves and the strongest among them, he was chief among the dungeon's elven servants for a reason and his power was near that of a Prince of the underworld.
Just when I thought I had a moment to catch my breath, Garen channeled magic, and a burst of energy hit me, like a fist of earth striking me in the gut. The force of it sent me staggering back, and I felt my abilities weaken further as if a veil had been cast over me. My vision blurred, and I could hear the sound of my heartbeat thundering in my ears.
The air crackled with energy as Garen closed in, his movements fluid and effortless. He unleashed a barrage of attacks that I barely managed to deflect, my arms feeling like lead with the effort of keeping my guard up. I could feel my muscles straining, the sweat pouring down my face as I fought to keep up.
The stakes of this battle were high, and I could feel it in my bones. If I lost, I would be trapped in this dungeon forever. I gritted my teeth, determined not to let that happen.
The environment itself seemed to respond to our battle, the weapons and armor around us shifting and clanging in response to our movements. Sparks flew as our swords collided, the sound of metal on metal like thunder.
With my abilities muted, I relied on my physical strength and swordsmanship alone. It was a test of endurance, a battle of attrition that seemed to stretch on for hours. Each movement was an effort, every breath a struggle.
But finally, I saw an opening, a tiny gap in Garen's defense. I seized it, and my sword landed a powerful blow that drew blood. Garen stumbled back, his eyes filled with a mix of exhaustion and pain.
But even as I prepared for the final blow, Garen vanished before my eyes as if he had never been, an illusion dismissed back into the system, his sword transforming into a wisp of mana. I stood there, stunned, wondering what had just happened.
Then Garen's voice echoed through the armory, filling the air with magic. "You pass. I look forward to your future successes."
The armory began to fade away, and I stepped through the shimmering portal, my heart pounding with excitement and relief. I had passed the test, but I knew it was merely only the beginning. The path ahead would be filled with even greater challenges, and I was ready to face them all.




Chapter 26. Divergent Paths

As I turned to face my surroundings, I noticed a shimmering gateway that had not been there before. It was made of a glowing blue-green metal that pulsed with a soft light. The gateway seemed to be the only way out, and as I approached it, I felt a strange sensation that prickled my skin. It was as if the very air around the gateway was charged with energy, and the power emanating from it.
As I stepped through the gateway, the world around me shifted and twisted, and I felt like I was being pulled in a thousand different directions once more. The sensation was disorienting, and my vision blurred as I struggled to keep my footing.
//System Notification//
//System Override - Admin - Amarath//
//Legacy Key:: Denied//
//Dual Legacy System :: Override//
//Now Booting//
//Auxiliary Training Program - Legacy of the Black Seraph//
//You have entered "The Ruined High School." This location is maintained by an experience tithe of all within the Dungeon of the Deepest Realm. This tithe is applied automatically. It is an eerie place, a monument to days gone by. The air is thick with dread, and the oppressive feeling of being watched never fades. The presence of something sinister and powerful makes itself known.//
With a flicker, the notification disappeared, leaving me with more questions than answers. But now was not the time to dwell on its meaning. My body finished materializing in the school, and I was suddenly surrounded by unfamiliar surroundings. The air was thick with the scent of mold and mildew, and the sound of water dripping from a pipe carried into the open spaces.
I took a deep breath and closed my eyes, focusing on my surroundings and trying to get my bearings. This was a new scenario, and I needed to be ready for whatever might come next.
As I looked around the ruined high school gymnasium, a sense of familiarity washed over me. I couldn't quite remember how I got here, but I knew that I had been in this place before. It was only recently that I had regained my memories, and I struggled to remember my time with the King of the Crows properly and separate out what had been overlaid on me, and what was an actual memory.
The gymnasium was in a state of disrepair, and everything was weather-worn and decrepit. The bleachers were creaky and unstable, and the banners hung limply from the rafters, ripped and faded. As I walked towards the middle of the room, my feet sank into the dusty floor. The atmosphere felt heavy with sadness and loss, mixed with a lingering resentment from a powerful aura.
I recognized the podium in the middle of the room, even though it was decayed and pitted. It was all that remained of a forgotten past, and it seemed to tell a story of victory, glory, and triumph. As I looked at the podium, memories started to flood back to me.
This was the location of the original tutorial from the first and second timelines. I had been a part of it, and I had fought alongside the King of the Crows when he’d first revealed himself as the regressed Black Seraph. However, my memories were fragmented, and I struggled to recall everything that had happened.
It was in this very gymnasium that the King had first made enemies during his second life. He had been a ruthless leader, but he had been determined to ensure humanity's survival. I remembered how he had dispatched other members of the tutorial who refused to maintain it at the personal cost of experience.
As I thought about the King, Luca, my flesh and blood, I couldn't help but feel a sense of sadness for his tragic end, whether it was in a memory as only his ally, or as his father. Not being strong enough to follow him till the end, hung heavy for me.
In knew in the end, all he lacked was powerful enough allies to help him achieve his end goal. Standing in the ruins of the high school gymnasium, I wondered what other secrets and memories this place held, and I hoped that I would be able to piece together more of my past and build towards the future.
My hand involuntarily tightened into a fist as I recalled the King of the Crows take the stage. Shame surged through me as I remembered my last battle - I hadn't been strong enough and he had made special allowances and favors to watch out for me, instead of me helping him. No matter what happened, I would make sure to come out on top next time. Things would be different in the future to come.
I glanced up at the tattered banners still hanging from the rafters of what was once an impressive gymnasium. The dusty floorboards creaked beneath my feet as I walked, lost in thought about the legendary stories I had heard. Legends of success and glory as players and people on the frontier had tried to continue living out regular lives even after the apocalypse had come and with-it wormwood. They hung on far longer than anyone thought possible and this place was a testament to that. Despite its ruinous state, the memories of that time still held a certain magic that drew me in.
Suddenly, the projector screen behind the podium burst to life, its frame creaking and wobbling from years of wear and tear. Splotches of discoloration smeared across the video, and the audio blared in muffled static, making it all but impossible to decipher. I strained to make out any details, but the message was lost in the garbled noise.
I tried to recall what I could from my past experiences, but the memories were hazy at best. The screen shuddered and then stilled, leaving only the eerie red light of the ancient basketball shot-clock to glow ominously. The hollow ticking filled the air, and a sense of foreboding washed over me.
Despite my uncertainty, I knew what was to come when the clock struck zero: a torrent of monsters. In the past, these creatures had been rat-like creatures called Kobolds, flooding the ruined gymnasium in search of players to defeat. But I had grown stronger since then, and I had no fear of these creatures.
I wondered how easily I could defeat them now that I was so much more powerful. Would they still be at the same level as before, or would they have been leveled up to match my strength? The anticipation of the battle to come was almost palpable, and I felt a surge of excitement coursing through my veins.
While I waited for the approaching wave of Kobolds, a thought crossed my mind. Should I summon Lumen? The wisp had been a loyal companion to me during my early days, but I hadn't seen her since my abilities had evolved and changed. I knew that she must have changed as well, and her name-tag still remained within my ability description, giving me a glimmer of hope that she was still around.
But as I surveyed the gymnasium, I realized that this situation didn't call for Lumen or her wisp army. The Kobolds were small and weak, and I knew that I could handle them on my own. Instead, I tightened my grip on Regressors' Key, ready to face whatever was about to come.
When the clock was on its last few ticks down to zero, I could feel the anticipation in the air. The gymnasium was silent, save for the final ticking of the clock and my own heartbeat. And then, suddenly, the first wave of Kobolds came pouring in through the broken windows.
Their rat-like bodies were covered in mottled fur, and their beady eyes glinted with malice. But despite their numbers, I felt no fear. I charged forward, wielding Regressors' Key with all my might.
As the doors swung open, I could smell the stench of blood and frenzy. The horde of Kobolds flooded into the gymnasium, their eyes glowing with an animalistic fury. Their armor clanked and their spears were raised high, eager to taste human flesh. I tightened my grip on my sword, grinning in anticipation of the gore-filled battle to come.
The Kobolds charged towards me, their faces twisted into a vicious snarl. But they were no match for my sword, which sliced through flesh and bone with ease. Limbs flew through the air as I severed them from their owners' bodies. The sound of metal clanging against metal echoed through the room, accompanied by the screams of the dying.
The floor was slick with blood, making it difficult to keep my footing. But I pressed on, driven by the thrill of the fight. I could feel my heart pounding in my chest as my Apex Slayer passive went into effect. The Kobolds tried to attack, but my sword was too fast for them, slicing through their bodies like a hot knife through butter.
Their blood sprayed across my face, but I didn't care. I was in my element, reveling in the violence and chaos of the battle. My sword flashed through the air, slicing through flesh and bone with deadly accuracy. I felt a surge of adrenaline as I realized that I was unstoppable, that nothing could stand in my way.
But even as I fought, I couldn't help but notice the tokens scattered on the ground. They glittered in the dim light, each one a reminder of the lives I had taken. I grabbed them as I fought, my fingers slick with blood.
When the last of the Kobolds fell to my sword, I was covered in sweat and blood. But I felt alive, more alive than I had ever felt before. The tokens jangled in my hand as I waited for the next challenge to come. I knew there was more to come, more battles to fight, more monsters to slay.
And I was ready for all of it.
As I waited, a notification from the system finally appeared.
//////
System Notification:
You have gained 19 experience from slaying 15 Kobolds
You have gained 10 Tokens.
//////
I smiled to myself, satisfied with my performance. But I knew there was still more to come, and I was ready for it. The quest to collect the tokens was just beginning, and I was eager to see where it would take me.
 




Chapter 27. Giant Slayer

As the Apex Slayer skill faded, my senses returned to me, and I felt the tension in the room coil around me like a snake. The sudden darkness was suffocating, and the air felt thick around me with an unearthly presence. I could hear my heart pounding in my chest, and the muscles in my body strained in anticipation of what was to come. The kobolds were only the beginning and the source of the dark aura had yet to reveal itself.
Then, a loud boom echoed across the room as the doors at the edge of the gymnasium popped open, and the chains that had sealed them shut clanked along the ground. The ground rumbled beneath me with powerful steps, and the air was filled with the smell of something foul. I knew what was coming, and I braced myself for the final challenge.
The lights flickered back on, and then the fluorescent bulbs burst to life, illuminating the gymnasium. The air cleared, and the tension lessened, but I could feel something looming closer and closer. Then, I saw it. The Gigas.
It stood before me, blocking the entrance with its massive form. Its black skin gleamed in the light, and its red eye glinted with an animal intelligence barely restrained by the system. Its three crescent-moon horns bristled with spikes along their tops, like barbed spearheads. In its grasp, it held a club of pure steel, spiked like the spines of a great dragon. The weapon was as large as a telephone pole and weighed enough to crush stone and shatter steel.
I considered summoning Lumen again and seeing just how well her wisp spawning ability would perform, but without any cover or height advantage, it would be pointless. What I remembered of the Gigas was a monster that could do massive damage in wide arcs and area damage. I felt Regressors' Key in my hand grow warm, as if stirred by an ancient memory awakened from the days when it had been known as "Giant's Thorn."
One look at the monster and I knew this wouldn't be an easy fight. This Gigas wasn’t the same one I’d killed in the prior timeline, this one was clearly a Legendary. I couldn’t take for granted its strength or the destructive power of its club. Likely this Gigas was an advanced form of the same monster or within the same monster family but leveled to reach my own status. Powerful, but I was ready for it. The Apex Slayer would come in handy once again.
The Gigas roared, a deafening sound that echoed throughout the gymnasium. Its massive club swung with deadly force, the air rippling around it as it sliced through space. I leapt over the swing, my sword flashing with inherent power as it cut through the air with equally deadly precision. The blade connected with the Gigas' leg, slicing through flesh and bone with ease. Blood gushed from the wound, spattering the ground in a sickening spray as I landed on the other side and spun around.
The Gigas stumbled forward, its massive body shaking from the damage of my attack. It howled in pain, a sound that was like a guttural scream, and I took advantage of its moment of weakness to strike again. I lunged forward with Regressors' Key and plunged the blade into the monster's side. It howled again, a pained, pitiful sound that was drowned out by the sound of its massive club smashing into the ground where I had previously been standing.
The wooden floor splintered and broke under the force of the Gigas' blow. I dodged to the side, narrowly avoiding being crushed by the falling debris. But the Gigas was not finished yet. It roared again, a sound that seemed to shake the very air around me, and unleashed a powerful wave of black and red energy that sent me flying backwards. I crashed into the bleachers, my body slamming against the hard wood with bone-jarring force breaking the board I landed on.
I struggled to get up, my body aching and bruised from the impact. But before I could even take a breath, the Gigas was upon me again. It charged forward, its eyes blazing with fury, its club raised high above its head. I scrambled to my feet, my heart pounding in my chest, and ran for my life.
The Gigas swung its club down again destroying the bleachers where I’d been, the force of the blow sending splinters of wood flying in all directions. I dodged to the side, narrowly avoiding being hit, and countered with a swift thrust of my sword. The blade sliced through the air, cutting through the Gigas' thick skin like a hot knife through butter. Blood sprayed from the wound, coating me in a sickly, sticky mess.
The Gigas raged. It swung its club again, this time connecting with my side. I felt bones break and muscles tear as I was sent hurtling across the room, my body skidding across the ground like a rag doll. I struggled to get up, my vision blurry and my head swimming, but before I could even take a step, the Gigas was upon me again.
It swung its club with deadly force, its massive muscles rippling with power. I dodged to the side, narrowly avoiding being hit, but in doing so, I left myself vulnerable. The Gigas seized the opportunity and lunged forward like a rabid animal, its massive jaws snapping shut like a steel trap. I felt teeth sink into my shoulder, tearing through flesh and muscle with ease.
I screamed in rage, the sound like a wounded animal. But even as the pain racked my body and my blood spilled onto the ground in a gory mess, I refused to give up. I fought back with all my might, driving my sword deep into the Gigas' thigh. The blade tore through flesh and bone, slicing a massive gash in its leg. Blood gushed from the wound, coating the ground in a sickly red pool.
The Gigas howled in agony, its massive body shaking with pain. It swung its club again, this time missing me by mere inches. I spun around and lunged forward, driving Regressors' Key deep into the monster’s chest, I aimed for its heart and just barely missed even as the blade sank in with a sickening squelch, the sound like wet meat being torn apart.
The Gigas stumbled backward, its massive body quivering as it gasped for air. I stepped back, my chest heaving with exhaustion and my hands shaking from the adrenaline coursing through my veins. I knew the battle was far from over.
The Gigas bellowed, its loud roar vibrating the ground beneath our feet. Its club swooshed as it arced through the air toward me. I leapt out of the way just in time and retaliated with a strike of my sword. The blade cut right through its arm, slicing through both flesh and bone with ease. Blood gushed from the wound, coating the ground in a sickly red mess.
A red aura covered the Gigas, and its battle presence massively increased as did its speed. I stumbled backward, my eyes darting around the room in search of a quick way to wait out the ability. But there was nowhere to run, nowhere to hide. The Gigas was too massive, too powerful, too deadly. I knew that if I was going to survive, I would have to fight with everything I had.
I raised my sword, my eyes locked on the monster's. The Gigas bellowed, a sound that was like thunder, and charged forward with deadly intent. I braced myself, my heart pounding in my chest, and prepared to meet the monster head-on. I knew that only one of us would walk away alive.
The next thing I knew, the massive club collided with the concrete foundation beneath the flooring of the gymnasium and the ground shook.
I was not afraid. I was focused, my mind clear as I studied the Gigas's attack patterns, leaping and dodging with precision. I had to find an opening.
The remaining floor beneath us began to break and crack, The Gigas thrashed about in fury. I could feel the monsters drive to kill me, but I did not falter. I continued to strike, systematically crippling the Gigas with each blow.
Something drew my attention, tugging at me like a sixth sense, guiding my vision. I noticed the Gigas' eye was the softest part of its body and I decided it was worth a shot. As the Gigas readied its club for another attempt I cut at its lower legs, my angle was off since I needed to dodge his other hand, and its thick skin defied my attack, absorbing the blow as if I had never struck it at all. I watched as the club came down towards me, I saw my chance.
As the club came down, I jumped forward, dodging the attack by mere inches. I could feel the wind from the Gigas' blow as it passed by me, carrying with it the scent of blood and sweat. I landed on the monster's club, balancing myself on its surface as I ran towards its head.
The Gigas roared, and swung its club again. But I was too fast, too nimble. I dodged to the side, my sword flashing in the light as I cut through the air with deadly precision. The blade sliced through the monster's eye, cutting through flesh and bone with ease.
Blood gushed from the wound, coating me in a sickly, sticky mess. The Gigas howled in agony, its massive body shaking with pain. It swung its club again, but this time its attack was weak, its movements slow and sluggish. I took advantage of its moment of weakness and struck again, plunging my sword deep into its weakest point and kept going, its eye.
 
//////
System Notification:
Congratulations! You have defeated a Legendary Tier 3-Horned Gigas (Leveled) and gained 500 experience points.
You have also received a rare loot drop of 3 Gigas Horns, (Crafting Material)
//////




Chapter 28. A Light in the Gloom

As the system kicked in, I could feel the Gigas's body breaking down around me as rapid decay set in. I pushed aside matter, breaking through brittle bone and paper-thin skin until I tumbled to the ground, finally freeing myself from within the giant's skull.
Gruesome remains lay strewn around me, flaps of decaying flesh pierced with jagged bone protruding from beneath. The morbid sight was made even more disturbing by the fact that this was happening in mere moments before my very eyes. I watched as the body slowly decomposed right before me, its skin tearing away to uncover white ivory bones that aged rapidly and crumpled into dust before being carried off with the wind.
My body was splattered with sticky blood from the Gigas and I could barely move from exhaustion but thanks to my stats being what they were, I knew I would recover quickly enough.
Surveying the gymnasium, I took in the scene of total destruction and ruin. TThe floors were cracked and broken revealing twisted rebar beneath, while chunks of concrete had been thrown across the room reducing benches to splinters and sections of wall had been ripped off. Red, white and black banners hung in tatters or had been ripped down entirely. Much of the bleachers had collapsed in on themselves.
Despite the destruction, I had defeated the Gigas and emerged relatively unscathed. Regressors' Key stopped glowing, and I felt a sense of accomplishment. I hadn't needed to depend on Lumen or any other system-provided ability. I'd done it on my own and had the faintest sense that my fight against the Gigas had been an improvement.
A glint of golden light caught my eye, and I realized the Gigas had dropped a handful of tokens as it breathed its last. I was surprised to see they hadn't been credited with the system notification but didn't think too hard on the details. Those tokens would grant someone access to the dungeon proper, but that was not my goal. I had a more important treasure to find - the dungeon seed. With the seed, I could shut down the tutorial for good and sever the connection between this world and the world of the mad god from the future.
I picked up the tokens and placed them in my inventory. I had enough tokens to move on, but I wasn't ready yet. My mission drew me deeper into the school.
Walking away from the ruined gymnasium, Regressors' Key still in hand, I knew that other challenges lay ahead, but I would be ready for whatever came my way, just like the King of the Crows had been when he first walked this path.
As I left the gymnasium, the feeling of accomplishment faded quickly and was replaced by a cold wave of dread that crawled up my spine. I gazed up at the looming stairwell as it stretched towards the heavens, its steps disappearing into a thick fog that made my vision useless. A low murmuring filled the air like a whisper in the shadows, but its words were obscured by the darkness. An icy chill seemed to emanate from these unknown places--some secret waiting to be uncovered.
"Yep, time to check on Lumen." I muttered as I looked up into the thick darkness of the stairwell leading further into the ruined high school, figuring this was a perfect time to bring the wisp out.
"Radiant Intervention: Summon Radiant Wisp," I called out, clasping my hands together I activated my special ability, summoning a small ball of light that emerged within my palms and nuzzled against me. Its white luminescence illuminated the darkness around me as I cupped it close to me.
"Lumen, it is good to see you," I admitted, thankful that my wisp hadn't disappeared with my upgrade.
The wisp zipped around seemingly unchanged and happy to see me.
I stretched out my hand and felt the light, barely-there warmth of my wisp companion. Its faint luminescence illuminated the darkness of the stairwell, just enough for me to make out the cold slate-gray of the walls and steps. I breathed a quiet plea into the air: "Lumen, I need you. Stay close so I can see".
I walked up the concrete stairs, old paint cracking under my weight. Lumen cast her light, illuminating the dusty and decaying hallway. The air was thick with the scent of mildew and decay, and the stale taste of dust lingered in my mouth.
As I continued up the stairs, the concrete steps grew slick under my feet. Looking down, I saw that the stairs were covered in a slimy film of black ichor, making each step treacherous.
In spaces I saw some of the fog of Wormwood was seeping through cracks in the walls and clung to the edge of the building. It was a sickly green haze and raised the danger level, the collapse of the tutorial was imminent, I couldn't have come sooner.
Through the fog, I could just make out the silhouettes of the massive Infernals. The eldritch fog seemed to be emanating from them, twisting and warping the very air around them. The green mist that surrounded them seemed to glow ominously, casting eerie shadows across the parking lot outside and the service ramp.
Of all the dangers in the ruined high school, the Infernals were potentially the deadliest. Their mere presence was a sign of impending doom, and I knew that I couldn't stay in the tutorial and survive if they invaded. The infernals were beyond what I was currently capable of. I gripped Regressors' Key tightly in my hand, ready for anything.
A skittering noise starting up, and I moved. As the noise grew louder, I turned down the left-hand hallway instead of heading straight for the front office with Lumen at the lead. The darkness seemed to close in around me as I followed Lumen's light, my eyes darting around in an attempt to detect any movement in the shadows. I heard a scurrying noise coming from behind me, and before I could react, a creature attacked me.
It looked like a young teenage girl, but its limbs were stretched and contorted in unnatural shapes that danced around with alarming speed. Its skin was deathly pale and emaciated, and an unholy light glowed in its gaze. The fog of Wormwood seemed to act as an elixir for the beast, feeding its frenzied attack with each breath it took. Its emerald eyes shone brightly against its otherwise undead existence, making its movements even more unpredictable and aggressive.
Her body was covered in a thick, mottled exoskeleton, and her eyes glowed with an eerie light. Its limbs were stretched and distorted. She moved with a fluidity that was both terrifying and unnatural. The exoskeleton crackled ominously as she shuffled towards me.
As soon as I got a look at the monster, I realized it was something new, different and unexpected. A new breed of abomination I had not come across before. It was as if the very essence of life had been twisted and corrupted. I knew that I had to be careful, as this creature was not like anything I had ever encountered before, and its attack and tactics an unknown.
I raised my blade, ready to defend myself and Lumen moved to position herself behind me. The last thing I needed was Lumen to somehow be damaged and dismissed and then I’d have no real source of light or companionship.
 
The monstrous creature's gangly limbs flailed, slashing through the air like razor-sharp cobwebs. My sword met its claws with a sickening crunch, sending splatters of blood and bits of flesh flying through the darkness. The stench of iron and death filled my nostrils as we clashed in a brutal dance of violence.
Its movements were erratic, but each time it lunged, I could see the glint of its razor-sharp teeth in the dim light. My sword sliced through its flesh, leaving deep gouges in its mangled form. Bones broke under the weight of our blows, and I could hear the sickening crunch of sinew snapping with each strike.
I spun and dodged, sidestepped and lunged, my sword cutting through the air with deadly precision. The creature's shrieks echoed in my ears, a twisted blend of a young girl's screams and a demonic growl. Its eyes blazed with fury and madness as it lunged at me, clawing at my armor and tearing at my flesh.
Finally, with a well-placed strike, I plunged my sword into its heart. The creature convulsed, thrashing wildly as it let out one final, ear-splitting scream. And then, lay still on the ground not to move again.
Afterwards, the darkness surrounding me seemed to close in further as I glanced around, still on edge from the fight. It was clear that this was only the beginning of my journey, and there were more monsters waiting in the shadows. I took a deep breath and steeled myself for whatever was coming next, preparing for any challenge that may come my way.




Chapter 29. Relative Safety

There was nothing else for us down the hall.
"Come on Lumen, this isn't the way." I told her.
The wisp flashed in acknowledgement and whipped around, flying past my face zig-zagging down the hall.
I pivoted on my heels to follow the wisp and started to retrace my steps. Whatever I would find to assist me would be in the other direction. The monster I’d slain hadn’t disappeared back into the system like the Gigas had, its body remained splayed out in the pose it had died in, though I was positive it was dead never to rise again.
Lumen hung close to me as we passed by the monster. The wisp's light barely illuminated the hall. While the air remained stale, the scent of heavy coppery blood and other scents I couldn’t quite place, overpowered the dank smell. As I walked down the hall, I tried the handles on the classroom doors, but each one was locked tight and there didn’t seem to be a way to enter any of them without breaking down doors. I wasn't even sure anything existed behind the doors.
I had no intention of forcing it. In a dungeon violence at times might be the answer, but overpowering obstacles wasn’t. The last thing I needed was to force the system to start spawning leveled monsters in response to my attacks on the environment.
The locked classroom doors only added to the eerie gloom that seemed to linger. Frustrated, I kept moving and walked towards the top of the stairs leading away from the gymnasium and further into the ruined high school.
Regressors’ Key remained a steady presence in my hand and I kept going. Overhead I heard the chittering and scampering of clawed feet along the ceiling or deeper within the air ducts. I wasn't sure exactly from where the noise was coming, all I knew was that more enemies were approaching.
A panel shifted and in front of me something dropped with a loud thud. I couldn't see what it was in the gloom and Lumen retreated, racing towards me to stay close.
I heard the sound of something dragging itself down hallway, like a thousand dry leaves skittering across the floor. My grip on my sword tightened as it vibrated with anticipation. Then, out of the darkness, a figure shuffled into view. It was vaguely humanoid, but its skin was grey and stretched tight over its protruding bones, giving it a ghoulish appearance. Its eyes were hollowed pits, devoid of any emotion or humanity.
Then just as suddenly, the monster jumped forward through the air. Lumen began to attack, almost as if firing small bolts of light at the monster. Meanwhile, I narrowly dodged the creature's razor-sharp claws, my new body moved with an agility that still surprised me and made the fight against the monster that much easier. The monster lunged towards me, its saliva-dripping fangs bared. With lightning reflexes, I spun around and thrust Regressors' Key deep into its grey skin, feeling its flesh shudder and tear out in a hail of black ichor as I pulled my blade out.

But there was no time to revel in my victory as more and more of the creatures dropped down from the ceiling and charged towards me while others worked to surround me. I didn’t even notice. Instead, Regressors’ Key felt like an extension of my arm, deftly parring its attack, and I felt the bone-jarring impact of steel against bone plate, even as my own blade cut into the bone. Chitters and cries filled the air as more of the creatures emerged from the darkness, their putrid stench permeating the air.
As the fight raged on, I noticed a small wisp appearing occasionally, firing bolts of light that struck the creatures with a force that surprised me. The small wisp in turn spawned another and continued to attack before disappearing after some time. It seemed to be following Lumen, who had emerged from behind me, her light making it easy to see as I fought off the monsters.
With a primal roar, I launched into a deadly flurry of steel, hacking and slashing at the grotesque monsters with wild abandon. My sword sliced through flesh and bone with a sickening crunch, severing limbs and leaving gaping wounds that spurted blood.
The air was thick with the stench of death and the sounds of battle, as I spun in a tight circle, my blade a blur of motion as it protected me from the onslaught of creatures. My armor was drenched in blood, and my heart was pounding with the thrill of the fight.
Finally, the last of the monsters fell to the ground, their lifeless bodies crumpling in a grotesque heap. The rest of the wisps disappeared. I took a deep breath and surveyed the scene, looking at the carnage that I’d wrought. Scores of the greys bodies lay scattered about.
"Let’s go," I mouthed breathlessly and headed towards the office where I knew it to be a traditional safe point.
Lumen peaked out from behind me, casting her light as we made my way towards the front office. I couldn't see much of the interior; the glass pan that kept the office sealed away from everything else was thick with dust. I cast a single look outside and the only visible monsters were the endless hundreds of waiting Infernals mulling bout, seemingly still unaware of my presence. I grabbed the door to the office with a glimmer of hope that I might find something of use.
I pushed open the creaky door, and a dim, yellow light flickered to life from a halogen tube overhead. The room was dusty and adorned with old news clippings and reports that had faded over time. The air was filled with a faint, musty smell, and the rug was worn down by years of foot traffic. Lumen floated behind me, firing bolts of light that illuminated the room as we stepped forward.
Despite the safety of the room, an uneasy feeling washed over me as I scanned the area for any signs of danger. The room appeared empty, accentuated by the hazy light that emphasized the emptiness of the place. The work desks were littered with yellowed articles about dungeons and the apocalypse, but any other information had been carefully removed.
I made my way down a short hallway towards the principal's office, sword at the ready. The floors creaked beneath my feet, and the walls were adorned with peeling paint and graffiti reading "The Crows Live" in bright red spray paint. Whether it had always been there or was made by prior players who had made their way through, I couldn't be sure.
As I approached the office, a heavy aura of regret hung in the air like a ghost. The door was slightly ajar, and I pushed it open with caution. The small, cramped room was filled with boxes full of spoiled school supplies and an overturned filing cabinet that was clearly empty. The only furniture in the room was a large wooden desk and bookshelves that lined the walls.
As I entered the room, the overwhelming smell of mold and decay hit my nostrils, making me feel like I had stepped into a forgotten tomb. The thick layer of dust covering the desk and shelves indicated that this place hadn't been touched in ages. The yellowed books on the shelves were so old that their pages were brittle to the touch, threatening to crumble at any moment. The reports and papers strewn about were in no better condition, covered in a thick layer of dust, with their edges starting to rot away.
After searching for a few minutes, I noticed a conspicuous gap on the bookshelf where a book had been recently pulled out. It was hard to tell how long ago it had been removed, but it seemed like someone had been here not too long ago otherwise the space would have matched the layer of dust elsewhere. 
The windows were boarded up, and the only light came from a small lamp sitting on the dusty desk. Cobwebs filled the corners of the room, adding to the heavy atmosphere. A sixth sense almost seemed to scream at me that this wasn’t a place I was meant to be.
Eventually, my attention turned towards the other side of the desk, and with it a computer covered by a sheet sitting in the corner, I pulled off the sheet covering it and saw that it was in working condition. I felt anxious and almost excited as I wiped off the thick layer of dust from the keyboard and pressed the power button.
The screen flickered to life, displaying a message that read "Welcome back, Player. It's been a while. Please input username and password." I racked my brain for any clues that could help me log in but came up empty-handed.
As soon as I stared at the login menu, I had three options to try and get it on, the normal way with a username and password, or with the hacker subskill, I snorted—my lack of hacking skills would make it impossible for me to gain access and could lock me out of the computer forever, instead, I had to rely on my high intelligence stat to navigate through the a series of system assisted directions. It took a few tries, but I managed to bypass the security and gain access to the files.
Eventually, once I was sitting down in front of the screen, I prepared to uncover its secrets. The PC whirred on, and I started scrolling through the files. I was curious about what I'd find and hoped what it was would help me to finish my business in the tutorial dungeon.




Chapter 30. Snapshot

Once I was in, my fingers flew across the keyboard, opening folder after folder on the computer’s desktop. I quickly read through lines of attendance records, staff memos, and other snippets of information before my eyes lit upon a message that was signed with the principal’s name. It wasn’t just any message; it was an encrypted one containing guild notes that had been recovered during someone else's run of the tutorial. I clicked open the text, and knew it was close to what I'd been looking for.
Starting with the name on the memo.
The name of Timothy Reverend. 
 
This ruined school was more than just an instanced location within the dungeon of the deepest realm. It was an artifact of the first timeline that remained after the King of the Crows and Amarath had both regressed. A place where a servant of the King of the Crows had cultivated school children on the frontier to turn into useful players. Unlike the King of the Crows and Amarath, Reverend had not regressed, but rather had traveled laterally through time as an undead changed by the presence of Wormwood.
I meticulously analyzed and went through all the notes and written accounts left behind by Reverend, piecing together a haunting image of the outside world after the fall of the first timeline. According to his records, a green mist, known as Wormwood, had crept across the planet, the source was unknown at the time and had begun transforming people into monstrous beings. As if that wasn't enough, these abominations had begun to launch merciless attacks on unsuspecting civilians who had no idea the monsters could venture outside of the mist and drag them kicking and screaming into the night.
I combed through the files with increasing urgency, hoping to find some clue that might aid in our plight. Yet, despite my efforts, I came up empty-handed. As I delved deeper into Reverend's notes, I felt the pain that dripped from his words, the regret, the shame, the guilt. I knew a little something about those feelings and for the first time in a while my thoughts turned towards Argus and Kat, I reaffirmed my commitment to find and rescue them and turned back to Reverend's notes. He had been entrusted to serve as a principal and act as a recruiter for the Crow Guild and came to care for a group of children.
Those children were referred to as "the undesirables," in generalized words by others, but not by him, not by Reverend. Despite his best efforts, he had failed to save them. Ultimately, when Wormwood had advanced and the rest of the students had been evacuated, Reverend had refused to abandon those "undesirables" to the monsters and instead opted to stay and protect them until the very end. I knew he died in the process. It wasn't in the notes.
He had died a hero, in the face of such heroism, I couldn't help but feel a deep sense of admiration for the former lieutenant of the Crow Guild and the Dark Knight he had been. The man had sacrificed himself for his beliefs, defying the orders of the King of the Crows to abandon his charges and retreat. I felt conflicted.
As I sat in my chair, taking it all in, I couldn't help but ponder the implications of what I had learned. I had forgotten how much the ruined high school itself was—a reflection of the man who once went by the name of the Black Seraph, how it was a testament to the monster he’d been during his first timeline, and when I had died protecting him on the highway. My stomach churned and I felt uncomfortable for a moment, it was hard to think about, I'd only heard it once; but my apparent death had not been easy, and my son had not taken it well and the path after—had been equally cruel to him.
Lumen, my faithful companion, sensed my melancholy and nestled against my cheek. Surrounded by the remnants of an abandoned timeline, I felt a surge of rage at the pointless loss and suffering. I felt rage towards Amarath, the system, Aeon, the Lord of Pandemonium, and even myself for not being strong enough to make a difference. Yet, despite the hopelessness that threatened to overwhelm me, I knew that giving up was not an option. I had to push forward, to find a way to make a difference.
With a sense of purpose, I powered down the computer and prepared to leave the office. The determination to survive, to grow stronger, and to rescue my comrades propelled me forward.
As I made my way out of the room, a seed of doubt began to sprout in my mind. The King of the Crows, whom I had trusted and believed to be a just and honorable leader, might not be so righteous after all. I couldn't help but wonder if some of his decisions had caused more harm than good. The thought of victory at any cost seemed too steep a price to pay, especially if it meant sacrificing one's humanity in the process.
Reflecting on my son's regression, I laughed bitterly and realized that I still referred to the King of the Crows with reverence, like an intrusive thought that wouldn't go away. The realization that I might be a part of something that wasn't entirely moral made me question my loyalties and ideals in a new light and not just moral, but also not entirely of my own choice.
As I sat in that office, surrounded by the aftermath of tragedy, a heavy burden weighed on my shoulders. I had always wanted to save people, and I had believed that the King of the Crows shared my vision. However, as I pored over Reverend's reports, I couldn't help but doubt my faith in him. It became clear that the man I had served was hungry for power, above all else, and being in a place cursed because of him only reinforced that notion.
No matter how hard I tried, I couldn't shake off the doubt and confusion that had set in. The boundaries between right and wrong were now blurred, and I could no longer tell where I stood.
Lumen, my trusted companion, blazed with light and nuzzled up against my cheek as if to tell me it was time to go. I knew I had lingered enough and had to leave. With the Regressors' Key in hand, I exited the principal's office and crept past the central work area of the front office and down another hallway. Although I wasn't expecting any monsters, I had no intention of taking the safe zone for granted, not after the monsters in the hallway.
From what I could tell and piece together, the tutorial had clearly fallen into disrepair, likely from the rift but there could have been another reason. The transition from a transfixed instanced dungeon to a tunnel in time and space had made it all the more perilous. The environment was unpredictable, and more anomalous events were occurring with alarming frequency. It was the primary reason why the King of the Crows had suffered a crippling injury in the second timeline. No one had known it was possible for an abandoned timeline to invade until it was too late to stop it, short of making a massive sacrifice—in this case, the stored energy of the Black Seraph.
My next stop was a storage room, and as I approached, I couldn't help but feel hopeful that I'd find forgotten items worth taking. I pushed open the creaky door, eager to see what loot might lie inside. However, as soon as I stepped in, I was hit by a wave of musty air. The storage room was choked with dust, making it hard to breathe. I almost closed the door but thought better of it.
I scanned the interior, taking in the piles of yellowed paper towels, old cleaning supplies, and boxes of toilet paper. In the corner, I noticed a few boxes with faded letters on the side that read "Food Drive." One quick check of the cans showed the year 2048 as the expiration date on much of the food. If I remembered the story correction, the setting of the ruined high school was many years after that. The entire dungeon seemed to be coming from a future that I hoped would never come to pass. It was the worst possible outcome - a museum of fallen humanity. Nevertheless, I had other causes to look for. A quick search of the box revealed nothing I could use.
 
As I gazed around the room, I felt a kinship to the man who'd lost everything defending this place. The ruined high school, now serving as a dungeon, was frozen in time. The items scattered about the storage room were like snapshots of a different era, a time before all assumptions of the system and the apocalypse fell apart, and for the man who defended it? He was cursed and the students he once tried to save had returned as monsters anyways.
I sighed, feeling the weight of the situation. The storage room was just one small part of the bigger picture, but it symbolized the loss and desolation that awaited the world if I failed in this new timeline. It was a solemn moment, one that stayed with me long after I left the room.




Chapter 31. Hallway

After successfully clearing out the storage room, I made my way over to the nurse's office. The eerie silence of the space was only broken by the slight buzz of electricity softly humming under the fluorescent lights. On one side of the room, boxes were stacked upon boxes while on the other side, cabinets filled with unknown contents lined the walls. As soon as I entered, I heard a soft ticking from beyond a desk piled high with paper in the corner at the end of the opposite wall. A phone sat atop a small wooden table. Strange pamphlets and brochures littered the floor near the single bed on one side of it.
With a sense of urgency, I immediately began to rummage through the cabinets and drawers, searching for anything that could be of use. My hands ran over the shelves, probing into the shadows in hopes of discovering hidden treasures. It didn't take long before I came across a box of bandages hidden in a corner. I carefully counted each one as I placed them into my inventory.
But then, a strange sensation washed over me, causing the hair on the back of my neck to stand on end. I felt a shift in the energy around me, as if a latent power had been unleashed. It was then that I realized I had triggered some kind of dungeon ability, unbeknownst to me. I readied my Regressors' Key, scanning the room for any signs of danger.
As I glanced towards the end of the room, I spotted two unopened boxes resting upon the bed. With caution, I approached them, keeping my Regressors' Key at the ready. Using the tip of my blade, I opened the first box, only to find it disappointingly empty. But as I moved on to the second box, something unexpected happened. The Regressors' Key barely made it halfway when suddenly the box came to life, surprising me with its sudden movement.
As soon as I opened the box, spindly limbs that were thin, gangly, veiny and powerful suddenly shot out of the box. I slashed forward immediately, just barely grazing the monster as I stepped backwards to evade those powerful hands clasping on to me. I'd gotten complacent, I hadn't thought there would be a mimic in the safe zone since it was a monster.
The box dragged itself forward off the bed, the lid and part of the side contorting into a vicious face like snarl. The mimic lunged at me, its limbs flailing as the lid opened up revealing a mouth that opened far wider than should have been possible while its arms tried to grab at me and shove me in.
I sidestepped the outreached arm and slammed into the wall in a quick motion as I brought my weapon down in a counterattack and connected with the limb, slicing it clean off. The mimic recoiled, but then lunged at me again. I dodged and parried, keeping the remaining at bay, while never taking for granted the mimic might have other limbs hidden for later use.
The creature was powerful, and I felt the strain on my arms as I fought to keep it at bay. Within seconds, the arm I'd cut off started to regrow.

"Well that's not quite right," I muttered as I swung with precision and power, cutting off another of the mimic's limbs. Despite its wounds, the monster continued to jump around, dragging itself with regenerating limbs while attacking me.

I was always one step ahead, my blade constantly slashing out to cripple it, just in time for the next burst of regeneration to kick in. The mimic suddenly sprouted out another two legs and tried to jump forward and tear me in half with its teeth. I wasn't deterred. In one final attack, I met the mimic head on, Regressors' Key coming down in one final strike as I put all my enhanced strength behind the blow.

The sword glowed white-hot with magical energy as I plunged it downward through the mimic's body. The mimic screamed with rage as the blade ripped through its flesh, sending a wave of gore and terror at my feet. It was a killing blow, and I watched as the creature convulsed and writhed in its death throes, before splitting in two. I stepped back, exhausted and dripping with sweat, but a sense of triumph filled my chest as I gazed upon the dead mimic.
As the lifeless body lay on the ground, an orb with a glimmering aura rolled out from its remains. Despite my hesitation, I knew that obtaining such an orb could be a game-changer, but I didn’t know what the ability was. With my newly acquired class, I lacked the necessary ability to identify the ability within the orb, but I couldn't resist the urge to add it to my inventory. I tucked the orb away, promising myself that I would find a way to utilize its power.
Once the orb secured, I took a moment to catch my breath and assess the situation. As I looked around the room, I couldn't help but notice the eerie silence that filled the space. The only sound was the steady hum of the fluorescent lights overhead, casting an ominous glow on the scene before me.
//////
System Notification:
Congratulations! You have successfully defeated a Leveled Box Mimic and gained 1 Unknown Ability Orb as a rare loot. Once this orb has been identified you may use it.
//////
I wondered briefly just what ability the orb was hiding, but overall, I put it away from my mind, I had other concerns in the moment and was determined to move forward. I exited the nurses' station and made my way back through the front office and made ready to head out.
"Come on Lumen, time to get going." I called out and the wisp floated over and clung to my side.
I was done with the safe area, I'd found what I'd wanted, and looted what I could. I was ready to move back into the dungeon that was the ruined high school. 
Together, Lumen and I stepped out into the corridor, and I immediately sensed a maliciousness in the air as a passive skill seemed to activate just underneath my senses. The darkness that loomed ahead stretched on endlessly, punctuated only by the occasional flicker of light.
I went the only way I could, down the last remaining hallway, but something about it was odd. Like something had changed in my brief time in the nurses’ station, something about it interfered with my senses. Rusted lockers lined each side of the hall and at the end I saw sealed double doors. I knew that was where I had to go, but once Lumen and I started moving, the first set of lockers stayed even with my shoulder, even as I walked. I tried running even, testing myself and my surroundings, but no matter how fast or far I seemed to go, the double doors remained far away—and the lockers never seemed to move, as if my feet were on a treadmill... I realized then that there was some kind of looping mechanism that kept us from advancing.
My lips pursed in frustration, but before I could clear my head, a light flicked on from the nearby classroom. A strange noise drifted out from inside - a low, pulsing almost chanting sound. With curiosity piqued, I followed the sound and slowly opened the formerly sealed door of the classroom. The door clicked closed behind me.
Inside I found devastation. I gingerly stepped inside the room, my shoes squeaking against the tile as I surveyed the destruction. Shattered glass crunched beneath my feet, and I could smell the stench of decay in the air. The chairs were piled up haphazardly in a corner, some broken beyond repair. The walls were smeared with graffiti, greasy fingerprints, and soot. The chalkboard screen was covered in a myriad of scratches, crude drawings, and angry words. The gauzy curtains billowed slightly in the wind from a boarded up window and traces of Wormwood leaked through.
In the center of the room stood a circle of undead, ranging in size from barely two feet tall to almost seven feet. They were draped in tattered clothing and armor, their eyes a lifeless white and their skin stretched tight across brittle bones. In the middle of the group was a larger creature, its patchy fur gleaming with a greasy sheen and claws like yellowed daggers ready to strike.
The dank smell of death permeated the air, and every step the group of undead took sent a shudder through the old wood floor. The smaller creatures were eating what looked like pieces of human flesh, while some tore at books and papers scattered around the room.
The largest creature stood in the center of the undead horde. Its once commanding physical features had transformed into rotting flesh and protruding bones. Its eyes glowed an eerie yellow and its mouth hung open, revealing jagged teeth that dripped saliva. It wore the remains of what appeared to be a teacher's uniform, and its arms were outstretched as if beckoning the rest of the undead forward and towards me with hungry intent.
The scene was a nightmare, but deathly stillness hung in the air apart from the movements and moaning of the undead. It was clear this area was not meant to be seen, and I couldn't help but puzzle over why this would be chosen as a beginner's tutorial level, or if it was part of the tutorial at all. Through the broken window more of Wormwood came through.
I tightened my grip on the sword's hilt, feeling the warm metal wrap around my palm like a comfortable embrace. My eyes were fixed on the horde of undead, their shuffling steps resonating through the classroom. With each passing moment, their numbers grew, and the air grew thick with the stench of death and I was at the center of their attention.
The creatures moved closer, their eyes glimmering with a ravenous hunger and need. But I stood my ground, my body tense and ready for the coming onslaught. The first of the undead lunged at me, its decaying flesh barely clinging to its bones. My sword sliced through it with ease, cutting deep into its torso and severing its spine. It’s top half fell over the bottom and landed with a wet thud.
In response, more of the undead crawled up from a hole in the floorboards, their movements uncoordinated and clumsy. I moved with grace and precision, my sword a blur in the dim light as I cut through their ranks without mercy. The creatures fell one after another, their limbs severed and their bodies split in two. Maggots and worms crawled out of the rotting flesh, scattering across the floor to seek cover deeper within the dungeon.
The horde continued to grow, more and more undead crawling out of the hole in the floorboards. I kept fighting, my tempo increasing as Lumen matched it, the wisp firing off bolts of light that in turn spawned more wisps that did the same.
The undead in the teacher's uniform came next. As it neared, I quickly sidestepped its slashing claws and with a swift and powerful stroke of my sword, I severed its head from its body. The blade slicing through the undead's decaying flesh with ease, and its head landing several feet away with a sickening thud.
The undead's body stumbled forward for a moment before collapsing to the ground, its lifeless eyes still glowing with malice. The remaining undead army paused for a moment, perhaps in disbelief, before continuing their relentless advance towards me.
With the largest of the undead gone, the rest of the undead were easy to handle. 
Eventually, I managed to knock a heavy shelf over, sealing the hole in the floor for the meantime.
The extra wisps disappeared, leaving only me and Lumen left in the classroom. The only sound was my heavy breathing and my heart beating in my chest as I stood amongst the remains of the undead. The battle was won, but I knew that more challenges lay ahead when a system notification didn't follow.
Instead, I heard a click, signaling it was time for me to go.




Chapter 32. Commons

With Lumen hovering closely behind, I cautiously advanced through the desolate hallway of the ruins high school. I had destroyed the monsters that lurked in the other rooms, and most likely those that lingered in the ceiling passages, leaving only the formidable boss as the final obstacle to overcome in this level before I could end the tutorial.
A clicking sound echoed in the hallway. I instantly identified it as the unlocking of the double doors at the end of the corridor, signifying the entrance to the boss chamber.
This was the last part of the tutorial dungeon, the bridge that connected the forsaken future to the present. I had a single opportunity to succeed, and I dared not reveal my intentions to Amarath, fearing the spirit might attempt to thwart my plan. I opted to seek forgiveness rather than permission, determined to sever the connection to the first timeline and shut down the tutorial for good.
I clenched my teeth and surveyed the surroundings, my thoughts darting between the imminent confrontation and the countless tasks that lay ahead. I needed to locate Argus and Kat, find the other Kings, and accomplish so much more, all while racing against the relentless march of time. Things were moving faster than I wanted.
I laughed at the thought. The irony of a man displaced from his own era, struggling to manage time, amused me momentarily. I shook off the distraction, refocusing on the present by absorbing the bleak environment. Rusted, faded lockers lined the walls, their doors hanging open. The paint on the peeling walls had vanished, leaving behind a desolate sight that would soon cease to exist.
As Lumen's light guided my path, the spirit occasionally brushed against my face in a tender gesture of support. An illusion flashed. For a fleeting moment, the high school seemed to regain its former glory – lockers gleaming, walls freshly painted, and laughter echoing through the halls. But just as quickly, the illusion shattered, and I was once again surrounded by decay and desolation.
We finally arrived at the end of the hallway, where the once-locked double doors now stood open, granting me passage.
The heavy hinges of the doors groaned in the stillness as I took a deep breath and stepped inside. An icy draft greeted me, along with a scene of utter ruin. Vending machines lay toppled and looted, their contents long spoiled. The tables that once hosted student gatherings were now haphazardly piled and pushed against the walls.
Amid the chaos, another fleeting illusion appeared – tables filled with students chatting and laughing, as if the school was still thriving. Yet, the vision dissipated as swiftly as it had materialized, leaving me to face the stark reality of the decaying common area and whispers in the dark.
As the faint whispers reached my ears, I immediately recognized their origin - the Darkling Caller, Reverend. This abominable Wraith, once a human Dark Knight, had been twisted by the sinister powers of Wormwood and swallowed by the depths of the dungeon that used him as its tutorial boss. Despite his current form, I couldn't deny that I felt a certain connection to him, as we both shared a history of serving and had both been Dark Knights in another life. With an unwavering resolve, I braced myself for the extraordinary battle that lay ahead. Fear was not an option.
"Lumen, stay close," I whispered to my companion, venturing deeper into the dimly lit common area. The flickering torches cast eerie shadows on the cold, stone walls, which bore the grisly remains of fallen players. Their skeletal forms were crudely affixed to the walls, serving as grim trophies and chilling reminders of the tutorial's unforgiving nature.
In the far reaches of the chamber, two heads with one eye each flickered open, piercing the darkness. One was a vibrant blue, while the other a dazzling green - each shrouded in a unique spell and tainted with the same insanity.
A guttural, thunderous voice rumbled through the air, seeming to vibrate within my very bones. "Why do you dare to trespass?" The beast inquired, its blue eye glistening menacingly in the shadows, casting an ethereal light on the surrounding skeletal figures.
"I've come for an ending, and the dungeon seed," I replied, raising Regressors' Key in my grasp. The ancient artifact gleamed with a mysterious power, illuminating the oppressive gloom around us. "We have both served the same master, the leader of the Crows. He dispatched me here to honor the promise he once made to you - to come back for you."
Though I didn't divulge every detail, the monster didn't need to know more. It was a semblance of the truth, and that would suffice.
The creature roared vehemently, the word resonating through the dank air and assaulting my eardrums: "Lies!" Dust and debris shook loose from the walls, making the grim visage of the room even more foreboding.
The creature unleashed a pulse of raw energy, hurling me backward and obliterating the remaining vending machines. The floor trembled beneath my feet, and I could feel the cracks spreading like sinister webs, zigzagging across the room.
From the depths of those dark fissures, jagged spikes emerged, part root and part shadow. They surged toward me, forcing me to dodge for my life. Despite my efforts, one of the spikes grazed my arm, searing pain radiating through me as if it had been doused in acid.
The creature cackled from its dark corner, but its laughter was short-lived.
"Lumen, attack!" I called out for the first time since arriving at the ruined school. The wisp flashed in affirmation and began unleashing bolts of light at the creature. Each attack hit its target, and soon, under the steady impacts another wisp appeared and joined in. Eventually massing a horde of the wisps to join in on a barrage. 
 
As the dual-headed beast exposed itself, each head possessing a single eye - one sapphire, the other emerald - I sprinted forward, slashing at the grotesque creature. In retaliation, the Darkling Caller attacked me with a thick tendril of darkness, which I narrowly sidestepped. Its emerald eye throbbed with an alien fury, and I could feel the weight of its malevolence pressing down on me.
A bolt from Lumen struck the creature, causing it to recoil in pain and release a guttural howl. As we exchanged blows, I sensed a drain on my strength, the Dark Caller must have Life-Siphon; or an aura that drained my stamina and endurance. A long prolonged fight was not in my interest. I had to bring this conflict to an end swiftly.
Just then, my surroundings shifted inexplicably. The chamber transformed into a modern school corridor, with lockers lining the walls and fluorescent lights overhead. The Darkling Caller now appeared as the Reverend, dressed in principal attire. He looked at me sternly, asking, "Why are you in the school at this hour?"
Confused and disoriented, I hesitated for a moment. Was this reality or another illusion? My momentary lapse in concentration was all the creature needed. It launched a devastating attack that sent me crashing into a wall. The impact jolted me back to my senses, and the illusion crumbled, revealing the true battleground once more.
Pulling myself up from the wall, I realized that relying solely on my Apex Samaritan ability wouldn't be enough to see me through this battle. I focused my resolve and activated the Cloak of Divine Flame ability.
As the divine fire enveloped me, it formed a protective barrier that not only inflicted damage upon my enemies but also reduced the damage I received. The cloak's healing aura, scaling with my Intelligence stat, soothed my wounds and restored my vigor.
With renewed determination, I reengaged the Darkling Caller in combat, my body wreathed in divine flames that danced and flickered with each swift movement. The battle intensified as tendrils of shadow and dark magic whipped through the air, aiming to strike me down. I deftly evaded them, feeling the sinister energy crackle and hiss as they narrowly missed their target.
In the midst of the heavy battle, another illusion manifested before me. School children suddenly appeared, surrounding me in a perfect circle. Their expressions were a mix of fear and pleading as they implored, "Leave the principal alone!"
The illusion felt so real that, for a moment, I hesitated, unsure of what to do. But as I stood there, the tendrils of shadow continued their relentless assault, forcing me to stay on the defensive. I parried, dodged, and weaved through the onslaught, refusing to succumb to the illusion.
As I fought, the circle of children reappeared and seemed to close in, not in the illusionary world, but the real one, but something about them felt amiss. My instincts screamed at me that they were not what they appeared to be. As I focused on the details, my eyes caught side of how barren the far walls were. I realized they were actually the animated corpses and skeletons that had lined the wall of the common area around the Darkling Caller. These elite cursed dead had been siphoning energy away from my Cloak of Divine Flame.
Recognizing the deception, I yelled and activated my greatest ability: Saint of the Dragon's Resilience and with it the True Seeing effect that had been granted from my sacrifice of the mirror. The illusion was immediately undone, and the cursed dead were revealed for what they truly were. Having reached the required number of assist and kill points from the monsters I had slain within the dungeon, I felt the Dragon's Hunger aura surge within me, granting me a temporary boost in physical resilience and stats.
My speed and strength radically increased, and I became a whirlwind of divine fury. What followed was the absolute destruction of the skeletons, my Regressors' Key cutting through them easily. Their bones shattered and crumbled under the sheer force of my relentless assault, their cursed existence finally put to an end.
With the skeletons vanquished, I turned my focus back to the Darkling Caller, its shadowy tentacles burst from the ground, flailing wildly. I dodged the initial strikes, but one tentacle caught me off guard, slamming into my side with a sickening crunch. Despite the excruciating pain, I refused to falter.
Determination fueled me, I swung my blade in a wide arc towards the creature's midsection, only to have its right half block my attack with a spiked arm. I parried the blow and stepped back, reevaluating my strategy.
The Darkling Caller let out a piercing shriek, causing its limbs to morph into jagged spikes. It charged towards me with lightning-fast movements, each spike aimed to impale me. My agile movements allowed me to evade most of the attacks, but one drew blood from my cheek.
Summoning the power of the Dragon's Hunger, I charged forward with renewed vigor. With a quick feint, I caught the creature off guard, delivering a swift strike to its midsection. The sound of flesh being torn apart echoed as my blade sliced through the creature's body. But before I could bask in the victory, the tentacles wrapped around my limbs, pulling me towards the creature's gaping maw.
Struggling against the powerful grip of the tentacles proved to be futile, as the creature's razor-sharp teeth sank into my flesh. Screaming in agony, I drew from the Dragon's Hunger one last time, unleashing a powerful blast of energy that sent the creature flying.
As the Darkling Caller lay motionless on the ground, I stood over it, my Regressors' Key held high, ready to strike the final blow. My blade sliced through its twisted flesh, cleaving the creature in two.
The cost of victory was immense. My body was battered and broken; my mind overwhelmed from the intensity of the battle. But the sense of satisfaction, of emerging triumphant remained, even if it was only for a fleeting moment. I let myself collapse on the ground and waited for my body to start healing.
//////
[System Notification] 
Details: You have defeated the Darkling Caller "Reverend".
You have gained 2750 experience. 
You have cleared the "Tutorial" 
You may move on at anytime
///////
Looking over at the monster I just defeated, I would remember—Reverend, a Dark Knight who had fallen in battle to protect those under his charge. Although his body had been transformed into the horrific creature that I had just vanquished. I felt a pang of sympathy for him, imagining the pain and suffering he must have endured in that twisted form. But I knew that I had to remain focused. The path of a hero was not an easy one, and sacrifices had to be made. Even if it meant facing off against the remnants of those I had once called comrades, even if it meant that one day, I became a monster just like he had become.




Chapter 33. Summoner

Regressor's Key felt heavy in my hand as I surveyed the ruins of the high school commons area. The aftermath of the battle was apparent in the broken floor and debris strewn about. It was a complete ruin, the result of an epic struggle that had taken its toll on both sides.
As I returned my gaze towards the undead monster, I tried to bury my sense of pity for the fallen creature. Its eldritch green eye, once so full of malevolent energy, now flickered and faded after I had cut it from the stalk that kept it anchored to the second head.
"You deserved better than this," I muttered, looking at the fallen monster. In life, and undeath, it had served the whims of its master after the ruined high school had been instanced, following the regression of the entire dungeon. It had never had a chance to fight for its own cause, to stand up for what it believed in.
"But I have use for you still," I said, holding out my hand as I began to cast the spell. "It will be your decision if you do so."
Despite my own injuries, I gritted my teeth and held my Dogtag Rosary aloft, channeling its power to communicate with Reverend's spirit. The air around me shimmered briefly as the spell took effect, and I felt a rush of energy flow through my body.
For a moment, it seemed as though the ability had failed. But then something began to rise up out of the undead monster, splitting apart from its twisted form. Something far more Wight-like than the monster I’d slain.
Like before, the spirit form lasted only a moment, and its light flashed and pulsed and the form disappeared. I was beginning to believe my ability was faulty. I cursed ready to give up, only to see a luminescent light rise up out of the undead monster where the Wight had once stood. The glowing light pushed, leaving the undead aspect behind.
Gone was the undead monster that had been the Darkling Caller known as Reverend. What stood in its place was Timothy Reverend, cloaked in his original form as a Dark Knight. My attempts to raise him back to life, had failed. Instead, he stood before me as he had on the day of his death during the first timeline. Back then, he had stood alone in the final moments as Aeon and Wormwood overtook the place where the dungeon seed had been planted in hopes of expanding Amarath's domain.
 
He was a figure of formidable power and strength. His dark blade gleamed menacingly, the metal of the weapon seeming to absorb the light around it. The hilt was adorned with intricate carvings to symbolize the evil and darkness that the blade fed upon, marred only by places where the blade had chipped during his last battle.
 
Reverend's armor was no less impressive though it too had been marred in some places. It was a suit of hellish plate armor, the black metal seeming to have been forged from the fires of the underworld itself. The plates were etched in intricate patterns that seemed to writhe and move in the dim light, as if they were alive. The armor was studded with sharp, jagged spikes that gave the impression of a dark lord emerging from the depths of the abyss.
Reverend's eyes were the color of crimson, blazing with an inner fire that spoke of his immense power. He stood tall and proud, his dark blade held firmly in his grip, ready to defend himself against any who would dare to challenge him. He radiated an aura of raw, primal energy that seemed to seethe and writhe, as if he were a force of nature rather than a being of flesh and blood.
He looked down at himself, as if seeing his body for the first time, and then turned his gaze to the fallen body of the Darkling Caller that had been him only moments before. A frown crossed his face, his eyes narrowing in confusion.
"How am I still alive?" he rasped, his voice sounding like gravel scraping against stone. "How am I here?" I could sense power emanating off him though. The strength I felt coming from him was unrivaled by any of my companions I'd come across since my regression.
I stepped forward, offering him a sympathetic smile. "I used my Dogtag Rosary, it allows me the ability to talk to you." 
 
Reverend's eyes widened, and he looked at me in disbelief. "Why would you do such a thing? I am a monster, a being of darkness and death. A herald of destruction from the underworld."
I shook my head, "And I’m an Underworld Diplomat, I have no concerns towards that, but you are more than a monster, Reverend. You are a man who stood up for what he believed in, who refused to abandon his charges even in the face of overwhelming odds. You deserve a chance to redeem yourself, to fight for a cause that is just and honorable."
Reverend considered my words for a moment, his eyes flickering with uncertainty. But then he straightened his back, and I could see the determination in his eyes.
I stepped forward, holding out my hand in a gesture of friendship. "I have to introduce myself. I am Jax Nolan, though once I went by another name. Like yourself, I too have found myself at odds with the King of the Crows."
Reverend looked at me warily, his face tense with suspicion. "Who?" he asked, his voice low and cautious.
I hesitated for a moment, knowing that revealing the truth about my connection to the Black Seraph could complicate things. "He goes by many names, but you may know him as the Black Seraph," I said, choosing my words carefully.
Reverend's face darkened, and I could see the anger smoldering in his eyes. "Yes. The tyrant himself," he growled, his grip tightening on his dark blade.
I swallowed, knowing that I had to tread carefully. "I too have suffered at his hands," I said, hoping to deflect attention away from the truth. "But we cannot let our personal grievances cloud our judgment. We must work together if we are to defeat him."
Reverend regarded me for a moment, his eyes flickering with uncertainty. But then he nodded, his grip on his blade relaxing slightly.
"You speak the truth," he said, his voice low and steady. "We must put aside our personal vendettas to fight the true enemy. I will fight alongside you, Jax Nolan. But do not expect me to forget the wrongs he has inflicted upon me."
I nodded, acknowledging his words.
"Very well," he said. "I will fight alongside you, but on one condition. I will not be a mindless puppet, controlled by your every whim. I will fight for what I believe in, and I will not hesitate to turn against you if our ideals diverge."
I nodded, respecting his stance. "I understand, and I agree to your terms. You will have your own free will, and you will fight alongside me and occasionally Lumen as an equal."
"Reverend," I said, my voice low and serious as I looked into his fiery eyes. The battle had taken a toll on me, my body aching and my mind weary, but I had to press on. "You died, and then the dungeon was sent back in time. This place, having the dungeon seed, remained and regressed alongside the dungeon. As did you, even when your body had been warped and changed by Wormwood. Amarath put you and this place to use as a tutorial for new players."
Reverend furrowed his brow, his expression pensive. "But you hardly strike me as a new player. Tell me how you've come to be here."
I sighed heavily, the weight of my experiences bearing down on me. "I have been through much, Reverend. I have seen things that would drive lesser men to madness. I have fought and bled, and I have lost. But I am here now, and I am determined to see this through to the end."
Reverend nodded slowly, his gaze never leaving mine. "I understand. And what is it that you require of me?"
I hesitated for a moment, unsure of how to broach the subject. "I cannot restore you to life, but I can give you back a sort of half-life if you're willing to lend me your power and your sword. However, I want you to know that you have a choice. If you wish, I can let the ability lapse and allow you to finally rest."
Reverend's expression softened, his eyes growing more contemplative. "I am honored that you would give me such a choice, Jax Nolan. But I cannot rest until the blight has passed this world by. I will do whatever you need of me. My sword is yours."
I nodded, a sense of relief washing over me. "Thank you, Reverend. Your help is greatly appreciated." I said, bowing my head in gratitude. "So, about this half-life I offered. I have an ability that may interest you. With your permission, I can use it to bring you back to life temporarily to aid us during battle."
Reverend looked at me, his crimson eyes flickering with a mix of curiosity and skepticism. "What kind of ability is this?"
"It's called Golemic Resurrection," I replied, explaining the ability to him. "It reanimates willing fallen allies or enemies, bringing them back to life temporarily to aid in battle. You would fight alongside us until the end of the battle, and then return to the afterlife."
Reverend was silent for a moment, his eyes locked on mine as he seemed to consider my offer. "And what of my consciousness? You’ve heard of my desires; would I be a puppet? Or would I have control over my actions?"
"You would have full control," I reassured him. "You would be yourself, with all your memories and experiences intact."
Reverend nodded slowly, a hint of determination flashing in his eyes. "I accept your offer. Bring me back to life, Jax Nolan. I will fight with you."
I nodded, my heart racing with excitement and anticipation. This was a risky move, but if it worked, it could turn the tide of the battle in our favor.
I focused my energy, channeling mana within in, and began to cast the Golemic Resurrection spell. The air around us shimmered and twisted, as if reality itself was warping and bending to my will.
Then, with a burst of light, the air in front of me contorted and Reverend's spirit began to glow as a body started to form around it. His eyes flickered open, and he looked around in surprise and confusion, as if seeing the world with fresh eyes.
"Welcome back, Reverend," I said, smiling in relief. "Are you ready to finish this?
Reverend nodded, his grip tightening on his dark blade. "I am ready. Let us end this tutorial once and for all. I can already feel the system pulling at me to be gone."
As we walked over to his old body, I turned to Reverend and spoke solemnly. "Where is the Dungeon Seed? We need it if we're going to end this tutorial and close the rift."
Reverend's eyes were somber. "As I lay dying, I dragged my shattered body to the orb's resting place, thinking I'd somehow protect it even in death. That’s how I became the Darkling Caller. My memories are hazy, vague impressions of those days. I was tasked with protecting not the seed but guarding the common areas. The Dungeon Seed lies beneath the roots of my old body."
"It's still there."
As we approached Reverend's twisted remains, I couldn't help but feel a sense of revulsion at the sight. But I forced myself to focus, to cut through the flesh and bone and reach the Dungeon Seed buried beneath. It was a grueling task, but eventually we succeeded, and I felt the weight of the glowing sphere in my hands.
For a moment, I simply stood there, feeling the power of the system course through me. It was a heady feeling, that would have been easy to fall into. But there was no time to waste - we had a mission to complete, and the fate of the world rested on our shoulders.
//System Notification//
//Golemic Resurrection//
Ability Details:
Reverend, the Dark Knight, can now be summoned. Upon summoning, Reverend will appear in his fully armored form, bearing his dark blade and ready to defend his summoner.
Abilities:
Blade Mastery: Reverend is highly skilled with his dark blade, capable of wielding it with deadly precision.
Armor of Hell: Reverend's armor is nearly indestructible, able to withstand even the most powerful of attacks.
Aura of Power: Reverend radiates an aura of raw, primal energy that boosts the base attack of all of those within the aura's range.
Locked:?????????????
Note: The summon of Reverend is a one-time use ability. Once he has been summoned, he will remain by the summoner's side until the end of the battle.
///////////////////////////////////////
"Let's go Reverend. Lumen. It's time." With nothing more to do, I clung to the dungeon seed and activated the tokens I'd collected. I knew once the dungeon seed was removed from the tutorial it would implode in on itself without the source of its power there to keep the dungeon maintained and manifested. The world shifted, and we shifted with it.




Chapter 34. Corridor

The world spun in circles as a sickening feeling roared up in my gut. In the blink of an eye, the three of us had teleported from the ruined high school to the depths of the dungeon.
Reverend was thrown off his feet while Lumen zipped around without worry. I was the unlucky one who had landed hard on my back, head pounding, and eyes squeezed shut against the sudden disorientation. When I eventually opened them again, I could see that we were in a conference room with a faded blue carpet.
As I wobbled up and regained my footing, I took in the sterile environment of the conference room. The walls were a dull grey, almost blending into the beige carpet beneath my feet. A bright light from the flickering screen illuminated the faces of the digital clock counting down to the arrival of the next group. A white glow from the halogen lamps perched high on the walls blanketed the area its cold, sterile light.
The bright screen flashed. It read, "6 Hours."
I turned to Reverend who was studying the posters plastered all over the walls with fascination. The explanations of basic dungeon and system concepts caught his attention, and I could see the wheels turning in his head as he absorbed the information. It was clear to me that the tutorial and even the in-processing center had been created during the second timeline, and Reverend being from the first had never seen anything like it.
The drain on my mana was constant, but I wanted to give him time to process the information. After all, he deserved to understand the world he was now a part of. Lumen floated beside us, casting a warm glow on the walls. I wondered what she made of this place and whether the wisp knew on an instinctive level that we were at the base floor of the Dungeon of the Deepest Realm where the spirit who controlled most of the system held sway.
"Take your time," I said to Reverend, sensing that he was lost in thought. "We still have to wait for our guide. We’ve plenty of time before the next group comes and we need to be on our way." I hadn’t forgotten that the dungeon had a clearing mechanism to force players to navigate towards the Hometown, or perish in the process.
Reverend nodded slowly, still lost in thought. "Amazing how they've done this. I wish I would have had something like this. I had already wasted points, sinking a lot into intelligence before finding out it didn't make me any smarter or wiser. It just boosted mana and ability power."
I put a comforting hand on the Dark Knight's shoulder, and he looked up at me with a hint of gratitude behind his crimson eyes. I couldn't imagine the sort of hellish existence he'd been living, caught between one world and the next in both his Wight form and the Darkling Caller transformation brought on by Wormwood.
Lumen floated beside us, casting a warm glow on the walls. I wondered what the wisp made of this place and whether it knew, on an instinctive level, that we were at the base floor of the Dungeon of the Deepest Realm, where the spirit who controlled most of the system held sway.
My mana kept straining and I knew it was time to move on when a guide never materialized.
"Come along, Reverend," I called out to the undead Dark Knight when no further direction followed from the system. I had half expected Garen or one of the other elves to arrive and give us the in-processing brief, but they hadn't come, and there didn't seem to be a reason to linger, especially since the system outside of Hometown periodically purged all life. "There's nothing here for us."
I opened the heavy door and stepped out into the dimly lit hallway of the conference building. Reverend and Lumen followed behind, the Dark Knight keeping up the rear while Lumen cast her light and buzzed around timidly. As we walked, I could feel the strain on my mana from keeping Reverend manifested. That stain gradually faded away, replaced by a sense of calm as we entered the hall.
"Do you know where you're going?" Reverend asked, the Dark Knight's armor clinking as he walked.
"The exit. We need to reach Hometown before the between group cleansing starts, and the next group isn't scheduled to arrive for six hours," I explained, taking quick steps.
The dark carpeted walkways swallowed the sound of our footsteps as we moved towards the exit, feeling exposed in the silent emptiness. Every shadow seemed to hold a threat, one that our unseen enemy had yet to materialize from. I knew it was as powerful, if not more powerful than Amarath, and I couldn't shake the feeling that it was watching us from the darkness.
Despite my unease, I continued forward, my eyes scanning the posters and training material lining the walls. They explained basic dungeon and system concepts in detail, but the stains of blood covering the once-blue carpet and walls were an ominous reminder of the dangers lurking within the dungeon.
The interior of the conference center was not easy to navigate. Something about it seemed strange. The air turned heavy, and killing intent pulled at my mind. The walls responded in kind, curving and the ceiling seemed to lower. Flickering sparks moved through the air, sending tiny pulses of mana to dance along my skin as if marking me.
"Be careful," I warned. Reverend tightened his grip on his Great Sword, and Lumen flew over to find shelter in my new light armor. I raised Regressors' Key, ready to face whatever danger lurked in the halls.
I clapped my hands together and shouted "We need to move" as I stumbled forward, trying to make sense of the changing pathways before me. The walls became an ever-shifting maze, an impossible situation where everything was in a constant state of flux, and I felt a sense of urgency well up within me; I knew that if we couldn't find the exit soon, I'd at least be trapped here. Yet I was comforted by the presence of Lumen and Reverend.
The low hum of fluorescent lighting buzzed as I made my way through the deserted corridors. All that could be heard was the soft tap of our boots thudding against the carpet. Through cobweb-coated windows, all I saw was dust coating rows of empty chairs. For whatever reason, the in-processing center wasn't seeing any use.
As we made our way deeper into the maze-like hall, the stains on the carpet got darker and more viscous, coating our boots with sticky, coagulated blood. The once-blue carpet was now an ocean of purple, where the blood had blended with the blue, and splotches of gore marking our every step. The walls were smeared with what looked like the remains of past battles, twisted metal and splintered wood poking out at odd angles.
The atmosphere was thick with tension, and the air seemed to grow colder with every passing moment. The fluorescent lights flickered, casting eerie shadows on the walls, making it seem as though they were alive and closing in on us. I could feel the fear in the pit of my stomach, but I pushed it down, reminding myself that I had faced worse things in the dungeon.
The maze-like hall was ever-shifting, the walls curving and twisting at odd angles that made it difficult to keep our bearings. Every door we passed was locked, every turn we took led us deeper into the labyrinth. It was as if the walls themselves were trying to keep us from reaching our destination.
The sound of our footsteps echoed through the halls, the only noise in the eerie silence. Reverend's armor clinked as he walked, his greatsword at the ready. Lumen flew above us, casting her soft light and illuminating our path.
Despite the disorientation of the constantly changing layout, I could tell that we were making progress towards the exit. The air grew fresher, and the sound of footsteps could be heard in the distance.
Yet we never reached the exit. The closer to the footsteps we came, the sooner I realized it was an echo of our own steps. It was as if we were trapped in an endless loop, walking through the same halls over and over again. Every time we thought we found the way out, we were led back to where we started. The walls and floors seemed to shift and twist around us, as if the maze itself was alive and taunting us with its ever-changing path.
At times, I felt like we were going in circles, retracing our steps through the same hallways we had already explored.
"We're lost, but there is something else…" Reverend stated the obvious as we approached another bend in the hallway. "You should be careful, Jax, these corridors reek with the stench of death and treachery. It smells of eldritch undeath. The presence of Wormwood is strong. It feels... familiar".
In response the air itself seemed to cling to my skin like death, a noxious stench of rot and decay permeating the hallways. Reverend’s words hung on the air like thick fog, a warning I couldn't forget from the former undead. 
 




Chapter 35. Maze

I acknowledged his words and adjusted myself accordingly.
The darkness pressed in on me as I trudged forward, Regressors' Key gripped tightly in my hand. The stains of blood and gore on the carpet only confirmed my suspicions that the in-processing center had been twisted into a dungeon by the system's malevolent forces. But I refused to be deterred by fear. I knew the dangers that lurked in the shadows, and I was forewarned and forearmed.
Every step felt heavier and the air grew ripe with the stench of death and decay. Every sound seemed to echo, whispering threats in my ear. The walls were bland and featureless, the fluorescent lighting casting an unnatural glow on the sterile environment. The only texture came from the rough, scratchy carpet underfoot, stained with dark smears that indicated a dragging of bodies.
I tried a new direction as a hallway suddenly popped into existence. I acted immediately with Reverend and Lumen right beside me.
When I finally saw a faint light in the distance, I rushed towards it with renewed vigor, desperate to escape this twisted place. But as I pushed the door open, I found myself back where I started, surrounded by the same bland walls and blue carpet.
Panic set in as I searched for any signs of an exit, and found nothing but more of the same. I was being toyed with, trapped in an endless cycle of sameness. The feeling of being watched grew stronger, intensifying my unease.
I started to run, turning at random in the hope of finding a way out. But the endless blue carpet seemed to swallow me up, dragging me back to the same spot every time. My heart pounded in my chest as I grew dizzy from the exertion. The loop was growing smaller.
Just when I thought I couldn't take it anymore, I heard a low, guttural growl in the distance.
I raised Regressors' Key, the metal cool against my skin as I prepared to defend myself. Beside me, Reverend gripped his great sword with both hands, his armor clanking as he shifted his weight.
The growl grew louder, a low rumble that shook the floor beneath my feet. The walls around us began to tremble and shift, as if something was moving within them.
We readied ourselves for the worst, bracing for an attack. But just as suddenly as it had started, the growl faded away, leaving behind a deafening silence.
The walls stilled, and for a moment, I wondered if it had all been in my head. But the blood on the carpet beneath my feet was a stark reminder that the danger was very real.
Reverend appeared beside me, his presence grounding me. "We're stuck in a loop," he said, his voice heavy with certainty. "We need to find a way to break the cycle and escape."
I felt a flicker of relief knowing that Reverend was still here with me. I hadn't even realized that the strain on my mana from keeping him manifested had disappeared. The system had identified us as being in battle, which meant that I had enemies lurking in the shadows.
Lumen buzzed ahead, a tiny beacon of light in the darkness. I followed her lead, but the walls around us began to shift and the carpet beneath my feet rippled with each step.
It felt like we were walking through an illusion, a never-ending maze of false exits. The walls felt suffocating, and I couldn't shake the oppressive feeling that something was toying with us, watching us from the shadows.
Reverend kept pace beside me, his eyes watching me intently. "It's a predator's trick," he said in his deep, gravelly voice. "Heading towards the exit won't work. We need to find another way out."
I took a deep breath and looked at Reverend, his words resonating with me. "You're right," I said, my voice determined. "We need to go deeper and find the source of this trap. Whatever is causing this loop needs to be dealt with."
Lumen continued to flutter nervously by my side, her glow becoming more and more intense as if she were trying to communicate with me. I felt a sense of urgency building inside me, as if time was running out and we needed to act fast. Reverend's heavy footsteps echoed in the silent corridor, the sound of his armor clanging against the ground sending shivers down my spine.
Suddenly, it hit me. The answer was to head inwards, towards the center of the maze. I took a deep breath, feeling a sense of relief wash over me as the solution became clear. I began to move forward, my heart pounding in my chest as the walls shifted and changed around me. The pressure was building, but I refused to give up. Lumen's light grew brighter and brighter, illuminating the path ahead, and I could hear Reverend's steady footsteps following closely behind.
As we made our way deeper into the maze, the atmosphere grew increasingly oppressive. I knew the way forward, at least I thought I did. The answer was simple, if trying to leave looped us backwards and caused the maze to rearrange itself to keep us there, then it only made sense that heading back towards the start point could end it. We pressed on, relying on instincts to guide us through the twisting corridors as we navigated our way back to the room we had spawned in.
Eventually, I was proven correct, rather than find our way back to the first room, we reached the end of the center of the in-processing building maze. The hallway stretched out before us, empty and silent except for the three of us. At the end of the hallway was a door with a sign that read "Storeroom".
I pointed it out to Reverend, and we cautiously approached it, Lumen fluttering behind us.
As I reached for the door handle, I felt an unsettling energy emanating from the other side. I took a deep breath and pushed open the door and was met with a rush of hot air that smelled of rusted copper and decay. The room was filled with the sound of clanging metal, and a voice echoed throughout the chamber, carried by an aura of pure malice.
The voice was deep and guttural, filled with the madness of Wormwood. I recognized it immediately. It spoke in gibberish for the most part, but the last words it spoke were clear enough: "Six hours already?"




Chapter 36. Elven Chimera

Lumen, Reverend, and I stepped forward into the storeroom. To say it was a storeroom was a misnomer, the room was as large as a classroom, suffused with the stench of death and decay. Scattered in meaty piles were maggots atop rotting flesh, and the darkness seemed to pulse with an unsettling energy. As our eyes adjusted to the gloom, we could make out a monstrous pile of flesh, writhing and pulsating in the center of the room.
At the top of the pile was the upper torso of a blind elf, their sightless eyes sewn shut. The elf's body was contorted in a grotesque manner, as if they were in the midst of some hideous transformation. And then, as we approached, the elf began to speak in a voice that was barely human.
"Six hours indeed. Have you come for the warmth of Aeon's embrace," the elf said, their voice filled with a mad fervor. "I have accepted it. The darkness has shown me the truth, and I have embraced it. The cycle will continue, and you cannot stop it."
Reverend stepped forward; his sword held tightly in his hand. "What have you done to this place?" he demanded. "What madness has taken hold of you?"
The elf only laughed, a chilling sound that echoed through the room. "You cannot understand," they said. "You are trapped in your own illusions, your own limited understanding of reality. But I have seen the truth, and it is beautiful. It is the chaos that lies beyond the edges of your pitiful world."
Lumen fluttered nervously beside us, casting a soft light over the grotesque scene. I could feel the fear and disgust rising within me, but I refused to back down. We had come too far to let this mad elf stop us.
"I’ll stop this." I declared as I gripped Regressors’ Key in hand and prepared to fight.
The elf's laughter grew louder, almost manic. "You cannot stop what is coming," it said. "You can only join it. Accept the warmth of Aeon's embrace, and you too will see the truth. You too will become one with the darkness."
I exchanged a look with Reverend, and we both knew what we had to do. This elf was beyond reason, beyond redemption. They had given themselves over to the darkness, and there was no way to bring them back.
I raised Regressors' Key, and Reverend stepped forward with his sword.
As we charged forward, the elf's twisted creation of flesh writhed and shifted, slamming into us with tremendous force. Reverend's Armor of Hell held up against the onslaught, but I was thrown back by the sheer power of the impact.
Lumen flew around the battlefield, firing bolts of light that struck the wall of flesh with deadly accuracy. Every few attacks, a new wisp was born from the light, adding to our numbers and boosting our attack power.
Reverend's Blade Mastery was on full display as he sliced through the writhing mass of bodies, carving a path towards the blind elf. His Aura of Power pulsed around us, boosting our attack power and giving us the edge we needed to push forward.
I activated my Golem's Embrace, feeling the hardening skin body suit envelop me in a protective shell. The defense boost was invaluable, allowing me to withstand the onslaught of the flesh creature's attacks. My Swift Striders gave me increased speed and agility, allowing me to dodge and weave through the melee.
The elf's mad laughter echoed through the chamber as they controlled their grotesque creation, rooting themselves to the spot as they reveled in the chaos. A massive fist of flesh surged forward like a wave and though Reverend cut deep with his sword, the flesh still managed to bat him aside. He crashed into the far end of the storeroom. The mad elf’s control over the wall of flesh was absolute, but we were not deterred. Lumen and her wisps continued to fire, the flashes of light illuminating the dark storeroom. Reverend rose to his feet, calling upon his Aura of Power to boost our attacks. Together, we fought back against the wall of flesh, hacking and slashing through the twisted forms.
As the battle raged on, the elf revealed even darker magic. A sheet of flesh parted from their body, exposing the thousand eyes of the players they had slain for their wall of flesh. The eyes glared at us with hatred and malice, their twisted forms seeming to glow for a moment adding to the wall's strength.
Then the eyes began to detach from the wall of flesh and move towards us, their movements jerky and unnatural as each spawned spikes and small arms. Each one seemed to have a will of its own, darting and lunging with terrifying speed. Lumen fired bolts of light that exploded on impact, but for every eye destroyed, two more took its place.
The elf's laughter grew more frenzied as the eyes attacked us, their mad ramblings filling the air. "You cannot escape the cycle," they cackled. "You will join me, become one with the darkness. The warmth of Aeon's embrace awaits you!"
Reverend and I dropped back away from the main body to deal with the eyes. He swung his sword with deadly precision and I joined in with Regressors’ Key, each attack cleaving through the floating orbs. I dodged and weaved, my golem's embrace hardening my skin against their razor-sharp edges. Lumen's light was blinding, illuminating the room and keeping us from being overwhelmed.
But as the eyes continued to attack, I could feel the fear creeping back in. We were fighting a losing battle, and the elf seemed to be gaining strength from our struggle. I knew we had to find a way to strike at the source, to destroy the torso and break the loop.
Reverend charged forward, his armor of hell deflecting the blows of the eyes. He swung his sword at the wall of flesh, but the elf raised an obstacle of bodies to block him. I channeled my healing powers through the healer's touch, mending Reverend's wounds and granting him a burst of energy.
With a roar, he smashed through the wall of bodies and plunged his sword into the torso up to its hilt and tore it out in a spray of black blood. The elf's laughter turned to screams of agony, and the eyes began to falter. One by one, they winked out of existence until the room was silent once again.
But the elf was not defeated yet. As we watched in horror, the flesh around the torso began to writhe and contort, taking on a new form. The air was thick with the stench of decay and corruption, and the elf's laughter echoed through the room once again.
"You cannot kill me," the elf screamed, its voice distorted and twisted. "I serve the eternal. I serve the void that lies beyond the edge of your world. The vast empty that you cannot escape. Your world will be reaped."
The elf's voice permeated throughout the chamber, carrying with it an aura of madness and malice. "You think you can defeat me?" they taunted. "You're nothing but insects to be crushed beneath my feet. Like those players who thought they could escape to the safety of Hometown Beyond, but I always find my prey. I always bring them back to the darkness."
As the battle raged on, the elf's words grew more and more deranged, their laughter ringing out with every strike. "Do you see how easily I control the very flesh of the fallen?" They cackled, as the eyes of the slain players continued to reform, detach and attack us. "Their lives are nothing to me. Their suffering is my joy. And soon, you too will join their ranks, trapped within my endless maze forever."
 
The elf let out a guttural scream and suddenly, the air was filled with a thick, noxious mist. I could smell the stench of rotting flesh and bile, and I knew this was no ordinary attack. Lumen's light flickered as she struggled to maintain her brightness in the thick fog.
But my Battlefield Saint abilities kicked in. Golem's Embrace protected me from the noxious fumes, and Blessed Hands allowed me to heal any damage that might have been inflicted on Reverend. We both stood our ground, unfazed by the elf's attack.
The elf let out a frustrated growl as their attack failed to have any effect on us. They seemed surprised that their desperate attempt to disable us had failed. With a flick of their wrist, the wall of flesh lurched forward, trying to crush us under its weight, but we were ready for that too and the monster's force was met with an onslaught of attacks on our end. 
Afterwards, something changed, the second round of stench filled the air, and a sinister aura pulsed from the monster. The sound of bones cracking and muscle tearing filled the air as the elven chimera began to take on a new form, drawing in the mound of flesh to rebuild itself. The elf's body convulsed and twisted, its flesh contorting into a grotesque chimera of limbs and flesh. It stood on all fours, with arms and legs made of the same writhing bodies as the flesh wall. Its maw opened wide, revealing rows of jagged teeth, and it let out a bloodcurdling howl that echoed through the room.
Lumen's light flickered and danced, casting eerie shadows across the writhing mass of flesh. Reverend and I exchanged a look, knowing that this would be our toughest battle yet. We raised our weapons and charged forward, determined to end this madness once and for all.
The elf-chimera moved with surprising speed, its limbs lashing out in every direction. We dodged and weaved, narrowly avoiding its savage attacks. Its flesh was hot to the touch, like a burning furnace, and the stench of decay and rot was overwhelming.
I swung my blade, aiming for the creature's head, but it dodged aside at the last second, lashing out with one of its twisted limbs. I felt a sharp pain in my side as the limb connected, knocking me back a few steps.
Reverend came to my aid, his sword striking true against the chimera's flesh. But the creature seemed to barely feel the blow, its writhing limbs continuing to lash out with deadly force.
As the last bits of flesh fell from the monstrous chimera, I saw the elf's body convulsing violently on the ground. Their headless form twitched and shuddered, and for a moment, I thought they might still be alive.
As the chimera thrashed around wildly, I called upon the Cloak of Divine Fire once more, the protective flames engulfing me and healing Reverend once again. With the added speed boost from my armor, I dodged the spears of bone and flesh that the chimera launched at me, getting in closer to the elf on top.
I raised Regressors' Key, determined to end this nightmare once and for all. As I swung down with all my strength, the blade made contact with the elf's neck and sliced cleanly through, the head falling to the ground with a wet thud.
With the elf's death, the wall of flesh began to come undone, the various body parts falling away in a gory mess. Black blood and chunks of flesh splattered everywhere as the chimera convulsed, its body unable to contain the madness that had consumed it.
 
But then, the body stilled, and the elf's eyes suddenly tore open. I recoiled with a grimace as I saw that those eyes, once sewn shut, glared through the partially torn sutures, revealing orbs of black and green. The elf's lips curled into a cruel smile, and they let out one final, ominous statement.
"So, my master may know you," the elf said, their voice low and menacing. With a laugh, eldritch fire erupted from within and consumed the head completely.




Chapter 37. The Way To Hometown

The stench of death and decay hung thick and heavy, a miasma that seemed to cling to everything in the room. The remains of the chimera lay scattered around us, a gruesome display of the twisted experimentation that had taken place here. The bodies of the fallen players had been fused together; their flesh melded into the wall that had served as the monster's backbone. It was a grotesque sight, one that made my stomach turn. These were people that could have helped with the battles to come. What a waste.
Lumen flitted nervously around us, her small form casting a soft glow that illuminated the scene before us. As I surveyed the wreckage, I felt a sense of hopelessness settle over me. It was hard to believe that we had made it this far, only to be trapped in this nightmarish place.
But Reverend was not one to give up easily. With a stoic expression on his face, he drew his sword and unleashed the power of his Hellfire Ability. The crimson flames licked along the length of his blade, illuminating the room in a fiery glow. Reverend moved among the fallen players, his sword plunging into their fused bodies. The flames consumed them, reducing them to ash that scattered across the ground.
As the last of the flames died away, Reverend turned to me. "We still have to find a way out of here," he said, his voice low and steady.
I nodded, scanning the room for any clues that might help us. It was then that Lumen darted ahead of us, buzzing excitedly around a box in the corner of the room. Her tiny hands gestured excitedly, urging us closer.
The box was ancient, its surface covered in intricate runes and symbols of gold. Reverend studied them carefully, his brow furrowed in concentration. "These runes are powerful magic," he said at last. "They are linked to a spell—a binding spell—which is keeping us trapped inside this maze."
He pointed to one symbol in particular. "This one controls our actions," he said. "It forces the last step to be repeated. This is our loop."
I had no other choice. I steadied myself and stabbed the blade down into the rune, pouring all of my strength and willpower into the attack. The sound of metal scraping against metal filled the air, and the rune shattered under the force of the blow.
The resulting explosion was blindingly bright, forcing me to close my eyes and cover my face. When I opened them again, I saw that we were no longer in the storeroom. Instead, we were standing in a long metal hallway, illuminated by flickering torches.
Lumen flew ahead of us, casting her gentle glow on the walls and floor. I could feel the chill of the metal under my feet, and the oppressive weight of the air around us.
But despite the discomfort, I couldn't help feeling a sense of relief. We had broken free of the maze, and the way ahead of us was now clear, all we had to do was go forward and out of the building. The one thing that lingered on my mind for a moment was the lack of a system notification. With my own system repaired, I didn't think it was something wrong with me, but I did have to consider that it was something beyond the system, that perhaps the Elven Chimera had been message, or a warning beyond the system. If so, that would explain why Amarath had no idea his tutorial had been subverted. A blind spot, all due to Aeon's influence, which meant Aeon was beyond the system.
I pushed the thoughts away as we began to walk down the long metal staircase, its slick steps making each descent a precarious one. The shadowy forest below us came into view, its twisting path weaving between the trees and leading us towards the distant walled city of Hometown.
The fog seemed to thicken as we descended, clinging to our skin and obscuring our vision. The air was heavy with the smell of damp earth and moss, and the sound of our footsteps echoed in the silence.
As we reached the bottom of the stairs, the mist thickened, obscuring our vision even further. Reverend turned to me, bowing his head in respect, a reminder of his status as a Dark Knight.
"Thank you for freeing me and summoning me. I'll come whenever you call," he said, before disappearing into a haze of light.
I watched him go, feeling a sense of gratefulness towards him and then unease wash over me looking at my surroundings. The mist seemed to be alive, swirling around us and closing in like a living presence. We had to move quickly if we were to reach the city beyond.
Taking a deep breath, I stepped forward into the mist, my senses alert and my body ready for whatever lay ahead.
I was left with Lumen as my only companion.
The mist was so thick and heavy that I could barely make out shapes in the distance, but through it, I spotted the cliffs that had once been home to the guild hall of the Crow Guild. In the first timeline, it was rumored that they had been the strongest faction, but I had no idea if they still existed in this one. As I walked with Lumen floating ahead of me to light the way, the trees seemed to close in around us and the air grew thicker with the smell of damp earth. It was a pleasant change.
Suddenly, a low growl reverberated through the forest, putting me immediately on edge. From the shadows, emerged a pack of shadow creatures, their forms twisted and mangled, as if made from a mix of flesh, bone, and shadow. I readied myself, brandishing Regressors' Key, its blade glinting in my hand. With each step, the shadows warped and contorted underfoot, and I knew I was dealing with something beyond my understanding.
As a group, the shadow creatures lunged forward, their inhuman limbs flailing and thrashing. I sprang into action, my sword slicing through the fog, revealing ribbons of shadows that dissipated into nothingness. As I struck out, each blow connected with a satisfying sound, as if slicing through the very fabric of reality.
But the shadow creatures were relentless, their forms undulating and shifting with each blow. I felt their sharp claws scrape against exposed skin, drawing blood with each graze. I gritted my teeth, my heart pounding with adrenaline as I fought on, determined to protect myself and Lumen, who hovered nearby, her glowing form providing a faint light in the darkness.
With each swing of my sword, I felt the weight of my Apex Slayer ability enhancing my strikes, causing the shadows to writhe and twist even more. It was a battle like no other, where the rules of the physical world seemed to bend and warp under the onslaught of my enemies.
I kept moving. My pace increasing, knowing my destiny was in sight.
The wall of Hometown loomed in the distance, a towering behemoth of grey bricks. I made my way toward it, mesmerized by its magnitude. As I approached, I noticed the rolling circular gate-stone and the deep chasm it left in the wall. Taking a deep breath and readying myself for whatever lay ahead, I stepped through the threshold and into the city. Wondering just what else had been changed.




Chapter 38. Plaza Run-In

As I entered the gates of Hometown, I was greeted by a thick haze of smoke rising from multiple fires scattered throughout the city. The acrid scent stung my nostrils and made my eyes water, but it was not the only thing that was unsettling. The tense atmosphere of the city was palpable, with everyone on edge, ready for anything.
Suddenly, a voice from above caught my attention, a watchtower guard, an elf, shouting down at me. "You're lucky to be alive, human. No one has come out alive from the forest path in a long time."
I looked up at the tower and responded, my voice laced with defiance. "You're welcome. I cleared the path. I ran into a Chimera that had taken up residence in the in-processing building. I managed to defeat it and break the hold it had on the facility, but the monster had already slaughtered countless players before my arrival. It was a killing field inside. The forested path was only a little better. Creeping shadows attacked me there. I handled those too."
The guard remained silent for a long moment, just staring down at me, assessing me. Eventually, he spoke again, his words laced with disdain. "Welcome to Hometown, human. You'll find no welcome or thank you here."
With a nod, I continued forward towards the city, the guard's abrasive words still ringing in my ears. The streets were bustling with activity, but there was an underlying tension in the air. Every step I took was met with suspicious glances from the players and elves, who were all carrying weapons at the ready, prepared to fight at a moment's notice.
As I walked down the road, I took in the sights and sounds of Hometown. The city was a sprawling metropolis of towering buildings, intricate bridges, and winding roads. The architecture was a mixture of modern and ancient, with ornate buildings made of wood and stone, and sleek metallic structures rising high into the sky.
The city was a hub of activity, with merchants hawking their wares and players going about their business. However, the signs of battle were everywhere, from the damaged buildings to the scorch marks on the ground.
Despite the chaos around me, I couldn't help but compare Hometown to the world I had known before entering the game. In my previous life, Hometown had been the Last City, a sanctuary for humans, demi-humans, and the few surviving elves. The peace in that world had forced us to fight against oblivion. But now, Hometown was a very different place, with tensions between the players and the elves reaching boiling point. An all-out war was brewing, and it was clear that it was only a matter of time before it erupted.
I couldn't help but shake my head, sensing the unrest. Sections of a once bustling town were boarded up and abandoned, a shell of its former self. There were shops that used to sell weapons and armor to players, now, their windows were boarded up, the signs hanging off their hinges. The roads were cracked and broken; the stones shifted out of place from the countless battles that had taken place here.
I could see the aftermath of magical battles everywhere I looked. Large craters dotted the town, the remnants of spells gone awry. The walls of buildings were scorched black, the marks of fireballs still visible. Most of the damage was new, and not the damage the dungeon city had taken during the invasion of the 1st timeline before the dungeon along with the King of the Crows had regressed.
I had been to Hometown once before, but it was in a future where the humans had taken over after the elven revolution. This version of Hometown was different, the elves still ruled here, and parts of the town was still bustling with life.
I strode confidently through the bustling streets, my senses alert to the many conversations around me. I heard the harsh whispers and hostile glances directed at me, a human, by the elven shopkeepers who moved to stand in front of their wares, refusing service to anyone who wasn't one of their own kind. It was clear that humans were not welcome in this part of the city, and I could feel their judgmental eyes following me as I passed by.
Overheard dialogue from passing players hinted at the Regressor, the man known as Seraph, and how he had been taken to the forgetting place. The whispers spoke of his downfall and imprisonment, his once great power now stripped away. My heart swelled with pain and anger as I recognized the name. That man was my son, Luca Fernandez, whom I had known not only as my child but also as the King of the Crows.
But I pushed these thoughts aside and continued towards the central plaza, where the hub of activity was located. The massive Inn in the center of the plaza was larger on the inside than the outside and served as a training ground for players to hone their skills. I could see players sparring on the training floors, their weapons clashing in the air.
Surrounding the Inn were the four prime guild halls, each holding their own private world within. The Halls of Rot, Justice, Flowing, and Forested—all impressive in their own right, but I couldn't help but think of my son's former guild, Prometheus Rising, and whether it still remained in the second timeline.
As I walked closer to the circle of gates surrounding the central plaza, my eyes were drawn to the intricate carvings that decorated each gate. Each gate led to a different realm within the dungeon, a different floor with its own unique challenges and enemies. I felt a sense of excitement and anticipation, knowing that the second-floor gate would lead me to the Dark City and the way forward to rescue Kat and Argus.
The interior of the dungeon was alive. A bustle of activity where players prepared for their next quest, merchants selling their wares, and guild members patrolling the streets. Unlike the elven part of town, the central area where the players controlled was in much better shape, a testament to the power and influence they held in this world.
As I approached the central plaza, a voice called out to me. "Greetings, newcomer!" I turned to see a man walking around, carrying a scroll in his hands. He looked like a low-level bureaucrat, dressed in plain robes with a simple headpiece on his head. Despite his lack of presence and authority, I felt drawn to him, and I wondered what information he held within his scroll. He seemed to be the only one interested in speaking to me, so I figured I might as well hear what he had to say.
As he approached, he introduced himself simply as Jack, and explained that he worked with the Guild Prometheus Rising to orient new recruits to the dungeon. "There haven't been any new recruits for a while. We've wanted to send players to investigate but the elves won't let any of us pass through the gates to look and we don't want outright war with them."
"What stops you?" I asked generally curious. I was a third party effectively watching history repeat itself.
"Our guild leader. Rather former guild leader. The Black Seraph is imprisoned within the bowels of the dungeon here in the forgetting place. Without him, none of us are strong enough to take on the elves." Jack admitted glumly. "They've got higher levels since their considered dungeon creatures. Without our guild head, we can't challenge them, and none of the other guilds are willing to back us up. Actually..."
Jack leaned a little closer as if to avoid being heard. "The Halls of Justice over there, and the Inquisition of the Blind Eye, they've been working hand in hand with the elves. We can't trust them, not after what they did to our leader."
Jack looked a bit morose as he continued to speak, "They sealed him. Deep in the forgetting place where none of us can reach him and a Demon Prince of Fire watches over his cell. You see, Black Seraph saved my life. I actually came through the tutorial with him. Powerful. Forward thinking. Shame what happened to him." He shook his head before continuing, "Anyways, sorry to ramble. Before you get going, I highly recommend heading over to the Halls of Rot where our guild is located. We have it set up as a way station for players. That was what Seraph wanted, to aid players and help them grow."
I listened to Jack's story. Memories of a past life rushed back, and for a moment, I saw myself standing next to Black Seraph, fighting alongside him and Jack. But those days were long gone. Now, I was a different person, with a different face and a different purpose.
"I appreciate the recommendation," I said to Jack, "but I have my own reasons for being here." I didn't elaborate, but I knew that I had to find a way into the elf-controlled part of the city, no matter what it took.
Jack seemed to understand, and he nodded. "Well, if you need anything, don't hesitate to ask. The guild may not be what it used to be, but we still look out for our own."
I thanked him and continued on my way, taking in the sights and sounds of the central plaza. The area was bustling with activity, with elves and other creatures going about their business. The buildings surrounding the plaza were grand and majestic, with soaring arches and intricate carvings. The colors were vibrant, with rich hues of green and gold, and the textures were varied, with smooth marble juxtaposed against rough stone.
In the center of the plaza stood a massive statue, depicting a regal elf queen with a sword in one hand and a shield in the other. The statue was made of gleaming white stone, and it towered above the crowd, a symbol of elven power and strength. It was my first time seeing it.
I shook my head and started walking over towards the Halls of Rot, things had gotten odder and odder.




Chapter 39. The Guildmaster

Upon entering the Halls of Rot, I was instantly engulfed by the suffocating air. It reeked of death and decay, the faint acrid scent of sulfur adding to the heavy atmosphere. Dark velvet drapes adorned the walls, their tassels gently grazing the plush rugs that covered the floor. Skeletal figures decorated the walls, their eyes glowing a sinister red. Both players and creatures scurried about in the shadows, their pallid skin barely discernible in the dimness. A mixture of sweat and smoke filled the air, intensifying the oppressive ambiance.
"Perhaps this was an error in judgment," I muttered, comparing the scene before me with the Guildhall and Jack outside. It was even more striking considering this was once the guild of my master. The energy was potent; players and demi-humans mingled, their red eyes and pale skin contrasting sharply with the dark and gloomy surroundings.
Intricate sculptures and murals lined the walls, each depicting the Gates of Hell. Candles flickered on small altars, casting an unsteady light on each figurehead. The din was deafening, as voices reverberated throughout the chamber while players and demi-humans communicated, striking deals or resolving disputes. Despite the chaos, there was a sense of purpose. Healing stations and waypoints were scattered throughout the guild halls, tending to players as they prepared for their next dungeon dive. The contrast was striking.
Navigating through the sea of people, I observed the sights and sounds of this unfamiliar world. The sculptures and murals portrayed twisted and demonic figures, some writhing in pain, others grasping for power. It was evident that the Halls of Rot were not a place for the weak-willed.
The grotesque imagery within the Halls of Rot was chilling, with horned or distorted figures depicted in various states of torment or power-seeking. Shivering, I hurried toward the Registration Office, eager to escape the stifling atmosphere.
The receptionist at the desk appeared to be an ordinary player, clad in adventuring attire and lacking the cosmetic changes evident in other guild members. She set her pen down and skeptically raised an eyebrow when I mentioned passing through the High School Tutorial and the elf gate of Hometown.
"Are you certain?" she inquired doubtfully. "That route has been off-limits for weeks, and nobody has come through it."
"I'm certain," I responded tersely, unwilling to prolong the argument.
With a sigh, the receptionist picked up her pen again. "Alright, one moment. Your name was...?"
"Jax Nolan," I supplied. "I've been on the surface and just arrived at the dungeon."
As she swiftly jotted down the information, the atmosphere in the room shifted, becoming tense. I maintained my composure, not letting my nerves betray me. "Would you mind waiting here briefly? I believe our acting guild leader wishes to speak with you."
"Of course," I replied, hoping that today wouldn't be the day I'd have to fight my way out. I had already experienced enough combat for one day.
If the acting guild master of Prometheus Rising was who I thought it was, I might be in trouble. I was the guild master for a time. When my name had still been Paul Fernandez. Only a few beings knew my true identity, and I planned to keep it that way. I felt a twinge of regret and envy, knowing that he was living the life that was once mine, it was an odd feeling.
My heart raced as I anxiously scanned the room, attempting to absorb every detail of the space. After a seemingly endless wait, a towering figure emerged at the entrance of the Registration Office. He was an imposing man, with a steely, evaluative gaze. As his eyes met mine, I sensed both recognition and approval emanating from him. He exuded a powerful aura that somehow felt familiar.
He was dressed in the same colors as the guild members, but his garments were of finer quality, and his glossy raven-black hair caught the flicker of the candlelight. It was Paul Fernandez, the very man I'd glimpsed from the road. The familiarity clicked into place, and then another realization struck me. Of course, he looked familiar; he was a younger version of me in my original body.
Before I could even articulate my thoughts, he had already taken control of the situation. "Jax Nolan, I understand you hail from the High School Tutorial," he spoke in a deep, gravelly voice that sounded as if it hadn't been used in ages.
I nodded, somewhat stupefied, trying to process the reality of the situation and figure out what had transpired. This was the same Paul I'd met on the road, but he was clearly not the same person, which meant there were currently at least three versions of myself participating in the scenarios and the apocalypses in some capacity.
"Welcome to the guild. I am Paul Fernandez, first chair to our leader, Seraph, and acting guild master of Prometheus Rising," he announced, his voice reverberating throughout the hall. "I trust you will find our services beneficial. Please, accompany me to my office."
I trailed behind Paul as we traversed the dimly lit hallway until we reached the final door. He gestured for me to enter, and I found myself in a room brimming with books and peculiar artifacts haphazardly strewn across shelves. A desk occupied one corner, and Paul motioned for me to take a seat in one of the two weathered leather chairs facing it.
He grabbed an empty glass from a nearby table, poured himself some scotch, and filled the other glass with sparkling water before offering it to me. Then, he prepared to question me, his unwavering gaze locked onto mine. It was unmistakably an informal interrogation and interview.
"Now, for my first question," he said, leaning back in his chair. "What have you witnessed on the surface in the past six months?"
"Six months?" I queried, shaking my head. "No, not six months. It's been more like two weeks, maybe three if my count is off since the apocalypse began. Definitely not six months."
"Hmmm..." he mused, "Could there be a time discrepancy within the dungeon?"
I refrained from giving my opinion, choosing instead to retain the information for myself. I was uncertain how Paul would react if he discovered the truth about who I was and the future I had come from.
"Very well. Let's start from the beginning, then." Paul looked contemplative for a moment and sipped his scotch before proceeding. "Recount everything that has transpired on the surface as you know it, and leave nothing out."




Chapter 40. Conflict Escalated

I faced Paul directly, feeling the intensity of his aura as he attempted to assert his dominance over me. His legendary class had no power over me; I had surpassed that version of myself as a Battlefield Saint. I was not to be underestimated, especially after enduring everything since the apocalypse began.
"Listen," I said, my voice firm and unwavering as I released my own powerful aura. "I'm here because I want us to collaborate, but don't assume for a moment that your tactics will have any effect on me. I refuse to be intimidated."
Paul reclined in his chair and burst into hearty laughter. I held my ground, not allowing his amusement to shake my resolve. As his laughter subsided, the tension between us resurfaced. He leaned forward, his eyes twinkling with amusement.
"My apologies," he said, clearing his throat. "Amarath sent you, didn't he? It's been a while since I've heard from the dungeon spirit. Not since Seraph was captured." He scrutinized my face for any indication of answers, but I remained inscrutable.
"I'll share what I can," I eventually said, contemplating how to recount my encounter with Paul on the surface without revealing that this was a different version of him. "But just as you harbor secrets, so do I. If you agree not to pry, I'll divulge what I know."
Paul pursed his lips and clasped his hands, maintaining his unwavering composure. "You have my word."
I took a sip of my drink and began my story, starting from the beginning. "It's been two or three weeks since the apocalypse began. I was on the highway, heading to the mall, when I encountered elves trying to capture and kill new players for stats. I took care of them."
Paul raised a hand, interrupting me. "I'm not surprised. That's been their way for a long time. What surprises me is that you were able to handle them. That should not have been possible so early on."
"Let's just say I have my ways," I said, not wanting to give too much information away.
"After clearing the highway," I continued, "I joined a group that set up our Home Base at a strip mall off the highway. We cleared most of the obstacles and waves, but when we were away on a hidden quest, the other players started killing each other. In the end, only my two teammates and I were left."
Paul looked at me in a new light, as if everything was starting to make sense to him.
After the "Defend Your Home Town" scenario, my team and I were transported to a laundromat for a sort of capture the flag scenario, but we never found any survivors. Instead, people turned into monsters and attacked us at night, like a plague had spread through the city. I lost my two teammates to this, but I don't know who took them."
"I escaped to the dungeon with the help of a Divinity named Urban, where I met Amarath. He offered to help me."
"What did he say?" Paul asked, leaning forward with curiosity and concern.
"He offered to assist me," I said, paraphrasing our conversation.
"And then what?" Paul pressed. "You should have been transported straight here, but you said you came through the ruined High School?"
"That's correct," I said. "The tutorial started, but the program was so corroded that I couldn't make out any of the details. I figured things out on my own."
So, how far into the school did you get before using your tokens?" Paul inquired, and something about the way he posed the question made me suspect he was testing me.
"After I defeated Reverend," I replied, not holding back.
Paul stared at me in shock before letting out a soft chuckle. "Well, that's good then. Reverend deserved his rest. He should never have been left behind."
"He wasn't," I corrected him. "I spoke with him. We made a contract of sorts, and now the Dark Knight is contracted with me as a summons of sorts."
Paul glared at me, visibly displeased.
"I didn't force it," I quickly added. "I asked, and he consented."
"What happened next was even more concerning," I continued. "Reverend, in his summoned form, remains materialized as long as there are enemies nearby. When we reached the in-processing center, we found ourselves trapped in a loop, with paths twisting back on themselves and doors leading back into rooms we had just left."
"A curse?" Paul pondered. "That would explain why we haven't seen many come through that way. But how did you encounter Garen?"
"I met him briefly before the tutorial began, and then again in an instanced version of him within the tutorial," I explained.
"So, how did you break free?" Paul asked, his curiosity piqued.
"An elven chimera controlled the trap that was looping the in-processing center, and from what I observed, it had killed everyone who tried to come through. It was a hard-fought battle, but I managed to defeat it and made my way here. Even that was not without challenges, as the path through the forested area outside of town was teeming with sentient shadows that attacked me."
Paul slumped back in his chair, his previous demeanor all but gone. "You've brought me dreadful news. It seems our conflict with the elves has escalated."
 
Paul studied me for a long moment, as if trying to size me up, before finally speaking. "It's clear that you possess unique skills and experiences that would make you an invaluable asset to our guild. Our priority now must be to strengthen our ranks and prepare for the battles that lie ahead. With the elves becoming more aggressive, we need all the strong players we can get."
I nodded, understanding his point. "I'm willing to help, but I have a condition. My friends Argus and Kat were taken during a scenario, they trusted me, and I have a lead to get them back. I need access to the second-floor portal so I can rescue them while there's still time."
Paul leaned back in his chair, his eyes narrowing in thought. "Very well. I'm willing to agree to that condition. In fact, rescuing your friends could help us gather more information on the true enemy's plans and capabilities."
He stood up and extended his hand. "In light of your skills and experiences, I would like to appoint you as an officer in the guild, specifically in the scouting division. Your knowledge of the surface and ability to navigate through dangerous situations makes you a perfect fit for this role. But remember, we'll need to work together and share information for the benefit of the entire guild."
I took his hand and shook it firmly. "Agreed. I'll do my best to support the guild and rescue my friends."
Paul looked out the window. "Good. You and I both know the true enemy isn't those elves out there."
 




Epilogue

That's it for this part of Jax's adventure. His story. His secrets. The saga will continue in a future arc where you'll see more of prior heroes. The King of the Crows, Adremlech, Argus, ect. 
It's coming and its shaking up to be a great way to close out this tale. 
Thanks for reading it. 
If your wanting to read more about this universe, check 'The Genesis Game", "The Skeletal Champion", "Dungeon of the Old Gods", or "Tower of Ruin". 
Thanks. 






Afterword

Thank you for your time and giving this book a chance. For further interaction with fellow readers and authors, consider joining our online communities. If you haven't already, please leave a rating and review so we can keep going off the beaten path content for you to read.
 
	Wolfe's Place on Discord: https://discord.gg/w5uG2hRrtr

	LitRPG Books on Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books

	LitRPG Society on Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety

	LitRPG Releases on Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGReleases

	LitRPG subreddit: https://www.reddit.com/r/litrpg/

	Amazon Book Club: https://www.amazon.com/abc/detail/amzn1.club.bookclub.7aba3a46-af44-70be-7bf8-5f91cf522ead?ref_=abc_aa_bdp_r_ds_imw_ibc


 






"To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group ."
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