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Prologue

The marble halls echoed with the sounds of rushing footsteps as a dozen beast-monsters fought to keep up with their leader's smooth stride as she made her way to her throne room. The palace of the Lihng Faction Alliance was one of the grandest buildings in all of the Fourliance, and no matter how any of the other faction heads might argue, no one would deny the facts.

Lihng didn't notice any of it as she turned a corner, ignoring the groveling minions who bowed at the mere sight of her, seemingly caught off-guard by her presence. She was supposed to be away on business for the foreseeable future, so they hadn’t had time to prepare for her arrival properly. In other words, there had been no time for the simpering politicians and district heads to come piling in to demand her time and attention.

Instead, Lihng gathered up the heads of her military, sending the message out wide ahead of her arrival. Whoever had shown up would get to keep their jobs, while those who didn’t would soon learn what it meant to earn her displeasure.

“My lady,” Kiara said, bowing as she entered her throne room. “It is good to see you again.”

Sure, it is, Lihng thought, eyeing the newtling shrewdly.

Her wings had grown a bit larger, though they were still twisted and short when compared to the majestic pair of pinioned wings framing Lihng’s back. Kiara’s countenance had also softened since the last time they’d met, appearing more civilized and less beastly. It was all due to her growth and her eventual goal to become a dragonling like Lihng herself.

Not that that will ever happen, Lihng thought.

There was a reason Lihng was the faction leader, while Kiara was only second, and it had nothing to do with their difference in level.

Lihng strode over to her throne and took a seat, the billowing folds of her magnificent dress sweeping out around her as she did. The dress left little to the imagination, but she preferred it this way. She was perfection, and should perfection not be admired by all who beheld it?

Lihng noticed that Kiara’s dress was similar. Though, with a body cloaked in scales rather than smooth skin, it was a pale facsimile to her grandeur. She allowed herself a small smile as Kiara looked over at her before lowering her head once again.

That look, the expression of pure envy, gave her immense joy and satisfaction. It was just as it should be.

Some believed that those in command should always get along, but to her, there should always be a clear distinction between those in charge and those beneath them, and she made sure everyone knew it. Still, Kiara was competent enough, which was why Lihng left her in charge of the day-to-day affairs of her alliance until now.

“Tell me what happened,” she demanded, tapping one perfect, polished nail against the armrest of her throne.

“As far as we can tell, a World Item was activated,” Kiara began. “Though we don’t know its exact origin, we believe it was used in one of the human factions. The effects have been widespread, though they seem to have affected only the full-blooded humans. Anyone with even a shred of non-human blood was left unaffected.”

“And what are the effects of this World Item?” Lihng asked.

“All of the humans seem completely fine,” Kiara started.
Though she had a number of her military commanders with her, none of them would dare speak until Kiara had given her full accounting, as was proper. 
“But they’ve begun whispering about defecting from our faction and going to find someone named Keith,” she continued.

“I’ve heard this name before,” Lihng said, leaning her cheek against one of her palms, elbow propped on the armrest. “It was murmured amongst the humans of Nari’s Faction on my way back here.”

“I’m afraid I don’t have much intel on him,” Kiara said, staring jealously at Lihng’s flawless skin. “He’s an unknown element. What we do know is that the World Item seems to have instilled a sort of pseudo-religious zeal in all humans where he is involved. There are also the troubling but as-of-yet unsubstantiated claims that there was an attack on Unconquerable City. It’s all rumors and hearsay, nothing concrete, but I’ve heard boasts going as far as to claim that Alvin was killed in battle by Astrid and Ryuto.”

“Hmm,” Lihng said, clicking the nails of her other hand against her throne, as she idly began playing with a lock of dark violet hair. “It does seem unlikely that someone as powerful as Alvin could die. We’ve already heard more than a few rumors of his supposed death over the years, only for them to prove false. But if the supposed attack coincided with the activation of the World Item that controls humans…” Lihng trailed off, allowing Kiara to continue.

She wouldn’t have brought this up if she didn’t think it was important.

“As I said, it’s unlikely,” Kiara said. “But I’m having our best look into it. Soallata and her guild are working on infiltrating as we speak. I will also say this, though it seems unrelated, the fighting along our borders with the Necro-Beast Faction has intensified over the last few days. The undead seem especially keen to break through.”

Lihng waved off her concern. The Necro-Beast Faction had long coveted her lands, and she wasn’t overly concerned.

“Have any of the humans left?” she asked.

“Not as of yet,” Kiara said. “But we have seen movement in all the major cities.”

“What percentage of our population is human?”

“About nine percent,” Kiara replied with a wince.

Lihng’s tapping fingers stopped and she fixed her second with an icy stare.

“We cannot afford to lose nine percent of our population. That would be a significant loss, both in tax revenue and recruitment. Not to mention that several of our most esteemed artisans, class trainers, and skill holders are human. We need to keep them here at all costs. Is that understood?”

Kiara bowed low, cowering at Lihng’s feet as a lowly newtling should.

Lihng relaxed back on her throne, allowing the heat to leave her voice. Her voice was always perfect, but she liked how it sounded far more when she wasn’t angry. Anger was such an ugly emotion.

“Now, I expect you to have a plan for me by the end of the day on how to deal with everything you’ve presented to me, Kiara. Is that understood?”

“Yes, perfectly so,” Kiara said, remaining prone at her feet.

Lihng nodded magnanimously, then turned to the remainder of her military leadership, who’d remained prone before her.

“You may all raise your heads and gaze upon me,” Lihng said, feeling another thrill of excitement as all eyes turned on her.

One and all, they stared, and Lihng reveled in the attention they lavished upon her. None dared to speak until she raised her hand, and though they were all lesser creatures, she was feeling generous today. She allowed the moment to stretch a bit longer, basking in their stares. She could see every emotion plain across their faces – it was a special skill of hers that prevented them from hiding how they felt when gazing directly at her.

The expressions ranged from pure jealousy, envy, greed, need, and so much more. In all, everyone either desired to be with her or to be her, as was right and proper.

“Now,” she said, lowering her hand. “If anyone has anything to say, say it.”

Someone rose from among the crowd, a massive oxian man rippling with muscle. He was a truly impressive specimen for one of his kind. Though he was ugly when compared to her, he did have a sort of brutish charm about him, like a primal beast ready to pounce.

“Head Captain Montague,” Lihng said. “How unexpected for you to stand first.”

Montague was in charge of most goings on in the city, but he didn’t really have much to do with the world outside.

“Unlikely as it seems, I may have some information that could help,” the man said, bowing his head. “I had a recent encounter with someone named Keith. A very unusual man, to be sure.”

“Oh?” Lihng said, allowing a languid smile to stretch her lips as she reclined back in her throne, draping one long leg over the other. “Please, do tell.”

***

Alessandra’s breaths came in ragged gasps as she ran. The only other sounds accompanying her were the pounding of her heart and the crackling leaves underfoot. In the far distance, she could see the billowing black cloud that had risen like a shroud of pure darkness cloaking the land and blotting out the stars for miles around.

She’d been out on a scouting mission the past few days. Alvin had assured her that she would be safe from Dark Swarm while she was gone. She’d been on her way back when the ripple had gone out, the light pulsing across the land in a sweeping motion she was sure could have been nothing other than a World Item.

As soon as she’d seen that, she started rushing back but hadn’t made it in time.

Alessandra came to a skidding halt as she crested a rise in the landscape and stared in horror at the destruction below. Unconquerable City was in ruins. A massive section of the wall had been caved in, and even from here, she could see the soldiers flooding through the gap.

The worst of it was the fact that she didn’t see any fighting.

What in the seven hells happened down there? she couldn’t help but wonder.

Not willing to waste any more time staring, Alessandra took off running once again, her hair streaming in silky waves behind her as she wove down the side of the hill and pounded onto open land before the walls as a burning pain flared. Looking down at her forearm, Alessandra saw the golden light surrounding the mark of Dark Swarm flicker, then die.

“No,” she whispered, her eyes going wide in absolute horror.

The only way Alvin’s protection could have vanished was if he’d removed it voluntarily or if he’d died. There was no way he would go back on his word, so there was only one explanation as to what had happened.

Alessandra didn’t slow as she barreled into the city, weaving between shocked soldiers who shouted at her to stop. A few spells whizzed by overhead, but most either missed or were deflected by the half-visible shield that flickered into view whenever one made contact.

Everywhere she looked, she saw pure devastation. Buildings had been turned to rubble. Massive craters littered the streets, along with the bodies of countless soldiers and civilians alike. Fires had begun springing up across the city as well as the last remnants of resistance were crushed by the invading force.

As she dodged between people, huge chunks of rubble, and piles of corpses, she couldn’t believe what she was seeing. This was Unconquerable City. By its very name, it could not be conquered. The destruction got worse until she broke free of the last of the rubble and emerged into a vast crater littered with smaller chunks of debris and bloody corpses.

Alessandra skittered to a halt at the very edge of the crater, staring down into the yawning mouth of the great divot in the landscape, where a great maw seemed to have torn a chunk clean of the city itself. From where she stood, she could see the crumbling ruins of the Tower of Purity as well. It had been utterly destroyed.

Several figures stood at the crater’s epicenter, right below the massive cloud of black that blanketed the sky. There was plenty of light here, with hundreds of glowing orange spheres illuminating the sky above the scene.

Everyone turned as she leaped from the lip of the crater, dropping down the side and drawing her sword. She recognized the strongest ones among them – Astrid, the leader of the Alchemist Faction, as well as her second, Sigurd. She also recognized Rin, the drakeling second of the Hailstone Faction, though she didn’t see Ryuto, the faction head.

“You can stop right there,” Sigurd said, raising a hand threateningly.

“What have you done?” Alessandra screamed, pulling her sword back to strike.

She may have been outnumbered, but the three powerhouses looked to be exhausted, and Astrid looked to be about half-dead. Blood matted her hair and armor. One of her arms hung at her side, and her eye was crusted shut. She looked to have taken several boulders to the chest as well, as massive gouges marred the gleaming metal.

“What was necessary,” a calm voice sounded from behind the three fighters.

Alessandra came up short when she heard that voice. She knew that voice from somewhere, but where?

Astrid stepped aside, revealing a man, battered and bruised, clutching a massive hammer in one hand. He stood over a burned and bloodied corpse, from which rose a corrupted smoke, matching the pall that hung over their heads.

“I know you,” Alessandra said, staring at the man. “I met you back in Humania. You’re part of the Pest Control Guild.”

He looked quite a bit different, and his level was significantly higher than it had been back then, but she was certain this was the same man. Another look showed an unfamiliar guild tag floating above his head.

“I was part of the Pest Control Guild,” the man said, taking another step away from the corpse. “Now I’m part of a different guild. Marj lost his way. He didn’t want to do his job anymore, so I created a guild that would.”

Alessandra looked between the man and the corpse, quickly putting two and two together. It seemed so unlikely as to be impossible, but at the same time, she’d seen this man show some truly impressive feats back when they were fighting Necro-Beast back in Humania.

“You say Marj lost his way?” Alessandra said, feeling herself on the verge of panic. “Take a look around! Does this look like something a Monster Hunter would do? Would someone whose mission is to hunt and kill monsters invade a city, murdering thousands of people in the process and killing the only thing holding this continent together?”

Astrid took a threatening step forward, but the man held up a hand, forestalling her. Her level was significantly higher than the monster hunter’s, just as Alessandra’s own was. The fact that Astrid was deferring to him – that all of them were deferring to him – was extremely troubling.

“To answer your question, no, this is not something a monster hunter would do,” the man replied soberly. “But it was necessary. I won’t explain why, because I don’t have the time. Suffice it to say that I had no personal grudge against Alvin or the people of this city. I needed something and they were simply in my way.”

Alessandra gritted her teeth, fingers clenching tight on the grip of her sword. She needed to run as far and as fast as she could. Dark Swarm would be on her before she knew it, and she hadn’t worked this hard to stay alive only to die now.

“I see you’ve also collected a mark,” the man said, extending his arm and removing one of his bracers.

She was confused when she saw only bare skin there. She’d half-expected to see a mark matching her own. When he spoke, it was as though he’d read her mind.

“I too was marked by Dark Swarm, just like you. I wouldn’t worry too much about them coming after you. Dark Swarm is under my command now, and their leader won’t be returning anytime soon. I knew him as Jared, but you might know him as The Emperor, the man in charge of the Necro-Beast Faction. I banished him back to his homeland, where he’ll stay stuck for the next week. By the time he can move again, he won’t dare come after anyone this far into enemy territory.”

Alessandra’s arm dropped, the blade of her sword scoring deep into the soft earth of the crater. She didn’t doubt anything the man said. He had no reason to lie to her.

“Why are you telling me all of this?” she asked.

“Because we need strong allies, now more than ever,” the man replied simply. “Loyalty can be purchased for a price, but it never lasts. We’ve fought Necro-Beast side by side in the past, and that’s what I’m asking you to do again as the leader of the Unconquerable Faction’s territories under our new alliance of the Alchemist and Hailstone Factions.”

Alessandra blinked, unsure of whether what she was hearing was accurate. Was he really saying that he wanted her to lead an entire faction?

“Why me?” she asked, still keeping a grip on her sword.

“Because as you said, I’m a monster hunter first and foremost. We need the people here to trust us, and after what we did, I can’t have Astrid take over and expect things to go smoothly. You, on the other hand, have a reputation. We can use that.”

Alessandra stared at the man for several moments as she considered his proposal, looking between him and the smoking corpse lying behind him. He had orchestrated the death of Alvin the Unconquerable, the strongest man in the Fourliance, and possibly even the entire world, though she couldn’t speak for the final two continents where only madmen lived or explored.

She could say no, but then where would that leave her, and where would that leave the people of this destroyed city? There was also Necro-Beast to consider, and their own alliance, which included the Beastly and Croaker Factions. Without her help, Necro-Beast may very well manage to conquer the continent once and for all.

Yes, this man was to blame for Alvin’s death, but she couldn’t bring him back. Taking his place was the next-best thing she could do to assure the stability of the faction as a whole and keep the Fourliance from falling into ruin.

“Very well,” Alessandra said, extending a hand. “You have yourself a deal.”

“Excellent,” the man said, clasping her hand in a grip of steel. “Welcome to the Alliance, Faction Head Alessandra.”
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Keith stood on the outskirts of Unconquerable City; the smoking wreckage of buildings visible through the jagged crack in the wall he’d climbed through to get out undetected. It had barely been an hour since the fall of the city and brought down the most powerful man on the continent with his own two hands. He could still hear the screams from within, but he deadened himself to the noise as he trekked further from the wreckage, calling into the air.

“I’m taking the ring off. I expect you to show up and pay up.”

“You know, talking to a Spirit like that probably isn’t the smartest thing,” Bob said as Keith pulled his Ring of Negative Spirit from his finger.

The world went red, and time slowed to a crawl as red lightning crackled in the sky. A massive figure clad in armor from head to toe appeared from thin air, his body stitching itself together from strands of silver.

“Is it just me, or is he bigger than last time?” Tac asked. “Scratch that. He’s definitely bigger. Does that mean anything? Spirits are beyond my ability to analyze.”

Tenor, the Spirit of War, was significantly larger than he had been the last time they’d met. In Keith’s experience, Spirits could take whatever form they chose, so this could simply be posturing on his part. Then again, it could also be an indication of growing power. Tenor was the embodiment of war, and with so much of it in the area, he had to be stronger than normal.

Keith was also having him banish Spirits, and it was thanks to Tenor that Alvin the Unconquerable now lay dead at the center of a crater and the Anchor keeping the Spirit of Purity in this world had been shattered.

“I have to say that I am impressed,” Tenor said, his voice, as per usual, making Keith feel like throwing himself at the man and ripping his head off.

Tenor had that effect on people, but Keith was in control, if just barely, and managed to respond calmly.

“I did my part. You do yours.”

“I was expecting a bit more gratitude,” Tenor said, though he still sounded like he was in a good mood. “After all, it’s not like the battle didn’t benefit you greatly.”

“In case you’ve forgotten, we’re on a timer with that curse,” Keith said. “Remove it.”

Tenor let out a long sigh that seemed to rattle his entire body.

“You’re no fun, you know that? Very well.”

He gestured, and a ripple seemed to run through the world. A notification popped up in Keith’s field of view.

Attention! Tenor, the Spirit of War, has honored your agreement. The curse has been lifted from the ink elf, Alicia the Bow Beast.

Keith breathed a silent sigh of relief. He’d been worried that he’d been too late and that Alicia might already have succumbed to the effects of the curse.

“There, I’ve removed the curse from your little girlfriend, though I must admit that I’m a bit disappointed that your motivations were so ordinary.”

Keith remained silent, arms crossed and staring. The battle haze that hung around the towering figure seemed especially strong today, his armor appearing more imposing than ever. Keith could feel his blood boiling as he stared at the massive Spirit. Tenor assumed he’d done this all for Alicia, and while saving her had been a motivating factor, there was more. He didn’t dare think it though, for fear of the Spirit catching onto his deeper plans that he’d fed to Tac before having the artificial mind remove them for him.

“Did I complete your quest?” Keith asked. “Because I’d like my rewards and to then be done with you.”

“Oh, so eager to be rid of me already?” Tenor asked with a chuckle. “Very well, I’ll consider this a job well done, but first, I want to see what you’ve wrought.”

Just like that, the notifications Keith had been ignoring began scrolling across his vision, telling him of all he’d accomplished, thanks to Alvin’s fall.

Ding!

Alvin the Unconquerable, Avatar of Purity, dies!

+1,252,900 XP

+313,225 Bonus XP

Level up!

Congratulations, you have reached level 62. You have 10 (Base 5+5 from Title) stat points to distribute.

The world weeps. A champion has fallen. You, on the other hand, cheer in celebration.

You have gained a New Title: Killer of the Unconquerable

Killer of the Unconquerable – Unique Mythical Title

You murdered someone so powerful he was unmurderable. I mean, he obviously was, since you murdered him and all, but still…This is Spirit-level holy-poopery we’re dealing with here. I mean, you killed someone who had Unconquerable in his title! Way to defy the laws of the natural world!

Effects: +100% damage to all followers of a Spirit. Instakill any followers of Purity that make physical contact with you. +25% damage to all Avatars.

Additional Effects: For 60 seconds a day, you are immortal. For 30 seconds a day, all stats are quadrupled.

Warning! You have two Titles…Wow. You actually have more than two options here. Okay, here they are…

Would you like to equip Killer of the Unconquerable or would you like Armageddon Behemoth to absorb the Title?

You could always just pick the third option and ditch it altogether, but I would strongly advise against that particular course of action.

“Nice of the system to give you such good advice,” Tac said. “I’d listen to it and absorb the title. We don’t know which effects we’ll get, if any, but the one you have right now is too good to give up.”

“That’s quite the title you’ve earned for yourself,” Tenor said, sounding amused. “Whatever will you choose?”

Keith did his best to not allow his annoyance to show. He’d been unaware that Tenor had the power to force his notifications open like this, but it was something he’d file away for the future.

As far as the title was concerned, he knew it wasn’t something he could pass up. In essence, this title would give him access to the massive stat boost all Avatars seemed to enjoy once per day. On top of that, 60 seconds of invulnerability could go a long way in any battle. The main issue was that there was no guarantee that either of those effects would be pulled over when absorbing it into his current one.

Keith knew something like this would arise eventually. He had to make a choice that would greatly impact his future growth. In the end, though, he knew what the best option was.

Congratulations! You have successfully absorbed the Title: Killer of the Unconquerable.

Evolving Title: Armageddon Behemoth has been upgraded.

Armageddon Behemoth – Unique Mythical Title

You have reached the rank of Sage for the eighth time. Are you planning on slowing down anytime soon?

Effects: Learning speed of skills is increased by a further 100%. This is an Evolving Title. Each additional Sage-ranked skill will add further effects, affect the rarity rating, and might even cause the title’s name to change.

Current: (1) 5 additional stat points per level (2) New skills are guaranteed to be Intermediate or higher (3) Decrease experience needed to level by 10% (4) Active skill damage is boosted by 100% (5) Ability to dual-wield weapons of different types (6) Automatically counter sneak attacks (7) Active skill cost decreased by 50% (8) Other titles may be absorbed by this one (effects will vary)

Additional Effect: Active skills can be used continuously regardless of cooldown time.

Absorbed Effects: (1) Avatars deal 30% less damage (2) Immortality for 35 seconds per day.

Keith looked over his title, noting the new tab added to the bottom. He’d wondered if the title would change altogether or not, but it seemed that absorbed effects wouldn’t do much to alter the title itself. Though he was disappointed to lose the massive stat boost and have the time of his immortality cut nearly in half, he was glad that that was the effect he’d gotten, rather than anything else. On top of that, he’d received a completely different effect than anything the other title had offered him before and was now just a bit stronger when it came to fighting Avatars.

“Is that all?” Tenor asked, sounding slightly disappointed. “I was expecting more, considering who you killed. Then again, you did have a lot of help, so I’m sure the rewards were spread around. I do have to say again that I am impressed. I honestly didn’t think you’d be able to pull it off, but you’ve proven that you can accomplish the impossible. I mean, brainwashing an entire continent’s worth of people and recruiting them to your side, transporting an entire army to your enemy’s gates, then dropping a fortress on top of their city…That is how World Items should be used. So many people are obsessed with posturing, and threatening, while you are a man of action.”

Tenor chuckled again, the sound grating on Keith’s nerves. It sounded like the screeching of metal on metal, and the screams of the dying.

“He must be great at parties,” Tac said. “Just like my cousin Gary. He had this great party trick where he would rip off his own head. It was great with the kids until it went horribly wrong and he ended up offing himself in front of everyone…In our defense, though, Gary was adopted, so…”

“I’ve completed your quest,” Keith said, just wanting this meeting with the Spirit to be over with.

“Ah, impatient as ever,” Tenor said, still amused. “No need to worry. I was just making fun of Purity for getting herself banished from Raiah. She’s quite put out, you see. I haven’t been this popular in ages. Anyway, I expect we’ll be meeting again soon. There are more people to kill and more Spirits to banish.”

Keith wasn’t planning on summoning Tenor again, though he didn’t say as much out loud. He’d already promised himself he wouldn’t call on this Spirit before. Then he’d been backed into a corner and forced to call on him regardless.

Tenor raised a hand, as though being able to read his mind, then vanished, a tinny chuckle echoing in the air around them as Keith slid the ring back onto his finger and the notification appeared before his eyes.

Congratulations! You have completed the quest: The Bane of Purity
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There was about a second’s pause between when the quest complete notification appeared, and the flood of text followed. When Keith began to look over his rewards, he thought that all the pain and suffering he’d been through over the past few days may very well have been worth it.

You have earned War’s Favor. Call on Tenor, the Spirit of War, to collect on his promised reward.

The Favor of War was supposed to be the cure for Alicia’s curse. Tenor had given him another one, likely in an attempt to force Keith to summon him again in the future. Tenor hadn’t said anything about it costing him this time, and it was likely because it was a quest reward, rather than him asking for the favor himself.

That notification vanished and the next appeared.

+3,000,000 XP

+750,000 Bonus XP

Level up! (X3)

Congratulations, you have reached level 66. You have 30 (Base 15+15 from Title) stat points to distribute.

“Holy poop on a stick!” Bob exclaimed. “Now that’s what I call an XP reward!”

The monkey had been with him the entire time, but he liked to hide when Spirits – especially Tenor – made an appearance. Only now that he was gone and Keith was being rewarded did the little monkey pop his head out from his favorite hiding spot beneath Keith’s cloak.

The notifications continued to come.

1 Spirit Boost Elixir has been added to your inventory.

2 Neverend Spell Scrolls have been added to your inventory.

The Unconquerable Sylven, Fortress & Will have been added to your inventory.

The Meteor-King Launcher has been added to your inventory.

1 Weapon Up-Classer has been added to your inventory.

50 Perfect Restoration potions have been added to your inventory.

“Is that all?” Bob asked as the last notification vanished. “Why didn’t you get anything super special for killing Alvin? That guy was…Oh, wait, you already got something for killing someone 20 levels above your own. Shame you had to waste that achievement on that moronic elf. Come on then, let’s see what you’ve got.”

Keith’s guide was clearly excited, as he rubbed his small paws together, eagerly waiting for the items to come out.

“There are things to take care of first,” Keith said. “The city is in chaos, and people will have questions about what to do next.”

“Isn’t that why you put Alessandra in charge?” Bob asked. “Come on, you’ve earned a break. Now let’s see those items!”

“You know what I mean,” Keith said tiredly.

Astrid and the others were waiting for him. He’d told them he would meet with them as soon as he took care of something, and now that he had, he needed to deal with this. Still, that didn’t mean he was in the mood to go running off to find them. Instead, Keith reached out to them using his Sage of War skill, giving them his location and telling them to meet him there.

With that done, Keith pulled up his status to assign his points. He hadn’t gotten anything during the battle, thanks to his armor changes, though he had gained points due to the Elixir he’d taken to destroy the Spiritual Anchor. Additionally, while none of his skills had advanced to the next tier, many of them had grown. All in all, the jump from 60 before the battle to 65 now was huge, especially considering that the cost between levels was now well over a million XP. It seemed that killing someone as powerful as Alvin came with some nice perks.

“What do you think?” Keith asked, going over his available options.

“I’d do an even split between Strength and Endurance,” Tac said. “Everything’s over a thousand now, and we need to bring your damage output up. You were awesome out there, but Alvin would have mopped the floor with you if you hadn’t had help.”

“I agree,” Bob said, having been included in Tac’s assessment. “The next big jump you’ll see is at 2,000 points. Right now, I’d say your goal should be to pull all your combat-related stats over a Base of 1,000. Thanks to the points you’re getting at each level, your Vitality is already there. It’s just pulling all the rest up to match it.”

Keith looked over his status again. He had 50 points as he had yet to assign anything from the level he’d gained during the fighting.

“If I assign everything to Agility, I can bring it up to where it’s more even though,” he said, noting that a boost like that would make things better.

At this point, there were nearly 100 points between the two, and now that all of his stats were so high, it might be prudent to keep them balanced, rather than having them be all uneven, as they had been before.

“Some stats are gonna need to take priority bro,” Tac said. “I don’t think changing that strategy now is a good idea. Everyone has their strengths, and you can always cover for weaknesses. You can’t make up strength you don’t have.”

Tac made a very good point. In his fight with Alvin, he’d won only thanks to the items he’d used to compensate for flaws in his armor. He didn’t like that. At his current trajectory, Keith knew he wouldn’t have that same strength at level 85. To him, that was unacceptable.

“Very well,” he said, then assigned the points, feeling the small difference as his stats increased.

That done, he pulled up his status, viewing the changes since before the battle, and they were quite significant, especially given the fact that he’d leveled up five times in such a short period.

Status

Name: Keith the Armageddon Behemoth

Race: Ancient Sortie

Class: Mythic Hunter

Level: 65

XP: 754,427/1,157,400 (Reduced from 1,286,000)

HP: 15,150/15,150

STA: 11,900/11,900

Strength - 1,142 (Base 687)(642 +25, +15 Class +5 Racial)

Vitality - 1,515 (Base 1,015)(985 +10 Class +20 Racial)

Endurance - 1,190 (Base 662)(617 +25, +15 Class +5 Racial)

Agility - 1,031 (Base 569)(554 +15 Class)

Wisdom - 260 (Base 65)(60 +5 Class)

Luck - 310 (Base 65)(60 +5 Class)

Skills

Passive

Sage of War: Sage – V

Probability: Sage – III

Peak Health: Sage – III

Hunter of Myth: Sage – II

Discerning Eye: Sage – II

Quick Learner: Sage – I

Punisher: Grandmaster – X

All-Terrain Psycho: Grandmaster – III

Prodigy: Master – X

Judgment: Master – IX

Spirit Crafting: Advanced – V

Intimidation: Intermediate – X

Duo: Intermediate – VII

Massive Booster: Beginner – VIII

Stacked Odds: Intermediate – X

One-Man Raid: Intermediate – V

Extender: Intermediate – V

Active

Ancient’s Fury: Sage - II

Heatstance: Master - VII

Hammerrang: Master - VI

Armageddon Spear: Master - V

Speed Demon: Advanced - VI

Magician: Advanced - VI

Chronosphere: Advanced - III

Shattering Snowflare: Advanced - I

Combustive Body: Intermediate - X

Equipped Items

Armor

Markorviel’s Breastplate

Plantcore Belt

Suncore Bracers

Poisoncore Greaves

Whisperer’s Pants

Earthcore Boots

Total Armor Rating: 5,145 (3,430 + 50%)

Weapons

Sacred Armament

Other

The Whisperer’s Endurer

Shard of Humanity

Sola’s Ring of Endurance

Markorviel’s Ring of Regeneration

Hayshun’s Megan Mauler

The Diamond Mine

Hidden Ring of Affluence’s Praise

Trickster’s Ring of Negative Spirit

Terracotta’s Mithril Life Ring

Slinker’s Mithril Stamina Ring

Mithril Ring of the Conqueror

Quad-Element Raider

Band of Affluence’s Spiritual Grudge

Dreadfish Totem

Salantoa’s Mighty Totem

The Heart Between Worlds

Keith closed his status, then leaned back against the small chunk of stone at his back as he waited for the others to arrive. Above, the thick smoke from the explosion was finally clearing up, and pale moonlight was beginning to stream through.

It had been a long night, and all he wanted to do was get some sleep. He needed to check in on Alicia, who would be back at the inn where he’d left her. He had no idea if she was awake or not, but she would undoubtedly be confused when she awoke. Unfortunately, he couldn’t use his World Item until the next day, which left him plenty of time to think over his next steps.

“So, what are we doing next?” Tac asked.

“We need to get back on track,” Keith said. “We’ve gotten distracted by all the assassination attempts and this war.”

“What are we doing then?” Bob asked. “Last I checked, we didn’t have much of a plan.”

Before Keith could answer, a series of shapes appeared in the darkness, and a moment later, Astrid and the others strode over the small rise, spotting him almost immediately. He debated getting to his feet, but in the end, decided to stay right where he was.

“Overlord,” Astrid said, banging her fist to her chest. “You called for us, and we have come.”

Keith sighed. He’d been planning on leading off with something else, but now, the first order of business would be putting an end to this ‘Overlord’ stuff. He didn’t aspire to rule, and he was going to make that perfectly clear.
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“Why don’t you all have a seat?” Keith suggested, gesturing to the ground in front of him.

The two humans, Astrid, and her second, Sigurd, moved quickly to obey, taking seats opposite Keith on the ground. The other two – the drakeling Rin and the Nebula elf Alessandra – seemed less willing to lower themselves into the dirt.

Keith gave them each a level stare. He couldn’t make either of them listen to him, as neither were human, thus immune to the effects of the brainwashing World Item he’d used to turn all pure humans to his side, but he could insist.

Rin grumbled something under her breath, and her golden eyes narrowed as she sat. She looked exhausted, and Tac told him there was no small amount of sorrow in her bearing, likely due to the loss of Ryuto at the hands of Alvin.

Alessandra raised one perfectly sculpted eyebrow, before she took a seat, folding her legs neatly beneath her. Of everyone here, she looked to be in the best shape, as she wasn’t involved in the fighting.

Astrid looked fine. She’d been healed, and none of the injuries of the battle showed themselves. However, her armor was still scarred and dented, her winged helm was missing, and there was a great weariness about her. It was as though she wanted to do nothing less than collapse into an exhausted heap and sleep for the next week.

Tac fed him a constant stream of information on the four people gathered before him, filtering out the most important bits instead of overwhelming him with inane facts that held no bearing on this meeting.

“I’ve asked you all here for one reason,” Keith began. “And that’s to find our way forward. I am aware that Alvin’s death will embolden the other factions into action and that the loss of Ryuto has greatly weakened the Hailstone Faction. Before we begin, allow me to make something perfectly clear. I have no intention of taking over. I am a monster hunter, and I have goals of my own. The only things I’d want would be to benefit my guild, mainly by opening a recognized branch of our guild and some recruitment notices. My goals remain as they always have. I need to find and kill the World Monster of the Fourliance, and that’s what I intend to do.”

With that done, Keith leaned back and waited to hear what the others had to say.

Astrid spoke first, running fingers through her fiery red hair, seeming less than excited about the prospect.

“But you’re the overlord. It would be improper for any of us to hold positions over you.”

“I don’t know for how long you’ve ruled your faction,” Keith said, “but I’m betting it’s been a long time. You know it inside and out, which means you can rule it far more effectively. On top of that, I don’t want the position.”

Astrid faltered, and Rin took her opportunity to jump in.

“What’s to become of us?” she asked, clearly angry and fighting to keep herself in check. “Our faction head is dead, and while I am strong, I couldn’t hold a candle to any of the others if they come looking to take over.”

“I agree with her,” Alessandra said. “I might be strong, but no one was stronger than Alvin, and with him gone, the others will see an opportunity to strike.”

“You already know what you have to do,” Keith said plainly. “You have three factions and only one person with the power to stand at its head. Make the alliance formal. This way, you’ll know you can count on Astrid if the others come looking for a fight.”

“When the others come looking, you mean,” Rin said. “The Necro-Beast, Croaker, and Beastly alliance would be complete idiots not to take advantage of this situation, and seeing what we did, we’d be lucky if the Lihng and Nari Factions don’t join up to come after us as well.”

“I don’t think that’s likely,” Alessandra said, coming to Keith’s defense just as Tac had predicted she would. “Lihng and Nari have been opposed to Necro-Beast from the start. Lihng is currently engaged in a war with them. If anything, I’d say that approaching them would likely yield results, especially now that Alvin is gone.”

“That much is true,” Astrid said. “Alvin might have been an insufferable pain, but his presence did bring stability to the continent. On the other hand, it also assured that there would never be outright peace, as his presence would always invite challenge, and seeing as he didn’t make alliances himself, he would never have agreed to join any larger agreement.”

“I still think killing him was a mistake,” Rin growled. “If we’d never picked a fight with him, Ryuto would still be alive, and we’d still have a significant edge in strength. Are you going to explain why you had us attack him? Of everyone we could have gone after, he was the worst possible choice. If anything, taking the other factions first and then going after him would have been a much smarter play.”

“And give him the time to fortify and prepare?” Keith asked. “No. Alvin needed to die. As to the reason why…well, those reasons are my own. At least for the time being. That said, I know this will bring chaos to the Fourliance, but wasn’t the continent already on the verge of an all-out war? Factions were positioning, soldiers were being deployed, alliances were being made. All I did was force everything to happen on a shorter timeline.”

“You dropped a massive mess on us, and now you’re just going to leave?” Alessandra asked.

“Yeah, that pretty much sums it up,” Keith said with a shrug. “You don’t have to join up with Astrid if you don’t want to, but from where I’m sitting, it doesn’t really look like you have a choice. Any other faction head you go to will simply take over, instead of allowing you autonomy.”

“Are you saying that Astrid won’t force us to bow to her?” Rin asked, looking to the woman in question.

“Not if the overlord commands it,” Astrid said.

“If you make a formal alliance, treat them as equals,” Keith said.

He didn’t like how involved he was getting but knew that if he helped lay things out now, they were less likely to bother him again in the future.

“Fine. Let’s say we do all join up,” Alessandra said. “There are going to be massive reconstruction costs. Not to mention how long it’ll take to clear the rubble, find all the dead, and have life return to a new normal. The city’s been devastated.”

“Don’t tell me Alvin didn’t amass significant wealth,” Keith said. “His faction was the smallest, which means that the costs of operation were low as well. On top of that, you’re part of an alliance. Your allies are sure to help, don’t you agree?”

Keith could see he was swaying the two women, but he knew he needed to sweeten the pot for them to listen. It would cost him much of the next day, but he was stuck here until his earring recharged anyway, and he needed to raise the skill. This would be the perfect opportunity for him to do so.

“I know you’re worried about your strength. So, how about this?” Keith said, looking between the two of them. “I’ll give you each a crate of Elixirs, if you sign a System contract formally joining for the period of three years.”

The sound of their jaws dropping was nearly audible. No matter how powerful they were, Elixirs weren’t something in high supply. They were exceedingly expensive and could only be created by a handful of people on the planet. Alvin had been one such person, and now that he was dead, there was one less Spirit Crafter in Raiah.

“Can you really do that?” Rin asked, disbelief clear in her voice. “Can you deliver such a massive number of Elixirs?”

“What about me?” Astrid asked. “Will I be getting Elixirs as well?”

“If you agree to take your position, I’ll give you one as well,” Keith said.

“I take it this means you have the Spirit Crafting skill,” Sigurd said thoughtfully.

He’d been mostly quiet until now, as he was the only second with a still-living faction head. Well, technically speaking, both Alvin and his second were dead, and Alessandra was just someone he’d decided to coerce into the position, but still.

“I do,” Keith said. “And your silence on the matter will be included in our contract. Do we have a deal?”

Though she was a bit reluctant, Astrid did agree, promising Sigurd some of her vials for his part in the battle against Alvin. Rin was still on the fence, but Alessandra agreed soon after, though she did have a condition.

“So long as the Elixirs in question boost stats by a total of at least ten points, we have a deal. I also expect there to be an exact count of how many we’ll be getting. A ‘crate’ can vary wildly in size and scale.”

Keith nodded in agreement.

“I can agree to that as well,” Rin finally said. “But I also have a condition of my own. You dragged us all here, and I don’t feel like spending the next month marching home. You’re going to take us all back.”

“Don’t presume to order him around,” Astrid said coldly, jumping to his defense.

“I can make a single trip tomorrow,” Keith said. “And a single trip the day after. You decide who’s going where. I’ll offer my services to this new alliance once more after that. Any more transports past three will cost you.”

“That sounds reasonable to me,” Rin said with a nod.

“Then let’s make it official,” Keith said, pulling the requisite contracts from his inventory.

Tac helped him with the wording as he wrote it out, then had each of the three leaders sign it before he did himself, binding them all to their oaths, under the threat of horrible things happening to them if they didn’t.

“Great,” Keith said, stretching his arms over his head. “Now that that’s done, I’d like to get some sleep. I’m tired, and I’m sure you all have things and people to take care of.”

The leaders of the new Three-Faction Alliance nodded, then turned to leave.

“Oh, and one last thing,” Keith called after them. “I’ll need proper supplies to make all those Elixirs. I’m sure you can figure out how to get them all to me. I’ll expect them first thing in the morning.”

None of them objected, so he understood that meant that they would do as he asked. Keith leaned against the rock, feeling like he wanted to fall asleep right then and there, but Bob began poking him in the cheek.

“No sleeping here. I want a real bed. Besides, you haven’t looked at your items yet, and I want to see what we got!”

“We’ll look at the items in the morning,” Keith yawned, but he did get to his feet and pulled the Opal Manor from his inventory.

It would be nice to have a hot bath before heading to bed. It had been too long since he’d been able to relax.
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Keith slept in the next morning, and by sleeping in, it meant he woke up at the crack of dawn instead of an hour before. It was harder than usual to pull himself from his soft bed, but the lure of the bath got him up. He did some basic warm-up exercises before, as he knew it was going to be a busy day of crafting and wanted to get at least some kind of workout beforehand.

Once that was done, he enjoyed a 30-minute soak in the bath as his mind digested everything that had happened the previous day. It was still hard for him to believe he’d succeeded. Alvin the Unconquerable had been a monster among monsters, and the fact that he was dead spoke more to sheer dumb luck than anything else.

Keith’s mind then turned to the destroyed city and all the people who’d died because of his plan.

“I know I sleep just fine with all the carnage,” Tac said. “But I know you humans can be pretty sensitive to it. So, if you need to take a load off, Doctor Tac is in the house.”

“If I was a normal person, this might have bothered me,” Keith admitted. “But I’ve seen too much death for it to drag me down. It might make me sound heartless, but it’s simply the reality of my life. I needed something and those people were in my way, so they had to die.”

He would have avoided all that death if it were possible but it hadn’t been. This was the first time he’d intentionally killed so many people in this world, rather than aiming for monsters. It was the civilian deaths that left a bitter taste in his mouth. Soldiers had to be ready to die at any moment, but innocent people were another matter entirely.

“Yes. The plan must live on and all that,” Tac said. “Speaking of. Do you want the rest of it back?”

“Is everything lined up as it should be?” Keith asked.

“Not everything,” Tac said.

“Then keep me in the dark unless something looks like it’s about to go off the rails,” Keith said. “If I don’t know what I’m planning, then neither will my enemies.”

“Don’t you think it’s going a bit far though?” Tac asked. “As far as I know, no one’s been able to read your mind.”

“What we’re planning is dangerous. Even if I don’t know a lot, I know that much,” Keith said. “After all, we did agree to kill Alvin, which tells me we’re building to something big.”

“Speaking of, do you really think we fooled him? I mean, he is a Spirit, and the excuse that you went after Alvin to save a woman, even one as obviously hot as Alicia, seems to be a bit of a stretch.”

In the time Keith and Tac had spent planning, they had made a discovery about something important. Something that Keith no longer remembered. Tac now had the ability to go into his mind and alter his memories, which was something he’d never thought he would allow the artificial mind to do. After all, his mind was his only sanctuary, and allowing anyone in was a huge risk. Then again, he had to give Tac permission. He couldn’t simply go in at will and do whatever he wanted. On top of that, he would be restricted to only the memories Keith approved.

He didn’t want Tac to have too much control, which was why he’d declined to give him more power the last time he was given the choice. There were as many safeguards in place as possible, and had Keith believed Tac had any malicious intent, he would never have allowed it in the first place.

It was strange, both knowing and not knowing. It felt as though there was something that should be there, but it wasn’t.

Tac hadn’t simply cut the memory out. He wasn’t so crude. He had removed the memory and replaced it with another, layering emotions, images, and other sensations over the first. In short, his entire reason for going after Alvin had become Alicia. Even he had believed it, up until the point where Alvin had died.

Apparently, that was one of the conditions that he and Tac had set for the release of some of his memories. Tac didn’t change anything, but the knowledge of what had been done returned. On top of that, the heightened emotions were allowed to settle back into their former levels, leaving him feeling less infatuated with the woman and giving him a more realistic view.

“He bought it alright,” Keith replied. “Now, on to more important things. What we’re doing next.”

He still liked Alicia, despite his best efforts not to, but after all that had happened and all that was to come, he knew that things couldn’t stay as they were. The hardest part about loving someone was seeing them die, and Keith had dealt with that pain more times than he could count.

The pain of seeing her falling, after taking that curse in his place, still stuck with him, as did the knowledge that it had very nearly cost her life. He would need to face Alicia and speak with her. He still didn’t know how things were going to go – Tac couldn’t predict probabilities that far ahead – so for now, it was best to think of other things, and leave this to his future self.

“Well, if we want to continue along with our plans, we’re gonna have to go after that Section Boss. The automaton is still sounding like a really good idea, especially seeing as you need some more steady muscle.”

Keith agreed with that assessment.

“It’s settled then. As soon as we get our branch established and pull a team together, we’ll head out to tackle that boss. Do you have any leads on where it might be located?”

The plan had been to go after the boss before everything had been derailed by Dark Swarm. Now that they were no longer a problem, he could continue with the quest.

“We know it’s somewhere within the Lihng Faction Alliance,” Tac said. “I can narrow it down for you based on the instructions we got from Hunk.”

The map of the Fourliance appeared before them, and a small red circle appeared over a swath of land to the far north of the territory. It was close to the border of the Beastly Faction Conglomerate, one of the factions allied with Necro-Beast.

“Something to keep in mind is going to be your newfound fame,” Tac said. “I estimate that at least thirty percent of the continent will know your name within the week, though anything past that is murky.”

“The Song to Humanity won’t let them know what I look like or where I am,” Keith replied. “And the only ones who’d be able to identify me on sight would be humans. None of the other races would know my name unless they hear it from another human.”

“Yeah, but everyone will have seen that light and know that a World Item was used. It kinda reminds me of my cousin Eddy’s 6th birthday party. As the saying goes, once you bash its skull in, there’s no putting the candy back in the piñata.”

Keith was pretty sure that wasn’t a saying but didn’t want to go down that rabbit hole.

At that moment, Bob waddled in, a small towel wrapped around his waist and a miniature brush propped on one shoulder. Where he’d gotten his paws on either, Keith still didn’t know, but he wasn’t going to be asking any questions.

“Ahh!” Bob said, sinking into the tub. “Now that’s the good stuff.”

“You’re up early,” Keith noted.

“How could I sleep in where there’s breakfast to be eaten and epic items to be inspected?” Bob asked, pumping one of his fuzzy paws.

“Tac woke you up, didn’t he?” Keith said.

“Rotten, no good, poophead artificial mind,” Bob muttered. “He wanted me to be in on the conversation so he wouldn’t have to repeat anything later. Like that lazy bum has anything to do anyway.”

“Ey! I resent that lazy bum bit, monkey,” Tac said. “I work harder than all youse put together! I orchestrated the downfall of a city while you were pooping.”

“No, you didn’t,” Keith said.

“And don’t start an argument with him, Bob, it’s not worth it.”

“Hey!”

Keith ignored Tac’s complaint and closed his eyes, tuning out the artificial mind and enjoying the hot soak. That was until Bob’s stomach began growling loudly and the monkey began to complain that he was hungry. Doing a quick check of the time, Keith saw that it would be about an hour until Tac’s predicted time, at which point he’d have to start making the Elixirs.

Seeing as he wanted a good breakfast, which would take a bit of time to prepare, it was probably best if he got out now.

With a groan of protest, he pushed himself out of the warm water and went to dry off. That done, he dressed in a comfortable set of clothing – he wasn’t doing any fighting today, so he saw no need for the armor – and headed downstairs to the kitchen.

It looked as beautiful as ever, with its immaculate finishes and tasteful design. Keith barely noticed as he headed over to their robot chef and queued in their breakfast.

“Can we get some pancakes, sausage, eggs, and some fresh juice?”

Keith then had to give the robot some instructions, but he knew he’d only have to do it once.

“Acknowledged,” the creepy robot voice said. “I have memorized the recipes for future use. Estimated time to completion thirty minutes.”

“But I’m hungry now,” Bob complained, pounding his fuzzy fist on the counter.

“Stop acting like a child, Bob,” Keith said as he pulled the first item for examination from his inventory.

He’d gotten it in the middle of the battle for killing someone twenty levels above his own. It had a strange name to be sure, and it looked even stranger. The item was about the size of an egg and shaped like a top from back on Earth. It was a bright blue in color and had a small red switch poking from the top of the knob.

“What in the world is this thing?” Keith asked, staring at the item as he turned it over in his hands.

He’d never seen anything like it.

“Ooh!” Bob exclaimed, all but hopping in excitement. “It’s an AOE item!”

Before Keith got any more explanation than that, the item’s description popped up, opened by Bob.

Name: Gaylarin’s Moronic Mind

Quality: Legendary+

Type: Area Effect – Psychic

Effects: While spinning, the item unleashes a sonic frequency that imbues psychosis within the area of effect.

AOE: 35 ft

Charges: 5/5

Value: No less than 2 large gold bricks

Though the item’s description wasn’t very informative, such as what exactly ‘psychosis’ meant, the sheer value of the item itself – and Bob’s obvious excitement – told Keith it was a good one, and this was only one of the items he’d received as a result of this quest.

Suddenly, he was a lot more excited to examine the other items he’d received, and he began to pull them from his inventory one by one, until they were all laid out on the table before him.

“Oh-oh-ohooo,” Bob said, all but drooling as he beheld the vast fortune in gear, potions, and other items laid out before him.

Keith excitedly reached for the next item.
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The first thing he reached for was the shining Elixir, the brilliant golden liquid contained within the faceted crystalline bottle telling him this was no ordinary Elixir. It was definitely something far beyond what he could hope to create at the moment.

Name: Spirit Boost Elixir

Quality: Mythical

Item Type: Elixir – Sage

Effects: Permanent +50 to all stats. Upon drinking this Elixir, gain the following effects: All stats are tripled for 1 hour, Armor is boosted by a factor of 10 for 30 minutes, all spell damage is reduced by 90% for 10 minutes, all physical damage is nullified for 3 minutes.

Value: No less than 350 large gold bricks

“Ho-ly cream-filled flaky pastries!” Bob exclaimed, his eyes so wide they looked ready to pop out of the monkey’s skull.

“I concur with the monkey,” Tac said. “But I’d prefer cannoli to cake any day.”

So this was what a Mythical Sage-level Elixir looked like. It was impressive to the point that it made the Grandmaster one he’d gotten a while back look like a complete joke – 50 points to each stat and all the additional effects.

“We’re saving this for the next World Monster,” Keith decided almost immediately.

An advantage like this needed to be saved for a monster of that caliber. Anything less, and it would be wasted.

What would it take for him to get to this level? Keith wondered as he moved on to the next items, a pair of Spell Scrolls sealed with shining green wax of a type he had never seen before.

Name: Neverend Spell Scroll

Quality: Legendary+

Effects: Unleashes a storm of light lances that blights the land, destroying all in its path.

Damage: 6,500 - 8,100 + 2,800 - 3,300 Light

AOE: 150 ft

Additional Effects: Delayed release activation of up to 60 seconds

Value: No less than 95 large & 6 small gold bars

These would be useful. By this point in his career as a monster hunter, monsters tended to have health in the hundreds of thousands to millions, but having something like this in his back pocket would be extremely useful. And not just for monsters either. Though he would have loved to forget about his other enemies, Keith was all too aware that there would be more in the future.

The Necro-Beast Faction was still after him, and he didn’t think that the loss of the assassins of Dark Swarm would stop them from sending more of their own.

“Come on, stop stalling!” Bob said excitedly as he lifted the next item.

It was a ring of shining gold – not regular gold, but rather, a ring that seemed to be made of solid golden-colored light. Strange runes and patterns were intertwined within. Similarly, there was a pendant and bracelet – though it was more of a thick band than a piece of jewelry – made of matching material.

The pendant hung on a slim chain of shimmering light. A single orange stone was set into the center, surrounded by more of the strange runes etched into the forged light. The thick wristband was simpler, appearing more like a large version of the ring.

Name: The Unconquerable Sylven

Quality: Legendary+

Item Type: Ring

Effects: +175 Strength. Once per day, summon the Sylven to grant you greater strength.

Set: 1/3

Set Bonus: Unconquerable Aura

Value: 5 large gold bricks

Name: The Unconquerable Fortress

Quality: Legendary+

Item Type: Pendant

Effects: +175 Endurance. Once per day use the skill Fortress to summon a fortress of stone in a designated area.

Set: 1/3

Set Bonus: Unconquerable Aura

Value: 5 large gold bricks

Name: The Unconquerable Will

Quality: Legendary+

Item Type: Bracelet

Effects: +175 Vitality. Thrice per day, cast Will to restore 100% HP to everyone within 60 ft.

Set: 1/3

Set Bonus: Unconquerable Aura

Value: 5 large gold bricks

“Now that’s interesting,” Tac said. “It’s not letting me see what the Unconquerable Aura can do.”

“Any ideas?” Keith asked Bob.

“Item sets are exceedingly rare,” the guide replied, looking the three of them over. “If I had to guess, these are either based off or are directly related to Alvin’s power. Do you remember that terrifying golden aura that hung around him for the entire battle?”

Keith nodded. How could he forget? With it, Alvin had stopped a Section Boss’s attack with a single hand, though that could have been related to his actual stats. Keith replayed the scene in his mind, seeing the way Alvin casually blocked the blow that could have wiped out half a raid party.

“I’m guessing there’s only one way to find out what it does,” Keith said, going through his list of equipped items and trying to decide what he could live without.

Each of the items only increased a single stat, but with three of them covered, it meant he’d likely only be losing out in Agility. It wasn’t something he wanted to lose, but he could always find something to make up for it.

The ring was an easy enough choice. Sola’s Ring of Endurance had served him well, but it only boosted a single stat by 50 and gave no additional effects. He would be losing out on Stamina, but he’d gain it all back thanks to the pendant.

Keith felt the difference as his Endurance dropped and his Strength rose by a significant margin.

The pendant was a harder pill to swallow, as he could only have one equipped at a time. Shard of Humanity was an item that boosted all his stats by 50, so he’d be losing out in every stat but Endurance. On top of that, it gave him an extra healing and damaging skill, but once again, Keith knew he had to sacrifice in some areas to gain in others. In the worst-case scenario, he could always swap the items back if the set bonus proved to not be all that great.

The difference was felt most where his Agility was concerned. He wasn’t wearing his armor, so it wasn’t as vast, but he knew that even once he donned it, the stat would now be below that 1,000-point threshold. It was something he’d need to correct as soon as possible, especially if he wanted to keep up.

Lucky for him, he was planning on crafting a lot of Elixirs today, and any duds would be going into raising his stats.

Finally, it was the bracelet’s turn, and after discussing it with Tac and Bob, Keith decided to remove his Band of Affluence’s Spiritual Grudge, as Salantoa’s Mighty Totem – and specifically the Shard Sponge skill – was too useful to remove.

Again, Keith felt the dip in stats as his Vitality and Strength dropped this time but felt his Vitality rise again as he equipped it. All told, he didn’t see a massive increase to any of the three stats – aside from Vitality, which had jumped by around 80 – but overall, the three stats went up by a bit each, and Keith knew from experience that every little bit counted.

“So?” Bob asked, looking him over. “Do you feel any different?”

Keith opened his mouth to reply that he didn’t when a new notification popped up before him.

New Conditional Skill: Unconquerable Aura has been learned!

Unconquerable Aura – Conditional

Level: Intermediate - I

Alvin the Unconquerable had a super-scary glowing aura about him. Some people claimed it let him fly. Others said it made him invulnerable. Others still said it made him the strongest man alive. Now, you get one too! Only this is a baby version. There are no handouts here!

Effects: While active, boosts skill damage by 15%. Increases Armor by 10%. Will make you glow like a bonfire. This skill can be toggled on and off.

Note: This is a Conditional skill. If any of the requisite items are removed, you will lose access to this skill, though not the progress you’ve made in raising it.

Now this was interesting – a skill that would only remain so long as he wore the full set. It was disappointing that he didn’t gain immediate access to an extremely powerful skill, but if the description was to be believed, it would grow exponentially stronger over time. He could work with that.

“We can’t hang onto those items forever,” Tac jumped in. “At some point, you’re gonna have to make the effort to learn it on your own.”

“Would it even be possible?” Keith asked out loud.

“It could be,” Bob answered as he browsed the skill. “Conditional skills are funny that way. You know them and you also don’t. It’s kind of like how you forgot a bunch of skills, and suddenly, the knowledge of how they work is no longer there. You can study all you like, but once the skill is gone, so is your knowledge of how it functions.”

“Even if we write it down?” Tac asked. “Mama always told me to write things down so I didn’t forget.”

“If it were that simple, Conditional skills wouldn’t exist,” Keith said, rubbing his chin. “But if there is a way, we’ll figure it out.”

He had a Sage-level skill to help with his learning and comprehension, and Tac on top of that. Keith was sure that if they put in the work, they’d be able to figure it all out. Regardless, he was going to keep these items on.

Just to test it out, Keith mentally switched the skill on.

“Gah!” Bob yelled, throwing his hands up before his eyes. “Warn a monkey next time!”

The skill description was not exaggerating about how bright the skill was, and golden light blazed around him like a second sun. Keith could feel the difference in his armor just by standing there, but he could also see why no one would want this skill to be constantly active. Sneaking up on anyone would basically be impossible. With a thought, the light vanished, leaving Bob to rub his eyes and grumble under his breath.

There were only three items left to examine – or rather, two items and a small wooden crate. Lifting the lid off the box, Keith saw neat rows of emerald flasks lined up. Removing one, he examined the shimmering liquid. It was thick and viscous, and yet at the same time, he could see straight through it, as though it were made of pure water.

Name: Perfect Restoration Potion

Quality: Legendary

Effects: Restores the body to pristine condition and instantly restores 5,000 HP & Stamina. Prevents Fatigue-related debuffs for 10 hours. Prevents all poisoning. Cuts your food needs in half.

Value: No less than 20 large gold bars

Keith had never seen a Perfect potion before, but as far as grades went, he knew there was nothing higher. This was, without a doubt, the best healing potion he had ever held.

“Not sure about the food thing,” Bob said. “But everything else looks pretty good.”

This left only two items, a beautiful crossbow and a clear glass box with a shimmering orb of light at its center. The light constantly shifted in color, moving across the entire spectrum of the rainbow, though it always maintained a perfect spherical shape.

The crossbow was made of a polished brown metal with a gleaming string of gold, much like the string of the pendant he now wore. The bow curved back, both sides extending far for such a small weapon, and were made of a gleaming blue metal that looked like mithril, though the color seemed just a bit off.

“Which are we examining next?” Keith asked, knowing that at least one of them would be amazing.

“We’re saving the best for last,” Bob said excitedly. “Now, let’s see that bow!”

This surprised Keith, as he’d been expecting the bow to be the best of the lot, but Bob would know better than he would. He pulled up the crossbow’s description, immediately knowing that he would be swapping his current one with this one. Though he could no longer equip multiple items at the same time and gain their effects, he could place items in his inventory in a way that would allow him to access them quickly. On top of that, he could dual-wield weapons of different types, thanks to his Title, and this crossbow was far better than the one he currently used as his main.

Meteor-King Launcher

Quality: Legendary+

Damage: 680-760

Requirements: Sage-rank Bow skill

Restrictions: Bow-based Class

Effects: Thrice per day, cast the skill Divine Lancer to unleash a rain of burning bolts from above. Once per day, cast the skill Meteor King to inflict Strength X25 damage to a single target.

Additional Effects: Goldlight bolts are automatically slotted into the string when raised to fire. 100% chance to Burn. 80% chance to detonate. 45% chance to inflict double damage. 6% chance to Instakill. 5% chance to obliterate everything in a 50-foot radius.

Value: 2 large & 7 small gold bricks

“Is it just me, or was your last crossbow better?” Tac asked as Keith slotted it into the ready position.

“It does more damage,” Bob said. “And it also has more uses of its main skill.”

“We still need to test it to be sure,” Keith said. “But if we’re comparing this to the hammer I have, then it definitely is worse. For a Legendary+ item’s value to barely be higher than a regular Legendary means it can’t be all that much better.”

“Hey, there is a vast range within any level of item quality,” Bob said. “But you already know that. Speaking of item quality, let’s look at the sweetest one of them all.”

The monkey was rubbing his hands together and all but cackling in glee. Keith pulled up the description of the final item he’d received from the Spirit of War’s quest. Suffice it to say he was not disappointed.

Name: Weapon Up-Classer

Quality: Ancient

Effects: When applied by a smith of sufficient skill, this item will raise the Quality of a single weapon by one stage, excluding World.

Value: 5,000 large gold bricks.
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Though Keith was tempted to save this item until he could get ahold of a Mythical quality weapon, he knew from experience that keeping something like this in reserve would not be a good idea. He could save the elixir since its secondary effects would be temporary, but a more powerful weapon could be the difference between life and death. He decided that when Astrid and the others showed up with his equipment and requests, he would ask for a smith with the ability to work with this item.

“Well, I think that’s enough excitement for now,” Keith said, stashing the last of the items and checking the time.

The robot chef was nearly done, and the wonderful smells of the cooking breakfast filled the kitchen, making Keith’s mouth water. He didn’t have much else to do, so for the last few minutes, Keith sat on the ground and meditated to raise his focus ahead of the long day of crafting.

He knew that the longer one concentrated on a single project, the more likely they were to make mistakes. Having his focus increased by his Judgment skill would make things significantly easier.

After only three minutes, he felt his mind sharpen and his thoughts become clearer and more easily controlled. Unfortunately, that was all he had time for before the robot announced the food was ready.

“Oh, sweet, sweet cakes,” Bob drooled, hopping up onto the table.

Keith smacked his paw away from the plate.

“You can have a pancake after you’ve eaten your eggs and vegetables.”

“But I hate vegetables, I want pancakes!”

“Pancakes are for dessert, Bob,” Keith replied calmly.

Bob gave him the stink eye, but Keith ignored it as he dug into his breakfast. He liked a lot of the food in Raiah, but nothing beat the food from back home. It all went by far too quickly, and before he knew it, he was heading up and out of the bunker, Bob clinging to his shoulder and grumbling about how few pancakes he’d received.

Bright sunlight hit him as soon as the hatch slid open, revealing a crystal-clear sky so blue it looked unnatural. Climbing out of the bunker, Keith collapsed it and stored it in his inventory, then sat on a nearby boulder and waited for the others to come.

From his vantage, he could see the city, men and women in uniforms moving about, clearing rubble and helping people out where they could. He wasn’t sure how Alessandra had managed it, but things seemed to be moving along smoothly with the cleanup effort. The weather was pleasant in the Unconquerable Faction, as it was closer to the center of the continent. Keith knew that the further north he went, the colder the weather would become, but he wasn’t planning on heading in that direction until he was ready to move on from the Fourliance or if the World Monster was located there.

He could hear shouts from the city below as people went about their business, but he tuned them all out, waiting patiently for his expected company to arrive. It didn’t take long for the four leaders of the alliance to appear over the hill. They didn’t carry anything with them, but that didn’t matter. He was sure they had everything they could need in their inventories.

“Did everyone decide what they want?” Keith asked.

Rin and Alessandra each told him what they wanted, pulling the needed ingredients from their inventories and setting them at his feet.

“Once you’re able, I would like my armies returned to our territory,” Rin said before she left.

“We’ll be staying here a few days longer,” Astrid said. “To help with clearing the debris. So long as you would be generous enough to return us to the capital once we’ve finished.”

“I can agree to that,” Keith said, looking at Sigurd as the man pulled several poles from his inventory and began erecting them.

The frame of a small gazebo soon became apparent as the man pulled a thick tarp from his inventory and draped it over the top.

“Sigurd is one of our top alchemists,” Astrid said. “I would help you myself, but I’m afraid my talents lie elsewhere. I hope his skills will suffice in refining any further compounds you might need.”

Keith had been a bit worried about the stock of purified water he’d been given, but if he was going to have an alchemist help him with his work, he was good with that. He had a nice stock of Monster Essence from the battle, collected from the corpses of those strewn across the battlefield. His supply wasn’t limitless. He’d be burning through all of it today, and that would only fulfill around half his promised stock.

The others already knew this though and had agreed to having the remainder delivered over the next few months. Of all the ingredients here, Monster Essence was by far the hardest to come by.

“What kind of elixirs would you like?” Keith asked Astrid as Sigurd set up tables and began producing glassware.

“I would be honored if you would make elixirs of Strength, Agility, and Intelligence,” Astrid said. “They would be the most useful to Sigurd and me as we work to strengthen our positions ahead of a sure reprisal by Necro-Beast.”

Keith nodded. He’d expected as much, after seeing Astrid’s fighting style. She was quick and struck with overwhelming force. Before she went, Keith produced the glass case containing the sphere of shifting colors, holding it up for her to see.

“You wouldn’t happen to know a blacksmith who could work with something like this, would you?”

Astrid’s eyes widened a hair, and then she grimaced.

“We do have top-of-the-line alchemists, but I’m afraid we relied on the Croaker and Beastly Factions for their smiths, as did the Hailstone Faction. The Unconquerable Faction probably had some incredible craftsmen, but most of them were likely killed in the battle. I can check for you, but chances are better than not that you’ll have to go to either the Lihng or Nari Factions to find someone who could work on this.”

“What level of smith could work on this?” Keith asked. “Would it have to be a Sage?”

“That would depend on the current quality of the weapon,” Astrid said. “Something like this is exceedingly rare. So rare, in fact, that I’ve only ever seen two others, one of which I used to upgrade my mace.”

She patted the flanged mace at her side for emphasis. Keith had seen that weapon in action, and it was incredible. He wasn’t entirely sure how she controlled it, whether it was through a skill or the weapon itself. Astrid would probably tell him if he asked, but Keith was more curious about how to upgrade his weapons.

“If the weapon is of Mythical quality already, you’ll need a Sage, and unfortunately for us all, there’s not a single Sage-level smith on the continent, though I have heard rumors that there is one in the Frigid Seas. If the weapon is only Legendary+, then a Grandmaster should suffice.”

Keith thanked her for the intel, and she bowed low at the waist.

“I will see you again soon, Overlord,” she said.

“You need to stop with that,” Keith said. “I’m no one’s overlord.”

“You gave me a new purpose in my life when you released that song across the continent,” Astrid said. “Everything was hollow and without purpose. Power for power’s sake. Now, I have meaning to my life, and my actions will make a real difference. For that, you have my eternal gratitude and undying loyalty. What else should I call you, if not Overlord?”

“How about you just call me Keith? Everyone else does.”

Astrid looked horrified by the very idea, but when Keith told her it would make him happy if she did, she readily agreed.

That done, Astrid took her leave, leaving him alone with Sigurd as the man piled ingredients up on the table.

“So, Overlord, what are we working on first?” Sigurd asked, seeming eager.

“It’s Keith,” he said flatly. “If you call me anything else, I’m kicking you out.”

Sigurd bobbed in head in acknowledgement, apparently not wanting to miss seeing the crafting of an Elixir.

“And to answer your question, we’re going to start with mana elixirs,” he said, pulling up the recipe in question.

Master Mage

Level: Advanced or Higher

(2) Type I ‘Epic’ or better Monster Essence

(1) 6 oz vial of pure iron shavings

(1) 4 oz vial pure copper shavings

(1) 10 oz bar refined steel

(1) 24 oz vial Purified Water

(2) 5 oz vials powdered monster skull

(1) 2 oz vial ‘Epic’ or better powdered Monster Core

(3) Drops Electraberry extract

(10) Drops Jiggleberry extract

(2) 10 oz vials of pure mana

Though it would cost him two Monster Essence to craft this recipe, he and Tac believed that due to the volume of Purified Water, the insane amount of pure mana, and the increased presence of other ingredients, this recipe would craft a minimum of three vials of Elixir, though they were hoping for four. Keith was going to do his best today to craft only Advanced Elixirs, as they would give him the best chance to increase the level of his Spirit Crafting.

As he gave instructions and was handed the items one by one, Keith found that he liked having someone assisting him. Things went far smoother with someone knowledgeable about alchemy. He never had to double-check to be sure he was handed the right item, as Sigurd knew these ingredients better than he ever could.

Keith poured the iron and copper shavings in a large glass flask, followed by the bar of refined steel. It was a first for him, using a blended metal in an Elixir, but the metal shone a bright silver, showing it was perfectly pure in every way.

“How is it that all of these ingredients were readily available?” Keith asked.

He’d been curious about this, as when he’d made the offer, he half-expected them to say they needed time to gather the necessary materials.

“We have a lot of alchemists, even among our soldiers,” Sigurd said, handing him the purified water, carefully measured and weighed. “Astrid and I were able to gather almost everything we needed by simply going around and asking. We provide all of the materials, as the alchemists are salaried, and while they were curious, they all knew better than to ask any questions.”

Keith nodded along as he added the powdered monster skull and core, watching the water turn murky and grainy. The Electraberry extract was a vivid blue and dyed the water as it flowed down into the beaker, leaving smoky trails in its wake. The Jiggleberry extract came next, and finally, the vials of purified mana.

Each one glowed a brilliant blue, the liquid viscous as it was emptied into the beaker. Sigurd stared, knowing this was the end of the ingredients list, clearly waiting for something to happen. Keith already knew nothing would until he added the final ingredient.

Reaching into his inventory, he removed two tiny specks of glowing blue – the Essence of a dead monster’s soul, trapped by the force of his skill. Sigurd watched with fascination as Keith dropped both into the beaker.

Immediately, the liquid began to shimmer and froth as a small portion of it boiled away in an instant. Thankfully, it wasn’t as much as the Monster Soul elixir, as only a quarter of the contents vanished over the course of the next fifteen seconds. The liquid turned a deep azure blue, with small motes of deeper cobalt floating within.

“Shame,” Keith said as Sigurd laid out the vials. “Looks like we only succeeded in making an Intermediate batch.”

Keith was happy to see that the resulting elixir filled five vials, which was more than he’d expected. Lifting one of the corked Elixirs, he examined it.

Name: Master Mage

Quality: Rare

Item Type: Elixir – Intermediate

Effects: Permanent +15 to Intelligence. Upon drinking this Elixir, the user’s spells will inflict 15% more damage over the course of 5 minutes.

Value: No less than 6 small gold bricks & 58 large gold bars

“Forgive me if this seems rude,” Sigurd said, staring at one of the vials. “But why do you seem disappointed by something so incredible?”

“I take it you haven’t seen many Elixirs,” Keith replied.

“I’ve seen several in my time. Even taken a few myself, but they are exceedingly expensive and better gear was always a more affordable option.”

“Wait until I craft an Advanced Elixir and you’ll see the difference,” Keith said, packing the five vials into one of the waiting crates. “I need the same ingredients again, in the same order.”

Sigurd did as he was told, handing the same ingredients over again. Once more, Keith only succeeded in an Intermediate batch. Sigurd seemed happy, but Keith was not. He made a third and then fourth batch. It was only on the fifth that he finally succeeded in getting it to the best quality he could currently manage.

“Ah. Now that’s what we’ve been aiming for,” Keith said, smiling as the elixir took on a richer sheen, deeper and lighter motes of blue floating within.

It was immediately obvious that this was of a higher quality, and when he examined it, Keith was quite pleased with the results.

Name: Master Mage

Quality: Epic

Item Type: Elixir – Advanced

Effects: Permanent +33 to Intelligence. Upon drinking this Elixir, the user’s spells will inflict 50% more damage over the course of 5 minutes.

Value: No less than 6 small gold bricks & 58 large gold bars

After taking a single look at the description, Sigurd humbly agreed with Keith’s earlier assessment about Intermediate Elixirs. They could not hold a candle to the Advanced ones. The whole time he worked, Keith’s mind was on the Mythical Elixir he’d gotten as a quest reward. How long would it take him to get to that point, to reach the level of Sage in Spirit Crafting and be able to make masterpieces like that on his own?

That was likely a long way off at the moment, so right now, he just needed to focus on reaching the level of Master.
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Skill: Spirit Crafting has reached Advanced level VII

Keith dismissed the message as he eyed the crates filled with gleaming Elixir bottles. What he had before him was a fortune in large gold bricks, and he was about to give it all away for the promise of a recognized guild and the understanding of future aid, as well as the promise of cooperation between the three factions gathered here.

Darkness had fallen well over four hours ago, and it was approaching midnight, when his World Item would reset and allow him to travel once again. He would be waiting for morning to do so, however, as he wanted another proper night of sleep before going to see Alicia.

Sigurd finished packing away the last of his equipment and stretched, grinning widely as he beheld their day’s work.

“Not bad for one day,” the man joked.

“Not bad? Not bad?! I’ll give you not bad!” Tac yelled in Keith’s mind, before breaking down in sobs. “All that dough flushed down the drain. It ain’t fair, bro. Like the time my cousin Dottie promised us a go in her car, then pushed us down and drove off by herself. She deserved the spanking her mama gave her for that, but we still didn’t get a turn to drive it.”

Keith didn’t want to know what Tac was talking about, so he wisely kept his mouth shut. He’d already called the others here, and they should be arriving any second.

Alessandra was the first to arrive, brushing past the entrance of their erected shelter and stopping short as she caught sight of the crates.

“May I?” she asked hesitantly.

“The one on the far left is yours,” Keith said, wiping his hands on a rag.

The elven woman strode over, reaching in with trembling hands and delicately lifting one of the gleaming blue vials from the velvet lining they’d been using to cushion them. She stared at the elixir for several moments before turning to him.

“Are all of them the same?”

Keith glanced at the vial.

“That’s one of the worst ones,” he said. “You’ll know a better-quality one when you see it.”

He was tired and wanted to get some dinner, soak in a bath, and go to bed. Tomorrow was going to be another long day, and he was going to have to be sharp. Rin appeared as Alessandra continued looking through her crate. She paused at the entryway, as though unsure of what to do next.

“The center one is yours,” Keith said, pointing to the crate as the cloth was pushed aside for a third time, revealing Astrid.

Sigurd lifted the final crate and brought it over to her, whispering a few words before placing a lid over the top. Astrid didn’t examine a single vial but gave Keith a broad smile before turning and leaving.

“Thank you for this,” Alessandra said, lifting her crate and pulling it into her inventory. “I was a bit skeptical, even after you signed the contract, but now I have definitive proof. You have my support and loyalty. For as long as I’m in charge of this faction, you’ll have a recognized branch of your guild in my territory as well.”

With that said, Alessandra left the tent, leaving him alone with Rin, who continued to stare at the crate. Sigurd was outside, in the process of pulling it apart. Rin continued to stare at the contents of the crate in silence, before finally turning to him, her expression stoic.

“I didn’t like you from the second you showed up,” she said plainly. “I didn’t like how you brainwashed Ryuto into following you, and I don’t like how you got him killed. But I also know there’s no other way he would have liked to go out than by fighting Alvin the Unconquerable. I still don’t like you, but I trust your word and your honor. You’ll have a place in the Hailstone Faction as well, though it would be preferred if it was outside the capital.”

“I can agree to that,” Keith said.

He didn’t particularly like the woman either, but his read on her was solid. She was trustworthy, so long as their interests aligned. Once their contract came to an end, he wasn’t so sure that would be the case. Keith was honestly hoping to be back on Earth by that point, living out his life as a normal person with his family.

Rin gave him a curt nod, then headed out of the tent. They’d already decided upon a meeting place for the following morning, where Keith would transport them all. There was nothing more to be said.

“I don’t think we did too badly today,” Bob said as he left the tent and headed for a secluded spot where he could set up his bunker.

“I don’t think we did too badly at all,” Keith agreed.

He’d gained two levels in Spirit Crafting and a whole bunch of weaker elixirs that he got to keep for himself. Anything that had fallen short of the required ten points was now sitting in his inventory, and while some were completely useless – mainly the ones that raised Intelligence – others were not so, like the ones raising Strength, Endurance, and especially Agility.

Once Keith found a good space to set up for the night, he summoned his bunker and climbed down. He gave the robot chef instructions for dinner – something filling that could be ready quickly – before removing all the vials he had available. None had effects so good that he would save them for a fight, so he began downing them, grateful that elixirs never seemed to fill him up.

He felt his stats slowly creeping upward by 4-8 points apiece. It was a wonder that the only elixirs requested were for physical stats, and nothing for Vitality, Wisdom, or Luck, but Keith didn’t mind. Vitality was his highest stat, and he was happy with the others where they were, so long as they didn’t drop below his current level of 65.

By the time Keith was done, he was feeling a bit nauseous, but dinner was just about ready. Pulling up an abbreviated status, he looked over the changes as he headed to the table.

Status (Abbreviated)

Name: Keith the Armageddon Behemoth

Race: Ancient Sortie

Class: Mythic Hunter

Level: 65

XP: 754,427/1,157,400 (Reduced from 1,286,000)

HP: 15,950/15,950

STA: 13,070/13,070

Strength - 1,270 (Base 735)(+48)

Vitality - 1,595 (Base 1,015)

Endurance - 1,307 (Base 704)(+42)

Agility - 1,071 (Base 659)(+90)

Wisdom - 210 (Base 65)

Luck - 260 (Base 65)

Closing his status, Keith sat at the table and ate quickly. Neither he nor Bob felt like doing much talking, the two of them heading up immediately after. Bob crashed right away, while Keith spent a bit of time soaking in a bath before he went to bed.

He was up just a few hours later, doing some quick stretching before donning his armor, poking Bob awake, and going down to grab a quick breakfast. Once they had their fill, they packed up and headed out into the early morning sun. Rin’s forces would be done gathering in the next few minutes, and once Keith dropped them in the capital of the Hailstone Faction, he would be heading back to Lihng Capitol, where Alicia should still be at Luxe Stay.

He was sure he’d have a lot of questions to answer, and he was also sure that it was going to be an awkward conversation about what would come next. He’d lived for hundreds of years and died a dozen times, and yet somehow, these conversations never got any easier.

He stretched as he watched the soldiers gathering below. Casualties during the battle hadn’t been too bad. Thanks to his Sage of War skill and Tac’s constant instructions, the vast majority of the soldiers they’d brought with them had survived. Many of them owed him their lives, as a quick instruction had turned a potentially lethal blow into an injury or nothing at all.

Of course, Tac couldn’t be everywhere at once, and neither could he. He saw more than a few shrouds, and one decorated heavily with dark cloth and embroidered stitching. Keith figured this one was for Ryuto, the former leader of the Hailstone Faction.

Keith spotted Rin walking among her soldiers, shouting to get them into line, so he began heading down to greet them. He summoned his hammer, then split it in two, slotting them into the loops on his belt. His Sacred Armament cloaked his hands, as they were weapons he could use even while wielding others.

“Is everyone ready to go?” Keith asked, stopping at the head of the force.

“Everyone returning with us now,” Rin replied, placing a hand on her hip and glowering. “Many have elected to remain here to help with the restoration of the city. I don’t like it, but we are in an alliance.”

“So why are you annoyed that they’re staying?” Keith asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Because they’re doing it out of conscience instead of logic,” Rin replied. “They feel bad after what they did.”

“Hey! She sounds just like you!” Tac said cheerily.

She didn’t. He wasn’t a heartless monster, though he did think he liked to think with his head instead of with his emotions.

“Good,” Keith said. “Then hang on.”

His armor changed in an instant, swapping over to his Galaxia set. Metallic wings spread out behind him as he launched himself into the air, ascending until he had a good view of everyone gathered below. He didn’t technically need to do this, but having a visual would help ensure he didn’t bring anyone who didn’t want to come back by accident.

Once he was at a good height, he fixed the location in his mind. Now that he’d been there once, he was confident in returning. One second, they were in the Unconquerable Faction’s lands. The next, they were in the Hailstone Capitol.

Thunder rumbled overhead, and the air was chilly. The sky was gray, and the streets were slick with ice and snow. They’d picked the staging area they’d used on the way in, as it was large enough to house such a massive army.

Keith exchanged a single nod with Rin then vanished once again, appearing on the outskirts of Lihng Capitol in the same alley he and Alicia had used not too long ago. If he appeared outside the city, he would need to get in, and he didn’t fancy identifying himself to city guards.

After changing his armor and adjusting his hammers, Keith exited the alley and walked out into the bustling streets of the capital, where he was swept up by the crowds near the city walls. He could see the tracks to his left that would take him deeper into the sprawling city, and along the street, he spotted Luxe Stay, the inn where he’d dropped Alicia before he’d gone to war with Alvin the Unconquerable. The front doors were open, and traffic was already moving in and out of the area.

“What are the odds she’s still there?” Keith asked, taking a breath.

“Oh, she’s there alright,” Tac said. “The probability of her not being there is less than 1%.”

Okay. She was definitely there, which he appreciated. It would save him the time of having to go look for her. With that thought in mind, Keith headed for the open doorway, forcing his heart rate to remain at its normal pace.
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Walking into the familiar entryway, Keith was stopped by an ink elf staffer, who recognized him from his previous stay.

“Charise is just around the corner,” the elf said with a pleasant smile.

Charise was the woman who’d helped him during his previous stays and would undoubtedly know where Alicia was if she wasn’t in her room. Keith followed the corridor, coming around and spotting the ink elf on duty almost immediately. She was helping someone, so he waited calmly for her to finish, looking around the narrow corridor and remembering his first time in here.

They’d been waiting next to a father and daughter, the latter of whom had had an obvious crush on him. The father had tried to sell his daughter to him. Keith remembered punching the man in the face.

“Good times,” Tac said. “Some of my favorite memories with Papa were from our beatdowns of the locals when they didn’t wanna pay protection.”

“Keith, right?” Charise said as he approached the counter. “I take it you’re looking for Alicia?”

“Yes,” Keith replied. “She’s…okay?”

Charise held a finger up to her lips, then motioned him to follow her, pulling the small rope aside and letting him through. Only once they were walking through the private corridors leading up to the Ultimate Suite did the woman speak again.

“Do you have any idea what kind of trouble you could have gotten me in?” she asked, though not in an unpleasant tone.

Clearly, her professionalism wouldn’t allow her to yell at a paying customer.

“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you she’d been cursed,” Keith replied. “I know it wasn’t right of me to put her on you like that, but I needed somewhere safe where no one would think to look.”

“Well, you’re lucky I was the one sent to check on her the morning after you dropped her off. Anyone else would have gone to management, but I told everyone she was fine and kept her safe until she woke up. She was extremely disoriented when she did, and she’s been asking for you since yesterday. By the way, your stay is already up, so, if you want to keep…”

She trailed off as Keith extended four large gold bars.

“For one more night,” he said.

“It’s only three per night,” Charise replied.

“I know,” Keith said.

The corners of the woman’s eyes crinkled as she tucked the final gold bar away. Clearly, she was happy with the tip, as she didn’t complain any further. She escorted him to the end of the hall, where she rapped on the door.

“Alicia, your friend Keith is here.”

She waited there with him until the door opened, revealing the worried but familiar face of the ink elf, Alicia. Her expression of worry vanished in an instant, replaced by relief as she threw the door wide and lunged forward, wrapping her arms around his neck.

Charise slipped away, silently moving down the hall.

“Oh. It’s such a relief to see you,” she said, pulling back and looking him over. “Are you hurt?”

“I’m fine,” Keith said. “Thanks to you. Would you mind if I come in, and we can talk?”

“Of course! How rude of me,” Alicia said, giving him a soft smile as she stepped aside and allowed him to enter.

The room was oddly messy, though given how she’d likely been for the past few days, he wasn’t going to fault her for not cleaning up after herself once she woke. He took a seat in one of the armchairs, and she sat opposite him. She was dressed in one of the inn’s robes, her blue-gray skin peeking through where it crossed over her chest.

“Before I begin, I have to ask what you can remember,” Keith said. “This way, I know what I can skip.”

“I remember everything, right up to the point where I jumped in front of a spell aimed at you,” Alicia said, her cheeks going a bit darker.

“Well, I guess that’ll make things easy,” Keith said, crossing his arms. “You were hit by a Death Curse, one that would have killed you had I not made a deal with the Spirit of War. The price to save you was the death of Alvin the Unconquerable. I didn’t have very long to act, so I used one of my World Items to make all pure humans on the continent see me favorably. Then, I transferred the entire army with another World Item to Alvin’s gates. We crushed them, and I killed Alvin with my own two hands. We’re now in an alliance with the Alchemist, Hailstone, and what remains of the Unconquerable Faction. That’s basically it in a nutshell.”

He went silent after that and left Alicia to stare at him wide-eyed.

“There’s about a 50% chance she’s gonna freak out.”

Alicia, thankfully, did not freak out, though she let out a long, shuddering breath, then pulled her knees up to her chest, wrapping her arms around them.

“That’s a lot,” she said, shaking her head. “I mean, I do believe you, but still…You killed Alvin the Unconquerable for me.”

“Oh, shoot, things are about to get serious, bro. She’s definitely gonna make some big romantic gesture. Better nip it in the bud. Though, if you want my advice, just let it happen. She’s hotter than the sand on a beach on your bare tootsies!”

“You saved my life,” Keith said. “It was only right to repay the favor.”

Alicia let out a laugh at that, tears beading in the corners of her bright, blue eyes.

“I told you once before that no man has ever gone as far for me as you have, and at this point, I doubt anyone could. Keith, I don’t know how else to say this, but I really like you. I really, really like you. I may have hesitated or held back before, but almost dying again showed me that life is too short for hesitation.”

Alicia stood then and crossed the distance, leaning down to kiss him, but Keith raised a hand, stopping her.

“I’m not going to lie and say that I don’t want you to,” he said softly. “Because that wouldn’t be fair to you. Yes, you’re younger than I am, but you’re a wonderful and caring person. It is because of that that I have to turn you down. You have a daughter and brother who are counting on you, while I have a mission of my own. A mission that has nearly gotten you killed more than once. I’ve lost a lot of people in my life, and I don’t want to lose you too, and I don’t want to be the reason your daughter grows up without her mother.”

Alicia stood there, leaning over him, hands on his shoulders and lips just inches from his own. In that moment, he could see the distance growing between them as the hurt set in. She tried to hide it as she slowly pulled back, forcing a pained smile onto her lips.

“That’s just my luck, isn’t it?” she said, her voice tight. “I finally meet a decent man who’s willing to go to war with the most powerful man on the continent for me, but he won’t have me because he cares about me. Isn’t that a kick in the teeth?”

“I’m sorry,” Keith said gently.

“I know you are,” Alicia replied as she slowly sank into her seat. “That’s what makes it even worse. I can’t hate you, and it only makes me want to be with you even more. I’m old enough to know better, but the rejection still hurts.”

She sighed, long and hard, before looking up to meet his eyes.

“I take it you’re not going to be sticking around?”

“I just needed to make sure you were okay before I left,” Keith said. “I’ve paid for the room through tomorrow, so there’s no need to rush out, and I’ll be by to visit again before you know it. I’m sure Fall is taking advantage of the workers we supplied for him, and soon, you and your family will be some of the wealthiest in all of the Fourliance.”

Alicia sniffed once, then nodded. Keith rose and she rose with him.

“Can I at least get a hug before you disappear for who knows how long?”

“It’s a trap! Oh…never mind, it’s not. Holy cannoli, this woman is amazing. Bro, as your personal wingman, I feel like I should tell you you’re making a big mistake.”

Keith hugged Alicia, squeezing her tight, before releasing the woman and heading to the door. There was no need to drag this out any longer than needed. It would only make things harder.

“Take care of yourself, Keith,” she said, clearly fighting back tears.

“You too,” he replied, then he headed out of the room.

He could hear the sobs through the door as it closed. For a moment, he was tempted to turn back and tell her it was all a big mistake, that he would be grateful if she were to give him a chance. Then he closed his eyes and took a breath. Faces flashed before his eyes. The faces of those who’d left him, and those he had left.

Keith remembered his mother, his father, and his little brother. They were all counting on him, and the longer he delayed, the greater the chance he would never see them again. He needed to regain his edge. He was starting to care too much about the people in this world, and that could lead to negligence. Negligence that may very well lead to his death, after which he’d be stuck as the Trickster’s slave for all of eternity.

Despite that knowledge, it took him longer than he’d have liked to force his feet to start moving, disciplining himself as he had in the past and forcing down his emotions. Images of possible futures flashed in his mind as he walked down the corridor. Images of him with Alicia, having given up on the dangers of monster hunting, and instead, enjoying a nice, quiet life here with her and her daughter. Perhaps they'd even have more children of their own together.

He was ranked as a Sage in multiple skills, which meant his lifespan would stretch significantly longer than was natural. With his knowledge, he could help Alicia achieve the same.

And then he’d be giving up on any chance of seeing his own family again.

His mind told him that time was meaningless here. That as soon as all the World Monsters were dead, everyone would be returned to the point before the accident, and it would be as though none of it had ever happened. What were a few more decades in the scheme of things?

But Keith already knew this was false. If he gave in now, he would lose his edge, as he had so many times before. As soon as that happened, he would grow weak and complacent, and then one day, he’d wake to find everyone he loved in the world dead and buried, while he, weakened and unable to defend himself, lost his final life.

“Will you be back later in the day sir?” Charise asked. “I’ll be off duty, so I can leave you with a key to show the person who’ll be on staff. Should save you some time.”

“No,” Keith said, giving her a tight smile. “I won’t be coming back.”

With that said, he strode down the corridor and out through the open door, back into the city proper. He was committed now. No more distractions.

Or so he hoped.
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Keith got in line for the speeder cart – Lihng Capitol’s version of a train – at the station just a few minutes from the inn. His last trip using the speeder cart hadn’t exactly been pleasant, but it was the fastest way to travel through the massive city without using something like his World Item, whose charges had been used up for the day.

“Man, I did not miss taking this thing,” Bob said as Keith got into the cart and found his seat.

He needed to make it back to the southwest market quadrant and find the shop where Hunk worked. He was the only one who might be able to upgrade his hammer from Legendary+ to Mythical. Well, either him or the other Grandmaster smith who worked in the shop.

Keith paid more attention to the blurring landscape this time and tried his best to ignore the oversized ramian – a beast-monster sheep man – sitting next to him and encroaching into his seat with his thick woolen coat. The man smelled like a farm, and not in a good way. It was especially difficult on Keith’s sensitive nose.

It seemed that no matter how many times he had to take this train system, it was going to be unpleasant. Still, if he wanted to reach the market district before the end of the day, this was the fastest way to do it. The ramian got off after only a couple of hours but was replaced by an overweight elven man who continuously ate what smelled like actual cloves of garlic, which made the ride nearly unbearable.

The man got off only a single stop before Keith himself did, by which point, he didn’t care about the teen elf boy who sat next to him, staring a hole through the side of his head the entire time.

“We are never taking that speeder cart again,” Keith said as they stepped off.

“Oh, thank the Spirits,” Bob groaned from his position, limp as a rag over Keith’s shoulder. “I think the smell has become permanently attached to my fur.”

“Man, that place never gets old,” Tac said wistfully. “I wish there would have been at least one mugging, though. You know, for old time’s sake.”

The entire trip had taken roughly six hours, and now they had another two hours of walking before they’d reach the market quadrant they were looking for. Keith and Bob were both hungry so they stopped by a roadside vendor to pick up a few skewers of meat and a loaf of bread for the road.

Walking in this weather was pleasant enough, and Keith made sure to take in the sights as he walked. He had to be careful to avoid humans, as he didn’t want a scene in the streets, but thankfully, the crowds were thick, and it was easy to hide his face when needed.

“What’s the plan?” Bob asked. “It’ll take more than a couple of hours to reforge that hammer. Are we going to stay in the city again?”

“We’ll see if we can track Sylvie down and see how she’s doing,” Keith said. “I’m sure she and her family would be happy to put us up for the night again, and it’ll save us from potentially running into anyone we don’t want to.”

Tac’s constant stream of information was keeping him out of trouble, but an inn in a city this big would be too conspicuous. Staying by the border was one thing, but here at the heart of the city, close to the faction head’s seat of power, would be too much of a risk.

“How are we going to track them down?” Bob asked. “It’s not like they told us where they were going to move, and there’s no way they stayed in that dump once they had the money to get out.”

“Do you have so little faith in my tracking abilities?” Keith asked.

“No, but it’s a big city. They could have ended up anywhere.”

“Not anywhere,” Keith said. “Sylvie and her husband want to open a spice and tea shop in a place where there’s a lot of demand. She’s been working close to the docks for the last few years and would want to be somewhere familiar. On top of that, all their friends would still be living in the gated community where her family’s been living for the last few years. So, if I had to guess, she’d have chosen a location along the route between the docks and said community. As for where she chose to live, that might be a bit harder to figure out, but if we really needed to know, we could always go down and ask that friendly oxian who she used to work for.”

“You don’t think he’ll try to murder us for costing him his secretary?” Bob asked.

“There’s only a 10% chance of that happening, bro,” Tac said.

They reached the blacksmith’s shop at around four in the afternoon. Traffic was still pretty heavy, but once he made his way in, things calmed down somewhat. Still, this was one of the largest shops in the city as far as arms and armor went, so he had to wait in line for nearly twenty minutes before being helped.

“What can I do for you today?” asked a fair-skinned elf with wispy black hair.

He looked harried and exhausted, so Keith got straight to the point.

“I’ve got an item that needs forging,” Keith said, removing the hammers from his belt and placing them on the counter. “From what I can see, only a Grandmaster smith would be able to work them.”

“Have you been here before?” the elf asked, looking down at the twin hammers.

Some of the exhaustion left him as he stared at them with obvious appreciation. Keith had been to many shops in this world where the people manning the counters had no idea what they were looking at. Here, the employees all seemed to know quality when they saw it.

“Yes,” Keith said, rapping his breastplate for attention. “Hunk helped to finish this.”

The elf looked up, eyeing the breastplate – and then the rest of his armor – with ever-widening eyes. He knew they got expensive items in here on occasion, but for the most part, it was just standard equipment.

“Let me see if he’s available,” the elf said. “Just a moment.”

He disappeared into the back room, returning a few moments later.

“Hunk is busy at the moment with something pretty concentration-heavy, but Grandmaster Farah, our other smith, has a few minutes. If you’d prefer to work with Hunk, we can always get the inn where you’d be staying and send a messenger once he’s free.”

“Farah is fine,” Keith said, remembering Hunk having mentioned her before.

While Hunk could likely work on his hammers, he specialized as an artificer, someone who worked on automatons. From what Keith had understood, Farah was focused more on the crafting of weapons and armor and would likely be the better person for the job.

“Follow me then,” the elf said, pulling the counter up and allowing Keith through.

He followed the familiar corridor around, hearing loud clanging all the while, until they reached a closed door. The elf knocked once, and a light, feminine voice called through the door for them to enter.

Keith hadn’t been sure what to expect from the female smith Farah, but he certainly hadn’t expected a blonde human woman who appeared to be no older than him. She was half-turned away from them when they entered, but as she turned, her bright blue eyes locking onto his, her eyes went wide.

“This is Keith,” the elf said. “The customer who’s looking to have some work done on his hammers.”

Farah was silent for a few moments, then seemed to shake herself from her stupor.

“Well, it is certainly an honor to meet you, Keith,” she said, striding over to shake his hand.

The elf slipped away, allowing the door to bang shut behind him, and only once it was closed did Farah’s surprisingly strong grip loosen.

“You’re him,” she said, taking a step back. “You’re the Keith, aren’t you? I can feel it deep down in my bones.”

“Yes, that would be me,” Keith said. “Thanks for not saying anything while the elf was here.”

“And give your identity away?” she asked. “I wouldn’t dream of it, not after what you did for me! Honestly, if I hadn’t just gotten married, I’d kiss you for what you did for me!”

“Well, that’s a relief,” Bob muttered. “Maybe you can teach me some of that charm. Get the monkey ladies throwing themselves at me for a change.”

“I’d hit a rut,” Farah continued, moving about her forge, as she cleared one of the tables, stacking glittering ingots of an unknown metal into a neat stack and clearing some space. “I was stuck in my smithing and didn’t know if I would ever be able to get any further.”

She paused, her youthful face taking on a faraway, dreamy look.

“Then I heard the song, and everything changed. My whole outlook and approach to how I plied my craft shifted. Suddenly, I could see things I’d never even imagined! My smithing skill has risen an entire two levels since I heard the song, and at this rate, I might never become a Sage, but my understanding of smithing has improved by leaps and bounds!”

Keith would have been an idiot to pass up such an obvious opportunity.

“I’m glad to have helped,” he said, laying the hammers on the table and rejoining them to one. “I do have to ask if you’re attached to your job here though.”

“I like it here,” Farah said with a shrug as she ran smooth fingers over the haft of the weapon. “The pay’s alright, and I get to work on plenty of interesting projects. Why do you ask?”

“I’m asking because my guild needs talented smiths, and from what I hear, you’re one of the best around.”

Keith examined her, even as he spoke, pulling up the woman’s information.

Name: Farah the Oresmith

Race: Human

Class: Artisan Smith

Level: 51

Doing a deep dive into her status, he could see she had several skills pertaining to smithing, many of which were at the Master level. Her overall smithing skill was indeed at the Grandmaster level. Grandmaster 7 to be exact, putting her just a few away from the coveted rank of Sage.

“I would love to come help you,” Farah said, practically beaming. “But I’d need to talk to my husband about it first. We’ll want to know about pay, what I’ll be working on, and so forth. I want to come help you, but I also need to think about my family.”

“What does your husband do, and is he human as well?”

“Yes, he’s human, and he’s a soldier by trade. Your song affected him as well, and he and several others had been talking about trying to find you. No one knew where you were, and to think, you were in the Lihng territory all along!”

“I wasn’t, actually,” Keith said. “I was in Alchemist territory. That aside, can you tell me what your pay is here? Or does it depend on the project?”

“Most of my work is done hourly, through the shop itself,” Farah said. “They pay me a weekly wage of three large gold bars for my effort and expertise, but when an especially complicated or high-profile project comes in, I get to charge for my time, and I earn a commission rather than hourly pay.”

“Wow. Sounds like she’s rich,” Tac said. “Good luck giving her a better offer.”

“Before I make my offer, let me tell you a bit about the We Hunt Monsters Guild,” Keith said.

Farah had finished her examination of the hammer and was staring at him in rapt attention. Bob crunched on a nut, dropping the shells on the floor, but she didn’t seem to mind.

“We’re a recognized guild on three continents,” Keith began. “We’re recognized by the Royal Guild of Humania and by Grand Chieftain Fendor Eerie of Beastland. We’ve now been recognized by three factions here in the Fourliance. My goal in coming here was to establish just such a branch of our guild. As the name implies, we hunt monsters. The ultimate goal of our guild is to eradicate all the World Monsters from each continent. So far, we’ve killed two.

“Once I return to the Alchemist Faction, we’ll be setting up the headquarters of our new branch here in the Fourliance, before I head out on our first raid. We see a massive surplus of monster parts. Extremely rare and valuable monster parts, I might add, as well as rare metals, and other materials.

“There will be other smiths there, but you will be in charge. We’d need someone capable of working with even the rarest of materials, which we expect to be able to get our hands on. On top of that, the items you’d be making would be put to use. With all that said, the guild can pay you four large gold bars per week and give you and your husband free lodging.”

It was a lot of money, but having a Sage-ranked smith working exclusively for them would be huge. Sure, she wasn’t a Sage yet, but he could make sure of that.

“On top of that,” Keith said, dropping his trump card. “I can guarantee you the rank of Sage in your smithing skill.”
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Farah was silent for several moments, as though disbelieving what she was hearing. She swallowed once, opening her mouth, then closing it again. She began to pace.

“You can guarantee that I’ll become a Sage,” she repeated, pausing to look at him.

He didn’t hear any doubt in her voice. She believed him, though he knew he had the World Item to thank for that.

“I myself am a Sage,” Keith said. “And I happen to have a skill that boosts learning speed by a significant margin. If you agree to come join us, I’ll happily teach you the skill. On top of that, I already know from experience that the more advanced an item is, the greater the advancement of your skill. As I already mentioned, you’ll have a constant stream of rare and valuable materials to work with. Not to mention new blueprints and new types of weapons.”

Farah continued pacing for several moments before finally forcing herself to stop and turn to face him.

“I believe everything you’re telling me, but our whole lives are here in Lihng Capitol. Our friends, families, all of our stuff. Even if we agreed to move, it would be a monumental effort on our part. It would take well over a month to even travel to the Alchemist Faction.”

“I could have you there in the blink of an eye,” Keith said. “You, your entire family, and all your belongings. I can move them all over in an instant.”

Farah let out a long breath.

“Can you give me the night to think about it?”

“Take all the time you need,” Keith said. “I’m in no rush. Though I would like not to have to linger here in Lihng Capitol any longer than I have to.”

Farah nodded, letting out a breath.

“Okay. Okay, good. How about we move away from that and to the reason you came here? This hammer looks magnificent, unlike anything I’ve seen before. It’s made using monster parts, that much I can clearly see. The question is, what do you want to do to it? As far as supplementation goes, I’m afraid there’s going to be very little room for improvement, if at all.”

She looked apologetic as she spoke, as though she didn’t like delivering the bad news.

“I received an item recently that I was told would need a Grandmaster smith’s expertise,” Keith said.

He had the distinct pleasure of seeing Farah’s eyes bulge as he removed the Weapon Up-Classer from his inventory and placed it on the counter.

She reached out to it with trembling fingers, lifting the glass box and staring at the item within, as though it were made of solid gold. Then again, it was worth significantly more than a brick of gold, so perhaps that comparison was apt.

“I take it you already know how much this item is worth, right?” Farah asked, finally looking from the item to Keith.

“Yes,” he replied.

It was the single most valuable item he currently owned by a long longshot. 5,000 large gold bricks was a fortune. It came out to be the equivalent of five-million large gold bars. It was so much money that Keith couldn’t even wrap his head around it. If he sold this item – if he could even find a buyer – he would be set for a very long time. He could purchase the very best of everything and never need to worry about money again.

“I’ve never actually seen one before,” Farah said, holding the case tightly. “I’ve had more than one wealthy client ask about one. I know what it’s worth, but if I bring this item to my clients, I’m willing to bet they get into a bidding war over it.”

“Can you imagine the kind of cheddar we could buy with all that dough?” Tac exclaimed.

“I wouldn’t sell it if I were you,” Bob said, quite unexpectedly. “The rarity alone is so high that you’ll probably never see one again.”

Keith agreed with Bob.

“I’d much rather use it,” he said. “Money, I can make any time, and this isn’t an item money can buy.”

“I can’t say I blame you,” Farah said, carefully setting the glass case down on the counter. “Getting the chance to work with something like this can only help my smithing, and I’ll likely never get the chance again.”

There was a sparkle in her eye as she looked between the hammer and the glass case, supporting the swirling sphere of shifting color.

“How long will it take, and how much will it cost?” Keith asked.

“The process doesn’t take very long,” Farah said. “Just a few hours, though it is concentration-heavy. Normally, I’d charge a single small brick for my time and another three for my expertise, but because of what you gave me, I’ll only charge you half. I wish I could do it for free, but they’ll get suspicious if I do something so extreme.”

“That sounds fair to me,” Keith said. “When would you be able to get to it?”

“I can take care of it tonight,” Farah said. “Come back first thing in the morning and I’ll have it ready for you.”

“Sounds good to me,” Keith said. “I’ll see you in the morning then.”

“What are the odds she agrees to join us?” Keith asked as they left the shop.

“There are a lot of factors to consider,” Tac said. “There are a lot of unknowns, like how her family will react. If it was just her, I’d say there’s a 90% chance she says yes. Her husband’s human, and they’re recently married, so a lot more susceptible to suggestions from her. Honestly, I’d give it around 60% odds she agrees, but that’s the best I can give you.”

Keith nodded as he headed down the cobbled streets, noting all the different races crowding in and around him. Here in Lihng territory, there was a lot more variety than in the Alchemist or Hailstone Factions, which were predominantly human. He saw far more elves and beast-monsters than any others, though there was a large variety of each as far as sub-races.

They passed an elf with shining purple skin on their way to the docks. She was clearly female, though her head was completely bare of any hair, including her eyebrows, making her one of the strangest elves Keith had ever seen.

“Violet elves,” Bob said when he asked about it. “They’re uncommon as far as elven sub-races go, but not the rarest. They are pretty strange, so I’d steer clear of them if I were you.”

Keith soon spotted the office where Sylvie used to work and began tracing the path back to her house. As he did, he listened for nearby conversations, rumors, or the like. He was trying to catch any hints of where her new shop might be, but he picked up on a couple of interesting conversations as he walked.

One especially interesting conversation was between a group of soldiers, a pair of ink elves, and two lumbering bearians.

“Are the rumors really true then? That was a World Item we saw?” asked one of the male ink elves.

“Head command is keeping it pretty quiet right now,” one of the bearians said, her voice gravelly and deep. “But, yes, it was a World Item. Something that’s apparently affected only the human population, though. I don’t know much else about it, other than a name that keeps getting passed around.”

“You mean Keith?” said the other ink elf. “I’ve been hearing some rumors, but nothing concrete.”

“I hear that a big portion of the human population wants to leave and go looking for him. There have also been rumors about an attack on the Unconquerable Faction, and from what I hear, they think the two might be connected,” the bearian said. “They’re sending some of the top scouts to see if any of those rumors are true.”

“Is Lihng doing anything about this Keith person then?” asked the other bearian. “If he used a World Item that’s affecting the humans, it could mean trouble.”

“I don’t know,” the female bearian said. “Almost everything I’ve heard has been rumored, though I did hear some whisperings that Kiara herself might have been put in charge of tracking him down. Again, though, I really can’t be sure.”

“You hear anything else of interest?” the first ink elf asked.

“Only that Necro-Beast is pushing harder at the borders. There are also rumors that the monster population is starting to act up. Something’s been riling them up, though with how much has been happening, that’s hardly surprising.”

Keith listened for only a bit longer after that, as the topic changed to conditions on the front lines and their cooks, who couldn’t seem to make a decent meal. Finding nothing else of interest, he moved on down the street, continuing to look and listen.

“Oh, yes! You won’t find anything like it in this part of the city,” an excited female foxian said to a couple of squat dog-people. “They opened just a few days back, but the place is packed. I would recommend trying to get in first thing in the morning.”

“Excuse me,” Keith said, interrupting their conversation. “I couldn’t help but overhear you talking about a tea spot nearby.”

“Oh, not at all,” the foxian woman said. “Yes. It’s a new place run by a couple of acquaintances of mine. I was honestly shocked when they opened up because I didn’t think they had the funding to pull it off…sorry, please forget I mentioned that,” she said, looking embarrassed. “Anyway, it’s called Nice Spice & Tea. It’s just three blocks over that way. It’s the corner store. You can’t miss it. Not with the line they’ve got.”

Keith thanked the woman and then followed her directions.

“Would you look at that line?” Tac exclaimed. “The last time I saw a line that big was by my super-rich cousin Sammy’s 7th birthday party. His mom invited like 500 people, but over a thousand showed up, and they only had room for 600 on the yacht. It was pretty wild.”

Keith eyed the line that stretched along the wall of the building before the shop, stretching across the entire length of the block, then turning the corner. He had no idea how long the line was, but he had no intention of waiting. There was a musclebound boar-man standing by the door, his hairy and beefy arms bulging with rippling muscle.

He looked down at Keith as he approached, the large tusks protruding from his snout giving him a menacing look. When he spoke, he sounded nothing like Keith expected.

“I’m terribly sorry for the inconvenience, sir, but as you can see, there’s a line to get in to the shop, and it wouldn’t be right of me to allow you in ahead of everyone else. If you could please go wait in line, we would greatly appreciate your business.”

“Wow, you’re polite for such a big guy,” Bob said.

The boarian – as Keith saw his race was called – looked at Bob in surprise.

“Never seen one of your kind before,” he said, peering a little closer.

Someone exited the shop, holding a brown paper bag, bulging with ribbon-wrapped boxes and small bags of colorful spices.

The boarian stepped aside and let the next person in line in, then stepped back into place before the door.

“I’m sorry to be a bother,” Keith said. “Would you mind letting Sylvie know her business partner is here?”

The boarian looked surprised at that, but after Keith gave his name – which Tac said only had a 2% chance of being recognized as the person who’d used the Song to Humanity – the boarian’s eyes lit up.

“So, you’re that Keith,” he said, his demeanor becoming even friendlier. “You’re the one who helped Sylvie and Kemyee realize their dreams of opening this place!”

“You knew them before?” Keith asked, surprised.

“Kemyee and I worked together at the grocer’s,” the boarian said with a grimace. “We hated it there, so when Kem said they were opening their own business and offered me a job, I jumped at the opportunity. Please, go on in. You’ll find Sylvie by the back counter. I do have to warn you that it’s pretty crowded though.”

Keith thanked the man as he stepped aside, letting him into the packed store.
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Keith hadn’t been sure what to expect, as there were no windows on the ground level that allowed people to look in. Instead, the windows were placed higher up on the walls, with a massive skylight above, allowing natural sunlight to stream down into the cozy shop. It was part store and part tea shop, each sectioned off by side.

The first thing that hit him as he entered was the smell. The spice was thick in the air and reminded him of fall time back on Earth. Everything was done in dark wood, and the space was packed with people.

One side of the shop was filled with shelves, which were looking shockingly bare, even as foxians moved swiftly in and out of a doorway behind the small counter, carrying wooden crates to restock. The other side of the shop was enclosed with a long railing and littered with round, wooden tables, all of which were completely full.

Another counter stood on this side, where Keith could see a pair of foxians moving busily. Steam wafted in the air, the fragrant teas blending together in a pleasant aroma. There was no wait staff here, and people waited in line to make their orders.

It didn’t take long for him to spot Sylvie. The foxian woman looked harried but happy as she took orders, while the other foxian ran around like a chicken without a head, trying to fulfill them all in as short a time as possible. There was a large board set behind the counter, with the list of available teas for sale, as well as pricing.

Keith got in line and waited his turn, knowing how much stress Sylvie was likely feeling, however, as soon as she spotted him, she broke out into a wide smile. She said something to the man behind the counter, who looked like he was about to faint, then quickly pulled the apron over her head and poked her nose into the room behind.

An instant later, Kemyee appeared, rubbing his eyes, and took the apron in question. He looked exhausted, but much like his wife, appeared to be happy. Sylvie approached Keith with a steaming mug of tea, handing it over proudly.

“I’m surprised to see you back so soon,” she said as he took the mug. “But I’m really glad you’re here. If you wouldn’t mind following me to the back, we can talk in private.”

Keith nodded, glad for the excuse to leave the packed room. Moving into the back of the shop, he was surprised to not only see stacks of crates but also a couple of beds, as well as another doorway, through which Sylvie went.

“Are you all living here?” Keith asked, seeing the extra beds, makeshift kitchen, and other odds and ends.

Sylvie took a seat and gestured for him to do the same. He noticed how tired she looked as she slumped in her chair, letting out an audible sigh of relief as she did.

“It’s been an absolute madhouse since we opened,” Sylvie said with a yawn. “We’ve been living here the past few weeks as we prepared the shop for the grand opening, but once we opened up, things were just so busy and in demand, that we basically blew through everything buying up stock. As you can see, we’ve got almost nothing left, and our next shipment doesn’t come in for another week.

“I honestly wasn’t expecting to have this much success right at the start, but even with the money we used to buy this place, the contractors we had to hire, as well as the staff, we’ve already made everything back in the five days we’ve been open, and we can hardly keep up. We’re only getting busier as the word spreads, and now we’re already dealing with bottlenecks in our supply chain.”

“Firstly, I’m glad to see you’re doing so well,” Keith said, taking a sip from his mug.

It was delicious, lightly spiced and herbal. Having lived in a world that prized tea in his previous life, he’d developed an appreciation for the good stuff, and this was definitely that.

“Would you mind telling me what happened, from the start?”

Sylvie nodded.

“We hit the ground running as soon as you left. I know a lot of people from my days working with Head Captain Montague, so I knew who to speak to about getting what we wanted in. We were extremely lucky, as a merchant from Beastland had just imported some spices and tea blends from Humania. Using my connections, I was able to get at them first. We got everything just before the doors opened for the first time.

“The first day we opened, we’d estimated we would sell between fifty to a hundred pounds of tea, and around half that in spices. We also estimated we’d sell around a hundred cups of tea. What we weren’t expecting was to run through our entire stock in just seven hours! Kem had the foresight to run after our merchant about halfway through the day and purchased everything he had left, but that left us without any money to get housing after we’d paid off our loads and sold our old place.

“We put in the largest order we could afford at the time, and he was kind enough to let us pay upon delivery. The problem now is that we’re nearly out, and delivery times are running at about two weeks each. We’re hitting a serious holdup because we can’t get our hands on supplies fast enough.”

“How much stock did you order?” Keith asked. “Just out of curiosity.”

“Like I said, we were expecting what we bought to last at least two weeks,” Sylvie said. “We were also expecting the first day to be the best, then have traffic slow down. On the first day alone, we sold over 1,500 mugs of tea, 1,000 pounds of spices, and 1,600 pounds of dry tea. We’ve been steadily selling more and more every day since.”

“Bro. I’m gonna be honest here. They can’t sustain that kind of workflow. Not in a space this small, and not with so few staff members. It’s a miracle they’re still going,” Tac said.

“What are you selling your items for?” Keith asked.

“It depends on the specific blends of teas, or spices,” Sylvie replied. “But mugs of tea have been going for an average of five bronze coins per mug and we’ve made nearly four small gold off them in total. Each mug only costs us around a single bronze to produce, and with the cost of staff and the building, we’re making around two bronze per mug in profit.

“The dry teas range from one to five silver coins per pound, depending on the blend. We buy them all as whole leaves and make the blends ourselves, which is why someone can’t just go to the merchant and buy what we make. The same goes for spices, which range from one silver all the way up to twelve silver coins per pound. The average is a bit lower, as we have less of the more expensive blends, and people are likely to buy those by the ounce, rather than pound. In all, we’ve made a bit over twenty large gold between the dry teas and spices, but our cost on those is higher, due to the imports and shipping. So, we’ve only made around nine large gold in profit, and after expenses, we’ve just broken even at a bit over seven large gold.”

“So, what you’re saying is that in just five days, you’ve made everything back from your initial investment,” Keith said. “That’s no small feat. You weren’t kidding when you said this place was starving for a shop like this.”

Sylvie nodded, then rubbed her forehead and let out a low groan.

“It’s unsustainable at your current pace though,” Keith continued.

“I know,” Sylvie said. “My husband and I have been working around the clock, but as I mentioned, everything is happening too fast. Our most popular blends sold out two days ago, and people are still piling in for the less popular ones. From what I hear, there are already people who are offering to buy our most popular spice and tea blends for double, or even triple what we’re charging. It makes me think we’re not charging enough.”

“No,” Keith said. “This is a good thing. High demand with less supply is always good for a business. That said, there’s such a thing as offering too little. So, here’s what we’re going to do. I’m going to stick around for another day or so and get in touch with some of my friends in Humania. Give me a list of everything you need, and let’s see if we can get you a better price and shorter delivery time.

“I have a way of getting a lot of supplies within a day, but I won’t be able to do it all the time. On top of that, I want to expand your shop. In short, I think you’re sitting on a gold mine here and I’m willing to invest more to see you grow faster. This city alone is massive, and the lines are stretching around the corner. Let me take care of getting things moving, and then we can talk more about future plans.”

“I honestly can’t thank you enough,” Sylvie said, looking to be on the verge of tears. “You’ve changed my entire family’s lives, and now you’re just giving us more?”

“I invest in people where I see opportunity,” Keith said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have some contacts to call.”

Sylvie thanked him again as he rose from his seat and took his leave, already reaching for the expensive communicator that would connect him with Jelly.

After a quick call and some threats on the other woman’s end, Keith managed to secure a promise from her to speak with Trapper about gathering all the items. Trapper’s Keep was turning into a major trading hub with their guild’s presence, and commodities like teas and spices flowed regularly through the territory.

Keith then exited the shop and went into the space next door. It was a run-down bookshop that had seen better days. An old man was sitting behind the counter, watching the traffic outside forlornly.

“Can I help you?” he asked, his voice coming out as a light wheeze.

“Yes, actually,” Keith said. “How much would you want for your shop?”

“Excuse me?” the goatian asked, as though unsure of whether he’d heard the question correctly.

“Exactly what I said,” Keith replied. “How much money would you want to sign over the deed to this shop right now?”

The old goatian looked around the space. It was clearly in need of some work, though the space was quite large. He didn’t have much stock on the shelves, and judging by the dust, no one had bought anything in here in quite some time.

“I’d be willing to let it go for seven large gold bars,” the old man said.

It was an exorbitant price, given the likely cost of repairs. Tac’s estimate put it at less than half that, and that was only due to how large it was.

“You’ve got a deal,” Keith said, piling the bars on the counter.

The old goatian couldn’t get the deed out fast enough, and just like that, Keith was the new owner of a bookstore, though he wasn’t planning on keeping it that way. Deed in hand, Keith walked into the next store on the strip and bought it as well for the hefty sum of ten large gold bars. This space was doing a bit better, and the owner was leery of selling until Keith had made an offer they couldn’t refuse.

With that, Keith went to hunt down a contractor, and once he convinced them he wasn’t joking, managed to drag them down to the shops in question. He laid out his plans, taking inspiration from the shop Sylvie and her husband had designed. The entire thing took him well over four hours to arrange, which wasn’t bad, considering the scale of the project, and by that time, the line outside the shop had gone, some of the crowd muttering in anger or disappointment. Apparently, they’d sold out completely, but Keith aimed to change their attitudes come the next day.

Walking back into the shop, he found an exhausted Sylvie sitting at a table with Kemyee, as the four members of their staff cleaned up the tables, swept the floors, and tidied up.

“You two look about ready to drop,” Keith said, making them start.

“You’re back,” Sylvie said, giving him a tired smile.

“It’s good to see you again, Keith,” Kemyee said, giving him a nod. “Sylvie’s filled me in about your plans, but I don’t see how we can get more stock tomorrow. Besides, I don’t think we can handle another day like today.”

“Well, if you’ll all come with me, I think I can change your minds,” Keith said, gesturing to the door, a smile stretching his face from ear to ear.
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“You know, I like killing monsters, but sometimes, it feels good just to do something nice for someone,” Bob said.

Keith walked toward the still-closed smithy, though he knew they would be opening soon. Once he retrieved his hammer, he would be returning to the site of the massive new tea and spice shop, where Sylvie and Kemyee were already hard at work, along with their eight new staff members, in addition to the other four who’d already been working there.

The old bookshop, which had been cleared completely of shelves and stripped down to its bare boards, was now packed with crates of teas and spices, some of which even the two foxians hadn’t seen before.

A line was already forming by the door, where the boarian, Porko was keeping things in order until they could stock the shelves and get the doors open in just thirty minutes. The name wasn’t lost on Tac, who found it to be hilarious.

Keith found that he agreed with Bob’s earlier sentiment. He knew that in just a day or so, he’d be heading out on a mission to bring down a Section Boss, and who knew what would be standing in his path before he got to it? It was nice to be helping this family expand their business – and by extension, his wealth – before he left.

He’d teleported to and from Humania the night before, bringing with him the crates of supplies. While in Trapper’s Keep, he’d visited the expanding guild hall, spoken with Lord Trapper himself, and set up a trade route between Humania and the Fourliance to get these specific items flowing into Lihng Capitol. There were expansion plans in the works, plans to spread shops like these all over the Lihng Faction Alliance, but for now, he would settle for giving them a larger shop.

“Good morning!”

Farah was unlocking the door as Keith approached, and she gave him a wide smile. There were already a few others there, so she didn’t say much until they were back in her smithy, where a large hammer-shaped bulge showed beneath a drop cloth.

“What is it with blacksmiths and dramatic reveals?” Tac asked as the door closed behind them.

“I thought a lot about what you said last night,” Farah said, as she walked around the metal table. “Talked to my husband about it as well. We definitely want to come with you, but our parents need another day to think about it, and we don’t want to leave them behind.”

“That’s fine,” Keith said. “I’m here until tomorrow anyway. So, if you’ve made your minds up by then, I can just take you with me when I head back to the Alchemist Capitol. If not, well, it would be a shame to lose the opportunity, but I’ll understand.”

Farah smiled, seeming relieved that he wasn’t going to pressure her one way or the other.

“Well. Would you like to take a look?” she asked, gesturing to the cloth.

Keith nodded, then waited patiently as she slowly peeled it back, revealing his upgraded hammer. It was beautiful and graceful, and only barely resembled the previous hammer’s appearance. The handle was smooth, as though made of polished wood, though he could see what looked like a leather-woven grip crisscrossing over the entirety of the haft.

The head of the hammer was massive and shone with a green light. The head itself was dark and rough, though if anything, it looked simpler than it had before. A single spot of bright white sat at the center of the head, which appeared hollow throughout, the sphere visible from both sides suspended in the middle. Even as he watched, the sphere slowly shifted color, reminding him of the item that had been used to give this hammer its upgrade.

“Go ahead and pick it up,” Farah said, seeming to be more excited than he was about it.

Keith obliged, lifting the hammer and marveling at its heft and weight. It felt light as a feather, and yet at the same time, he felt like he could crush a boulder to powder with a single swing. The hammer seemed to hum in his grip as he moved it from side to side, a trail of illusory light following in its wake.

As the hammer moved, the sphere at the center of the head began to pulse, and previously invisible lines began to light up, spreading slowly out from the center of the head and covering the entirety of the massive hammerhead until it shone with an intricate web of shimmering veins.

“Stop keeping us in suspense!” Bob said. “Let’s see what this puppy can do!”

Keith didn’t argue, immediately pulling up the hammer’s description, his eyes scanning over the weapon’s properties.

Whispering Wind

Quality: Mythical

Damage: 1,750 + Strength (1,000 + ½ Strength Single)

Requirements: Grandmaster-rank Hammer skill. Grandmaster-rank Heavy Blunt Weaponry skill. 800 Strength, Agility & Endurance. 1,000 Constitution.

Restrictions: Hammer-based Class

Effect: Thrice per day cast the skill Eightfold Blight to inflict 80,000 points of damage to all enemies within 30 Yards of the hammer. Twice per day cast the skill Whispering Burn to quadruple the hammer’s max damage for 180 seconds, Stamina remains frozen while the effect is active. Once per day cast the skill Ghost Strike to strike at any target with a phantom blow for 100 times the hammer’s max damage.

Additional Effects: Can be used as a single or twin and recalled at will. 75% chance to inflict an additional 900-1,100 Poison, Plant, Burn, Earth, or Light damage. 50% chance to inflict additional 900-1,000 crushing damage. 50% chance to inflict Stun. 45% chance to inflict Rayblight. 30% chance to burn, slow, poison, or blight. 22% chance to blind. 20% chance to crush. 10% chance to Instakill.

Value: 186 large gold bricks, 7 small gold brick, 90 large gold bars

“Don’t say it,” Keith warned his monkey companion as he calculated how much damage Ghost Strike would currently do.

“World domination is at hand!” Bob whooped.

“Bro. I agree with the monkey,” Tac said, sounding to be in complete awe. “With your current Strength score, Ghost Strike will do over 300,000 points of damage. You could crush a Raid Boss in a single blow.”

“Just imagine how much stronger this hammer could have been if it had already been at this stage,” Keith said as he split it in two and slotted it into the loops on his belt.

He wasn’t about to complain about the upgrade. This hammer was leaps and bounds ahead of any weapon he currently owned. It made having to go up against a Section Boss seem much more manageable, and though the increase in value wasn’t commensurate to the value of the item he’d used to upgrade it, the sheer difference in power was staggering.

If he used an item to double his Strength, how much more damage would Ghost Strike do? The applications of this hammer were limitless, and he was looking forward to testing it against some monsters.

“You can settle up at the front,” Farah said, seeing how happy he was with it.

“Thank you again for being willing to do the work so quickly,” Keith said. “I’ll be over at the new spice and tea shop all day. If you make up your mind before the end of the day, you can come and find me there. If not, I’ll come by in the morning.”

Keith left the smithy and headed to the front of the shop, where he gladly paid the two small gold bars for the upgrade, then headed back to the tea and spice shop. It was going to be a long but fulfilling day if all went according to plan.

The line was already growing as he approached the spice and tea shop, which had just opened for business. The boarian let him by without any problems this time and Keith entered, seeing customers moving to order tea or grabbing what they could off the shelves. The new hires were already making a huge difference, allowing Sylvie and Kemyee time to make the tea blends in the back of the shop.

He poked his head in, making sure the two of them were handling things well.

“Oh, Keith, thank you so much again for arranging all of this,” Sylvie said, looking up as he entered.

Several open bags of tea sat on the table around her. There was a single open bag in front of her, and she was carefully measuring from each of the open bags and pouring into the empty one. Kemyee was doing the same at a different table, though he was surrounded by spices, rather than teas.

“Yes,” the other foxian agreed. “With extra members of our staff, we can focus on the part of the job that’s actually fun.”

“Well, I’m glad to hear,” Keith said with a grin. “I know you’re both busy, but, when you have a few minutes, I’d like you to swing by next door.”

While the foxians knew he’d purchased the building and was using it as storage, they didn’t know much else aside from that.

“It might be a while,” Sylvie said. “Even with all our new staff, we can barely keep up with making our blends to keep them on the shelves.”

“If you’d like a suggestion,” Keith said. “For the time being at least, until you can find someone you trust with your exact blends to help you, maybe think about doing only a certain number of the most popular blends each day. This way, you can stop yourselves from running ragged, and at the same time, keep people coming back for more.”

With that said, he exited the back room and entered the shop proper. It took him a couple of minutes to navigate the traffic and get out of the shop before heading into the space next door. There, people were working on organizing crates, shifting them to the back of the shop and stacking them neatly, even while one of the construction crews was framing up. He’d promised them extra pay if they could get this place up and running before the end of the day. It might have seemed foolish to some, but the shop was doing less business because there simply wasn’t enough room in which to shop.

Since they were using this space partially for storage, Keith decided to dedicate it to serving hot tea, while the space he’d purchased next to it would be purely for spices. He spent the day going back and forth between the spaces as the interiors were quickly put together. He got to witness what a good construction crew from this world could get done, especially with their high Builder and Contractor skills.

The foreman – that was the beaverian’s title – had a Grandmaster-ranked Contractor skill, as well as a Master-ranked Foreman skill. Due to his work and planning, he was able to keep everything running with an extreme amount of efficiency. So much so that by the halfway point in the day, the hot tea shop was done.

The spice shop would take a bit longer, as it was a larger space and wouldn’t be used for storage. The contractors had already connected the two shops and were just waiting for his say-so to connect the adjoining space to the already-running shop next door.

People had begun to notice what was happening by now, and crowds had gathered to watch as a group of the contractors headed out from the prepped shop and into the running shop.

“I need you all to move next door,” Keith told the people working behind the counter. “Grab all of your equipment and head over that way.”

He’d already told Porko to hold anyone off coming to buy hot tea for the last half hour, so the seating area was pretty bare.

Sylvie came out of the back as the tables and chairs were all gathered and moved from the shop.

“Keith, what’s going on?” she asked nervously.

“Just follow me,” he replied as more contractors came in and began setting up new shelves, setting up a larger area specifically for the dry teas.

Sylvie’s eyes nearly bulged from her head when she walked into the new tea shop, where her employees were already setting up their equipment behind the much larger counter.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t get any more equipment,” Keith said. “But the extra tables should be arriving in the next hour or so. You should easily be able to seat more than double your previous occupancy, and that’s including how much we’re using for storage.”

The design was the same as in the previous spot, except here, they’d added something he’d described for them, something from restaurants back on Earth – booths, with cushioned seating for a more comfortable and private experience.

“Keith, I don’t know what to say,” Sylvie said, staring wide-eyed at what he’d done.

“Just tell me you’ll keep this place as wildly popular as it already is. That’s good enough for me.”

Sylvie hugged him instead.

“Not technically an answer,” Tac said. “But I think we can let it slide just this once.”

“You know she’s married, right?”

“Get an answer from the lady, Keith. Get it now!”
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Keith stretched his arms high over his head, feeling the stiffness in his muscles as he wove his way through the series of narrow alleyways. Tac was feeding him directions, which had been memorized the previous evening when Farah had tracked him back to the shop where he was working to get things done and given him the good news.

The We Hunt Monsters Guild now had their very own Grandmaster smith, and if Keith had anything to say about it, she wouldn’t be a Grandmaster for long.

“Do you think they’ll be mad at you for poaching one of their smiths?” Bob asked. “Because if they are, you might not be able to get Hunk to work on that automaton for you.”

“Ey, if they don’t know we were the ones who poached her, we won’t have any problems,” Tac said.

“Do they know?”

“There’s about a 10% chance they do,” he replied. “Just don’t draw too much attention to yourself over the next few days and you should be fine. It was smart not to meet up at the shop. They definitely would have known if you did that.”

“It’s not smart, it’s common sense,” Keith replied, turning another corner and finally spotting the street he was looking for.

It was quaint, though not too bad looking. The houses here were larger and nicer than those of the foxian area where Sylvie and her family had been living, though it clearly wasn’t a space for the wealthy.

“And here I thought blacksmiths had it made, just like my cousin Denny’s cannoli chain. We all thought he was doing great, staying out of the family business. Then I found out he was whacking people on the side. Anyway, we made fun of him pretty hard for a while after that. So, I guess the moral of the story is don’t open a cannoli chain if you won’t sell other baked goods.”

“Yes,” Bob said flatly. “That’s exactly the same thing as making less money than you thought because of a high smithing skill.”

“The monkey gets it,” Tac said cheerily.

Keith did his best not to roll his eyes. Tac’s rambling rants almost never made sense and somehow always deviated from the topic in the most ridiculous ways. He just chalked it up to the artificial mind’s weirdness and left it at that, though the more he heard from Tac, the more he had to wonder how artificial his mind really was.

“Keith, good morning,” Farah said as she opened the door to one of the larger houses on the block. “Please, come in. Everyone’s eager to meet you!”

Keith followed her into the entryway, through a small corridor and out into the family room, where a group of some fifteen people were standing around and waiting with all of their valuables piled in the room around them.

As one, they all turned at his arrival. They were all human, and he mentally braced himself for the meeting. After much handshaking and a whole bunch of introductions, Keith got to the heart of the matter.

“Alright. So, here’s the plan. I’m not entirely sure where the guild hall is just yet, and I also need to transport some other people today, so we’re heading to the Unconquerable Faction first, and from there, we’ll be heading to the Alchemist Capitol. We might be there for a few hours, but you’ll have lodging by the end of the day.”

“I can’t thank you enough for this,” Farah said as they all gathered around. “I’m really excited for the opportunity to be able to work with you and your guild.”

“We’re glad to have you,” Keith replied sincerely.

Of everything he’d done in the Fourliance, getting Farah to join his guild was one of the best things he’d managed thus far.
He only had to concentrate for a moment before activating the World Item. One second they were standing in the house, and the next, they were at the staging grounds just outside Unconquerable City.

“Woah,” Farah said, swaying on her feet for a moment. “That was something.”

The other members of her family agreed, but Keith wasn’t paying attention. He was looking at the city from this vantage point and seeing how things had progressed. It looked like the rubble had been completely cleared, and the buildings were in the process of being repaired. There were people out and about, working on putting everything back into place.

He’d already told Astrid he’d be here last night, and he could see soldiers gathering just a small way away.

“Good morning, Ove…I mean, Keith,” Astrid said as she dropped from the sky and approached him.

She looked better than she had the last time he’d seen her. She was no longer dressed in her scarred armor but in a loose-fitting silk shirt and matching pants. She looked comfortable, which was odd, considering her demeanor. Then again, the Song to Humanity had changed her, so perhaps she wasn’t as high-strung as she had been in the past.

“Good morning to you as well, Astrid,” Keith said. “When will you be ready to return?”

“In about an hour,” she replied. “If you wouldn’t mind walking with me while we speak, there’s still a lot to take care of before our departure.”

Keith waved to Farah, calling her over and telling her when they’d be leaving so she didn’t think he was abandoning them. Once that was done, he caught up with Astrid, who was already heading back toward the city.

“The rubble’s been completely cleared,” she said. “And the dead are mostly accounted for. The rebuilding has already begun, and new wards are being carved into stone blocks which will be used to build the walls. We’re going to need a new focal point for the city’s center, and Alessandra was considering trying to find a new Spirit to try and entice into being their patron.”

“I know I’m not really supposed to be involved here,” Keith said. “But if you want my opinion, I would strongly suggest staying as far away from Spirits as possible. They’re nothing but trouble.”

“I’ll make sure to pass along the message,” she said brightly. “According to our builders, it’s still going to take a few weeks of dedicated work to get things back to normal, but we’re way ahead of schedule as far as that’s concerned.

“Moving away from here, we’ve been getting reports of increased activity along the Necro-Beast borders. It seems that the emperor is eager to start pushing into other territories, which means my army will need to return to their posts today. It’ll take a bit of time once we return to the capital, but I don’t see any issues with making that happen.”

“What about recruitment and a space for our guild?” Keith asked.

This was what he was more eager to discover than anything else.

“We had an overwhelming number of human recruits for the guild, though I did have to deny almost all of them due to their temperaments, specialties, or reasons for wanting to join. Still, you currently have nearly a hundred applicants who would like to join up. As for space, I would offer you mine, but I have the feeling you would decline. So instead, I’ve had a building prepared for your use as a temporary base. Once we return, I’ll have my contractors start on a proper guild hall right next to my palace.”

“I’ll want to look at the plans before we decide on anything, but that sounds good to me,” he replied.

He walked with Astrid through the city for the next hour, watching as she spoke with people, gave orders, and pointed out several areas that had taken some serious damage during the battle. The greatest damage done was the crater where Alvin had died. To his surprise, he found several water mages there. Apparently, they were going to turn it into a lake, rather than trying to fill in the land and rebuild.

Alessandra wanted to keep it there as a sort-of gruesome reminder of what had taken place there.

Keith noticed no small number of hostile looks as he walked. The local inhabitants of Unconquerable City likely hated him for what he’d done. Many looked shell-shocked, while others still were despondent. The majority were just angry, though enraged would probably have been a better description of how they felt. Still, none of them approached him or tried to so much as throw a single spell.

The presence of so many soldiers was likely to keep them in line for the time being.

“There’s a pretty high chance they’re going to revolt sooner or later,” Tac said. “Unless that elf chick can keep it all together.”

“We can only hope,” Keith replied.

Having an existential threat like Necro-Beast to deal with might speed that along. If they knew Alvin was no longer protecting them, they would be more likely to cooperate, and while they might not like him, they probably wouldn’t have any issues with Alessandra.

The end of their impromptu tour came to an end, by the place where the tower used to be. There, Alessandra stood, directing workers who were in the process of constructing a new building. Though, if he had to guess, she probably wouldn’t be building another tower.

“I take it you’re heading out,” the elf said, coming over to speak with them.

“Yes,” Astrid said. “I’m leaving, and I’m taking my men with me. Will you be able to handle things on your own?”

“I should be fine,” Alessandra said. “There isn’t much left in the way of leadership, as they were basically all wiped out, but I’m sure I’ll figure it out. I was never much of the ruling type, but I’ve roamed around much of my life, and the only real peace I’ve found has been here in the Unconquerable Faction. I’ll keep things running, but if I do need help, I’ll call on you.”

Astrid nodded.

“Take care of yourself, Keith,” Alessandra said. “You may have fought some scary monsters in your time, but you haven’t seen anything the Fourliance can throw at you just yet. I’d approach all my fights with caution. The monsters here aren’t just higher leveled, they’re tougher, smarter, and have more powerful skills and spells. If you’re expecting a Raid Boss from Humania or Beastland to be the same, don’t.”

“I’ll keep that in mind, thank you,” Keith said.

Bob had already warned him extensively about the dangers of monsters in the Fourliance, but although he’d already battled monsters, they’d all been summoned creatures, and he was guessing that there would be a world of difference between those and naturally occurring ones.

Alessandra nodded to him one last time before heading back to the building and ordering people around.

“I’m ready to go when you are,” Astrid said, watching her go. “I’m looking forward to finally being home.”

Home.

That word echoed in his mind as the two of them turned and headed back the way they had come. He still had so many obstacles in his way before he could make it back to his own. There were three more World Monsters to find and kill.

Every step forward is another closer.

Keith repeated that to himself as he headed back to the gathering army.
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The weather in the Alchemist Capitol could be called fair at best, but Keith barely noticed the chill as he strode towards the large building standing out among its brethren. The building was constructed of dark stone, stacked and layered nearly three stories high. It was apparently the only vacant space large enough to house their guild for the next couple of months as their hall was being constructed.

Behind him followed a steady stream of hopefuls. There were well over a hundred people vying to join his guild. The majority were human, though there were a smattering of elves and beast-monsters looking to join up.

Unlike all his other branches, Keith was starting this one from scratch, which meant he’d need to do all the legwork himself, rather than delegating. It was going to take all day, though that was fine by him. He couldn’t transport anyone until tomorrow, and the continent was so massive that it would be foolish to not get as close to the location of his quest as possible without undue risk.

“Now that’s what I call a door,” Bob said as Keith inserted the key into the lock.

The door was made of heavy-looking wood, banded with steel, and riveted in a way that looked to be able to withstand a battering ram.

Keith wondered what had this space been built for. As soon as the door swung open, he understood perfectly.

The space inside was dark, though the ceiling was quite high. If he had to guess, this space only had two stories, but that would be plenty large enough for their needs.

“Wow. This place is a dump,” Bob said as he walked in. “Are you sure that World Item worked on Astrid? Because if I had to judge by this building alone, I’d say it definitely didn’t.”

It wasn’t pretty, that much was for sure. It looked like the space had been built as a safe house for someone in case of an emergency, somewhere they could hold up and hunker down to wait anything out. It looked like it had been abandoned ages ago. Dust clung to all the furniture, which was old and rotting, though the actual construction still felt pretty solid.

“Okay,” Keith said, turning to his would-be recruits. “I’ll be interviewing you one at a time inside the building. So we don’t waste each other’s time, I want to reiterate that this guild is dedicated to the hunting and eradication of monsters. We don’t get involved in politics if we can avoid it, and we help people however we can. The ultimate goal of this guild is the eradication of all the World Monsters in Raiah. I’ve already killed two, and whoever joins this guild will be helping in destroying the third.

“There’s a lot to be gained by hunting monsters. There’s wealth, skills, prestige, and so on, but there’s also a lot of risk. Monsters are dangerous and not to be taken lightly. If none of that scares you, I should mention that we lose a lot of fighters in every raid. Despite my best efforts, I can’t keep everyone from dying, though I will do my best.”

Keith nodded to them, then headed into the building, motioning the first man in line inside. The interview was brief. The man was from the Alchemist Faction and had spent a fair bit of time dungeon-diving. He was level 59 and wanted more out of life. Keith added him to the guild, then sent him to start cleaning up.

The man went without complaint.

This was one of the real tests that he’d be putting them through. He wanted to see how willing they were to follow orders, even those that seemed beneath them. If they complained about having to clean, they would be immediately kicked out.

The second man failed this test, and Keith sent him home. He left, grumbling under his breath, which surprised him a bit as the man was human.

“He didn’t attack you outright,” Tac pointed out. “Remember that the nastier individuals won’t become less nasty.”

“Astrid did,” he pointed out.

“She wasn’t nasty,” Tac replied.

“He’s right,” Bob said. “There’s a difference between someone like her and someone like that guy. At least, as far as the System is concerned.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” he muttered.

Over the course of the next hour, Keith interviewed all the applicants. He made sure that they only entered one at a time so that no one would know why some were being sent away. He needed genuine people, not those who could skate by on a technicality, though he had Tac in case someone found out and tried to pull a fast one.

“Yeah, this guy definitely figured it out,” Tac said.

Using his Discerning Eye, Keith was able to get a good read on his surface thoughts. The man was shrewd, and though his loyalty would be something Keith would have to earn, he could use this man.

He was wiry and small, dressed in animal pelts of all things, and carried a pair of short swords at his waist. That aside, he was strong, and at level 68 was at a higher level than Keith himself. His slicked-back hair was graying at the temples, and his eyes were hard and flinty.

Name: Servo the Fuzzy

Race: Human

Class: Fuzzy Duelist

Level: 68

“Do you have any experience with administrative work?” Keith asked.

“I led a small guild for a time, back in my youth,” Servo said. “We disbanded over some disagreements about loot distribution.”

“Disagreements?” Keith pressed.

“I wanted all the loot, and they all wanted a cut,” Servo said. “In my defense, I was doing almost all the work.”

“Will there be any problems with loot distribution here?” Keith asked.

“I’m not the boss,” Servo said with a shrug. “So long as I get paid for my part, I’m happy. I’ve got a bunch of grandkids and presents are expensive.”

“I don’t know how I feel about hiring murder-grandpa here to join the guild,” Tac said.

“Welcome to the guild,” Keith said. “Grab a broom and start sweeping.”

Servo shrugged and went to do as he was told.

Keith met another couple of promising candidates, one an elf and the other a beast-monster. Both were female, clearly acquainted – he found that out when the latter of the two finished her interview and went over to speak with the former – and were also quite young. If he had to guess, they were twenty at most, but the fact that both were as strong as they were spoke to their obvious potential for growth.

Name: Maylee the Silver Duster

Race: Platinum Elf

Class: Hafter

Level: 60

Name: Grunild the Overcast

Race: Dusty Lionian

Class: Umbrella Shifter

Level: 61

Though the classes sounded weird, Bob assured Keith they were special. A Hafter was a specialty class involving spear fighting, while the Umbrella Shifter would be a magic-based class involving large-scale spells, which was sorely needed on any raid team.

In the end, 72 of his applicants made it through, and with their help, they managed to clear the entire space of trash and refuse within a couple of hours once the interviews were over. While the cleaning was ongoing, Keith spoke with each of his three potential candidates so he could see what they had to offer.

“I don’t much fancy being in a leadership position again,” Servo said as he shifted the mop. “I wouldn’t mind leading a small team, but that would be about it.”

“Do you have any contacts within the city?” Keith asked as the man continued to work.

“A few,” Servo hedged. “Why?”

“We’re going to need supplies to properly outfit this space. Even if it’s temporary, I can’t have over seventy people sleeping on the floor, offer them nothing to eat, or any other services an ordinary guild might offer.”

“I know someone who deals in secondhand furniture,” the man said with a shrug. “If you gave me a list of what you needed, I could probably arrange something.”

Keith nodded and had Tac relay what was needed directly into the man’s mind. He had the pleasure of seeing the look of shock on the man’s face as he learned Keith was a Sage. He had to remind himself that not everyone who’d joined had been part of the battle in the Unconquerable Faction.

He’d spoken with Maylee next. She was an interesting-looking elf. She was short, no more than four feet, with a slim build and bright platinum-colored skin. Her eyes were red, her hair was iron-gray, and her features were what he might call childish. Bob had assured him that this was perfectly normal for one of her kind. If her skin had been a different color, she might have fit right in in the north pole.

“Have you ever been in a position of leadership?”

“No, I’ve always been seen as too young,” Maylee said, looking at him with her too-large eyes.

They made her seem oddly innocent and trustworthy. He already knew from their first conversation that she was sharp as a needle. This was all just an act. She’d been part of scouting expeditions into other territories since her 16th birthday, which he found out, had been just three years prior. In that time, she’d raised her level and skills quite significantly, but due to her youth, she’d never been placed in a position over others. She’d finally had it when someone less qualified got a promotion she’d been after due to her youth and quit.

“Well, age matters little to me,” Keith said. “Results are the ultimate testament to someone’s competence. We’re going out on a raid in three days, and I need you to gather enough carriages to transport the entire guild. Find out who has one and who does not, as well as how quickly they can move and navigate on rough terrain. Do you think you’re up to the task?”

The girl practically glowed as she gave him a sharp nod, then went back to sweeping vigorously, clearly excited to be given a chance for advancement so soon.

He’d spoken with the Lionian, Grunild, last. If anything, he found it odd how the small elf was the melee fighter, while the muscley beast-monster was the mage, but he’d seen stranger things in his time.

Grunild was just over six feet tall, and her body was covered in a thin layer of dark tan fur. She was heavyset, though she contained a lithe strength that spoke of the ability to explode into action at a moment’s notice.

“I need someone who can find me reliable craftsmen,” Keith said. “I don’t know how temporary this space will be, but we could be here for months to years before our actual guild hall is ready. That means we need this internal space sectioned off and various stations to be built. I’ve put Maylee in charge of something else, but once she’s finished, I’ll have her come help. Do you think you’d be up to the job?”

Grunild was more than happy to, and with the allocating done, Keith went back to supervising and making sure no one cut any corners. When the space was completely cleared, he addressed the group.

“Normally, I’d send you all out on separate missions until I could get a feel for how you all worked and where your strengths and weaknesses lie. Unfortunately, we don’t have the convenience of time on our side. We need to attract more willing and capable members, and the best way to do that is by tackling a larger challenge. In three days, we’re setting out on a raid against a Section Boss in the Lihng Faction Alliance.

“This will be a dangerous campaign, but I’ve been up against more powerful monsters in my time. The reason I’m telling you now is so you have time to prepare. Our blacksmiths will be the first to start working. They’ll be up and running first thing tomorrow morning. If there’s anything you want or need, the guild will provide anything within reason for this raid. Of course, any equipment would be on loan until you could either earn it for yourself or have to the funds to pay it off.

“All guild members will receive a discount, of course, and if any of you believe something is unfairly expensive, you can feel free to speak with me about it. I’m always happy to hear you out. Now, does anyone have any questions?”

Silence greeted him.

“Good. Then go rest up, prepare how you will. Though we’re officially open, I doubt we’ll be receiving requests until we return. I’d recommend you not waste any extra time you may have.”

“You should become a poet,” Tac said. “What with all those amazing lines you’ve been spouting lately.”

Keith chose to ignore that, heading out back to do a full walk around of their new temporary headquarters.
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Things went about as smoothly as could be expected over the next few days, and as the hall slowly came together, he could see he’d made excellent choices in his picks for potential leadership positions. Servo arranged all the needed furniture, which was placed into the rooms that were being constructed on the second level.

It was nothing fancy, but it would definitely do, especially with whitewashed walls and all the old rotting stuff having been removed. Maylee came to him the same day with the information he’d asked for. They had enough carriages to transport roughly half the guild, which meant they needed to purchase several more carriages.

She said she’d found a spot in the city willing to sell them at a discount since they were buying in bulk. They only needed to buy five, as she’d gone for larger-capacity carriages, able to carry nine at a time and still keep up a relatively good pace.

Farah had set up shop in the newly constructed smithy right on schedule and was working on requests from those who wanted to upgrade weapons or armor. Keith had also managed to secure an alchemist – though that was pretty easy – to equip them with potions and other such needed items for the coming raid.

A cook had been harder to find, so one of their current members, a dwarf by the name of Havard, was filling in. His food wasn’t bad, but Keith had tasted better. Maylee was currently trying to find them a proper cook, though he suspected that wouldn’t happen before the raid.

On the second day, when he could see things were running smoothly without him, Keith went off on his own to try hunting down a monster to practice on. It was shockingly hard to find anything to fight, but after traveling some distance from the edge of the Alchemist Capitoland out into the wilderness beyond, he finally came across a Field Boss.

It was small as far as monsters were concerned. It was only twelve feet at the shoulder and about twenty feet long. It had six stout legs and a heavy shell on its back. Large horns protruded from its head, twisting out into spiraling points. Small red eyes glowed from heavyset brows, and its turtle-like mouth was borne in a grimace. It had been a while since Keith had come up against a Crimper-type monster, but he remembered their strengths quite well.

Its legs would ensure blinding speed and precision, even with its massively heavy body. The jaws were dangerous, but Keith knew from experience that the rear end was where these types of monsters could cast magic. On top of that, their shells assured a perfect sphere of vision, so while it might not be able to see him coming, it would certainly sense him.

This would be the perfect test subject for his new and improved weapon. Besides, its shell would be extremely useful for a tank, and crimper parts could be used for powerful Armor potions. He was also hoping to get some Monster Essence out of the thing, as he was fresh out and couldn’t practice his craft.

“Okay, ugly,” Keith said, sliding his hammers from their loops at his belt. “Let’s see what you’ve got.”

They were on flat ground, the grass underfoot about a foot tall, which might impede movement somewhat. The crimper had been minding its own business, but as soon as it saw him, it had become aggressive. A quick scan of its stats told him what he was up against.

Barrel-Shell Crimper

Field Boss

Level: 69

HP: 102,600/102,600

MP: 48,900/48,900

STA: 119,000/119,000

Str - 1,760

Agi - 1,200

Lck - 209

When compared with the monsters he’d been fighting over the last few months, this crimper was a joke. Still, Keith knew not to underestimate an opponent, no matter how weak they might appear. For one, it was at a higher level than he was, and he also didn’t know its armor rating. He could likely destroy this monster without lifting a finger. The use of his Hunter of Myth would destroy the crimper in a matter of seconds, but he wasn’t here to just kill it. That would hardly get him anything.

“It’s going to rush you,” Tac warned as the monster snorted once, pawed at the ground, then blasted forward. “Front paw swipe, followed by a snap of that mouth. You’re gonna wanna avoid that.”

Keith stepped back and to the side, avoiding the blinding swipe of the heavy front leg and the follow-up snap of the sharpened mouth. One of his two hammers came up, cracking into the side of its head.

It might have been able to see the blow coming, but that didn’t mean the monster could avoid taking the hit. The crimper roared as its head whipped to one side, the force of the blow sending a spray of blood into the air and tossing the monster completely off course.

-8,160, Critical, Crushing

Barrel-Shell Crimper is stunned for 15 seconds.

Talk about a schoolyard bullying situation! Why don’t you go pick on someone your own size? Like a mountain or giant or a mountain-sized giant.

Keith stared at the downed monster, who simply lay there, unmoving, as the stun debuff prevented it from acting. He’d expected the battle to be somewhat of a challenge, but this was laughable. No one should have had such an easy time against a Field Boss four levels above theirs, yet here he was. A single blow from one of his hammers had shaved nearly a tenth of the monster’s health away and laid it out flat for 15 seconds. If he’d really wanted it dead, that would be all the time he needed to finish it off.

Instead of doing that, he waited.

“Why are you just standing there?” Bob asked, peeking his head from beneath the cloak. “Kill it! Kill it!”

“It’ll make a rush the second it’s up,” Tac said. “You probably don’t want to get hit by that.”

Keith was already moving as the crimper shot forward in a flash of blinding speed, its body surrounded by a red halo. He avoided the attack, his left hammer slamming into the heavy shell. He’d half-expected his attack to be blocked, but to his surprise, the crimper was thrown backward again, a massive crack echoing in the air as a section of its armor was shattered, splintering in a spiderwebbing line of cracks along its hide.

-3,802, Crushing, Armor Piercing

The crimper flipped over its back, regaining its footing and unleashing another roar. It barreled at him again, swiping with its front leg. Keith deflected the blow with his left hammer, avoided another lunge, then swung into its head again. A fountain of blood sprayed as the monster’s head whipped against its shell with an ominous crack, rebounding off its heavy surface and looking quite boneless and limp.

Then it keeled over, its eyes going dark and blood leaking from its open mouth.

-90,638, Instakill

Barrel-Shell Crimper dies!

+8,600 XP

+2,150 Bonus XP

Holy fudge balls, you did it! You murdered an innocent father on his way home from work. I hope you’re proud of yourself.

“Uh, Bob, what just happened?” Keith asked, staring at the downed monster.

He knew what had just happened. Logically, he knew. He was just having a hard time coming to terms with it. It had been too easy.

“You just killed a Field Boss in three hits is what happened,” Bob cheered, pumping his fists in the air. “Did you see the way those hammers lit up every time you smacked it? That shell had nothing on you. Let’s go find and kill another monster. I think I might know where we can find another one just like this!”

“I think I’ll pass,” Keith sighed, sliding the hammers back into his belt.

He’d been hoping to test the capabilities of his new weapons, and while he’d gotten a few hits in, they hadn’t been nearly enough. Strangely, he felt a bit bad for what he’d done, though the feeling didn’t linger for very long. Had he given it the chance, this monster would have killed him. Keith had come looking for the fight, but that was beside the point.

He collected the materials from the fallen monster and was glad to find a single Common-rarity Essence. Field Bosses were a hit or miss when it came to Essence, and although Common Essence wasn’t exactly great, it was better than nothing.

On his way back from his too-easy battle, Keith went over his quest from the blacksmith, the one he’d need to complete to create his automaton.

Automaton Treasure Hunt

You’ve decided you want to make an automaton, but unlike all the idiots out there who just throw money at it, you’ve decided to do it all yourself! Or so you tell yourself. In reality, you’re just too poor! Anyway, you now have to hunt down a powerful monster and reach the requisite rank to be able to imbue souls into objects other than elixirs. Have fun with that, bucko!

Difficulty: SSS

Objectives: (1) Kill Rhinototh the Shatterer (2) Reach Master rank in Spirit Crafting

Rewards: 265,000 XP, 1 Legendary+ Monster part, 5 Legendary monster parts, 1 Legendary+ Spell Scroll

The rewards were quite promising, but he was still a ways off from the Master rank of Spirit Crafting. Keith was hoping he’d be able to do so once they brought Rhinototh the Shatterer down, though he also knew he’d need to infuse the automaton with a soul. The question was if that soul be monster Essence or something else entirely.

Keith supposed he’d be finding out soon enough if this raid was a successful one. With his plethora of specialized skills, he was quite confident it would be.
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A low muttering swept through the raid party as they appeared in the heart of the Lihng Faction Alliance as far north as they were able without him taking an undue risk. Many of those here had yet to be transported in this way, though rumors about him had been spreading so not everyone was so shocked.

Keith took a good look around, noting the landmarks as his map was updated and new sections were being filled in. They were in a more mountainous region, and the weather here was distinctly cooler than on the other side of the Lihng Faction territory. If he had to guess, he’d say it was around fifty degrees Fahrenheit, maybe a bit warmer with the sun out.

The ground underfoot was packed and hard, though gray stone crunched under his boots as he did a quick turn. Sparse vegetation grew in their surroundings, small bushes and gnarled trees peeking from rocky ground here and there. As far as Keith could tell, there was no established road – at least not where they’d landed – which meant they would be traveling over rough terrain until they found the monster’s location.

“Okay, everyone, in your carriages,” Keith called, not needing to shout, as it was eerily quiet out there.

He’d be able to relay mental communications once they were all driving, but he found that he still preferred to speak out loud when he could.

“We’ll spread out into a diamond formation. If anyone spots anything suspicious, make sure to send the signal. The last thing we need is to get blindsided by the monster we’re out hunting.”

After receiving confirmation from everyone that they’d heard him, Keith climbed into his carriage, followed by Servo, Maylee, and Grunild.

“You might want to make peace with whatever Spirits you follow,” Bob said as the three climbed into the back. “You might also want to strap in.”

The three of them exchanged a look, then, with a shrug, Maylee did as Bob suggested, strapping herself in. She’d taken the center seat since she was the smallest. Even if she’d been a normal-sized person, she’d still have had plenty of room. His Carrier Beta: XII was basically a tank and RV combined.

“Make sure you all keep up,” Keith projected to everyone in the guild. “Because I won’t be slowing down for anyone.”

With that said, he jammed his foot down on the pedal and the carriage leaped forward. Servo and Grunild, who’d left their safety belts off, quickly strapped them across their chests as the maniac behind the wheel pushed the carriage as fast as it could possibly go.

“One of these days, you’re going to kill us all,” Bob groaned, clinging to the side of his seat for dear life.

The carriage was momentarily airborne as it sailed over a small hill, clearing a good three feet before it came crashing back down. Keith jerked the wheel hard to the left, avoiding a series of boulders, then pulled even harder left as another massive outcropping of stone loomed. They drove in the same direction for about half a minute before he found his way through, spinning the wheel hard.

They drifted around the turn, spraying loose rocks and debris behind them as they shot forward, smashing through a small bush and barreling into open ground.

Small rises and dips littered the landscape, and the carriage rose and fell, bucking from side to side in a series of unpleasant bumps that even the shocks couldn’t completely absorb. Though, that was no fault of their own. Keith was just a maniac behind the wheel, and pretty much every carriage he’d driven hadn’t been able to keep up. It was a good thing the carrier was so robust.

They leaped over another small rise, crashing into a tree and shattering it.

“Oh, Spirits above!” Grunild yelled as branches whipped at the sides of the carriage and a horrible shriek sounded.

Keith felt a weight dragging on them and was forced to stop as he realized they were dragging the tree along with them.

“Would one of you go clear that?” he asked, impatient to get moving again.

All three of them eagerly dove from the carriage.

“I could have sworn I said one of them,” Keith muttered.

“I don’t think they’re getting back in, bro,” Tac said, once the tree had been removed.

“Their loss,” he replied and took off without a second glance.

The others would be by soon enough and they would catch a ride with one of them. Until then, he’d have his carriage to himself and not need to listen to the screams of terror as he launched over the small rise, catching several seconds of airtime before crashing to the ground and immediately taking a hard turn to avoid slamming into a mountain of fur and muscle.

“What was that?” Bob yelled as Keith threw a look back over his shoulder.

It had gone by too quickly for Bob to see clearly, but Keith could see the furry mound turning to look in the direction of the speeding carriage. It was some forty feet at the shoulder, with rippling muscle and shaggy gray-brown fur covering its body. They were moving fast, so Keith didn’t catch more than that, but he wasn’t going to turn back to fight it when he was after a bigger fish.

“Send everyone a warning and mark the location,” he told Tac. “We don’t need to be losing any of our guildmates before we even get started.”

“Will do, boss-o!” Tac said cheerily, while Bob sagged in his seat.

“Well, at least we won’t have to fight for our lives against that walking mountain,” the monkey said. “Which means I can enjoy my lunch in peace.”

Bob didn’t get to enjoy his lunch with the way Keith drove, tearing up small hills and driving at full speed into ditches and dips in the landscape. By the time night fell and Keith finally stopped, the monkey had been complaining about being hungry for several hours.

“How far back are you?” Keith asked, projecting his thoughts to the three who’d been with him in the carriage up until they’d chickened out.

Grunild was the first to reply.

“We stopped to camp about an hour ago when the drivers agreed that it would be too dark to continue…”

She described the landscape and Keith had to suppress a sigh of annoyance. They were hours behind him, and with the distance they still had to go, it was likely his lead would turn into a full day or more.

“Are you sure you don’t want to slow down?” Bob asked.

“No,” Keith replied. “We’ll keep going at our current pace. It’ll give me time to do some reconnaissance and get an idea of what we’re up against. When the rest of them arrive, we’ll have a plan of attack and several contingencies.”

Though it would take longer, Keith preferred it this way. It was better to take the longer route if it meant fewer casualties. Of course, he would be missing backup, but if all went well, that problem would soon be a thing of the past.

As his robot chef prepared their dinner, Keith practiced a series of forms, making sure to go through each with a slow deliberateness that many would have called unnecessary, and he did it all without any of his gear. It seemed that no matter how many times he tried to pump himself up, his gear always leaped ahead. Still, he was making steady progress and that was what was important.

Once his forms were completed, he sat and closed his eyes, meditating on the way his Unconquerable Aura worked. He currently had the skill toggled on, and he was indeed glowing like a bonfire. There was a major difference between his aura and Alvin’s. Where Alvin had been a beacon of shining gold, Keith’s aura was a dense crimson tinged with black and flickers of brighter orange. He wasn’t sure why, but it made him look altogether far more menacing than anything else.

Alvin inspired hope in his followers. Tac said Keith would terrify his.

It was a good thing he wasn’t planning on being in charge for long.

As soon as he found a person to fill the role of guildmaster, he would be stepping down from the post. He had other goals in mind, and the sooner he could push through, the sooner he’d be reunited with his family and finally be free of his curse.

Keith sat where he was for nearly an hour, switching the skill on and off. Bob hadn’t been lying when he’d said that discovering how a conditional skill worked would be hard. While the items were equipped, the knowledge of how to use the skill was right there. However, the instant they were removed, it just vanished, seemingly into thin air. It was like a chunk of his memory was just gone.

Keith knew he should know it, but he didn’t. It was just like…

Just like what I had Tac do, he realized.

That gave him an idea.

“Can you keep ahold of the memory for me?” he asked the artificial mind.

“I can try, but seeing as I’m linked to your brain, if the knowledge isn’t there, I can’t hold onto it. And before you ask, it’s different from what I did with your memory. In reality, the memories are still there, I’m just hiding them from you. This is like my Aunt Lucy telling me to go to bed, then leaving without telling me where the bedroom is. I can go looking for it, but there are a billion doors to open, and I still might not find it.”

It was a weird analogy, but Keith thought he understood.

“I still want to try.”

Tac gave a mental shrug, and Keith dove in once again. He toggled the skill on, seeing the room lighten through his eyelids. He focused on the feeling coursing through his body, the sensation of strength and invulnerability. It was a weak sensation at best, but it was still there. He could feel the way the aura was formed, flowing up and out of his chest, before pouring over his entire body and engulfing it in a wave of shimmering light.

He held that sensation for several moments, fixing it in his mind before allowing the power to die down. He could still feel it when he reached for the ring, but the second the ring was off, the sensation was gone once more, as was the knowledge of how to reach it.

“Anything?” he asked.

“I thought I had something for a second there,” Tac said, sounding a bit strained. “But it’s like going fishing with slimy hands.”

Keith was pretty sure that expression didn’t exist, but once again, he got the gist of what Tac was saying. That disturbed him a bit. He didn’t like that the artificial mind’s insane ramblings were beginning to make sense.

“I guess that’s better than nothing,” Keith said. “Let’s go at it again.”

In his mind, this was the best use of his time now. The more useful skills he had at his disposal, the better off he would be, but having something that was potentially as powerful as Alvin’s tied to a series of items that might be stolen was not his idea of secure or reliable. The rings weren’t Soulbound, which meant they could be stolen and potentially used against him. In either scenario, all his work in raising the skill would have been a waste, and any reliance he’d built on it would be detrimental.

They spent the next half hour working on it, Keith summoning the skill for a few moments, then releasing it and removing the ring to break the set. There was an instant of time – too fast for even him – where Tac could snatch at the very edges of the skill, but each time, it slipped away.

After thirty minutes of getting nowhere, Keith gave up for the night and went to eat dinner.

“You know, you’d probably have an easier time of it if you were more familiar with how the skill functioned in actual combat,” Bob said.

“I figured as much,” Keith replied. “But it doesn’t hurt to try.”

“Like I said, learning a skill from an item specifically designed to keep that skill to itself isn’t exactly easy, though I will say that the higher you can push that skill, the greater your chances of learning it will be.”

“That’s risky,” Keith said, taking a bite of his meat and chewing thoughtfully.

“Everything you do is risky!” Bob exclaimed. “If anything, this is like taking a dip where there’s a ‘no swimming’ sign posted, as opposed to the usual warnings of not jumping into active volcanoes you regularly ignore, even when there’s a pool of boiling, molten stone, clearly visible before you jump.”

“The monkey has a good point.”

“Thank you!” Bob said, throwing his hands in the air. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’m going to sleep. We’re in for another day of Keith’s driving in the morning, and I don’t feel like doing that while tired.”

Keith watched the monkey as he waddled off, leaping onto the railing as he reached the stairs and climbing nimbly up. It was a far cry from the overweight ball of fat and fur he’d been a few short months ago, and he was even starting to put on a bit of muscle.

Then again, Bob was at the same level as he was, which made Keith wonder about his stats. Before he could look, the monkey vanished from sight. He thought about following him to check, then shrugged to himself. It wasn’t like Bob was going anywhere. He could always check later.

Keith went back to his dinner, silently pondering on the activation of his Unconquerable Aura and where that trigger was. Maybe he’d try writing it down tomorrow night and see if an outside physical stimulus would help trigger the skill. He doubted it would work, but it was worth a shot, especially when it came to a skill that had once belonged to the most powerful man on the continent.
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The landscape shifted in subtle ways over the next few days as he sped through Alliance territory. By the fifth morning, the ground was coated in a thin layer of frost and the air steamed whenever he breathed, however, the cold here didn’t feel quite the same as in the northern reaches of Humania. It felt wilder, more primal somehow, and contained a cold that seemed to leech up from the ground itself.

“Would you look at that?” Keith muttered, slowing the carriage as they skirted around a massive frozen lake.

The frozen part wasn’t what was strange, but rather, how it was frozen and the color of the ice. The lake was frozen in rippling waves, as though it had been churned up by the wind, then frozen solid. On top of that, the ice was colored an odd shade of lavender, something he’d never seen before in Raiah or any of his other lives.

“The color is likely from the stone at the bottom of the lake,” Bob said. “This area is rich with several natural resources that not many would be willing to try retrieving.”

“Why not?” Keith asked, eyeing the frozen lake.

“Well, for one, it takes days of travel just to get here,” Bob replied. “There are also all those monsters we ran across. Oh, and let’s not forget that there are probably far more lucrative opportunities elsewhere that don’t require shattering ice and diving to the bottom of a freezing lake to retrieve.”

“How deep is that lake, do you think?” Keith asked, getting out of the carriage.

“Why are we getting out?” Bob groaned. “I never should have opened my big mouth. Keith, I changed my mind. The ice is purple because it just is. There! Now we can go.”

Keith ignored the monkey and walked to the edge of the lake, squinting against the reflected sunlight. He crouched, running fingers along the ice. It was colder than any ice had the right to be, especially given that the ambient temperature during the day seemed to be hovering between 45 and 50 degrees.

He rapped his knuckles against it, then drove his fist into its surface. The ice didn’t so much as budge.

“Interesting,” he said, staring at the ice and trying to examine it with his Discerning Eye.

To his surprise, it worked.

Name: Sycallium Ice

Crafting material for items, potions, and elixirs

Quality: Legendary+

Value: 2 small gold bricks per pound

Keith let out a low whistle as he stared out across the vast lake. There was a literal fortune in this Sycallium Ice sitting here, ripe for the taking. That meant that it was either near-impossible or extremely dangerous to try mining for himself.

“How hard would it be to break this ice?” he asked, drawing his hammers and combining them.

“Hard, okay?” Bob said. “Very hard. Sycallium is one of the toughest materials on the planet, and when mixed with other ingredients, it becomes tougher still.”

Keith swung the hammer with all his strength. It slammed into the ice with a loud crack, and the hammer flew back, the reverberations traveling up to his shoulders as he caught the weapon halfway between the lake and his face. The ice was unmarked.

“I need to get my hands on some of this,” Keith said, crouching next to the ice and running his hands over it.

He understood now why no one bothered coming out here. This might be a great natural resource, but if no one could mine it, it may as well not exist.

He used Sage of War to try finding faults in the ice, as he strode out onto the lake, feeling the temperature dropping rapidly as he walked. Shimmering cold flowed up from the ice, the air biting his lungs, even as his armor fought off the cold.

He explored the lake for nearly half an hour before he found something he thought might work. That done, he gripped the hammer in both hands again, and this time, triggered a whole slew of skills, using both his items, and personal active skills.

His body blazed with the power of Sunstance and power coursed through his veins. He wouldn’t normally be as careless as to use so many items at once, but he wasn’t planning on getting into a fight for at least a few more days – it would take that long just to reach the spot on the map and start looking – so he was confident he would be fine.

The hammer came crashing down with enough force to blast him ten feet into the air, the force of the impact throwing him off his feet. He hung in the air for a moment before coming back down, landing easily and inspecting his work.

“What did I tell you?” Bob said.

Once again, the ice was unmarked. Not so much as a single scratch marring its surface.

“Maybe I’m just using the wrong approach,” Keith said, dismissing the hammer and summoning his sword instead.

The blade whistled down, slamming into the ice, but if he’d been expecting a slash to work where blunt force had failed, he’d have been sorely disappointed. Several more slashes left the ice just as pristine and unharmed as before. He switched to stabbing, trying to pierce the ice, but had little luck.

“You know, I feel like you’re not listening to me,” Bob groaned as Keith’s blade rang off the ice once again. “This ice has deflected every single one of your attacks.”

“I know,” Keith said, feeling himself grinning. “Can you imagine if I could get my hands on even a small fragment of this stuff?”

Bob continued to moan as Keith dismissed the sword and drew his hammer, this time, aiming for the peak of one of the many waves rising around him. The hammer skittered off with a loud screech, once again leaving not a single mark on the ice.

“Can we please get going?” Bob asked, looking nervously into the distance. “I don’t like the look of those clouds.”

Keith turned and saw a low bank of clouds in the distance. He narrowed his eyes, frowning for a moment. It could be an ordinary storm, but the Fourliance was far more prone to Superstorms than Humania or Beastland, and he didn’t fancy being caught out in one.

“Fine, let’s head back to the carriage,” Keith said.

It was only once he said those words that it finally came to him.

“The carriage!”

“I’m getting a bad feeling about this,” Bob sighed as Keith took off at a sprint, crossing the frozen lake in a matter of minutes and returning to the carriage.

“Strap yourself in, Bob, we’re going to see what this puppy can do.”

“I really don’t like this,” Bob said, though he strapped himself in as Keith had ordered.

Keith backed away from the lake, giving himself plenty of space to build up speed. He slammed the pedal to the floor, then switched the carriage to Fortressbuster Mode. The carriage shifted as it picked up speed, heavier plating being relegated to the front and turning the carriage into a massive wedge of interlocking plates and devastating destruction. The carriage lowered itself to the ground, reducing the chances of being thrown into the air, and the handling grew stiffer as its weight seemed to increase by a healthy margin.

“We’re going to die,” Bob whimpered. “This is not how I wanted to go out. I want to die surrounded by cake, drowning in a sea of chocolate and sugar. Not like this!”

A loud whine began to build as they rapidly approached the lake, growing louder as the sea of frozen purple grew in their vision. The windshield had shrunk down, turning sleek and angular as several more sheets of a material Keith couldn’t identify flowed over it.

There was a moment of nothingness as they barreled onto the lake. Then, came the impact. Keith was jolted forward in his seat, the heavy harness catching him as the carriage slammed into what felt like a steel wall. Screeching and grinding sounded from the frame of the carriage as they were ground to a halt, the weight of the carriage having kept them from being launched into the air.

“We’re alive,” Bob whispered into the silence, his eyelid twitching as he stared out the windshield.

A small notification flashed across the corner of Keith’s vision.

Skill: All-Terrain Psycho has reached Grandmaster level IV

“Yeah, that checks out,” Tac said as Keith pushed the door open, the carriage already shifting back to its normal mode.

He winced as he beheld the damage he’d done. The carriage had rammed into one of the many waves and been turned aside. The screeching had been from the heavy plating grinding up against the ice as their momentum carried them forward. The left side of the carriage was heavily scarred and several of the plates looked to need repair. Keith had smashed into solid stone in the past and done less damage. He was thankful he hadn’t wrecked the carriage entirely and that it morphed back to its normal mode.

“Keith, if you ever do that again, I will smother you with a pillow the next time you go to sleep,” Bob said.

“No, you won’t,” Keith said, walking around the carriage and looking.

“I’ll poop in the bath!” Bob yelled. “Ah, who am I kidding? That sounds disgusting. Plus, I’d have to be in the bath for that to happen. Wait, what is that?”

Keith stood, a wide grin stretching his lips as he held a fist-sized shard of purple ice in his prosthetic hand. It wasn’t much, but he’d managed to do it, and all it had taken was ramming it at 120 miles per hour using what amounted to this world’s version of a tank.

“I hope it was worth it,” Bob said as he climbed into the carriage. “Because that small chunk of ice almost killed us.”

“I guess we’ll find out,” Keith said, backing away from the impact and getting out to double-check that he hadn’t missed anything.

A thorough sweep showed that all that had been broken off was the very tip of one of the waves. It had been a clean break, no shards or jagged edges having been left behind.

“Maybe we bring a flamethrower next time,” Tac suggested as they sped away from the lake, going further north as the sky in the distance continued to darken.

“I feel like if it were that simple, this lake would have been harvested a long time ago,” Keith replied, already thinking of all the uses this chunk of Sycallium ice was sure to have.
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Contrary to what Keith had believed, the storm held off for the next few days, moving in their direction far more slowly than he would have guessed. By now, everyone in the guild had spotted it, and several of them wanted to either turn around or stop to find shelter until it passed.

Keith listened to their complaints, then promptly ignored them and ordered them to keep moving. He wasn’t going to let a little storm slow them down. He never had in the past, and there was no reason for Fourliance locals to be afraid of a bit of bad weather. All of their carriages should be built to withstand it to some degree, and the storm was holding off, which meant they could avoid it entirely if they were lucky.

The guild was now a good eighteen hours behind Keith, what with his insane driving and the fact that he kept going well into the night, requiring less sleep than the others. When they finally broke free of the winding mountain pass they’d been driving through for most of the day and emerged into an eerie, open plane – the area where Tac was estimating the monster’s location – Keith knew they’d need to wait before engaging in any battles against powerful monsters.

“This place gives me the creeps,” Bob said as they sped out onto the open tundra.

The landscape was completely flat, stretching for miles in all directions as a mix of whites and grays. The snow and ice were barely an inch deep out here, but the ambient temperature was now below freezing, so it wouldn’t be going anywhere. Worse, as they’d pulled out of the valley, the storm clouds – which had previously seemed distant – now looked to be much closer.

Keith brought the carriage to a stop in the middle of the massive tundra, then climbed out, squinting against the glare from the sun as he searched their surroundings for any signs of the monster they were hunting. His Discerning Eye and Sage of War Skills picked out every detail, Tac filtering through all the information near-instantaneously and highlighting them in Keith’s field of view.

“Definitely seeing some signs of activity, bro,” Tac said. “Something big walked through here, and I mean Uncle Umbie big.”

“Who?”

“What?”

“You can’t keep using references for things when I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Keith said.

“My Uncle Umbie was basically a walrus. I thought it would be pretty self-explanatory,” Tac said.

Keith tamped down his annoyance. If not for the artificial mind’s usefulness, Keith would be far less willing to put up with Tac’s eccentricities.

He climbed back into the carriage, now following the lines of purple that showed the direction the monster had taken. Keith still had no frame of reference for what he was up against. All he knew was that it was powerful and that its body contained the rare metal needed to create his automaton. That likely meant a high armor rating. It was also a Section Boss and unlikely to be a weaker one like Galaxia was. Having fought that monstrosity, it was difficult to imagine what an average Section Boss would look like, let alone a strong one.

They skimmed across the flat expanse of tundra for the next few hours, and the trail soon became clear. Though the monster meandered and wandered from one spot to the next, the general direction led them north of northwest. In the far distance, Keith imagined he could see something else, but with how flat and featureless everything was out here, it was difficult to be sure.

“Would you look at the size of that footprint?” Bob exclaimed. “I know automatons are cool and everything, but I don’t know if it’s worth going after this thing to make one.”

Keith stood at the edge of the print, his eyes scanning over the deep mark in the ground as he gauged detail. It was strange that there was only a single print visible here, and that it was so obviously defined, but stranger things had happened. It could have been a soft spot in the snow or the ground below had shifted. Maybe this specific area had been a bit warmer, so the monster’s foot had sunk in. There would be any number of reasons why the print had been left, but to him, all that mattered was that it had been.

“What kind of monster do you think this is?” Keith asked, examining the print.

It was unlike anything he’d seen before. It was wide and deep, with small patches of snow brushed and disturbed along the edges. This spoke of something with fur, but the strokes in the snow seemed wrong somehow. The creature also had five toes, and long ones at that, each stretching out wide, almost like a human handprint, but containing ridges showing three-jointed toes. On top of that, where he expected to see claw marks, he found only rounded edges, meaning that the creature either had retractable claws or none at all.

“Very strange,” Keith muttered, standing and brushing the powdery snow from his knees.

He returned to the carriage and continued, speeding across the landscape and kicking up a trail of powdery smoke in his wake as snow billowed into the air behind him. They stopped a couple more times as further signs of the monster’s passage became apparent. One was in the form of a carcass of another monster that had been ripped apart and clearly eaten.

The fact that they hadn’t run into any monsters had been another sign of the Section Boss. This whole area was clearly its territory, and it liked to wander around.

“Any idea what kind of teeth made those marks?” Keith asked, examining the carcass closely.

“Looks like an omnivore to me,” Tac said.

Keith nodded in agreement. There were a series of flat marks, in addition to the sharp ones. On top of that, he didn’t see any claw marks on the monster, only broken bones and signs of blunt force trauma, which confirmed his previous theory that this monster didn’t have any claws.

“It doesn’t look like the battle happened here,” Keith said, walking around the carcass. “The lines are faint, but it was clearly dragged from that direction.”

He pointed into the distance, where barely visible lines proved his theory. The snow was hard-packed out here, and due to the cold and growing wind, any trails were quickly being covered up. With nothing to break it, the wind would only grow stronger the further they traveled, especially with the looming storm now blotting out most of the sky.

Getting back into the carriage, they continued for another couple of hours until Keith believed they were close enough that he didn’t want to risk remaining in the carriage. Out here, where the land was flat and everything was visible for miles around, he didn’t want to risk being seen. Once he stashed the carriage, he swapped out his armor, switching to his Galaxia set, and took to the sky.

Any monster would be watching the ground in a place like this, and a Section Boss this powerful likely wouldn’t be wary of any invaders. Monsters this powerful weren’t used to being challenged, so it would have little to worry about. Still, Keith hadn’t felt like approaching from the expected direction, so he’d taken a wide loop around to approach from the southeast. Now, flying high, he flew toward the monster’s location, Tac relaying all information to the members of their guild, all of whom were more than happy to let him do the scouting and discover the monster’s strengths and weaknesses for them.

It only took another thirty minutes to see the monster after that, and when he did, Keith let out a low whistle, while Bob hid further under his cloak.

“Any idea what kind of monster that’s based on?” Keith asked, flying a bit higher as he continued his approach.

He couldn’t go too much higher, as his Stamina was dropping quickly, and he knew he’d need to land soon. The monster was sleeping, that much was obvious by the way it was breathing. Keith wasn’t stupid enough to think it wouldn’t sense him coming if he was careless. Monsters in this world, especially ones this powerful, hadn’t gotten to where they were by being weak, careless, or easy to sneak up on.

“I’d say it looks like it’s based off a crimper,” Bob said, peeking his head out momentarily. “Though it’s unlike any crimper I’ve ever seen. Or to be quite honest want to see. Can’t we just leave?”

Keith dropped from the sky, being careful to maintain a healthy distance. If it was indeed based off a crimper, it might be able to sense him, just as others of its kind could. Not that he had any problems seeing the thing, even once he landed.

The monster’s body rose like a mountain, standing out like a sore thumb in the otherwise flat expanse of the tundra surrounding them. The first and most noticeable feature was the monster’s massive shell, the thing rising like a massive, craggy boulder over the featureless landscape. The shell shimmered with dozens of colors, ranging from hues of dark greens and oranges to pure black and stark white.

The shell was pockmarked and pitted, as though it had taken a serious beating on numerous occasions, but even from where Keith stood, his Discerning Eye picked out the myriad of small holes, each likely feeding information to the monster lying in slumber. It was a good thing he was so far, as the creature would have sensed him had he been any closer.

The shape of the monster’s body reminded him almost of a human, though its appearance had a lot more of the ape-like qualities he’d associate with a gorilla – if gorillas were covered in thick, downy plumage instead of fur.

By the shape of the body, it was clear the monster walked on four legs, rather than two, but had the ability to rise to its hind legs for short periods. Its head was hidden from this angle, so he began to pace around the massive creature, seeing more of its heavy black and white plumage as he did.

The feet came into view as he walked, massive, bare things that looked eerily like human hands. It was quite disturbing.

“I haven’t seen anything that creepy since I walked in on my cousin Luigi on the can,” Tac said.

The toes curled in slightly as he passed, and Keith saw small flecks of dirt and blood sticking between the three-jointed appendages.

“Can we please leave?” Bob begged as he finally rounded to the front, catching sight of its heavy muscles, clearly visible even through the thick feathers covering the monster.

“Not yet,” Keith replied, keeping his voice even and low. “I need to get a good look at its head.”

A low rumbling echoed through the ground as the monster moved a bit, revealing a massive tail that had been tucked beneath its body. It too was covered in feathers, though the tip formed into a massive, spiked ball, made of the same material as its shell. Then the monster’s face loomed before them.

It was ugly, like that of an ape, prehistoric bird, and turtle all combined into one. Its face was leathery and angled, and the creature had a massive underbite. Its jaw was diamond-shaped but tapered off toward the center. Its open mouth revealed flat teeth and massive, yellowed canines. A single set of eyes sat deep in its sockets, and though they were closed, Tac was ringing alarm bells in his head.

“There’s about a 90% chance those eyes pop open in the next ten seconds, bro. I’ve seen enough horror movies to know that’s gonna happen.”

Having finally taken a good look at the monster, Keith examined it, its status popping up before his eyes.

Rhinototh the Shatterer

Section Boss

Level: 74

HP: 2,112,000/2,112,000

MP: 1,459,000/1,459,000

STA: 1,130,800/1,130,800

Str - 14,900

Agi - 11,670

Lck - 799

Skills: (P) Armorhide, Full-Sense, Fortress, Reverser, Battlefield Quaker, Heavy Resister, Drag Down (A) Shatter, Bellow, Top, Rhintor, Concuss, Explosion (AOE) Disco Ball, Dance-Dance-Die, The Worm, Break-It-Down

The fact that all four of its AOEs had such blatantly ridiculous names told Keith under no uncertain terms that this was a monster to be taken seriously. A single misstep when facing a creature like this could result in a full party wipe, himself included. The one that made him the most nervous was the monster’s Heavy Resister passive. In short, it gave the turtle-ape-bird-thing massive resistance to skills that directly harmed it. A skill like Monstershock, which would have cut this creature’s HP in half before they even had to touch it, wouldn’t work as well as it was supposed to.

Keith hadn’t known monsters could have this sort of resistance, but assuming they couldn’t had been a mistake he would not make again.

“Bro, it’s now or never. That monster’s going to…Poop.”

Rhinototh’s eyes snapped open, and Keith found himself staring into twin pools of burning red. Its eyes seemed to be alive, the irises shifting colors as he stared. A low, rumbling growl echoed from the monster’s throat as its mouth opened, revealing several of its massive teeth.

“You know, I think it sounded like I said the monster was going to poop. I just want to clear the air and say that’s not what I meant.”

“Yeah, I know,” Keith said as Rhinototh began to climb to his feet.

“I knew we should have stayed home,” Bob groaned.

Keith spread his wings and ran.
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Contrary to what Keith had expected, Rhinototh didn’t stay where he was. The monster followed him, though not as fast as he’d feared, the creature wasn’t a slouch either, and no matter how fast he flew, Rhinototh always seemed to be able to keep up.

“How long can we stay ahead of him at this pace?” Keith asked.

“An hour. Maybe more,” Tac said. “If I were you, I’d run, bro. Go back to the others and regroup, then come at this thing with everything you’ve got.”

The guild was still over seventeen hours away, and the storm was closing in fast. From the looks of it, it was going to be a blizightning storm, a super-blizzard, mixed with a lightning storm, and tornadoes. He’d been forced to fight Sola, his first Raid Boss, in conditions like these, but back then, he’d been more running than fighting. Now, his Sage of War worked to come up with a feasible plan to make all the disparate elements come together into a cohesive whole.

There was an approaching storm and a monster who would follow him.

Several plans came to mind, though Tac’s advice was sound. The problem with that was that it would take time to track this thing down again if he ran, and there was too much that needed to be done. He could have The Empress’s assassins breathing down his neck at any moment, and the last thing he wanted was to be attacked while fighting for his life against a threat that couldn’t be ignored.

“Incoming!”

Keith tucked his wings and dropped like a rock as the lumbering monster opened its mouth and unleashed one of its attacks. A purple sphere of condensed light whooshed by overhead, flying for another hundred or so feet before hitting the ground, where it proceeded to explode into a spinning dome of shredding spikes and purple light.

“That would be Explosion,” Tac said. “Concussive force, along with the shredding spikes. Sorry to say, bro, but using the World Item is out until you’re out of combat.”

“I could use my Dreadfish Totem to give me some space,” Keith said, but even as he said it, he knew it wouldn’t be an option.

Out here, where one could see for miles, this monster would have the clear advantage. That was not to mention its other skill, the one that would counteract any of his short-range teleportation.

Drag Down would decrease any teleportation range by using the monster’s power as an anchor. If he tried a short-range teleport to run, he’d end up halfway to his destination, with his distance to the monster cut in half. It bent the mind a bit to figure out how it would even work, but Bob explained that the skill worked by Rhinototh tapping into the spatial warp he used and using that power to pull himself forward, while simultaneously dragging Keith back.

That meant the monster would benefit more than Keith would. The only item that would allow him to run would be his World Item, but now that he was in combat, he couldn’t use it.

“I need to get back to the ground so I can use my carriage,” Keith said.

“There’s no time to land,” Tac said. “It’ll be on you before you make it halfway.”

“Oh no,” Bob groaned as Keith removed the case from his inventory right then and there. “Please tell me you’re not doing what I think you are.”

Keith dropped from the sky, still moving as quickly as his armor allowed, even as Rhinototh launched another attack. The massive creature towered over sixty feet by the peak of its head, which was the tallest point of the monster as it ran. It ran like an ape with its front fingers curled in and back legs propelling it forward. Like this, the creature’s shell sat at an angle on its back. Throwing a look over his shoulder, Keith could see the finer plates of shell that sat around its front until they blended with the feathers, which covered the rest up.

The monster bellowed as Keith summoned his carriage in midair, the massive construct immediately plummeting to the ground as he grabbed the lip of the doorframe and launched himself in, closing his wings in the same instant and landing in the driver’s seat.

His hand slammed to the center of the wheel, bringing the carriage to life, and he mashed the pedal to the floor the instant before the carriage hit the ground like a ton of bricks. The carriage didn’t so much as wobble as it hit the ground, flashing forward in a blaze of speed and powdery snow.

“Holy poop on a popsicle stick!” Bob exclaimed as he dropped to his seat, clutching his chest. “I don’t think I can take much more of this.”

“Are we losing him?” Keith asked as the carriage roared up to its full speed, the carrier speeding across the landscape at the maximum he could pull out of it thanks to his All-Terrain Psycho.

It was rare he pulled speeds this fast, even with his one-speed policy, but when running from a monster that terrifying, he was motivated.

“Uh, not really,” Tac said. “You might want to take a peek out back.”

Keith glanced back at the monster and felt his heart skip a beat. Despite driving at over 160 miles per hour, the monster was somehow keeping up.

“Bob, how is this possible?” Keith asked, feeling the winds buffeting the sides of the carriage as they began to pick up.

The sky was darkening overhead, and he could see flashes of bright lightning in the distance, as the storm prepared to hit them at full force.

“Did you miss the part about it being a Section Boss?” Bob asked. “Because I’m pretty sure I told you that going in.”

The monkey sounded like he was on the verge of full-blown panic, while Keith was beginning to feel just a bit anxious. He didn’t like his chances of fighting this monster, especially as it seemed to have counters to several of his strongest maneuvers.

His mind worked quickly as he dragged the wheel to one side, avoiding another blast from the monster’s open mouth. The fact that it was keeping up with him by just running was completely insane. It was something that he’d never believed possible. After all, Agility was a measure of speed, but for monsters so massive, a score like that didn’t mean as much as it would for someone Keith’s size. It needed all that extra agility to make up for its size and weight.

“Will the storm help or hurt us while running?” Keith asked, trying to find a quick way out of this without having to engage quite so soon.

“That ape-turtle is adapted to this environment. A blizightning storm will only hurt your ability to maneuver the carriage. Your skills can keep you ahead for a while, but neither of us is perfect. It only takes a single mistake, bro.”

“What about a fight?” Keith asked. “In or out?”

“I’d give you 40/60 odds without the storm. 50/50 if you fight during the storm, but chances of injury from the weather will go up, especially if any tornadoes come spinning through or someone is barbecued by a bolt of lightning, and let me tell you, being struck by lightning is no fun at all.”

Tac gave a mental shiver which made Keith curious if the artificial mind – whom he’d long suspected had been taken from a real person on Earth – had ever been struck by lightning.

“Alright then,” Keith said. “We’ll need perfect timing on this. Contact everyone and relay the plan. Tell them they have five minutes to prepare. I don’t think the storm will hold out for any longer than that.”

“Roger that, boss man!” Tac said, then began relaying Keith’s instructions.

“Do you remember when you drove your carriage off a hundred-foot cliff and crashed it into a World Monster?” Bob said.

“That would be pretty hard to forget,” Keith said, wrenching the wheel to his left the instant before a spinning orb of purple slammed into the ground.

The carriage rocked with the backwash of force, and he nearly lost control. Keith managed to keep the carriage on course and spun the wheel hard to try throwing the monster with a quick change in direction. It didn’t work.

Rhinototh’s tail smashed into the ground, sending a blast of snow and stone into the air as he swung himself around, barreling forward with barely a hitch in his gait.

“What you’re planning right now makes that plan look sane,” Bob said, huddling lower in his seat. “Can we just run, instead of acting like crazy people for once? You know, for your best bud, Bob?”

“If you want world domination, you can’t be too much of a chicken to take it,” Keith said.

“Wait, did you just say you want world domination?” Bob asked.

“No, I didn’t,” Keith said. “I said if you wanted it. I just want to kill this monster and complete the quest.”

“Messages sent, bro,” Tac said. “But Servo, Maylee, and Grunild all want to talk with you directly. Something about not trusting an artificial mind with their messages. Like they would know intelligence if it kicked them in the junk.”

“What is it?” Keith asked, contacting Servo first.

“I think you’re insane,” Servo said. “Just for the record.”

“Is that all?” Keith asked, feeling a slight twinge of annoyance as he dragged the wheel again, avoiding another blast from the speeding monster.

“Yup.”

“Then stop wasting time,” Keith said and cut off the connection.

“Are you serious about this?” Maylee’s voice asked, echoing in his mind. “This seems a bit excessive, doesn’t it?”

“Monster hunting is all about taking opportunities,” Keith said. “This is our best chance. So, I’m taking it.”

“I’ve been up against strong opponents before,” Maylee said. “But level 74? Are you sure we can handle that?”

“We won’t know unless we try,” Keith said. “Besides, if worst comes to worst, we can try running. The pass into this open plain is too narrow for the monster to escape quickly. Even if he can make it out, we’ll be long gone by then.”

What Keith didn’t mention was the fact that their chances of escape if they had to run were slim at best. Having soothed the elf’s worries, he now contacted Grunild, the Lionian’s voice echoing in his mind.

“I have some reservations about this fight,” she said. “It seems like a hasty decision to pull everyone in when you could find an opening to retreat, then come back fully prepared.”

He could do that, but then they would lose the edge the blizightning storm would give them and told the woman as much.

“Monster battles come when you least expect them, especially in our line of work. If you want to become a monster hunter, I’d recommend going in with the mindset that you can be pulled from peaceful slumber in your room with a World Monster’s face two inches from your own.”

“That doesn’t sound like a pleasant way to wake up,” Grunild said. “But you’ve got the experience. If you think this is best, I’ll go along with it.”

“It seems like she’s got some common sense,” Tac said as Keith spun the wheel hard to one side, the carriage drifting over snow and ice as it pulled into the turn.

A wave of near-invisible force rippled through the air, clipping the tail end of the carrier and nearly causing it to spin out. If not for the carriage’s incredible acceleration, they would have been caught for sure. As it was, the armor absorbed a good part of the impact, and the carriage only wobbled a bit.

A roar of frustration echoed across the intervening space as Rhinototh skidded and changed direction, clearly having expected the blast to hit them.

“What’s that thing’s Stamina looking like?” Keith asked, pulling into another hard turn and then reversing his course to throw the monster’s aim.

“Still good, though it’s already burned through nearly a hundred thousand on this chase. Explosion uses mana, but that Concuss skill uses Stamina. Shame he doesn’t like using that one as much.”

Rhinototh had over a million Stamina but having already spent so much of it in such a short span was encouraging. If they could whittle his Stamina down enough before Keith sprung his trap, there was a good chance they could win this thing more easily than he might have hoped.

Rhinototh opened his mouth to fire another attack. He’d fallen a bit behind thanks to his earlier mess-up, and while he wasn’t gaining, he was managing to keep up. Keith could see the Stamina bar above the monster’s towering head steadily ticking down as it continued to give chase. He could scarcely imagine burning through that level of power just to sustain a certain speed, but for monsters, it seemed to be nothing.

Must be nice to have power like that under your belt, he thought as he pulled into another evasive maneuver.

Rhinototh’s head snapped to follow him, and Tac shouted a warning. Then the wall of white swallowed them, and the carriage shook under the force of the impacting storm.
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Visibility dropped in an instant, going from miles to feet, then extending out to his previous distance as his All-Terrain Psycho took effect. The skill gave him perfect vision in poor weather. Rhinototh, while suited to this environment, wasn’t as quick on the uptake. The monster stumbled, then unleashed a wild attack, blasting the Explosion in a completely different direction.

Tac estimated about ten seconds before Rhinototh came to his senses, which really wasn’t much time. Worse, the screaming winds that buffeted the carriage were forcing him to slow down, despite his best efforts. His visibility might be perfect, but the weather was still conspiring against him, even as the carriage shifted subtly to adapt to the superstorm that had hit them.

Powerful headlamps flared to life all around the carriage, illuminating their surroundings, it sank partially to the ground, reducing the force of the wind, and several panels rearranged themselves on the outside, to better reduce the drag. Despite all that, he’d still slowed noticeably, and could feel the force of the blowing winds and howling snow as it battered them on all sides.

A roar sounded from behind them, and a single glance showed that Rhinototh was gaining on them quickly. The monster’s body was bathed in an eerie green light, similar to those of the northern lights from back on Earth. Though on this creature, it looked absolutely terrifying.

“It’s now or never, bro,” Tac said as Keith did a mental check of the time.

It had only been around four minutes, which meant preparations would be complete. Still, he had no choice. It was now or never, just as Tac had said.

Keith targeted Rhinototh, even as the monster prepared another attack and triggered his Monstershock. He felt the resistance the instant it was cast, the skill slamming into Rhinototh and causing the monster to stagger but not quite fall. The monster’s health dropped substantially, but not nearly to the point it should have.

-511,600, Monstershock

Rhinototh is Enraged

Rhinototh screamed, its voice echoing loudly over the storm swirling all around them as lightning flashed at the monster’s back, lending it an even more terrifying look. Monstershock had shaved off less than a quarter of his total health, and the monster was mad.

“Big one incoming,” Tac warned. “Going to be Dance-Dance-Die. We do not wanna get hit by that, bro. Not today, not ever!”

Keith used the second planned skill, Age of Mythos, calling Galaxia, the Dreadnaught of the Nemesis Dungeon, back from the underworld. The ground split at Rhinototh’s feet and the monstrous cat pounced, its burning claws raking at the ape-turtle’s chest and face, forcing him to cut off his attack.

Keith continued to speed away as the two titans began to clash. He tried triggering his earring, but it didn’t work.

“Keep driving, bro!” Tac urged. “We’ve got to be getting out of range!”

Their entire plan hinged on this, so Keith was really hoping they hadn’t made a huge miscalculation on this one. Still, his Sage of War skill told him this should work. He just needed to get far enough away from the monster to be considered out of combat. They were fairly certain this area didn’t count as a Dungeon either.

Keith tried again as he continued to speed away from the battling monsters, feeling the timer ticking down as Galaxia put up a valiant fight. A Section Boss like her would only stick around for 60 seconds, but he doubted a Raid Boss would have put up much of a fight, even if they stuck around for a full 150 seconds. He remembered calling Elmentine to battle Galaxia, and he hadn’t faired too well against her. With a 9-level difference, Galaxia should be able to hold her own for a minute and hopefully inflict some damage as well.

The other specialties of his, which would freeze a monster for 150 seconds, were also not a guarantee with Rhinototh, just as Monster’s Bane wouldn’t. Direct skills would do far less, so even if Lock did work, it would be wholly unreliable, as he would have no idea when the monster would break free, and he would rather save it for the battle, allowing ranged fighters to do damage, while pushing melee to retreat. In short, he’d be saving one of the uses in case of an emergency.

“Twenty seconds, bro,” Tac said as Keith tried and failed to activate the earring.

He could still see the titanic monsters clashing as he tried to force the carriage to move faster.

“Hold onto your lunches,” Keith said, checking his distance. “This is going to get bumpy!”

Bob groaned audibly as Keith did possibly the stupidest thing one could do in the middle of a superstorm with high winds. He switched the carriage’s mode from Superstorm to Power Throttle.

Instantly, the carriage shifted, its plates realigning as he jammed the pedal to the floor. The carriage leaped forward, winds buffeting it from all sides as he picked up speed, wrestling the wheel for control against the screaming winds. The speed gauge climbed quickly, going from the 110 he’d been managing to pull to 140 in under three seconds. It continued to climb, driving past the 160 mark as Tac gave him the 10-second warning.

He tried using the earring again but felt no response.

“I don’t want to die!” Bob cried, burying his face in his hands and huddling as low in the seat as he could.

A gust of wind slammed into the carriage hard enough to jolt them all as he topped 180 miles per hour. Keith strained against the wheel as he felt the carriage trying to tip.

“Oh, no, you don’t!” he yelled, using Heatstance and slamming his body into the side of the carriage.

It came back down, all wheels spinning faster as disaster was avoided. A wreck at these speeds wouldn’t do wonders for his health, and the Section Boss would have little trouble finishing him off after that.

“Ahhh!” Bob shrieked as Tac shouted a warning.

“Five seconds, bro! I don’t know if we’re gonna make it!”

The carriage began to whine loudly as they topped 190 miles per hour. Clearly, this wasn’t made to go too much faster. The Power Throttle mode was meant to increase speed and performance, but only to a point. His All-Terrain Psycho boosted base speed, and while the carriage could likely handle up to the 170 range, 190 was a bit more than it was built for.

Keith clenched his jaw as Tac counted down.

“Four! Three!”

Keith triggered his earring as Tac’s count landed on two and he hit 194 miles per hour. In a blink, their surroundings vanished and the carriage exploded out onto rocky ground.

“Brake! Brake!” Bob yelled as Keith disengaged the Power Throttle, switching back to Superstorm.

The blizightning storm roared around them as he jammed the brakes, a series of parked carriages quickly approaching. Only a few people had the skills to see them coming, and several of them panicked as the barreling ram of death came speeding towards them.

Keith jammed on the brakes, the carrier screaming as it skidded and slid along the slick ground, their speed cutting drastically.

“Oh,” Bob groaned, then vomited all over the seat in front of him.

Keith did his best to ignore it as he ground his teeth together, shoving his other foot down on the bucking brake, his Heatstance still active. The carriage skittered and screeched as he fought with the wheel, keeping it straight. If it turned now, they would flip, and there was no chance they wouldn’t hit someone.

The carriage continued to screech for another hundred or so feet, pebbles and scree flying in all directions before he finally managed to pull the carriage to a halt. Keith sat back quickly as the pressure eased off and just stayed there, staring straight ahead, while Bob continued to make gagging sounds.

“Bro, you should be in an action movie or something because that was some next-level levels of nutso. Even my cousin Richie isn’t this nuts, and he got 40 to life for that whole murder clown thing.”

Keith sat there, breathing evenly as he allowed his heart rate to come down to normal levels. The notification alerting him that his All-Terrain Psycho had gone up another level was hardly surprising. What was surprising, however, was that his Intimidation skill had just been upgraded to the next tier.

Skill: Intimidation has advanced to Advanced!

Intimidation

Level: Advanced - I

You can scare people with your looks alone! (Yikes!) Your actions have taken you further down the path of being a scary, scary man.

Effects: 70% chance to force someone of a lower level to back down, 30% chance for someone to flee in terror, 8% chance for someone to soil themselves, 1% chance for someone to drop dead in terror

“That’s what I call scary!” Tac whooped. “Imagine scaring someone so badly they just drop dead.”

“I don’t have to imagine that,” Bob said, still clutching his chest. “Oh no. I think I’m going to be sick again.”

“At least do it outside,” Keith said, eyeing the puddle on the seat.

Judging by how the front of the carriage was steaming, the puddle would probably be the least of his problems.

So much for this carriage, he thought sadly as he pushed the door open and walked out into the blizightning storm.

The wind slammed into him like a physical force, snow blasting into him from all sides as his visibility dropped. Now that he was no longer driving, he would be able to see less, but his Sage of War and Discerning Eye were still able to pick everything out, if not by actual sight, then by lines of light showing everyone’s positions.

A quick walk around the carriage showed that it was in rough shape. For something that could take a lot of punishment, it seemed like this had its limits, and he hadn’t even driven it off a cliff.

The front of the carriage gave off a searing heat, and several plates had been melted onto the actual frame itself. One of the wheels looked to have been bent out of line, which would explain why the carriage had felt sluggish toward the end, and much of the undercarriage looked to have been shredded.

“I guess we’ll be replacing this once we get back to civilization,” Tac said as Keith placed it back in his inventory.

The carriage would be undrivable, but luckily for him, he had a spare, even if it wasn’t as good.

Several figures had come running up to him by this point, among them being his three chosen leaders, all wearing heavy-looking cloaks with fur ruffs around their collars.

“Is everything ready?” Keith yelled, taking a quick look around.

“Just about,” Servo replied. “I still think this is a crazy plan, by the way.”

“Don’t worry,” Keith replied. “I’ve already softened it up for you. We’ll have to do a lot less damage once we get there. We’re making the jump in ten seconds. Everyone, into position!”

“Out of the frying pan and into the deep fryer,” Bob groaned as he slumped on Keith’s shoulder.

Lightning flashed above, and a searing bolt struck the ground some fifty feet away, leaving a pile of glowing stones in its wake.

“Get ready,” Keith projected as he mentally prepared himself for the jump.

He’d just left this battlefield, and now he was running back to face a monster that would be an extreme personal challenge, as it would resist many of his best skills. Still, this only pushed him to fight harder and smarter. Challenges were meant to be overcome, and the reward for overcoming this one would be priceless.

Keith used his World Item for the second time that day, pulling the entire raid party along with him to the tundra where Rhinototh was waiting for them, still enraged and ready to unleash the full might of a Section Boss.
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The storm seemed to howl louder and fiercer as they appeared, and Keith summoned his backup carriage. It wouldn’t do nearly as well in these conditions, but it would still serve its purpose.

“Everyone into position,” Keith ordered as he climbed in, though he didn’t strap himself down.

That would only slow him when he needed to get out, and he already knew he’d need to do so quickly when the time came.

The carriage’s wheels screeched as he took off, speeding toward the monster waiting just a couple of miles away. His vision cleared, and he could see Rhinototh in the distance. Tac began pointing out the injuries the monster had sustained in his battle with Galaxia. A good portion of its feathers were blackened and burned, and several slashes had been opened across its chest and belly. The monster’s health still hovered at nearly 70% though, which, while better than 100%, still wasn’t what he was hoping for.

Rhinototh heard them coming, the monster’s head snapping in their direction. Its red eyes squinted through the whirling snow, trying to catch sight of him. Keith screamed into view, the carriage door swinging open as he wrenched it around in a quick 180-degree turn, hurling the prepared spell scroll as the monster’s body flashed across the opening.

The Neverend Spell Scroll flew, attached to his hammer as Rhinototh barreled forward with a roar, its defenses completely down. One of the upsides of the Enraged status was that the monster wouldn’t bother with defense. The major downsides had to do with increased damage and ferocity on the monster’s part, but with a creature this massive, a single hit would likely mean instant death.

The Neverend scroll went off ten seconds after Keith threw it. The sky lit up as hundreds of light lances formed and fired at once, slamming into the monster, who roared in rage as they burned its feathered hide. The ones that hit its shell shattered, doing absolutely nothing. The scroll managed to shave a nice chunk off the monster’s health, doing a total of over 10,000 damage, combined with the additional light damage the lances inflicted.

In response, Rhinototh triggered The Worm. Keith jumped from the carriage and used Lightswap, pulling a distant chunk of stone to him, as the massive monster leaped high into the air, his body gleaming red and silver.

Keith felt a weight press down on him as he tried to make the jump and slowed considerably. At the same time, he felt a tugging at his back, and when he popped out of his spatial jump, he found he’d only made it about halfway to his target. Rhinototh, by contrast, was now practically on top of him, the massive monster dropping like a meteor from nearly a hundred feet up as his limbs spread wide.

“Bro. If that hits you, you’re going to die. No two cents about it.”

Keith used Shard Sponge, knowing there was no way to avoid the attack in time. If he tried to jump, the monster would only jump with him, and though he hated to use a trump card this soon into a fight, he really had no choice.

Rhinototh’s massive body slammed down on him and was subsequently blasted away with double the force of that impact. Blood sprayed in the monster’s wake as it was hurled backward. Massive cracks appeared across the plating on its chest, which had previously been hidden by its feathers, and a roar of pain echoed through the screaming storm.

-392,922, Shard Sponge

Holy poop on a Spiritual stick! Now that’s what I call a counter! Also, stop being so mean to monsters. He really thought he had you there!

Rhinototh crashed into the ground with an echoing boom, his massive body landing shell-first as he managed to pull his limbs into the craggy thing. Keith didn’t stick around to see what happened next. He turned and ran, using his Speed Demon to boost his running speed. He’d only covered around three-quarters of the distance he needed to in that jump, which he’d purposely overshot, knowing he’d be dragged back, and Rhinototh was already getting to his feet. Keith threw a look back over his shoulder. Through the whirling snow, he saw the massive monster standing upright, its shadow looming over his entire group.

“Here he comes!” Keith projected to his raid party. “Get ready!”

Rhinototh roared again, then barreled forward, leaving a trail of steaming blood in his wake, his burning eyes fixed entirely on Keith. It was because of that that he didn’t see the surprise attack coming until it hit him.

Though they hadn’t had a lot of time before the actual raid, Keith had commissioned several magic cannons beforehand. They were nothing special and had limited ammunition, as they ran on oversized alchemical bombs, but they were better than nothing.

Six beams slammed into Rhinototh at once. Corrosive and green, they tore into his chest, stripping away the monster’s armor in smoking layers. The ape-turtle, who’d been running at Keith at full-tilt – suddenly came up short, screaming in agony as the beams punched into him.

“Again,” Keith yelled. “Reload! Casters, I want his health down to 50%. Make it happen!”

The monster was somewhere in the range of 1.2 million HP, thanks mostly to Keith’s efforts, but he knew he wouldn’t be able to replicate that kind of damage again anytime soon. He would now be relying on the raid party and their plan to take this monster down to 50%. As soon as that happened, Tac predicted a 99% chance of the monster growing more aggressive and dangerous, which was to be expected of a creature this powerful.

Still, the sooner they could get it down to that point, the better. The fresher the raid party was, the faster they’d be able to respond to the big attacks and divert or avoid them as needed.

Keith saw the monster’s HP dip a bit, even as the spellcasters began their bombardment. A series of strikes came from the crowd and the sky as the mages spread out into a wide formation, with two tanks covering each of them. The bulk was reserved for the cannons, because getting as many blasts off as possible was important if they wanted to survive.

Rhinototh roared again, then swiped one of his hands through the air.

“Shatter, incoming,” Tac warned, sending the message to everyone.

Tac speaking directly to them meant that everybody had a few extra seconds to react without Keith needing to relay the warnings.

The air seemed to crack as the monster brought its hand down, slamming into the ground. The earth buckled and pitched for a moment as the ground split, jagged shards of stone blasting in all directions from the force of the impact. Shields flared as the tanks weathered the blast. It wasn’t an AOE, but it was still an attack from a Section Boss.

Several of the tank shields were overwhelmed by that single blow, and Rhinototh wasn’t going to be nice enough to just stand there and let them recover. The monster immediately spun into his next attack. The monster’s arms, legs, and head were tucked as it spun, its shell turning into a spinning top of destruction as it hurled forward on its side, plowing straight through the center of the raid’s ranks.

It was only thanks to Keith’s Sage of War that the party members were able to avoid the attack in time. One of the effects boosted Agility by 25% in rough weather, and this weather definitely qualified as rough. Still, they didn’t escape unscathed.

Two elves and several humans were caught in the backwash, their limbs breaking, bones crushed, and blood spraying in the air as the edges of the spinning mass of destruction slammed into them.

“Healers, get on them!” Keith yelled. “Mages, I need that thing bogged down. It’s only going to stop when it wants to.”

Sure enough, Rhinototh was spinning around for a second pass, the shell blurringly fast as it approached. Thankfully, the monster’s speed wasn’t at the levels it had been when it had been chasing him, but it was still fast.

Grunild’s group cast a group spell, channeling their power together as the monster approached. Suddenly, the ground turned to muck, and Rhinototh’s power and momentum did the rest. The monster spun itself through the thick mire, getting increasingly stuck the more it tried to spin. Finally, it was stuck fast, unable to so much as move as it struggled to right itself.

“Cannons!” Keith yelled, drawing his hammers and joining them together into one.

Whispering Wind swung downwards as Keith triggered Ghost Strike. A massive apparition of a hammer appeared in the sky above the monster. It was so enormous it dwarfed the creature’s shell. It came down with a ringing boom, impacting with enough force to blast all the snow from their vicinity for an instant and drive Rhinototh deeper into the mud.

-172,000, Ghost Strike

Keith winced at the massive reduction in damage. That was some serious armor they were working through. The attack should have done 275,000 points in total, which meant that that shell could absorb over 100,000 points of damage.

“Whatever you do, don’t bother aiming for the shell,” Keith sent out. “None of your attacks will get through.”

He was a bit late on that front, as the four surviving cannons blasted into the monster’s shell, sizzling harmlessly against the craggy hide. Despite their failure, Keith’s attack, combined with the efforts of the raiding party, had finally brought Rhinototh’s HP down below 50%.

“I’d take a couple of steps back if I were you,” Tac said, as Rhinototh’s shell began to glow, the monster beginning to spin again.

“AOE incoming,” Keith warned. “Everyone, retreat. Get behind a tank. Tanks, don’t you dare die!”

Keith dove back, switching his Unconquerable Aura on, and triggering the Sun Armor skill in his armor set. Light blazed from between the joints, though it was hardly noticeable with the aura already active. That done, he ducked behind one of the nearest tanks, a massive oxian with stark-white fur.

Disco Ball went off with about as much fanfare as one might expect from a skill with a name like that, but unlike its namesake, this one did significantly more damage. Multicolored beams of searing light blasted from the hundreds of small holes covering the monster’s shell, blasting out in all directions and ripping through everything in its path.

The oxian grunted as the first of the beams hit his shield, his feet skidding back in the snow as the force of the blast nearly took him off his feet. Only Keith’s extra bracing kept him from losing his balance, but not everyone was so lucky. The beams tore through the ground, ripping chunks out of the earth, sending snow and debris spraying into the air. With visibility from the storm already making things harder to see, many of his raid party were blindsided.

Keith watched several lines of light wink out as the beams tore through them, ripping their bodies in half or quarters or obliterating them completely. The spinning shell continued to whirl, as the beams of destruction tore the battlefield apart.

The oxian defending him grunted several more times, managing to block the beams, but he was visibly flagging.

“That next one has an 80% chance of punching through. You need to leave,” Tac warned.

Keith seized the oxian and used his Lightswap, dragging them both away and swapping positions with a chunk of falling body. Since the monster was preoccupied, it wasn’t exactly paying attention to him and thus didn’t impede his travel.

The oxian yelled as they dropped the last few feet, narrowly avoiding a beam that sheared through the air beneath them. Keith got a great look at a human woman as she was sliced in two, bisected at the waist, her upper body falling away as her legs dropped to the ground. Shockingly, she was still alive, and Keith triggered Will, restoring everyone within 60 to 100% health. He landed next to the woman as the spinning monster finally slowed, the blasting beams vanishing as it did.

“Are you okay?” Keith asked, having to yell due to the wind.

“My legs are gone!” the woman screamed, seeming to be on the verge of a full-blown panic attack.

“Well, you don’t technically need your legs to live,” Keith said.

The woman looked at him in shock.

“Dude. Not cool,” Tac said.

Keith shrugged, then punched her in the jaw, knocking her out cold.

“What did you do that for?” the oxian demanded.

“We can’t have her panicking,” Keith said, getting to his feet. “We need everyone to stay calm and collected. “Now, stand back.”

Tac sent out Keith’s next mental command. He’d been waiting for this attack to finish before triggering it. He’d known the party would need some recovery time, and he was planning on going out there and trading a few blows with the monster to build their morale back up.

“We’ve lost 22 fighters, and another 29 are out for the count.”

In short, most of their raid party had been taken out in that one attack. That was what happened when you had to fight a Section Boss on open ground without any obstacles to use. This field, more than anything, was what put them at a disadvantage. There was nothing, other than the storm, that they could use in their environment, so he was just going to have to make it.

“Time that monster for me,” Keith said, then he used another of his items.

The Unconquerable Fortress activated, and the ground rumbled as walls of icy stone rose all around them. Battlements appeared, their raid members rising along with them as they’d been ushered into the correct locations in time. Those who’d been injured remained in the open space in the center, in the safest part of the fortress.

The walls rose to some thirty feet before the rumbling stopped, leaving the snowbound castle standing in the center of the wasteland. Keith took a moment to examine it, tapping the stone with a booted foot. It seemed solid enough, and it was nothing fancy. It wasn’t massive either, just a small castle made of stone, perhaps twenty feet across and squared for the same amount of space. In short, it was the central space that was the safest.

The main point he took from this was the usefulness of the tops of the walls, which allowed them to remount the cannons and gave them leverage on a monster that had towered dozens of feet over them.

As Rhinototh rose, it still towered above them, but there was a huge difference between 20 and 50 feet.

“Keith! What are we supposed to do?”

Keith turned, seeing Maylee running towards him out of the blinding snow. Lightning flashed overhead, illuminating the battlefield for an instant and showing the looming monster as it gathered another attack in its open mouth. Rhinototh wasn’t going to be slowing down it seemed, and an Explosion was already forming.

“Get whatever mages you can together,” Keith said, craning his neck from side to side. “Pull everyone together. I’m going to see if I can soften this thing up a bit more before I start to run out of juice.”

With that said, Keith took a running leap off the wall, sailing out into the open air with the massive monster’s attack aimed right at him.
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Keith activated several items and effects while he was airborne. The first was his Sylven, a small white fairy-like creature flowing out of the ring and spinning around him.

You caught the Sylven’s wind! Strength +500 for 5 minutes.

New strength flooded his body as the next effect activated, Stamina Block, reducing his Stamina usage to zero for the next minute. The Explosion flew at him, and Keith used Diamond Mine, the ring absorbing and refracting the attack before blasting it back into the monster’s face.

Rhinototh reeled with a scream of pain as purple lines of power slammed into it with an explosive force. It only did half the damage of the original attack, but Rhinototh was a Section Boss. All of its attacks were powerful.

Keith landed, rolling over one shoulder, and hurled his hammer as he cast Overdrive, doubling his Strength and Agility, and used Hammerrang. The hammer spun away, slamming into the monster as he leaped to his feet, dashing forward with blinding speed. The hammer came flying back after impacting the monster’s knee with crushing force but only doing minimal damage as far as the Section Boss was concerned.

-4,880, Critical, Crushing

Keith closed the distance in a blink by using Lightswap. The monster didn’t try to pull itself as he was coming straight for it. He exploded from space right at Rhinototh’s eye-level, then used the final skill before attacking – one of his Title’s special skills. It made him immortal for 35 seconds a day.

A light flashed around him, and he struck using Armageddon Spear. The Pinpoint spot was right in front of him. Tac only gave him a two-percent chance of succeeding, but it was better than nothing. Though Keith was a bit outside of the skill’s normal range, Extender boosted that range by two-and-a-half times. That meant that the skill was well within striking distance.

Rhinototh reacted quickly, one of its arms flashing up to block, and Keith silently swore as his attack struck. Armageddon Spear tore through the hand like it was made of paper. With the armor-piercing effects, it was one of his most potent skills. Unfortunately, he’d missed his Pinpoint strike, so it wouldn’t be an Instakill.

-10,250, Armageddon Spear

Rhinototh roared in his face, unleashing a blast of sound that should have shattered his eardrums and likely knocked a good chunk off his health. It did nothing at all, and Keith used Combustive Body to throw himself forward. Explosions blasted from his booth as he blasted at the monster’s face, triggering Armageddon Spear for the second time.

Normally, he’d need to wait to use it, but thanks to his Title, there was no cooldown needed. Rhinototh roared, an attack building in its mouth as it tried to avoid his attack.

Keith grinned wildly as he drove forward, Armageddon Spear driving into one of the monster’s massive red eyes. Blood sprayed all around him as his extended fingers, glowing with blazing light, punched into the monster’s eye. He only made it a few inches deep before a massive hand slammed him to the ground.

One second, he was fifty feet up, and the next, his body had blasted a small crater in the earth below. Keith bounced back to his feet in an instant, then flashed forward at the nearest limb as the notification flashed in his vision.

-15,119, Massive Critical

Rhinototh has been partially blinded in one eye.

Rhinototh is enraged.

Keith ignored the messages as he used Monster’s Bane three times in a row, shaving away at Rhinototh’s health. He reached Rhinototh seconds after and triggered another massive active skill. Ancient’s Fury went off with a fiery explosion that blasted the monster back a step. Keith took a blow for this as well, one that blasted him into the fortress wall. But thanks to his immortality, the blow did nothing at all. He slid to the ground, chips of stone falling from his shoulders as he threw himself forward again, using Lightswap to pull up to the monster’s face.

Rhinototh seemed prepared for this, as he lunged, mouth gaping.

“Sorry, missed that one,” Tac said, just before Rhintor went off.

A howling storm of freezing wind blasted into Keith, hurling him away from the monster. Even as he flew back, Keith managed to orient himself and throw his hammer, triggering Eightfold Blight. The weapon crashed into the monster and a hail of multicolored lightning struck all at once, blasting into the creature as Keith tried to orient himself.

His armor flashed as he changed it midair, and an instant later, wings snapped out as he caught himself. That single blast had thrown him over a hundred feet away.

“You’ve got seven seconds, bro,” Tac said.

It wasn’t enough time, and he knew it. Still, Keith launched himself toward the monster as he triggered Eightfold Blight for a second time.

Rhinototh roared, then used Dance-Dance-Die. It was a faster activation than should have been possible, but Keith had seen skills like this in action during massive boss battles like this one. Rhinototh spun into a series of agile movements that belied his massive bulk, hurling massive chunks of forged stone, ice, and iron at Keith – and the fortress he’d summoned – at the same time. Keith ducked and spun, trying to avoid the attack, but one of the sailing chunks clipped his shoulder, sending him spinning from the air.

“And we’re out of time,” Tac said as Keith’s immortality wore off.

Keith caught himself before he hit the ground, then was forced to duck and dodge, spinning through the field of falling debris the size of houses to avoid being crushed to a bloody pulp. From the top of the walls, the cannons fired, blasting into the monster, who wasn’t even trying to defend himself. Spells rained down from above, as some of the recovered mages joined in. There were a few tanks left, and they projected massive shields overhead to try slowing the advance of the falling debris.

The first chunk of stone that hit shattered most of the barriers, and Keith used Lightswap to pull another away, flying up to eye-level with the monster, who switched the full brunt of the AOE on him entirely. Fifty feet in the air, Keith’s armor flashed as he switched back to his more powerful Beastland set.

He triggered Wisp Armor, and the chunk of iron that was meant to crush him shattered against his body. Still, as he was up in the air, he plummeted to the ground and landed twenty feet below on the wall, where many of the raid members were huddled and hiding.

“Why am I doing all the work?” Keith yelled. “That monster is down to 37% of its max HP and I’m pretty sure I did about 60% of that damage! If any of you want your share, start pulling your weight!”

Keith was annoyed at his raid party, as very few seemed capable of even putting up a fight. He should have started them out on something smaller but had figured since this was the Fourliance, they’d be able to handle themselves. It was a mistake to put his trust in people like this.

Only a small team of fighters – including the three he’d chosen – were doing anything. Currently, Grunild was directing the small team of mages, who were peppering the massive monster with spells, trying to keep it tied down, while Servo and Maylee were both operating cannons, reloading as quickly as they could and shouting at the others to stop cowering.

From his vantage, Keith could see more than one perfectly healthy fighter hiding in the center of the fortress, pretending to be injured or otherwise.

“You just can’t get good help these days,” Tac said with mock annoyance.

Keith’s hammer returned, and he swung two-handed, blasting another chunk of stone away and sending it sailing back toward the monster. At this point, he could only count on about fifteen of his remaining fighters, and he’d been doing most of the work. Rhinototh was injured, but not nearly enough to be put down. Keith threw himself from the walls, being clubbed by several more of the massive stones and shards of ice, his Wisp Armor absorbing it all. He hit the ground and rolled, then leaped to his feet and triggered the armor’s effect.

Rhinototh reeled for a moment as another chunk of its health was removed, courtesy of Wisp Armor, but just as with Monstershock, only a fraction of the actual damage was taken. Worse, the AOE continued unabated, several massive boulders falling from the sky seeking to crush him.

Keith used Lock, and the monster stuttered for a moment, its attack abruptly cutting off. Then a shiver ran through it and the skill shattered. Rhinototh regained the use of his limbs, but the AOE had been cut short. Keith advanced, hammer clipping to his back as he summoned his crossbow.

The Meteor-King Launcher blazed as he used one of its skills, aiming right for the dark purple spot between the monster’s legs. Meteor King activated with a concussive boom as the massive, glowing orange bolt flashed from the mouth of the weapon, streaking across the intervening distance in an instant and slamming into the monster’s groin.

-127,000 Massive Critical, Meteor King, Junk Destroyer

Talk about ruining someone’s day! It’s a good thing Rhinototh can regrow his family jewels, otherwise he’d be pretty mad. Oh wait, he’s still mad! Good luck surviving this, you sicko!

Rhinototh collapsed to his knees. His hands flew over his destroyed jewels as he howled in agony.

“This is your best chance to finish it,” Tac said. “We were expecting damage, but the Massive Critical was an unexpected bonus.”

Keith lunged forward, only for Tac to shout a warning. He pulled up short, just as a massive lance of ice blasted from the sky, slamming into the ground inches from his face.

“Phew! Talk about a close…oops-”

A massive lance of iron smashed into him, crashing through the ice lance and ripping through his chest. Keith was blasted backward, smashing into the fortress wall, where the lance pinned him to it, massive damage flashing before his eyes as his HP bottomed out.
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“Gah, I hate it when that happens!” Keith wheezed, shattering the lance and dropping to the ground, using his once daily Peak Health perk to fully restore his health and Stamina.

In an instant, his HP went from one to full, restoring the gaping hole in his chest as though it had never been. If not for his get out of jail free card, he would now be dead, and he could only play that card once more during this fight. He’d made the mistake of thinking that Rhinototh wouldn’t be able to attack due to the pain, and that had nearly cost him everything.

More lances rained down from above, streaked horizontally, and even came from behind. That was another mistake he’d made – assuming that Break-it-Down was a directional AOE and not an all-encompassing one.

“How many tanks are still left?” Keith asked, looking down at his armor.

It had taken some serious damage, but a quick check of his stats showed that they’d all taken a big jump. Over 60,000 points of damage had added 120 points to his Strength and Endurance, and another 60 points to his Vitality and Agility, so it wasn’t all bad.

“Only four left on their feet,” Tac said as Keith used Magician to avoid another strike.

Now that he knew what to look for, avoiding them was a bit easier, and he knew this attack couldn’t go on for long. The blows were erratic, as Rhinototh was still in excruciating pain. Had he not been, that blow would have caused far more damage.

“Have them gather up at the top of the wall. I want as big a spell as the mages can throw at that thing. Do the cannons have anything left?”

“Three or four shots left apiece,” Tac said.

“I want them firing in a coordinated strike. All at once,” Keith said, diving to his left to avoid an iron lance the length of an average train car.

It plowed into the ground, ripping up a furrow of ice and snow before vanishing into the blizzard. It was thanks to Tac that he could see these coming. That, and his Discerning Eye, which was able to pick out the flickers of movement through the storm, and his Probability, which showed the safest spots on the battlefield to avoid being skewered again.

Keith ran forward, using Probability to clear a way through the storm, and the hail of house-sized lances that would tear through him in an instant. Above, in the now-heavily damaged fortress, his three chosen leaders were lining up their shots, while the mages were building up to something.

“You should have an opening in seven seconds,” Tac said. “There’s an 80% chance they’ll be able to take it.”

“Make them prep faster,” Keith said, then used Speed Demon and rushed forward.

His Stamina burning and body blurring, he flashed through the whirling storm, lightning exploding all around him as freezing snow and ice tore at his armor. Lances of all kinds rained around him, smashing into the ground from all angles. He ducked, dodged, spun, and avoided every incoming strike.

The boost to his stats was noticeable. Gaining over one hundred points in two and another sixty in another two would do that, even at his level.

He took a running leap as a pair of lances came at him, one glittering white and the other a burning gray. He tucked his head, threw one arm out to the side, then spun horizontally through the air. One lance flashed by inches from his stomach, and as he pulled through the spin, he smacked it with his free hand, throwing himself a foot up as the second lance – which came from behind – flashed by through the space he’d just occupied.

“Four seconds,” Tac said. “You need to be faster. Close the distance, bro.”

Chronosphere pulsed around Keith as he used Magician to pull himself closer. The monster’s focus might have been off, but it was still locked onto him as it tried to kill him for what he’d done.

Keith felt a tremendous weight on his body, and an instant later, he’d closed more than half the distance and went right into a field of oncoming attacks.

His hammers spun out as he landed, whirling through the air. He knew his Plant Armor effect would do nothing to repel projectiles of this size and mass, but he still activated it as he spun through the field of falling lances, knowing that a single hit would flatten him.

“Here’s the opening, bro,” Tac said.

Rhinototh loomed large before him, blood gushing from his lower body where Keith’s attack had impacted. One of the monster’s burning eyes was closed, blood leaking from the lid, and the monster himself looked worn down and disoriented. Just as Tac predicted, the storm of lances stuttered for a moment, and in that instant, where no lances flew, Keith triggered his attack.

In the same instant, he shouted his signal to his remaining fighters.

Three cannon blasts went off at the same time – another had been destroyed by one of the lances – and a twisting beam of green, yellow, and orange seared the air as it flashed from the wall.

Keith slammed his hammers together, triggering Whispering Burn, the effect quadrupling the weapon’s maximum power and freezing his Stamina for 180 seconds. He was sincerely hoping it wouldn’t take any longer than that to kill this monster.

He threw himself upward, swinging the hammer with all his strength as Heatstance surrounded his body in a nimbus. The hammer slammed into one of the front legs – Keith couldn’t reach much higher – and triggered another of his Active skills. He wasn’t using Stamina, so he could use them as many times as he wanted without paying the cost.

Shattering Snowflare activated with concussive force, the blast of fire and ring of ice slamming into the monster’s arm, even as the four strikes smashed into its chest and face. The smell of charred feathers and skin permeated the air for an instant as the blow struck and Rhinototh staggered back a few steps.

-1,020, Shattering Snowflare

Rhinototh has staggered and will recover in 3 seconds.

Rhinototh is Bleeding Heavily for 2 seconds.

Rhinototh is frostbitten for 7 seconds.

-6,100, Crushing

-1,100, Poison, Crushing

Rhinototh is Blighted for 8 seconds.

Keith had been expecting the debuffs to not do much, but this was ridiculous. On a normal monster, these would have stuck for twenty seconds at the very least, but this was a Section Boss that wouldn’t go down lightly. Rhinototh was down to about 15% of its total health, which was shocking, given how badly the raid had gone thus far.

He followed up his initial strike with a second, his hammer sweeping across the bleeding hand with Armageddon Spear. There was a blast of piercing light, and finally, something went his way. As the hammer and activated skill slammed home, there was a loud crunch, and the bones around Rhinototh’s knuckles shattered. Blood sprayed everywhere, showering Keith in sticky droplets that clung to him.

Apparently, his armor didn’t think to deflect the flying droplets, but the wind and snow would soon scour him clean.

In the same instant, another volley from the wall slammed into the monster, only their aim was a bit off. For once, Keith didn’t mind. Rhinototh’s massive weight worked against him, as the front leg buckled and the monster pitched forward at an angle. With a scream, Rhinototh fell, hitting the ground with a thunderous explosion of force.

Keith dashed in as the monster’s belly was exposed, but the huge tail swept around so blurringly fast he knew he wouldn’t be able to avoid it. Still, he did his best. The hammer flew from his hands as he used Hammerrang, aiming for the exposed stomach. In the same breath, he used Magician, trying to trigger the skill’s intangibility aspect. Rhinototh’s skills had been messing with Keith’s, so he didn’t know if it would work or not.

A blaze of fire surrounded him for an instant, and a second later, the tail was sweeping through him. It missed for the most part, though the edge of the heavy appendage clipped him, throwing him off his feet and sending him rolling.

-2,800 damage

Keith sprang to his feet as the hammer spun back, the haft slapping into his palm. He threw it again as Tac warned of the tail coming back. The monster had curled it in, so the heavy spikes were coming right at him. Not having much choice, he triggered Raider’s Shield, then drove forward with his fist and used Ancient’s Fury.

The collision blasted a crater in the ground, blasting the snow and ice away in all directions and leaving the air clear for an instant. In that time, Keith felt the attack coming. A bolt of jagged lightning flashed above, driving down into the monster’s side, right between the thick plates of its shell, searing into its body and knocking off a massive chunk of its health.

He saw all of this as the tail slammed him backward, shaving off another 9,000 points of health and leaving him with several nasty debuffs.

Keith crashed into something solid that turned out to be the monster itself, then caught the hammer that had spun back around to return to him and slammed it backward into the monster’s chest with all the strength he could manage.

Dropping to the ground, he winced in pain as his leg buckled, and he fell, avoiding taking a swiping hit from one of the monster’s arms as it righted itself. He glanced at his health, which was down to just over 5,000, even with the boost his armor just gave him. The debuffs were the real problem.

Your bones are broken: -30% to movement speed, HP capped at 85%.

You are bleeding: -100 HP per second for 22 seconds.

Your organs are bruised: -400 HP per second for 61 seconds.

You are concussed: -10% focus for 11 seconds.

Keith winced. His ribs were a mess and one of his legs would not support his weight. Worse than that was the internal damage that was quickly eating away at his health. Substantial, it might be, but if he didn’t heal himself soon, he’d be dead in moments. Unfortunately, he didn’t have time to reach for a potion as Rhinototh dragged himself upright, the monster’s HP dipping below ten percent.

Keith used the Unconquerable Will, boosting his HP up as high as it would go. It was capped because of his injuries, but it was better than dying by having his health reach zero again. He’d already done that once that day and didn’t fancy doing it again.

“Okay,” Tac warned. “This thing’s about to become a whole lot more dangerous, bro. Think we can hack it until the end?”

“I don’t see that we have much choice in the matter,” Keith said, spitting blood.

He wouldn’t be able to run. Rhinototh was already attacking, and he didn’t have time for a potion. Keith’s armor flashed as he swapped into his Galaxia set, taking to the air. Armor didn’t seem to matter with this monster, and he’d used up all its best effects. Skills like Heatstance could make up for it anyway, and they would also damage the monster, even just a bit, when it attacked him. It had slowly been doing so through the course of Rhinototh’s rampage.

The monster roared. Red and silver light exploded out of its body, and the shell turned into a series of sharp spines. Spines that crackled with power.

“I want this thing dead! Am I understood?” Keith yelled into the minds of those who were still alive. “It’s focused entirely on me, so you have no excuses!”

A wave of power exploded from the monster, washing over Keith and doing absolutely nothing. The weather, on the other hand, was affected in a big way. The whirling snow, wind, and lightning were pushed back, a massive dome spreading around them, shielding them from the elements and giving Rhinototh a clear target.

“Well. That’s not good,” Tac said as the blazing, crimson eye fixed on him.

“Just keep me alive,” Keith said, gritting his teeth. “I don’t feel like dying again today.”

With that said, he blasted upward, even as Rhinototh triggered several attacks at the same time.
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Maylee had been a bit leery about coming on a raid like this. Although she’d spent many a day roughing it, doing grunt work, and performing tasks that were far below her station, she hadn’t had to face Section Bosses. Grunild had talked her into it, and despite her best judgment, she’d agreed to go along.

For much of the fight, she’d regretted coming along as she was relegated to the back, unable to do anything other than shout orders at cowards who refused to act, while people died all around her and a whirling storm of snow and lightning prevented any of them from getting a proper view of the battle.

At least, that was the case until the artificial mind bound to their new guildmaster began pointing out where the monster was. Well, that, and when she’d witnessed Keith in action. Unlike most of the humans who’d joined up, she didn’t do so out of any sense of loyalty or adoration. She’d heard rumors about him, of course, but rumors were quite often exaggerated and when properly investigated showed disappointing results.

Now, Maylee had to wonder if the rumors had been purposely underexaggerated as the man who battled the towering Section Boss turned into a blaze of light. The storm had been shoved back by one of the monster’s skills, finally giving her full visibility of the battlefield, and it was a mess. The ground had been torn up in massive chunks. Huge lances of ice and iron littered the area, and the walls below were pockmarked with holes and cracks.

The fact that Keith had been able to raise this fortress out of nowhere was impressive enough, but that it had stood up to multiple Section Boss strikes was even more so.

Maylee was a melee fighter but had been stuck giving orders and manning one of the remaining cannons, while the others got to be useful. Well, maybe Servo was in the same boat, but Grunild was having the time of her life, the massive figure of her friend trembling as she directed the few remaining mages in another mass spell.

“What’s that guy made of?” Maylee muttered as she slotted the last canister into the cannon barrel.

After this, she was out. There would be nothing left for her to do. In any other battlefield, she would be useful, but out here, in the massive, flat expanse, they were all sitting ducks as far as this monster was concerned.

“No idea,” Servo said, apparently having overheard her. “Whatever it is, I hope it doesn’t break!”

The man was having entirely too much fun in her opinion. Even with one of his arms hanging limp and the left side of his face plastered in blood, Servo was grinning from ear to ear. He only had a single canister left as well. The final cannon was being manned by one of the melee fighters under her command, a human whose name she didn’t remember. Most of the rest were cowering down below or dead on the battlefield. The only reason this one was still here could be easily explained by the glances he kept shooting her.

She found him repulsive, even if she knew he had a pleasant enough face by human standards. She just didn’t find any humans attractive. They were too large, bulky, and smelled bad to her sensitive nose. Plus, their skin was unnatural. Nothing should be that lusterless.

She shook herself, dismissing the thought, and concentrated back on the battlefield. Rhinototh was unleashing pure destruction on a level not seen in the battle yet. With a clear line of sight of his target and his health dropping slowly towards zero, the monster was going all-out.

Keith was a small speck in comparison, dodging and whirling in the sky, his metallic wings catching the reflected light burning off Rhinototh’s body. Lances flew in all directions, a storm of projectiles crashing into the ground all around.

A cry to her left told her one of the tanks was done, the massive oxian collapsing to his knees and his massive shield shattered. A line of blood trickled from his mouth as he lay on the ground, groaning in obvious pain. His Stamina would have bottomed out, and the lone healer they had remaining couldn’t do anything about it.

“Get him a potion,” Servo yelled as Grunild’s team got another attack together.

She was visibly sweating, her fur matted to her body as she pumped mana into the pulsing sphere gathering beyond the wall. Grunild was now attempting something more ambitious than affecting the weather.

That last spell of theirs, the one that had hit the Section Boss so hard, had been a direct result of messing with the atmosphere and tying the trigger point to the monster. They’d used Rhinototh as a lightning rod and dragged one of the chaotic super-bolts close enough to hit him.

“Get ready for that shot,” the voice of the artificial mind said, his voice echoing in her head. “You’ll have an opening in exactly eight seconds. Don’t you dare miss it, or I’ll have Papa whack you.”

Maylee had no idea what that was supposed to mean, though she felt like it was a threat. Still, she wasn’t planning on missing.

Lines of light blasted from Rhinototh’s spiked shell, which had transformed when its HP had dropped below 10%. The lines seemed to chase Keith as he flashed through the air, the twin hammers arcing as they smashed into the monster. The man seemed to have an endless number of tricks up his sleeves as he vanished in a blaze of fire, reappearing an instant later closer to the monster’s face.

His body was then engulfed in a wave of purple, the blast exploding outward in a shredding series of spikes that hung in the air. For an instant, Maylee felt her heart stop, but when the light faded, Keith was still alive.

A blazing explosion of fire rocked the monster as the man punched and the monster staggered back.

“Now there’s a man who knows how to get things done.”

Maylee looked over and saw one of the remaining mages, a woman with light blonde hair and dark blue eyes, staring at the distant figure in adoration.

“Keep your mind on the task at hand,” Maylee snapped, feeling a small bit of annoyance as some small part of her agreed with the woman, no matter how badly she wanted to deny it.

The woman rolled her eyes but raised her shield, pouring a skill and Stamina into it as another hail of lances rained down on them. The lances were powerful, more than a normal tank could handle, even when they were all working together. It was only thanks to a very special item Servo had taken out of his inventory – one he’d commissioned just in case this happened.

It was a black box made of shining plates of metal. The metal itself seemed to be naturally black and not painted or dyed in any way. Lines of blue traced its surface and whenever a powerful attack dropped on them, the lines flared brighter, flowing into the tanks’ shields and bolstering them further.

It was a marvelous item, but one that Servo warned would soon be out of juice. He’d had to pay through the nose to have it charged up – apparently, it could only be done by an alchemist – and no one here would be able to refill it, as it needed to be done manually.

Massive shields spread once more as the bombardment hit, shaking the fortress walls and causing the cowards below to cry out in fear, huddling into the corners and hoping that would save them.

If she wasn’t so concerned with keeping herself alive, Maylee would have jumped down there herself and killed them personally for deserting their duties. If they made it out of this alive, she was sure the number of guild members would be drastically cut, and that wasn’t counting the members of the raid who’d been killed.

“Fire!”

Maylee triggered the cannon, trusting Keith to get out of the way in time. The construct bucked as it unleashed its payload, the runes along its sides gleaming as the liquid passed through, turning into energy as it rushed out in a beam as thick as her torso and streaking across the intervening distance alongside the other two.

Sure enough, as the beams flew, Keith dropped from the sky, allowing the beams to crash into the monster, who’d just pulled its arm back to swipe at him. What impressed Maylee about Keith was that he always seemed to know exactly where to be to capitalize on any opening, avoid the most devastating damage, or force the monster to do what he wanted.

Rhinototh staggered, the beams blasting from its shell going wild for an instant, and in that small opening, Keith struck. His hammer crashed into the monster’s chest with a deafening boom and another blast of fiery light exploded outward. The backwash of the force reached the walls as Rhinototh staggered and then fell backward, impaling the ground with its spiked shell.

Grunild’s spell, which had just been launched, fell from the sky like a meteor, blasting into Rhinototh’s chest and boring through the thinner plating of its belly, burning a hole clean into the monster before its power was spent. As though having planned it all along, Keith dove, his body engulfed in fiery light.

The impact sent a rippling explosion blasting across the landscape, tearing up the earth in all directions as Keith impacted. There was a brief scream as Rhinototh’s voice echoed out across the landscape. The screaming blizightning storm immediately came roaring back with a vengeance, leaving no doubts as to what had just happened.

The notification of gained XP and skill upgrades an instant later confirmed that the Section Boss had indeed been killed. Maylee could hardly believe it.

“Do you think he’s married?” asked the blonde woman, squinting through the storm as though trying to catch a glimpse of Keith.

“What?” Maylee asked, caught off guard.

“Keith,” the woman said, her cheeks blushing furiously. “Do you think he has a wife?”

“How should I know?” Maylee asked, finding it strange that this was the first conversation she was having at the end of the raid.

“I didn’t see any women with him,” the blonde woman muttered to herself. “I bet I can get him to notice me if I do something bold.”

“Maybe don’t go bothering the Sage with that kind of thing right after a big battle,” Maylee said, feeling her face growing hot.

“Oh, you’re probably right,” the woman said, nodding to herself. “I’ll see if I can get his attention once we’re out of here. Thanks for the advice!” she said cheerily, then her eyes unfocused as she was likely checking her status.

Maylee felt something stir in her chest then, and for an instant, she had the urge to shove the woman off the wall. The snow would make it so that no one would see what happened. A quick spear thrust to the back, and she would be gone.

Maylee shook herself, shoving the feeling down and wondering where in the world it had come from. On closer inspection, she found that it was jealousy.

Strange. Why should she be jealous that the woman would try to get Keith’s attention?

He was human, and humans were repulsive, right?

He doesn’t smell like any human I’ve ever met.

The thought crossed unbidden through her mind. It was an oddity she’d noticed when they’d first met. Most humans smelled foul, like a mixture of rotting trash and animals on a hot day. He, on the other hand, smelled like the embers of a dying fire and the cool breeze of the mountain air in the evening.

Maylee shook herself, trying to banish the image of the man flashing through the air, perfectly positioned to take advantage of each attack.

Maybe that was it. He wasn’t a man at all. He was a monster disguised in human form.

“Are you doing alright?”

Grunild appeared through the whirling snow, the icy particles already clinging to her matted fur.

“As well as can be expected,” Maylee said, though she was better than good.

She’d gained a whole level in this exchange and almost all of her skills had improved, despite the fact that she hadn’t really gotten to use them.

“How about you?” she asked.

“I’ve been better,” Grunild said, collapsing to the ground next to her. “I feel like I’ve been wrung out to dry. I can’t believe we did it. That Keith is something else, isn’t he? A complete freak. He can’t be human, right?”

“No,” Maylee said, staring into the whirling storm, where she knew Keith was likely to be. “I don’t think he is.”
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“Now that’s what I call a close one, bro!” Tac said. “Any closer and you’d be a shish kabob.”

Keith breathed hard as he stood atop the defeated section boss, the whirling storm having come crashing back in at the monster’s death. The notifications flashed before his eyes, alerting him to the fact that Rhinototh had indeed been killed.

Rhinototh the Shatterer dies!

+81,600 XP

+20,400 Bonus XP

A series of notifications also showed some skills had leveled up as well, but he was more focused on the skills that had upgraded thanks to the brawl with the Section Boss.

Skill: Combustive Body has advanced to Advanced!

Combustive Body

Level: Advanced - I

Your body becomes combustive. Word to the wise, bodies aren’t supposed to do that.

Cost: 300 HP per second

Damage: Variable

Additional Effects: Propel yourself up to 5 steps in the air, explosive shockwave, combustible punches, explosive body

Skill: Prodigy has advanced to Grandmaster!

Prodigy

Level: Grandmaster - I

You’re a prodigy in all things you do.

+25% Effectiveness to all skills, +35% Experience gain, +25% Skill growth, +15% increased Agility during combat

*You may teach this skill to others at the Beginner level

Congratulations! For reaching Grandmaster in the Prodigy skill, you have been awarded 10 stat points.

While the notifications were a bit underwhelming, the increase to his Prodigy skill was incredible. It meant that he would now gain even more bonus XP. Additionally, there were two new effects. The first would boost skill growth, something he was always happy to have, and the second was a flat boost to Agility whenever he was fighting. That was good, as the stat was beginning to lag, and the boost would help compensate without him needing to pay Stamina to make up the difference.

Keith assigned his ten points, dropping all into Endurance and boosting his Stamina by another 100 points. Every little bit helped, and if not for his items, his skills would have been extremely costly.

“Tell everyone to stand down and wait for my orders,” Keith said as he placed his hand on the monster and mentally looted it.

A new flood of notifications popped up into his view, but he ignored them for now, sliding down the monster’s massive shell and moving over to its mouth, where he could see the gleaming specks of light.

One after the next, Keith removed them, the monster Essence disappearing into his inventory as he pulled them out. He only paused to examine the types of Essence he hadn’t seen before, mainly those which were so rare that he had yet to encounter them. It wasn’t Legendary, as he already had a few Legendary Essence that he had been unable to use since his Spirit Crafting wasn’t high enough.

Still, out of the 27 Monster Essence that he collected, he only got six that he couldn’t work with, two of which were at a level he’d never seen before.

Name: Monster Essence - Type S

Base material for Spirit Crafting

Quality: Legendary+

Value: N/A

Name: Monster Essence - Type I

Base material for Spirit Crafting

Quality: Legendary+

Value: N/A

Each speck of light shone with the brilliance of the sun as Keith examined them, and when he set them in his inventory, a new notification appeared.

New Spirit Crafting Recipes unlocked: Shatter the World, Mind Rhinototh

Shatter the World

Level: Grandmaster or higher

(1) Type S ‘Legendary+’ or better Monster Essence

(3) Of each, Type S & E ‘Legendary’ or better Monster Essence

(1) 48 oz vial Purified Water

(2) 16 oz vials Pure Mithrinite Powder

(1) 6 oz bar Pure Mythicallium Ore

(6) 2 oz vials ‘Legendary+’ or better Powdered Monster Core

(1) 18 oz bar Purified Orichalcum

(1) 29 oz vial Distilled Life Essence

(2) 9 oz blocks Rhinototh Forged Knucklebones

(1) 11 oz vial of Rhinototh Powdered Monster Bone

(1) 15 oz vial Rhinototh Plush Feathers

(1) 2 oz vial Pure Rhinototh Blood

(1) 1 oz vial World Well Water

Mind Rhinototh

Level: Grandmaster or higher

(1) Type I ‘Legendary+’ or better Monster Essence

(3) Of each, Type I & W ‘Legendary’ or better Monster Essence

(1) 48 oz vial Purified Water

(2) 13 oz vials Pure Mithrinite Powder

(1) 5 oz bar Pure Mythicallium Ore

(6) 4 oz vials ‘Legendary+’ or better Powdered Monster Core

(1) 18 oz bar Purified Orichalcum

(1) 29 oz vial Twice Purified Mana

(2) 4 oz vials Rhinototh Powdered Knucklebones

(1) 17 oz vial of Rhinototh Liquified Monster Bone

(1) 11 oz vial Rhinototh Charred Feathers

(1) 2 oz vial Pure Rhinototh Brain Matter

(1) 1 oz vial Heaven Well Water

As soon as Keith closed the final notification, a new one popped up.

Skill: Spirit Crafting has reached Advanced level VIII

Just like that, Keith was one step closer to completing the quest. He’d done the hard part, and he felt it in every bone in his body. He ached all over and had more than a few broken bones. He sighed in relief as his injuries vanished a moment later, banished by the final use of his Unconquerable Will.

Letting out a long breath, Keith stretched out his back, then shivered a bit as he felt the icy winds of the storm tearing at the gaping hole in his armor. He supposed he’d need to get it fixed again, but with the loot they got from this raid, that should more than make up for it.

He was just about to head back to the conjured fortress to regroup with the remainder of his newly formed guild when Tac sounded a warning.

“Comin’ in hot, bro! This is bad. This is so freakin’ bad!”

Keith’s armor switched in an instant, back to his Galaxia set – he’d temporarily switched to the Beastland set just before the end, in case Rhinototh struck back. Even if the monster’s attacks could punch straight through, instinct made him want to be in the armor that offered greater defense. His hammer was clutched in both hands, the Sacred Armament gleaming on his knuckles over the armor.

He'd used a lot of his most powerful skills and items for the day, but he still had a few tricks up his sleeve if he needed to use them. His prosthetic, for instance, had been untapped, meaning he could give himself a nice boost if needed.

The air around him shivered as his Discerning Eye picked out the disturbance in space. An instant later, he was surrounded, the air pushed back in a bubble around him as he examined the new intruders.

There were six of them, none of them human. They were unlike any creatures he’d ever seen before, but he recognized one of their names. It belonged to the woman that looked like a mix of lizard and woman. She was wearing a dress, her body covered in delicate, overlapping scales. A pair of twisted, short wings sprouted from her shoulders, while her eyes glowed gold in the dim lighting of their surroundings.

Name: Kiara the Second

Race: Newtling

Class: Dracomancer

Level: 80

“Kiara,” Tac said. “Second in command of the Lihng Faction Alliance. This can’t be good.”

Keith was tense as a taut bowstring as he looked for a single opening. If Kiara had come alone, he might have found some way of getting out of this, but she’d brought five others, all at level 75, along for the ride. He was tired and many of his powerful skills were used up for the day.

In short, he was outnumbered and outmatched.

“Good news is, there’s a 60% chance they won’t attack if you talk,” Tac said. “At least, I’m pretty sure it is. It’s harder to get a read on people like this.”

“Like what?” Keith asked.

“Those who are protected by a Spirit.”

Kiara wasn’t an Avatar, which meant that Lihng herself must be.

“What do you want?” Keith asked, not budging from where he stood.

“My mistress requires your presence,” Kiara said, her voice coming out flat and hard. “You will accompany us. Whether you do so willingly or not is up to you, but you will come.”

There was no way out of this. Not without him dying, and Keith didn’t much feel like dying today. Besides, if he ran into an Avatar, he had an advantage that no one knew about. On top of that, he still had a World Item he could use in case of an emergency. Still, he wasn’t going to let them dictate terms to him.

If they wanted him, that meant that they either knew or suspected he was responsible for Alvin’s death. Logic said they would be wary of him, and he could use that.

“I was planning on giving her a visit soon anyway,” Keith said, lowering his hammer.

“Tac, tell the others to return to the Alchemist Faction. Also, send Astrid a message and tell her what’s happening.”

“It is good that you do not resist,” Kiara said as she motioned two of her men forward.

They were massive creatures that looked to be a mix of ox and elephant, though he’d never seen their like before.

“Take his weapons, armor, and items.”

Keith didn’t raise his hammer, but when he spoke, his voice carried absolute certainty.

“I agreed to go with you but make no mistake. It is of my own free will. If I feel threatened in any way, for example, if someone were to try taking what’s mine, I might not feel so inclined to go willingly.”

Kiara narrowed her eyes and the two level 75 beast-monsters hesitated. They might not have known as much as Kiara, but it was clear they were nervous. Why else would they need so many powerful fighters to subdue a single man?

Keith stared back evenly as he felt Bob shivering beneath his cloak. The monkey was terrified and for good reason. Keith wasn’t feeling too great, but when facing down powers he couldn’t hope to match, the best thing was to play what cards you had.

As he spoke, Tac was spitting out possibilities and looking for the best plan of action. Keith was a Sage of War, a verifiable tactical genius. All he had to do was find his opening.

“Very well,” Kiara said after a few moments. “So long as you come with us and cooperate, you will be allowed to hold onto your items.”

Keith didn’t respond.

Kiara glowered, then pulled a small item from her inventory and spoke into it.

“We have the man you were looking for. We’re ready to come back.”

It only took a moment longer for Keith to feel the familiar vertigo of spatial travel as an Avatar reached through the world and began dragging them back to their location. The last thing that went through Keith’s mind before they vanished was that his Hidden Ring of Affluence’s Praise was basically useless if anyone on this continent could track him.
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The world resolved itself mere moments later, the spinning sensations in Keith’s mind calming almost instantly as he felt his feet planted on solid ground once again. He was in a majestic throne room, one ornately decorated with precious stones and mirrors for some strange reason. Soaring columns of crystal and marble rose to the vaulted ceiling, which was covered in shards of colored stone. The floor was smooth underfoot, reflecting his own likeness back at him.

It had been a while since he’d taken a good look at himself, but with the mirrors and reflective nature of everything around him, it was hard not to. He had to admit he looked nothing like he had when he’d first entered this world.

His body had filled out in a major way, muscle visibly rippling beneath his set of Galaxia armor. He wasn’t extraordinarily tall, but he looked much bigger than he should have, simply due to how built he was. His skin tone was several shades too red to be considered normal for a human, and his eyes burned red, set deeper into his skull than he remembered. His hair was a wild tangle of brown locks, which he knew would be hiding the small pair of horns underneath, a gift from his previous transformation into an Ancient Sortie.

The armor fit him like a glove, the aggressively styled plates making him look dangerous and intimidating, and the massive, two-handed hammer, which he clutched easily in a single fist, only lent itself to helping with that image. All in all, he had to admit he cut an impressive figure, and he wasn’t vain enough to fool himself into thinking anything more of himself. He’d been alive far too long for that to happen.

The only thing that took him off guard was his appearance. His face looked different. Chiseled and handsome, far more so than he remembered from any of his other lives, and it contained a strange, timeless quality to it. He appeared in his early 20s, but if someone were to call him 40, it wouldn’t seem too much of a stretch.

“Holy cannoli, my man,” Tac said. “Now that’s what I call a lady-killer right there.”

Understanding why he’d been so attractive to so many women here in Raiah hadn’t been that hard. Strength and kindness always attracted people, especially when dependability came into the mix, but even if he were back on Earth – where superficiality had ruled just about every aspect of life in many circles – he knew he’d stand out in any crowd, even if the crowd was packed to the brim with models.

Keith was aware of the others surrounding him, as they all dropped to the ground, bowing to the singular figure who’d just walked out from behind the throne to take a seat, lounging back with a smug smile and looking pleased with herself.

“You are to bow in the presence of the mighty Lihng!” Kiara snapped from her prone position.

Keith crossed his arms, staring right at the lounging woman. It didn’t take a genius to understand Lihng’s personality. The mirrors were a dead giveaway, as was the groveling and the way she carried herself. The way she dressed also told him what she was.

She was vain in the extreme, someone who believed they were better than everyone else and made sure they knew it.

Lihng’s smirk only grew as Keith stared, tilting her chin and showing her gleaming teeth.

“That’s quite alright, Kiara,” Lihng said, her voice rich and melodious. “It is only natural that he is not able to take his eyes off me.”

“Okay. She might be hot, but she’s definitely the crazy kind of hot,” Tac said. “Like, cut your toes off in your sleep and make you swallow them kinda hot. You know what I mean?”

“No. I don’t,” Keith said.

While Tac’s delivery on the whole thing was strange, Keith could understand what he meant. Lihng was likely the kind of woman who got everything she wanted by coercion, threats, or by using her charm, which she had in spades. Even now, he could feel himself resisting several debuffs that were trying to affect his mind.

He had several of his skills and Tac to thank for that.

“You insisted I be brought here,” Keith said, crossing his arms. “I came. So, tell me what you want.”

Lihng didn’t react how one might expect. She could see her charms weren’t working, but instead of dropping the façade, she waved a hand and laughed, her voice tinkling pleasantly through the hall.

“My, so brusque and demanding,” she said, covering her mouth with a delicate hand. “How very interesting.”

Her eyes moved from Keith to the gathered people groveling before her.

“Leave,” she said, the tone of her voice subtly shifting.

Keith could detect the change and so could everyone else. Not a single sound of protest was to be heard as Kiara and the others rose and moved quickly from the room. Keith’s Discerning Eye and his other senses told him the guards remained outside, while Kiara moved through a small tunnel hidden behind one of the walls, slinking to the side of the throne, where she’d likely be able to hear everything they said.

Keith didn’t give anything away, keeping his impassive expression on his face.

“Well, we’re all alone,” Lihng said, spreading her arms. “If you want to attack me, have at it. Or are you too entranced by my perfection to even move?”

Lihng had a bit of a resemblance to Kiara, though if he were to compare the two, he’d have said Kiara was at the beginning of a journey of transformation, while Lihng was the result.

Massive wings swept out behind her, spreading to either side of her throne, catching the light in the thin membrane and showing the delicate tracing of veins beneath. Her skin was indeed flawless, colored a pale shade of blue that was exotic and alluring. Her eyes seemed to be made of multifaceted gems, while her figure was a literal impossibility back on Earth or for most people on this planet as well. The woman wore a dress that showed more than it covered, which fit with her personality.

He had a hard time telling what she was thinking but that likely had to do with the fact that she was an Avatar and had some sort of mental-based skill as well. A quick look at her status showed Keith who he was dealing with.

Name: Lihng the Beauty, Avatar of Vanity

Race: Dragonling

Class: Devil’s Soother

Level: 85

“I can move just fine,” Keith said, sliding the hammer into the single loop across his back. “Just tell me what you want so I can get back to my business. In case you missed it, my guild just finished a big monster hunt, and I have casualties to deal with.”

The smallest tick of Lihng’s eye gave away her annoyance, but other than that, she didn’t allow anything to show, keeping her mask in place.

“You are a strange man, aren’t you, Keith?” Lihng said, leaning forward on her throne. “A man who’s turned all humans on the continent to his side through the use of a World Item. A man who now rules in no less than three of the eight factions, bringing them all together under a single banner.”

“I think you’re mistaken,” Keith said flatly.

“No, I don’t think I am,” Lihng said with a self-satisfied smile. “Your aura says it all. You can try and hide what you are from others, but you can’t fool my eyes.”

She clicked her nails against the arm of her throne for several seconds, appraising him before she spoke again.

“I know you’re responsible for the demise of the late Alvin the Unconquerable, a man no one believed could be killed. So, tell me, how did you do it?”

“I can show you if you really want to know,” Keith said in a casual tone.

“I think we both know you can’t,” Lihng said. “Otherwise, I’d have found Kiara and my other guards in pieces. I doubt you’d have been so cooperative if you hadn’t been forced into coming.”

“Well, she’s got you there,” Tac said.

“I bashed his skull in with my hammer,” Keith said with a shrug. “He died. The end.”

Lihng stared at him for several moments longer, her eyes flicking above his head then back to his eyes. He felt something trying to worm its way into his mind, like a tendril of thought.

“Ew, I don’t know what that is, but I don’t like it,” Tac said. “Eat lead!”

A loud rattling sounded in his mind for a moment, and Lihng recoiled, clutching her left eye and wincing visibly. Her façade began to crack then and an annoyed scowl crossed her features.

“I’ll get that story out of you one way or another,” she said, lowering her hand. “But, for the time being, we have more important things to deal with. Thanks to you, all neutrality on the continent has been eradicated. With Alvin’s death, Necro-Beast had grown bolder and the incursions along our borders have worsened.”

“That sounds like your problem to deal with,” Keith said. “Last I checked, you were the faction head, unless I’m wrong and someone else is secretly pulling the strings.”

“I am dealing with it,” Lihng said, interlacing her fingers. “Since you were the one who caused this mess, you will be the one to fix it. Stop the incursions along my borders and drive Necro-Beast back into their own lands. You have two months.”

“I hunt monsters,” Keith said, crossing his arms. “Not people. I don’t get involved in petty squabbles and politics. Also, last I checked, I don’t take orders from you. So, figure it out yourself.”

Lihng didn’t fly into a rage nor did she start hurling threats or insults. She simply made a statement.

“Clear the border in two months, or I will hunt you down and kill you myself.”

She said it plainly, as though it were a matter of fact and not something that could be argued with.
 

Ding!

Quest Available: Do or Die

Lihng, the leader of the Lihng Faction Alliance, has given you a quest. You murdered Alvin, disrupting the delicate balance of power in the Fourliance and likely causing the start of an all-out war for ultimate supremacy. Thousands will die! Glad to see you finally did something right. Anyway, a bunch of nasty undead are trying to push into her lands, and she doesn’t like that. So, she’s tasked you with pushing them all back. Good luck with that!

Difficulty: SS

Objective: Push back the undead from all 22 border crossings (0/22)

Rewards: 180,000 XP, Land rights, Lihng won’t murder you

Failure: Lihng will hunt you down and kill you

Time Remaining: 2 months

…this quest has been automatically accepted.

“Two months, Keith,” Lihng said, waving her hand. “You can go now.”

With that, Keith felt something seize him and haul him back through space. He could have resisted, but he let it happen. Tac had already warned him about it, and he knew where he was going. An instant later, he was at the border of Lihng and Necro-Beast territory, the sounds of battle echoing not far in the distance.

“So,” Tac said as Keith oriented himself and Bob finally came out of his hiding place, chewing nervously on a piece of mango. “Are we going in to fight some undead?”

Keith took a single glance in the direction of the battle, then removed his spare carriage from his inventory.

“Not on your life,” he said, then climbed in and sped away from the battle.

***

“What a despicable man,” Kiara said, running from the hidden door the moment Keith’s presence vanished from the room.

She fell to her knees, bowing low, her body shaking.

“Just say the word, and we’ll go after him again. I’ll bring you his head on a platter!”

Lihng stared at the space where Keith had just vanished from, feeling a mix of sensations she was unused to. She was unnerved but oddly excited. No one could resist her charm, and yet Keith had. A man 20 levels below her own had prevented her mind probe, as well as her emotional manipulation. The man hadn’t reacted at all to her.

This would likely drive most women in her position mad, but not her. She was intrigued. On the surface, he seemed like an ordinary man, but one only had to dig a bit to see he was far more than he was letting on. Not to mention, he was handsome, and not in the same brutish way as most of the men she found attractive.

He radiated strength and confidence, and he didn’t whimper or prostrate himself before those who were obviously stronger than him. Someone like that could be a dangerous enemy or a powerful ally.

“I want someone to keep an eye on him,” Lihng said. “I don’t think a man like him will respond well to my threats. Still, we need to play by the system’s rules. He didn’t attack me first, so I can’t just kill him. Find someone equal in levels and strength. I want a team on him at all times.”

“It wasn’t easy tracking him down the first time,” Kiara said, still keeping her head down. “How will we find him again?”

“I’ve already marked his last known location for you. I’m sure you can find someone with halfway decent tracking skills?”

Kiara bowed, then quickly swept from the room to carry out her orders. Lihng lounged back in her throne, her nails clicking against the armrest once again, the sound carrying through the room as her mind began to work out the intriguing puzzle that was Keith.
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“So, what’s the plan?” Bob asked as Keith sped along an unfamiliar road, having followed signs toward an area called the Yamtastic Settlement.

They should reach the spot by evening, and with any luck, would be able to find a new carriage to replace his destroyed carrier.

“The plan is to reach Master rank in Spirit Crafting, then take the materials we collected to Hunk so he can start working on the automaton,” Keith replied.

“You did hear what that scary dragonling said, right?” Bob asked. “Just making sure, in case you went temporarily deaf or insane.”

“I don’t respond well to threats,” Keith said flatly. “If she wanted to kill me, she shouldn’t have given me a warning and two months to prepare.”

“I hate to say it but reaching level 85 in two months isn’t going to happen,” Bob said.

“You’re forgetting that I have friends,” Keith replied. “Friends who would be more than happy to have my back in the event Lihng decides to come after me.”

“I doubt she’d have made that threat if she wasn’t already in cahoots with another faction,” Tac said. “Especially if she knows you killed Alvin and united three factions. She’d definitely know Astrid is alive, and on top of that, she also knows you can control every human on the continent. She might be super into herself, but she’s not stupid.”

“I know,” Keith responded out loud. “But two months is a long time to plan, especially when I got a good look at her status and we know every single one of her skills. Not to mention the fact that I can send her packing anytime I want. So, if I don’t like our odds, I send her away, and we deal with the other faction head, likely the Nari Faction, as the only other neutral territory on the continent.”

“You do make a good point,” Bob said. “Speaking of good points, you do know that Jared will soon be coming after us, right?”

“If I worried about every enemy who was coming after us, I’d go back to Humania and crawl into a hole,” Keith said, pulling a hard right around a sharp bend and letting out a sound of annoyance as the carriage listed to one side.

It wasn’t meant for the same sort of abuse he’d put the carrier through, and it was showing. It wasn’t as smooth to handle and the ride wasn’t as comfortable. The top speed didn’t come close to the fantasy tank he’d been driving earlier.

“I vote for hole crawling,” Bob said, raising his hand. “It sounds much safer than where we’re going.”

Keith ignored him, following the winding road through the tall, purple grass as he spotted the tall gates of the Yamtastic Settlement in the distance. They arrived by around four in the afternoon, which was nice, as it was earlier than expected.

He exited the carriage and got into the relatively short line to enter the area, noting the guards were both different. One was an elf, though not like any he’d seen so far. That seemed common enough, as there were so many sub-races of every species it was a wonder anyone could keep track of them.

“Fall elf,” Bob said, pointing to the brown-skinned elf with silver eyes and hair. “They’re actually pretty nice as far as elves go. About as close to dwarves as elves can get. The other is a thumparian. Some beast-monsters take after actual monsters, and this one takes after the thumper class. Thumpers share similarities with land dragons, but the main differences come in their size and weight distribution.

“They have massive front hands with wings attached to them, and they pack a mean punch. You can probably see the similarities by looking at that lady.”

Sure enough, Keith could see the telltale signs. Her arms were long, the knuckles over her oversized hands nearly brushing her calves, while small fins rose from her elbows. Her skin was craggy, carrying a stony, scaled quality to it, while her face was squashed. Her body didn’t give her gender away whatsoever, but if Bob was calling her a woman, Keith would take his word on it.

“What’s your business here?” the thumparian asked, and Keith could hear it in her voice.

Now that he was up close – and knew what to look for – he could see the telltale signs.

“Just passing through,” Keith said, giving as bland an answer as he could.

“Stay out of trouble,” the woman said, waving him through.

“You wouldn’t happen to know a good carriage merchant around here, would you?” Keith asked, handing her a silver coin.

“What? No gold?”

“Not everyone requires a bribe in gold,” he replied.

“Sure,” the woman said, hooking a thumb over her shoulder. “Follow the main road. Third left will take you to the market district. Bologna’s House of Carriages is famous around here, especially for custom builds.”

Keith thanked her and headed into the settlement, looking around in interest at the architecture. This part of the Alliance was made up of rolling hills, and rather than grading the ground, the settlement had been built with that in mind, using the landscape wherever possible.

Houses were dug right into hillsides, while others were built into the dips in the landscape. Keith sincerely hoped they had a good drainage system here, or they’d be getting a lot of water in unwanted places.

Creatures of all types wandered the streets, though he noticed they were predominantly beast-monsters, with a mix of elves and even some dwarves. The streets were paved in a flat stone that almost resembled concrete, though the stone was too porous to be the same as what they had back on Earth.

Following the road, he found the turn and headed into the market district. The place was booming, a massive sprawl that was far less organized and reminded him more of a bazaar than anything else. Venders were all shouting their wares, children ran through the streets, and he spotted more than a few pickpockets snagging items from unsuspecting victims.

“Man, what a place!” Tac said. “My cousin Angie would have loved it here. This one time, we were playing’ in the streets, and she shot a rat with her slingshot. The thing was so huge it just shrugged it off. Long story short, she ended up in the hospital. She never did get that finger back, but we did get ice cream and bonbons. Good times…”

“You have serious problems, you know that?” Bob said. “Also, what in the ever-loving poop does that story have to do with our current situation?”

“Can’t blame me if you weren’t listening to the story, 'cause it made perfect sense to me.”

“Don’t even try it,” Keith said.

Bob turned to him in confusion, only to see a small, gray-skinned dwarf frozen, his hand an inch from Keith’s belt. Keith continued walking, and the dwarf scampered off, disappearing into the crowd.

“So, where do you think this carriage shop is?” Bob asked, looking around nervously. “Maybe we’ll get lucky, and they’ll be closed.”

They couldn’t stick around here for too much longer. While they were here, the survivors of the raid were making their way through Lihng territory without any backup, and no real way of getting home without him. They would need to cross multiple borders to get out, which meant going through more inhabited areas. The only reason they’d escaped detection had been due to the lack of people, and while a single person might get away unnoticed, a larger group like theirs most certainly wouldn’t. Even if they split up and found their way through, it would take months for them to get back home, and Keith didn’t have months. Not with the new timeline Lihng had just forced onto him.

As much confidence as he had in Tenor’s abilities, he also knew Lihng wouldn’t fall for the same trap twice. The most time he’d be able to buy himself was another week after the deadline, as he had to assume Lihng could track him anywhere.

“There it is!” Tac said, breaking through his thoughts.

Sure enough, the carriage store stood out like a sore thumb once it came into view. It was a massive, sprawling thing, with a huge sign hanging out front. There was also a massive, gated track behind, where the roar of several carriages could be heard. The space was crowded as well, and Keith could see more than a few people dressed in expensive-looking clothing near the open entrance.

Several of them turned their heads as Keith entered, but no one said anything or tried to stop him. The space looked like the inside of a car dealership from back on Earth, with multiple models of carriages out on display. A single, round desk sat in the center of the sprawling room, and people hung around, looking at carriages and speaking with sales representatives.

“How can I help you today?” the female fall elf behind the counter asked with a friendly smile.

“I’m looking for a carriage,” replied Keith. “Though, I suppose that’s obvious seeing as I’m here.”

“Of course,” the woman said, still smiling. “Would you have any idea what you’re looking for? Any specific model or style?”

“I’m looking for something fast, comfortable, and tough. Something that can handle pretty much any terrain or weather conditions, and when I say tough, I mean able to take a pounding from a World Boss tough. You got anything like that?”

The woman’s smile slipped a bit, and when she next spoke, her voice was a bit strained.

“We don’t have anything like that in stock, nor do we carry it as part of our normal productions of carriages. If you wanted something like that, it would have to be built and that would be costly.”

“The last carriage I wrecked was valued at nearly eight and a half small gold bricks,” Keith said. “I’d be willing to spend substantially more if I can be guaranteed the best. I’ve wrecked multiple carriages that were supposed to be tough, and I’m getting tired of having to replace them.”

“Very well,” the woman said, pulling out a small slip of parchment and writing something on it. “Just take this to the back and hand it to the woman there. Someone will be with you shortly.”

Keith nodded as he accepted the parchment, thanked her for her time, and headed to the back of the shop, where another, smaller counter stood. A single person stood behind this one, a wolf-man by the looks of him, with stark black fur and bright blue eyes. A series of scars marred the left side of his face, and he looked like he could snap a basher in half with his bare hands.

“I was told to hand you this,” Keith said, handing the wolfian the slip of parchment.

The man looked down at the slip, then to Keith.

“I’ll need proof of funds before I take you back,” the man said in a deep voice. “No bank notes or loans allowed. Only gold.”

Keith shrugged, then began stacking large gold bricks on the counter. The wolfian watched impassively, though by the time he’d stacked his 20th brick, the man started to look impressed.

“Should I keep going?” Keith asked.

“No,” the wolfian said. “I’m satisfied.”

He reached down and lifted the counter, a section swinging upward on a hidden hinge to allow Keith through. Once on the other side, the wolfian pushed the back door open, revealing a small but lavishly decorated office, where another wolfian – this one with lighter fur and far less muscle – was sitting behind a desk, drawing on a large pad of parchment spread before him.

He looked up as the two of them entered, glancing between Keith and the wolfian.

“Client to see you, boss,” the wolfian said. “He’s good on funds.”

“Thank you, Reginald,” the other wolfian said, his voice smooth and professional. “You may go.”

The first wolfian nodded, letting himself out and closing the door behind him, leaving the two of them alone.

“So,” the boss said, looking Keith up and down. “I take it you’re here for a carriage?”

“That depends,” Keith said. “Is there anyone better than you at building them?”

The man gave him a wide smile, revealing a row of jagged teeth, polished to a bright sheen.

“Have a seat,” the wolfian said. “We have a lot to talk about.”
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The wolfian, who Keith found out was Bologna – and that was pronounced the way it was spelled, not like the lunchmeat from back home – was the owner and head designer of the shop. He was expensive, but according to the man himself, the best on the continent, though Keith was sure others in the same field might argue. Still, a scan of his status showed multiple skills ranging from Arc of Motion to Aerodynamics to be at the Grandmaster level, meaning this man was qualified to build what he wanted. The only question now would be if they could get it done in a reasonable time. Keith also didn’t know the cost of materials, though he was sure the man would let him know.

“So, Keith, tell me a bit about yourself,” Bologna said, leaning back in his desk chair.

“I’m a monster hunter by trade, so I find myself in situations where I’m needing a powerful and armored carriage that can cause damage and take big hits. Like I said to one of your salespeople, it should be able to take a hit from a World Boss and be fine to keep going. On top of that, I’ve got a special skill that involves carriages.

“Let’s just say that it allows me to bring out more than the full capabilities of any machine I drive, which is how I destroyed the last one. I’d also like to be able to smash into things, and if possible, have some sort of weapons system built in.

“I also tend to be on the road a lot, so something comfortable, with room for a party of at least five, would be ideal. In short, I want it to be able to handle everything I can throw at it and more.”

“That sounds like a bit of a tall order,” Bologna said, kicking his feet up on the desk. “But it’s a challenge I’m willing to tackle. It’s new and refreshing. Normally when people come to me for custom work, they want a palace on wheels. Something lavish and luxurious they can use to travel in comfort and show off to their other rich friends. I’ve never had someone ask me to build them a weapon before.”

He pulled his feet off the desk and stood, taking the pad of parchment and placing it up on the wall behind him. He then reached into his desk and began pulling out multiple booklets containing fabrics, samples of metal, pieces of upholstery, and paint colors.

“All right, we’re looking for something durable but light. It’s going to have to be if we want to get the most speed we can out of it. At the same time, we need it heavy enough that it doesn’t just take off when you hit a hill. That eliminates these.”

Bologna swept more than 90% of the metal samples aside, leaving only six on the table. They ranged in color, from a light shimmering green that Keith recognized as orichalcum to the blue of mithril and the dull gray of adamantite.

“This is strong, but it’s too heavy,” the wolfian said, moving a sample of tungsten off the table. “Osmium would be ideal, but it’s exceedingly rare and hard to work with. We’d need to call a specialist to work the metal, and that could take months. I’m guessing you don’t want to have to wait that long just to get started?”

“The sooner this is done, the better,” Keith said.

The man moved the osmium sample off the able as well.

“Orichalcum wouldn’t be strong enough, though it is flexible,” decided Bologna. “And mithril is strong, but not quite as flexible. Adamantite is a strong second choice, but it can be a bit brittle if not forged correctly.”

“What about the last sample?” Keith asked, pointing to the final piece of metal, the one sitting off to the side.

“What, this?” Bologna asked.

It looked strikingly familiar to Keith, the shimmering color matching the shell of the Section Boss they’d just fought perfectly.

“Mythicallium,” the wolfian sighed. “It’s one of the most perfect materials to work with, especially in carriages. It’s a rare alloy of mithril, tungsten, titanium, and mythsteel. If I had any in stock, I’d have offered it to you, but it’s very hard to get. There’s only a single source on the continent, and that source is a powerful monster. The cost to get the metal alone would be astronomical.”

“Hypothetically, how much mythicallium would you need for the carriage?” Keith asked.

“Well, that would depend on the design and size of said carriage,” Bologna said. “But that’s only a⸺” a knock came at the door, and Bologna cut off as the wolfian guard pushed the door open.

“Sorry to bother you, but the baron is here and he’s complaining about the color leather you used. He claims he wanted it two shades darker.”

Bologna sighed, then turned to Keith.

“Please excuse me for a few moments,” the wolfian said. “Please, look through color samples and whatever else you’d like.”

The man strode quickly from the room, closing the door behind him. Keith waited a moment, just to be sure the man was gone, before taking the small sample of mythicallium from the desk and examining it.

Name: Pure mythicallium ore (1g)

Crafting material for weapons, armor, items, potions, and elixirs

Quality: Mythical

Value: No less than 30 large gold bars

“Hey, Tac, how much mythicallium did we get in that raid?” Keith asked, examining the small sample.

Hunk hadn’t been exaggerating about the value. This single one gram sample was worth more than most people made in a lifetime in Raiah.

“Just a sec, let me go back and look…ah! Here we are. Looks like you’ve got just over 112 pounds of the stuff sitting pretty in your inventory, but that’s just the ore. You also have about 60 pounds of powder and 12 pounds of shards.”

Keith weighed the sample in his palm. It felt like he wasn’t holding anything at all, as if it was made of paper but without the resistance a piece of paper might offer.

“So, it’s got a lot of volume and very little weight,” he said. “How much of it will we need for the automaton?”

“If I had to guess, you’ll need to reserve about thirty pounds of the stuff for an automaton,” Bob said. “The use of mythicallium would only be for the exterior shell and several of the vital components within.”

“How much would we need for a carriage?” Keith asked.

The mythicallium didn’t belong solely to him, though the majority did, especially given how few of his new guildmates had done anything. No one would argue that his contributions merited the bulk of the reward.

“Hmm…depending on size, I’d say somewhere between sixty and seventy-five pounds. Remember, he can’t make the entire carriage out of it. It would be too light. He’d need to add some weight, likely in the interior, so he’d be using another metal to give it some extra heft. Still, if you need to use the maximum for both, you’ll be left with about seven pounds of the stuff. It’s worth a lot, but I don’t know if the guild will be happy if you use so much of it.”

“Tac, send the people who deserve a cut a message. Ask them if they’d be willing to take a smaller cut of the metal if we pay the difference.”

Tac was silent for several seconds as Keith began examining the swatches of color on the table, feeling at the various pieces of leather and cloth and wondering how he was supposed to put all this together.

“They’re all fine with it,” Tac said. “So long as each of them gets a single pound of the metal, they’re happy.”

A single pound of mythicallium was worth more than thirteen and a half large gold bricks, or over 13,000 large gold bars. It was a substantial amount of money. It was no wonder hiring a team to kill this thing was so expensive.

“How many pounds do we need in reserve?” Keith asked.

“Twelve,” Tac said.

That meant that they had a maximum of 70 pounds to work with. On top of that, he would likely need to pay each of them the value of another two pounds on top of that. It was a lot of gold to come up with, but he already had plans in the works. On top of that, he should be receiving his royalty from Beastland in the next day or so. Plus, there were also the other items from the raid to consider.

If worst came to worst, he could always sell some elixirs to make up the difference, though he’d need to find a safe source through which to sell them. The last thing he needed was to attract even more attention.

Bologna returned just a few minutes later, looking a bit harried.

“I’m sorry that took so long. Now, where were we? Ah, yes, trying to decide on materials for the frame and exterior of the carriage.”

“I have mythicallium,” Keith said before the man could continue. “How much will you need?”

Bologna looked dumbstruck, his mouth hanging open for a few seconds as he tried to form words. He finally came to himself and cleared his throat.

“You have mythicallium,” the man said carefully.

“I do,” Keith replied.

“How much?”

“That depends on how much I need.”

Bologna nodded a couple of times, then strode quickly to the door and locked it before returning to the blank drawing pad.

“My mind was still working while I was dealing with that other customer, and I came up with an idea that might work for you.”

He took a piece of charcoal and began sketching an outline of a carriage. In just moments, the man filled in details, showing an aggressive build, sharp lines, and angles, with four double wheels and a heavy nose and rear.

“I like it,” Keith said, eyeing the design. “What would the inside look like?”

“I can configure it any way you want,” the wolfian said, flipping a page and drawing from the top down. “This is a standard configuration of two and three, or we can do one in the center, two and two.”

Both options looked good to Keith, but he liked the idea of being able to talk to someone if he brought them along for the ride.

“I like the two-three configuration,” Keith said.

The man nodded, then flipped another page and sketched the design from another angle. Keith asked to tweak a few things, and after a few revisions, he was happy with how it looked.

“We can talk about interior materials and features after, but based on the design, I’d say we need somewhere in the realm of about fifty-five pounds of mythicallium. We’ll want to build the frame and exterior out of it, as well as the interior lining beneath the floor and in the ceiling, but mythicallium has a lot of volume and very little weight, so we’ll need to fill the interior space with something heavier.

“If you’re already spending that much money, I’d recommend osmium, for its flexibility, and a few thin sheets of tungsten for added weight. That is, if you do have the mythicallium to work with.”

Keith pulled a system contract from his inventory and placed it before the man.

“To be signed by you and whoever else will be managing the build of this carriage,” Keith explained.

The man read it over silently, then signed without a second thought.

“Discretion is more common than you’d think in this field,” Bologna said. “I’ll have a contract for you to sign as well once we’ve finalized the design. But for now, let’s see that metal!”

“Do you have enough space in here for it?” Keith asked, thinking of the massive Section Boss.

“Good point,” the man said, taking a look around. “Very well, follow me out back, and we can get this all taken care of.”

Keith nodded, rising from his chair. Now that he was in the thick of it, he was excited to see where this would lead.
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Keith left the shop over three hours later, absent fifty-five pounds of mythicallium and sixteen large gold bricks as a deposit. He would need to pay another fifty upon the completion of the job, which would take roughly five weeks to complete. Getting the metal was apparently the hardest part, and all the other materials they’d chosen were always kept in stock for the customers who were willing to pay extra.

The reason his build was so inexpensive, relatively speaking, was because he was providing the most expensive part on his own. Still, it would be costly to have a smith who could work on the mythicallium come in, and Bologna assured him that the smith he used had the skill to do so. The smith also wouldn’t turn down the opportunity to work with such a rare metal, as there were always small scraps left over from the forging and shaping, which they would likely keep.

Some people might have resented that, given the astronomical price per gram of the stuff, but to Keith, it was just the price of doing business. Talented smiths were always busy and to skip ahead in line, he would need to offer something enticing.

On top of all that, he’d left with another carriage, one given to him as a gift by Bologna for placing the order and signing the contract. It was only a three-seater, but it was fast and tough, and the value made up for some of the cost of constructing the carriage.

Name: All-Terrain Carriage – Swift Mouse

Quality: Legendary

Description: A hand-crafted, medium-armored, comfortable carriage with room for 3 passengers. This carriage is enclosed by a layer of mithril and orichalcum plating to absorb damage and diffuse wind.

Contains temperature regulation, comfortable monster leather seats, shock absorbers, and room for passengers to stretch out their legs. This carriage is aerodynamically sculpted, giving it a top speed of 107 miles per hour, with premium balance and handling due to the wider wheelbase and smaller size.

The carriage can handle most harsh terrains. A single headlamp can pierce most weather conditions. The carriage has a built-in kinetic absorber that redistributes power back into the source for a longer and steadier charge. A solar battery is used, converting 2 hours of sunlight into 90 hours of power.

The carriage has modes for road, mountain, glacier, forest, volcano, canyon, and swamp travel. It can resist superstorm damage for up to an hour. It can survive underwater for a total of 25 minutes in depths of up to 30 feet. The carriage also has a Power Throttle mode to improve speed and performance.

Comes with a Soulbound carrying case.

Value: 4 small gold bricks, 13 large & 2 small gold bars

While it wouldn’t be as durable or comfortable as the previous carriage, it was better than his backup, so Keith gladly took it. He’d also left the wreckage of the carrier with Bologna for any salvageable parts or materials.

“Whoever named this thing should be given a new pair of cement shoes,” Tac said as Keith stashed the carrying case back in his inventory. “What idiot names a car after a freaking mouse?”

“I like it,” Bob said. “I think it fits.”

“Of course you would like it. You’re basically a giant mouse yourself.”

“Why don’t you come out here and say that to my face?” Bob snapped.

“Bring it on, butterball!”

“Enough,” Keith said, unwilling to deal with the headache. “If the two of you don’t cut this out, I’m stopping communications between the two of you. You’re supposed to be helping me, not bickering like children.”

“Sorry,” Bob said, rubbing his stomach. “I guess it’s late and I’m a bit hungry.”

Tac didn’t apologize, but Keith never expected him to. Asking around, Keith found a nearby inn where he decided to spend the night. It wasn’t fancy, but it wasn’t expensive either. For only a single silver coin, he got a nice-sized room and 3 meals. He brought his dinner up with him, set it on the small table, and began removing his equipment to begin working on crafting elixirs.

He still owed each of the factions half their remaining share, and he also needed to boost his Spirit Crafting to Master. Now only two levels away, he was nearly at the point where he could complete the Automaton quest. Keith got to work, deciding to try a new recipe with an Essence he hadn’t worked with before.

The Coin Toss

Level: Advanced or higher

(1) Type L ‘Epic’ or better Monster Essence

(1) 6 oz bar purified brass

(1) 16 oz vial Purified Water

(1) 7 oz vial ‘Epic’ or better monster core powder

(3) drops pure liquid luck

(2) drops pure goldfruit extract

Keith had made sure to get his hands on the materials before he’d left for the raid. He always liked to be prepared and this made the extra work worth it in the end.

Pulling a large flask from his inventory, Keith measured out the purified water, the tinkling splash of liquid trickling into the rounded bottom, carefully weighed and measured.

“I have to ask,” Keith said as he pulled the bar of purified brass, the metal gleaming with a flat golden light. “I know you’ve explained the concept of the Luck stat before, but does a high Luck stat do anything at all?”

He’d never relied on anything as unreliable as good fortune to favor him, but stats in this world worked differently and the Luck stat did come into play. The previous explanation had to do with odds, and chances of things favoring him.

“The Luck stat is useful,” Bob said, sitting on the table and eating a string bean covered in spices. “It’s just hard to raise, and when you put it up against stats like the ones you’ve been raising, most people would just ignore it.”

“Would working on my Luck stat be beneficial?” Keith asked, pouring the powdered monster core into the vial and watching the water turn cloudy and murky.

The process of making an elixir never looked very impressive until the end, when the monster Essence was added.

“Of course it would be beneficial, just like raising any stat would,” Bob replied. “The question is always where to put your focus. Right now, where do you feel you’re lacking the most? Do any of your stats feel inadequate?”

“They all do,” Keith said, pulling a small glass bottle of liquid luck and retrieving the dropper.

Liquid Luck, as it was called, was a blend of three specific fruit and berry extracts that, when blended together, created a beautiful golden sheen that smelled of flowers and honey. Keith carefully measured three drops into the vial, watching the heavy droplets sink and leave trails of dark gold in their wake.

“Of course they would to you,” Bob muttered. “Let me rephrase my question. Do you have a problem with the trajectory of any of your current stats?”

“No,” Keith replied. “The goal is to get them all to a Base over a thousand, and right now, I’m making really good progress. With the elixirs I craft and the effects of my armor, it shouldn’t take me too much longer to get Strength and Endurance over that hill. My Agility is lagging a bit, but I can always pick up the slack with extra points once the other two are where I want them.”

“If you’re happy with the direction and growth of your other stats, I think you have your answer. Now, to answer your earlier question, there aren’t many people who prioritize Luck, but there is someone who’s called the Luckiest Person Alive, and that would be Gaia the Fortunate. She’s a living legend, though no one’s seen her in years. She’s one of the longest-lived people on the planet, and there’s a reason for that.

“Legend has it – and I can confirm this to be true – that in battle, she’s basically untouchable. All attacks seem to somehow miss her, and all of hers always seem to know exactly where to land to deal the most devastating blow. Luck can be a powerful weapon, just like anything else, if used correctly. And if you’re going to start growing either of your neglected stats, Luck is the one I’d go with. Eventually, you’d need to balance things out anyway, and this is as good a place to start as any.”

Keith nodded along as he listened to Bob talk, adding in the final ingredients to the elixir. The goldfruit extract went in first. Lighter and brighter than the Liquid Luck, it trailed to the bottom slower, dissolving almost completely before it hit the bottom. Then, Keith removed the glowing speck of Essence, his hand shimmering white as he beheld it, suspended above his palm.

“You also can’t forget another use of the Luck stat,” Bob said as Keith dropped the speck into the beaker. “All your skills that are chance activated will drastically increase with a higher Luck.”

“That’s good to know,” Keith said as he tipped the Essence into the beaker. Immediately, the liquid turned a bright gold, and sparks of light began flashing across the top, dissolving part of the contents in a miniature fireworks display.

It didn’t take very long, only around five seconds, and about an eighth of the liquid dissolved. What remained was a shimmering beaker of gold, sparkling merrily in the reflected light of the lantern. Keith smiled to himself as he transferred the mixture to a vial and then examined its contents.

Name: The Coin Toss

Quality: Epic

Item Type: Elixir – Advanced

Effects: Permanent +31 to Luck. Upon drinking this Elixir, the user will flip a coin and call out which side it will land. If correct, gain an additional +10 Luck. If incorrect, lose -10 Luck.

Value: No less than 2 small gold bricks & 1 large gold bar

Keith could see the discrepancy in value almost immediately. A Strength elixir that gave a similar stat boost would be more than three times as much. It seemed that not a very high value was placed on these Luck elixirs. The effects sounded interesting. It seemed that the elixir’s name was to be taken literally.

“So, a fifty-fifty chance of either gaining or losing ten points,” he said, watching the elixir. “Interesting.”

“I’ll say,” Tac replied. “Reminds of my Uncle Freddie. Always liked to carry a coin around with him. He had this weird obsession about flipping it to make major life decisions. Let’s just say it didn’t end well for him.”

“What? Did he burn half his face off or something?” Keith jokingly asked.

“Nah. Got hit by a garbage truck on his way to work. Real smelly way to go. Papa made fun of him at the funeral and everything. Auntie Emmy tried to off him for that, but she was on someone else’s hit list and got whacked on the way to his office.”

Keith sighed. He’d thought one of Tac’s stories would finally be relevant to the conversation at hand, but it seemed that wasn’t about to change.

“Well, let’s see what this can do,” Keith said, drinking the elixir and flipping a silver coin.

There were two sides of the coin. One was smooth, while the other had an imprint. He called the smooth side, believing the weight of the coin would drag the imprinted side downward. It did, and the coin landed smooth side up.

You lucky dog!

Luck +10

Just like that, his luck jumped by 41 points, though it could just as easily have gone up by half that amount. Keith began the process of crafting another Luck elixir, eager to see where the night would take him.
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Three hours later, Keith sat back, having finished all but two of the Elixirs he’d be able to craft within the bounds of his current skill. He’d stopped because of the message that had flashed across his vision, alerting him to the fact that his Spirit Crafting had grown to level 9. It was only then that he realized he’d made one of the oldest miscalculations in the book. He’d forgotten to account for the zero.

He’d thought he only needed two more levels, when in reality, he’d needed three. Now he needed two more levels, which meant he’d have to go out and do some monster hunting on his own to get the requisite Essence. It was annoying, as it would delay his plans a bit, but was not insurmountable. It would just cost him a bit of extra time.

He’d crafted two more Luck elixirs, both of which had turned out Advanced, and he’d called the correct toss of the coin both times. With Tac’s help, it was pretty easy, as he could use Probability to determine the odds of which side the coin would land. It felt almost like cheating, but he wasn’t about to complain, especially seeing as the probability of something as luck-based as a coin toss was always a bit murky, even to Tac.

He drank all three, bringing his Luck stat up by a staggering 123 points. He’d saved the other elixirs, as they were all going toward what he owed the faction heads.

“Are you going to eat that?” Bob asked, looking at Keith’s cold plate of food.

“Yes, I am,” he replied, shooing the monkey away. “Just as soon as I pack up my equipment.”

Keith stashed his crafting equipment in his inventory before moving on to his cold dinner. It was late, the small bit of light having long gone from the sky. Below, the inn was quieting down as the last guests in the bar left for the night, while those who were staying went up to their rooms.

Keith listened to the movements as he ate, thinking about his plans for the next day. He would be heading to pick up the remains of his raid and see what they could salvage, and then heading out on his own to do some hunting to raise his Spirit Crafting to the level he needed.

Once that was done, he would return to Hunk to get the automaton project started. He’d also need to make sure to leave his armor with Farah for repair. He was sure she was more than up for the task. He’d also assign the three who’d distinguished themselves permanent positions and give them the ability to accept more guild members. Now that they’d seen what a real raid was like firsthand, Keith was confident that they’d know whom to accept and who to turn away.

Once he was finished with his dinner, he got up and stretched, then shuttered the lantern and went over to sit in the far corner of the room.

“Uh, Keith,” Bob said as he folded his legs beneath him. “The bed is on that side of the room.”

“I know,” Keith replied. “But I’m expecting company, and I’d hate to be rude and not greet them when they come knocking.”

“Did I miss something?” Bob asked, looking around worriedly.

“Down in the city,” Keith replied. “When I stopped that pickpocket. The kid was obviously working for someone. I could feel their eyes on me the entire time. They undoubtedly trailed me here, and if not, they had someone inform them of my location.”

“Why? I don’t get it,” Bob said, scratching his head.

“Because I caught their little thief,” Keith said. “They think I must be carrying something valuable and want it. Plus, they don’t want to take the risk of me ratting one of them out to the settlement militia. They’ll see this as the chance to kill two birds with one stone.”

“So that’s why you took an inn instead of finding somewhere to set up the bunker,” Bob exclaimed, throwing his paws in the air. “Well, you know what? I don’t even care. I’m going to sleep. I’m sure I’ll wake up when you start murdering people.”

With a huff, the monkey hopped onto the bed and burrowed beneath the blanket until he was hidden from view. Curled up as he was, it was almost impossible to tell there was anything there.

Keith sat in silence for the next hour, falling into a meditative state and feeling his focus sharpen acutely over that time. Exactly one hour after the inn went quiet, his expected company finally arrived.

A small creak from the floorboards down the hall was the first sign of their arrival, though Keith didn’t bother opening his eyes just yet. Whoever they were, they wouldn’t be much of a threat to him. Even if they blindsided him while he was asleep, he doubted they’d be able to do much, but he maintained his peace. It was better to be safe than sorry.

The whisper of cloth over wood came next, followed by low voices muttering several doors down.

“What room number was it again?”

“It was eight,” another voice said.

“Are you sure?” a third asked. “Because I could have sworn I heard nine.”

Keith was in room eleven. The fact they didn’t even know what room he was in told him they were ill-prepared. They were likely some two-bit street gang who’d decided to take a chance on a big payday. Things were not going to end well for them.

“It’s room eleven,” a fourth voice hissed. “Keep it down. We don’t want to wake the whole inn. You two, go set up the silencer and make sure you do it right. It cost us nearly half of what we have to buy that, so if you mess it up, it’ll be your necks!”

“Yes, boss!” two voices said just a little too loudly.

Keith heard the shuffle of footsteps again, and a moment later, the sounds of the outside world dimmed then vanished.

“Well, that’s convenient,” Tac said.

Keith agreed. No noise meant he could do as he pleased with little to no consequence.

A small scraping sound came from the lock of his door as someone fumbled with a set of picks.

“Give me those!” someone hissed from the other side after a few minutes of scraping.

The picks were inserted once again, and the lock rattled.

“Tell Bob to get up and move over to the lantern. Tell him to wait for my signal.”

“Aye-aye, bossman,” Tac said.

There was rustling from beneath the blankets and a groggy and annoyed-looking Bob emerged. The monkey could hear the scraping of the lock picks, so he didn’t say anything as he leaped from the bed, swinging along the wall to where the lantern was mounted. Keith rose into a crouch in the shadowed corner of the room and waited as the door creaked open, revealing a sliver of light.

“Okay, move in quickly and surround the bed,” one of them said, slipping into the room.

The four figures were far from stealthy. They were all stocky and short, dressed in black cloth, with rough coverings over their faces. Keith moved silently as they stumbled their way over to the bed, sliding to block the door.

One of the men held a hand up as he drew a long dagger, gesturing for the others to do the same. He motioned once, and when the four men began furiously stabbing the bed, Keith silently closed and locked the door.

“There,” one of them said, removing their mask. “That ought to do it.”

“Does anyone else feel like they weren’t really hitting anything?” another of them asked just before Keith gave the signal.

Lantern light flooded the room, illuminating it suddenly and causing the four men to cry out in alarm, raising their hands to block the glare and throwing their knives up in defense as though that would somehow do something against the light.

“Gentlemen,” Keith said as the four figures whirled in his direction. “Normally, I’d be generous and offer you a way out, but seeing as you didn’t even bother to threaten me before stabbing my poor bed to death, I don’t think I’m feeling quite so merciful. So, you can get down on your knees and accept a quick and painless death, or you can struggle, and I can make it very painful indeed.”

They were all gray-skinned dwarves, the same as the young one who’d tried robbing him earlier in the day.

“Come on,” one of them said to his buddies, brandishing his knife. “We outnumber him four to one. He doesn’t stand a chance.”

Emboldened by their apparent superiority, the others listened, moving to surround Keith, penning him in against the door. Keith didn’t bother drawing any weapons. They were all in the level 40s range, and none of them would pose a real threat to him. The fact he hadn’t even gotten a quest proved that point, but if there were others in their little street gang who knew they were coming here, he needed to send a message. He’d be back in this settlement again soon, and he didn’t feel like having to deal with this garbage again.

Keith didn’t say a word, simply waiting for one of them to make a move. The dwarves hesitated, and then one of them shouted and lunged at him as Keith’s eyes flicked to the one on the far left.

His hand snapped up, deflecting the trajectory of the dagger so that it punched into the wall. In the same instant, he snapped one of his feet up, catching the other lunging dwarf beneath the chin with a sickening crack.

The dwarf’s head whipped back, his spine snapping under the force of the blow, dying instantly. He tumbled head over heels, slamming into the far wall, where he lay in an unmoving heap. Even as he flew, Keith dispatched the first dwarf with a knee to the nose. Blood sprayed as his nose shattered and skull caved in, the dwarf crashing through the room’s lone table before leaning up against the opposite wall.

The two dwarves died so quickly that the other two hadn’t started to move, and now that they saw what had happened, they suddenly hesitated as their overwhelming advantage was destroyed in an instant.

One of them took a step back, holding his hands up and eyes wide in terror.

“N-now see here, I don’t want any trouble⸺”

The dagger Keith had ripped from the wall slammed into his skull, right between his eyes, burying itself deep in his brain and killing him on the spot. The dwarf’s body did a backflip before he landed on his face, blood pooling on the ground around him.

He turned his eyes to the final dwarf, who turned and ran for the window, screaming in terror.

“Did that dude just wet himself?” Tac asked as the man’s pants darkened.

“Yes. Yes, he did,” Keith said, grimacing in disgust.

That was his Intimidation skill hard at work. The man dove at the window, only to slam into Keith’s chest and drop to the ground in a quivering heap.

“Y-you!” the dwarf screamed, scrambling back. “What are you?”

“You’re the one who came in here looking for a fight,” Keith said, looming over the man. “Don’t blame me for what happened here. Blame yourself.”

“Big Poncho will come for you!” the man screamed. “You can’t do this!”

Keith crushed his skull in way of response.
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Quest Available: Big Poncho

Some ruffians decided to come try taking your stuff, but you showed them! Isn’t bullying the weak just the best? Anyway, that last guy mentioned their boss, Big Poncho. He’ll probably come after you now that you killed his men, so you know what you have to do.

Difficulty: C

Objective: Track down and kill Big Poncho

Rewards: 1,000 XP, 1 Common spell scroll, map of the Settlement underground

…this quest has been automatically accepted.

Keith closed the popup, feeling almost nostalgic. It had been ages since he’d gotten a quest with a difficulty below A. This quest was laughably easy, and the rewards were a complete joke. He wasn’t going to waste his time with it either. If Big Poncho wanted him dead, he could come find him and try.

He hadn’t gotten a shred of XP for killing his attackers, though seeing the level disparity, that was hardly a surprise.

“So,” Bob said, looking around the wrecked and bloodstained room. “What now?”

“We leave,” Keith said.

It was well after midnight, and his World Item had reset.

“Tell the others we’re on our way. I don’t need them freaking out when I pop up in the middle of their camp.”

“Will do, bro.”

Keith hadn’t bothered unpacking anything else, so after digging around in the men’s pockets and finding whatever money they had, he placed it on the table with a note apologizing for the mess. Then, taking one last look around, he tapped into the world beyond his own, traveling through space in an instant, and emerging into the whipping winds following the blizightning storm.

The camp was a sad one. A single bonfire stood in the center of a ring of carriages, and twenty-something figures huddled around it. Apparently, no one had been sleeping when Tac had contacted them, as they all stood when he appeared.

“Is this everyone who survived?” Keith asked, looking around the camp.

Several of the would-be fighters were unable to meet his gaze. Those, he knew, were the ones who’d cowered in terror, while the rest had fought for their lives.

Servo, Maylee, and Grunild were not among their number. All three were standing tall, though they looked weary. Several others stood with them, all looking to them for answers.

“What happened?” Grunild asked, crossing her arms.

“Funny,” Keith said. “I could have sworn I already explained that.”

“I want to hear it from you, not from that strange voice living in your head.”

“Hey, I’m not strange. You’re strange,” Tac muttered.

“I don’t like repeating myself,” Keith said, eyeing the group. “But in light of the circumstances, I’ll make an exception, just this once.”

Keith repeated what had happened, starting with his abduction by Kiara and his meeting with Lihng. He left many of the details out, as they either weren’t important or they simply didn’t need to know. When he was done, Grunild looked less than satisfied.

“Is this how you run things around here?” she asked. “Just going off and doing whatever you want, regardless of the consequences to others?”

“Firstly, I didn’t go voluntarily,” Keith said, keeping his voice even. “Secondly, you signed on to this guild of your own free will. No one made you join up. You, or anyone else here, are free to leave at any time. Many of you won’t be welcome back anyway, after your shameful performance on that raid. Only a dozen of you even deserves to be in this guild.”

“You knew what you were dragging us into, and you did it anyway,” Grunild said, growling. “You toyed with our lives. Used us like disposable pawns to be sacrificed at your whims.”

“Do you want to be in this guild or not?” Keith asked flatly. “Because this is the reality of our line of work. People die. People are crushed, eaten, torn to shreds, and obliterated. Monsters don’t show mercy to anyone. I do what I can do to contain casualties, but I can’t control the actions of a World Boss any more than you can. Now, we’re returning to the guild hall. If you still want to stick around after that, I expect to see you all first thing in the morning. If I don’t see you, I’ll assume you’ve quit.

“I don’t expect to see the cowards who hid while their comrades were fighting and dying trying to protect them. There’s no need for me to point fingers. You know who you are.”

Keith turned his back on the stunned woman and activated the Heart Between Worlds for the second time that day. One moment they were out in the freezing plains of the northern Alliance territory, and the next, they were standing outside their guild hall in the Alchemist Capitol.

Keith didn’t say so much as another word, heading into the building and making for his room. He was tired. It had been a long trip, and he was eager to get some much-needed rest. He could deal with whatever was left of his guild come morning.

***

“Ah, another beautiful day!” Bob said, stretching his arms and yawning.

“Who are you, and what have you done with Bob?” Keith asked from his meditative spot on the ground. He’d been there for the last hour, running through simulated combat and trying to find new ways to improve himself by mixing in his active skills without the usage of weapons to boost his attack power.

The results were nice but it had finally yielded something he’d been waiting on for a while now – the skill’s upgrade.

Skill: Judgment has advanced to Grandmaster!

Judgment

Level: Grandmaster - I

Your judgment is impeccable in all things, whether in battle, on the road, or in social situations. Meditate for longer to gain greater results. Mental training can now raise active skills at half the normal rate.

+95% focus, +300% focus after 3-minute meditation, +500% focus after 15-minute meditation, +80% resistance to focus-related debuffs, +50% chance to not blunder in social situations, +20% chance to succeed in a skill breakthrough during mental training

Congratulations! For reaching Grandmaster in the Judgment skill, you have been awarded 10 stat points.

Keith hadn’t had to think for long before assigning all ten to boosting his Luck stat once again. It was a novel experience, boosting a stat where he could feel no discernible difference, but he knew he’d be seeing it soon enough, especially if what Bob had said held true.

“Oh, ha-ha, very funny,” Bob said, glaring at him. “I’m allowed to be happy in the morning, thank you very much.”

“Now you’re acting more like yourself,” Keith said, getting to his feet.

His room wasn’t the most comfortable, as they hadn’t had much time to get things properly set up. The only ones left behind had been the blacksmith’s family, and they were likely busy with their own things.

“Come on,” Keith said, heading to the door.

It was time to face the day, whatever it might bring. Exiting the room, he headed down to the main area, their temporary common area – well, everything here was technically temporary, but this area was even more temporary, as another common area was being built.

Keith was surprised when he found every member who’d survived and deserved to be there in attendance.

His eyes swept the room, over the glowering Grunild to the smirking Servo and uncertain Maylee. The elf was torn between taking her friend’s side and staying with the guild, where things were only looking up for her.

“I’m glad to see you’re all still here,” Keith said, standing before the long table. “Since you’ve been so gracious as to show up on time, I can start divvying out the loot.”

He could see everyone’s attention intensify at that.

Keith pulled twelve chunks of mythicallium from his inventory, placing them each on the table before him.

“This metal is worth thirty large gold bars per gram. For those of you who don’t know how to convert, a pound has over 453 grams. You can do the math on the value of each of these yourselves. In case you were wondering if the raid was worth it or not.”

Keith pulled twelve small pouches, each containing some of the mythicallium shards and several small vials with glittering powder, placing it by each chunk of ore. He then pulled nine large gold bricks, placing them in three rows of three. That done, he removed several of the monster’s massive ribs, a bag of feathers, and several of the monster’s knucklebones.

“What you have sitting before you is more money than almost anyone in the world will see in their entire lives,” Keith said, placing his hands behind his back. “With these items, you could all retire and live like kings until your great-great grandchildren die. And you got this all from a single raid. I’m not promising that all raids will be this lucrative, but they will all be profitable. With great risk comes great reward. You can all come take a pile. The piles with the additional gold go to Servo, Maylee, and Grunild. They took positions of leadership during the raid, and because of that, many of you survived.

“If they’re willing, the positions of Team Leader are now theirs. In short, they will all be equal and second only to me in the guild’s chain of command.”

“What about the rest of it?” Grunild asked as the others rushed to collect their rewards. “I know there was a lot more. Your artificial mind thing told us as much.”

“What? Not happy with the literal fortune you already have?” Keith asked, raising an eyebrow.

Grunild crossed her arms.

Keith shrugged, then pulled two more pounds of mythicallium from his inventory and placed it on the table. After the fifty-five pounds he’d given Bologna, and the twelve he’d already given away, that left him with only forty-three pounds. He needed at least thirty for his automaton.

“Go on, take it,” Keith said. “I expect you to leave the guild if you do. Your attitude has been unpleasant since last night, and sleep doesn’t seem to have improved it.”

Grunild growled at him, then snatched the mythicallium and stalked out of the room. Keith mentally removed her from the guild.

Maylee looked between the retreating Grunild and Keith, indecision clear in her eyes. Then her resolve firmed and she straightened her back.

“I’ll be happy to accept the position,” she said firmly.

“Good to hear,” Keith said.

“Same here,” Servo said. “So long as I keep getting bonuses like these, I’m happy.”

Keith nodded to him, then looked around at the remaining members of the guild.

“If you’re wondering why I’ve kept so much of the metal myself, it’s because of my contribution. I don’t think anyone here will argue the fact that without me, that monster would be feasting on all your corpses. If you’re unsatisfied with your fortune, please just let me know.”

No one stepped forward.

“Good,” Keith said, nodding in appreciation. “Thirteen pounds of mythicallium will go into the guild vault and can be earned by completing various tasks and services to the guild. The metal is extremely rare and valuable. It’s one of the most precious metals known on the continent. If you’re not planning on selling it, I’d recommend having it forged into something useful by our guild’s blacksmith or finding somewhere safe to keep it.

“I’ll be heading out on my own for a bit, but in the meantime, I want to make sure our ranks grow. We lost a lot of members in that raid. Start putting feelers out and accepting jobs to kill monsters. Anything at the level of a Raid Boss and above should be put aside for the time being. Focus on taking down weaker monsters, building your knowledge of their weaknesses, and learning how to work as a team. Thank you for all your hard work, and welcome, truly, to the We Hunt Monsters Guild.”

With that said, Keith stepped down and turned to leave the room to find Farah.
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“I’d heard rumors from the others that you’d gotten your hands on mythicallium, but I didn’t think it was true!”

Farah stared with wide eyes at the massive block of gleaming metal, which shimmered in the light of her new forge.

“I need someone to keep an eye on this,” Keith said, placing several sacks of shards, as well as tubes of gleaming dust, before her. “I also need two pounds of this stuff forged into coins. One-gram and ten-gram coins should be good, as many as you can make.”

“Coins should be easy enough,” she said. “And working with a metal so rare will do wonders for my forging skills. Is there anything else you need done?”

“Yes,” Keith said, beginning to remove the excess items from his inventory and placing them before her.

He’d decided to leave many to the guild but opted to keep a few of the more interesting one for himself to have forged into items. The first was a glowing orb of pure red, seeming to burn with an inner light that reminded him of flickering flames, and at the same time, gave off an impression of immense hatred.

Name: Rhinototh’s Burning Eye

Crafting material for items and potions

Quality: Legendary+

Value: No less than 16 large gold bricks

The second was a twisted piece of nail, gleaming bright and appearing not to be made of any source of material he could name. It had come from one of the monster’s massive fingers.

Name: Rhinototh’s Twisted Nail

Crafting material for items and potions

Quality: Legendary+

Value: No less than 14 large gold bricks

The third item was a tooth, though chipped and cracked, revealing a gleaming, electric blue on the inside. He hadn’t dared try to open it, for fear of damaging the item, but it felt powerful.

Name: Rhinototh’s Chipped Fang

Crafting material for items and potions

Quality: Legendary+

Value: No less than 14 large gold bricks

Finally, the last item was one that caught the eye as something truly special – a knobby sphere of multicolored light, half dark and half light. A spiderweb of cracks ran along one side, mist leaking out and in as though trying and failing to escape the orb’s pull.

Name: Rhinototh’s Shattered Core

Crafting material for weapons, items, and potions

Quality: Mythical

Value: No less than 181 large gold bricks

Farah’s smile stretched from ear to ear until Keith took the wrecked breastplate from his armor box and placed it on the counter next to her.

“How did you manage to do that to such a magnificent work of art?” she exclaimed, running her fingers over the twisted plates of metal.

“The monster did it,” Keith said with a shrug. “Can you repair it?”

“I can,” Farah said, glaring at the hole. “But it’ll take a couple of days, and it won’t be cheap.”

“Not a problem. Do you have the materials you need?”

She nodded.

“What about the others?” he asked, gesturing to the remaining materials. “Do you think you can make use of them?”

“That depends on what you want me to do with them,” she replied, looking at the monster parts sitting before her. “I could make a weapon if I had the right parts, an item, a one-time-use weapon or a trap. The possibilities really are endless with rare and powerful materials like these.”

“Bob, do you have any ideas?” Keith asked as the monkey hopped onto his shoulder.

“Your armor’s been upgraded as far as it can,” Bob said. “And nothing here will improve your hammer any further. Your sword and bow might use some improvement, but you tend to rely on your hammer for most fights, so I’d say that it’s not worth it right now. What you really need are some improvements to your equipped items. That, and you really need a big boom-boom surprise in case of another ambush.”

“Boom-boom surprise?” Farah asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Something that makes a big bang and kills a lot of people,” Keith said, translating.

“Exactly.”

“How about we focus on forging some items? I think one big nasty surprise up my sleeve should be enough for now. I don’t like the idea wasting such precious resources on one-time use items.”

“I can do my best,” Farah said. “But I need to see what else we’re working with.”

Keith pulled more of the monster parts from his inventory. There were a lot of them, from bones to organs to feathers. Finally, they settled on a couple of ideas, and Keith was allowed to leave.

“Where to now, boss?” Bob asked, hopping onto his shoulder.

“Now we head in the direction of the Necro-Beast territory,” Keith said. “I’m sure we’re bound to find some monsters between here and there.”

“You do know their territory is, like, thousands of miles away, right?” Bob asked.

“Yes,” Keith replied. “But we’d still be heading in that direction. I figure we can probably cover about twelve-hundred miles today if I go all out. That should put us deep into wild country and well into monster territory.”

“Yeah, it’ll also make us prime targets for assassins and all the other people who want you dead,” Bob muttered.

“I’m counting on that, Bob,” Keith said, patting him on the head.

Heading out of the guild hall, Keith made his way through the city, ignoring all the greetings from the humans as he made his way out as quickly as he could. Every minute he delayed was a minute longer he’d need to be on the road and not fighting. It took him an agonizing twenty-five minutes to reach the limits of the city, where the guards basically bowed him out, thanking him for all he’d done to change their lives.

Once outside, he pulled the cart case from his inventory and activated it. The small cart materialized, painted a dark blue with white trim accenting the sides. It was short and low to the ground, with oversized wheels and heavy-looking shocks.

Climbing in, Keith found the driver’s seat in the center, with the two passenger seats to either side. Settling in, he started the carriage up, making sure to get a good feel for the carriage as he started driving. The small carriage was smooth and agile, moving nimbly down the road. Due to the nature of the build and how it sat, it felt like they were traveling even faster than the carriage’s top speed, though that could also have been explained by Keith’s skill, which boosted speed on rough terrain, which they’d hit almost immediately after leaving because Keith hadn’t wanted to stick to any roads.

While Bob clung to his seat for dear life, Keith pulled up his active quests, reading through them one at a time, though he skipped over the ones he had no interest in or had already checked in the last few days. His mind was still stuck on discovering the location of the Fourliance World Monster, though he had a sneaking suspicion it would be somewhere in Necro-Beast territory.

A World to Conquer

Being a conqueror isn’t easy and you’ve found that out the hard way. Orne Skull-Stomper and Markorviel the Whisperer have fallen, but there are still three other World Monsters far stronger than they were. Good luck out there, and try not to die.

Difficulty: World

Current Objective: Defeat Solana of the Dark, Terror Queen of Fourliance

Current Reward: 950,000 XP, 1 World item, 35 Legendary monster pieces, 10 large gold bricks

Progress: 2/5 Defeated

The Gluttonous Sage

Even though someone else had to go do the murdering for you, Jade is somehow okay with it. Now, the time has come to murder the big man himself! Only, you’re going to have to wait. Aww. Jade will find you when the time comes for the big showdown!

Difficulty: SSS

Current Task: Wait for Jade

Current Objective: Kill Guzzlarian the Glutton

Current Rewards: 238,000 XP, 1 large gold brick, 10 Legendary potions, 5 Legendary spell scrolls, 1 Legendary weapon, Jade’s adoration, ???

Marked for Death

You’ve finally found the bounty holder and she has personally marked you for death. The Empress of the Necro-Beast Guild is not to be trifled with, but that’s exactly what you’re going to have to do. Trifle until she’s dead, unless you’d like to spend the rest of your life killing assassins who come after you.

Difficulty: Quad-S

Objective: Kill the empress of the Necro-Beast Guild

Rewards: 685,000 XP, 5 large gold bricks, 1 Mythical title, 5 Legendary+ items, 3 Mythical monster parts, 1 Mythical skill book

The Undead King

You’ve reached the Fourliance, and you are still alive! I can’t believe it! Anyway, it looks like you’re hot on the trail of the mysterious Emperor, a man so terrifying that the world itself recognizes the threat he poses.

Why did he vanish for well over a century? Some elves might have the answer, but I think those are all the clues I’ll be giving you. I mean, I basically dropped one right in your lap.

Difficulty: World

Current Objective: Speak with the elves

Current Rewards: 8,500 XP, Information

In the Shadows

You just got the best items you could have possibly received in a dungeon on this continent, but for some bizarre reason, you’re not happy. Boohoo, I got a powerful item and it’s not fair! Well, let me tell you something, bub, life isn’t fair. But, if you really want to go digging around, I’m not going to stop you.

Difficulty: World

Current Objective: Investigate the Ancient Barrow on the continent of the Fourliance

Current Rewards: 100,000 XP, 1 small gold brick, information

Continental Cooperation

Well, we all knew this day would come, when you would ditch your responsibilities and hoist them onto someone else. Well, now the new person in charge has given you a quest. Sucks to be second, doesn’t it? Anyway, you need to establish a recognized branch of the guild in the Fourliance. Good luck…

Difficultly: A

Objectives: (1) Recruit 25 active members (2) Select a candidate for guildmaster

Rewards: 71,000 XP

Completed objectives: Establish a recognized branch of the We Hunt Monsters Guild

Some of the quests had been ongoing for quite some time, though the more worrying ones were the ones involving Necro-Beast and the World-level quest, In the Shadows. Another thing that bothered him was that the quest involving the Emperor hadn’t updated, even after learning Jared’s identity and discovering he was the Avatar of Blood, which meant there was another secret still to uncover.

Still, if Keith was going to find anything, it would be out in the wilds of the Alchemist territory, where he would be all alone and supposedly defenseless. Not only was he expecting an attack, but he was expecting one from multiple parties and would be ready for all of them when they came looking.
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The carriage finally ground to a stop at the center of a dense forest. Trees blanketed the night sky, hanging thick with moss, all but blotting out the light of the moon above. Keith’s boots squelched as he landed in thick mud, but with his massive Strength stat, he barely noticed the muck as it tried slowing him down.

His armor illuminated the area as he looked around, scanning with his eyes, and his skills. He could sense several monsters in the area, Tac’s information streaming into his mind as they located the most powerful one.

Contrary to what a lot of people believed, Boss monsters weren’t all that common. It was why he had to travel hundreds or even thousands of miles sometimes to track one down. Raid Bosses were rarer still, and Section Bosses practically didn’t exist. In all the time he’d spent in this world, he’d only ever run into two of them, and both had been in preordained locations.

The rarest type of boss was technically one he’d never run into just yet, a World Boss. Sure, he’d run into the World Monsters, but they were guardians of a continent, monsters whose existence was known and could be tracked. A real World Boss was one that almost never showed up, and when they did, they were true terrors that made Section Bosses look like ants standing next to lions.

“I don’t like this place,” Bob muttered. “Not one bit. It gives me the creeps.”

They were at the center of Mosswood Swamp, a massive forest that spanned a sizable chunk of the eastern side of Alchemist territory. The ground here was constantly wet or covered in muck. He would need to keep an eye out for sinkholes, but with the armor he currently wore, that shouldn’t be a problem.

“Looks like it’s about fifty yards to your left,” Tac said, finally pinpointing the monster they were after.

Keith nodded, then took off in that direction. The trees here were wider than they were tall, with thick, twisted trunks growing at odd angles. Massive roots tore themselves from the ground, poking into the sky like grasping fingers. The ground sank several inches with each step he took, water bubbling around his ankles as the mud was stirred.

The air smelled of rotting vegetation and slick moss covered most of the trees. Keith knew he’d need to be wary of hidden stones and other detritus hidden beneath the surface of the muck, but so long as he had Tac, it should be a bit easier to maintain his balance.

Pushing aside a curtain of hanging moss, Keith spotted the monster he was after.

“A snorter-type,” Bob said, wrinkling his nose. “They smell really nasty and like to use poison. Their tails have venomous spikes that’ll turn your muscles to liquid if injected, and their teeth typically carry horrible disease debuffs. I’d steer clear of both.”

The snorter lay in a thick bank of mud, his body glistening in the reflected light cast by his armor. Long ridges rose up its back, though Keith could see that this was its skin and not any form of armor. It had a paddle-like tail that lay behind it, and from where he stood, he could see the long spines protruding from its end.

Its head was flat and fish-like, but that was all he could see of its body, as the rest was hidden.

“Is it aggressive?” Keith asked in a lowered voice.

The monster was sleeping, so he figured he’d have a fairly good shot at taking a sizable chunk off its health before it woke.

“Only if you attack,” Bob said. “They’re far less aggressive than most monsters you’ll run across, but they get enraged quickly, so I’d watch out for that.”

“Anything else to be wary of?” Keith asked.

“Aside from the disease and muscle-eating venom?” Bob asked.

“Good point,” Keith muttered.

He examined the monster, getting a sense of what he was up against.

Fatty the Snort-fish

Boss Monster

Level: 64

HP: 82,000/82,000

MP: 39,000/39,000

STA: 46,000/46,000

Str - 1,090

Agi - 988

Lck - 120

It had a few skills of interest, but with a health pool under 100,000 and skills that didn’t seem so impressive, Keith didn’t think he’d have a very hard time taking it down, not that he was about to become careless about tackling a monster.

Grabbing an Illuminator from his inventory, he tossed it up into the air, the items flashing bright, then flooding the area with light. The monster began to stir and Keith lunged in for the attack. His One-Man Raid skill boosted his base stats by a flat 25% when going up a Boss Monster or higher on his own, and with his stats already being higher than the monster’s, even with the substantial drop that came from wearing the Galaxia armor instead of his Beastland set.

He triggered Armageddon Spear, aiming for the Pinpoint spot, hoping to end the battle in a single blow. The monster screamed as Keith’s extended arm punched home, ripping through the small spot in its side and blasting out the other end in a wave of destruction.

Blood and gore rained all around him, splashing into the mud and water, and for a moment, it sounded like it was raining. Keith remained as he was until the thrashing body slumped in the water, its blood pooling out all around it.

-82,000, Pinpoint Instakill

Wow! That was faster than Tac’s cousin, Hammy, on a date! Have you ever heard of trying to make it last bud?

Fatty the Snort Fish dies!

+8,100 XP

+2,835 Bonus XP

“Well, that was anticlimactic,” Bob said, staring at the dead monster.

Keith nodded, shaking his arm free of gore as he walked around to its front. He could already see the glowing spots of light in its throat and crouched to retrieve the Essence. He only got a single speck of the stuff, which was annoying but expected. Most monsters only gave one. It was when you got to the Raid Bosses and above where multiple Essences could be collected.

It was a single, Epic Type E, which was good, as it meant it had the potential to be an Advanced Elixir and give him a better chance of advancing his skill. Keith looted the monster but didn’t get anything special, not that he’d been expecting to. Regular Bosses rarely held anything he would consider to be valuable anymore. Still, materials were materials, and they would be useful for something. He was sure his guild would benefit from them, if anything. After stashing them in his inventory, he continued on.

There was a reason they’d stopped here, and that was because there were several powerful monsters in the area. He doubted every fight would be as easy as that one, but it was nice to get a freebie.

“Hey, Tac, what was that comment the system made about your cousin?” Bob asked as Keith trekked through the swamp.

“What? About my cousin, Hammy?” Tac asked.

“No, the other comment it made about your cousin,” Bob said sarcastically.

“You know, sarcasm is the saddest form of comedy,” Tac said. “Also, Papa used to whack people for saying stuff like that. But, if you really have to know, my cousin Hammy was a real ladies’ man. Always getting the prettiest girls to get out with him. Shame he could never get past the first date. I never could figure out why. My other uncles and cousins seemed to know and made fun of him constantly. Probably why he killed so many of them in that gang war.”

Rambling aside, Keith found it interesting that the system was now making references to Tac’s massive extended family, specifically about a member who’d killed a whole bunch of others. Was this how Tac had died? By now, Keith was convinced Tac was a real person from back on Earth. Either that, or a world shockingly similar to it. For some reason, the artificial mind didn’t seem to remember anything from around the time of his death, and whenever prompted, he would just go off on another tangent.

“Another monster, dead ahead,” Tac said, prompting Keith to refocus on the task at hand.

He stayed up the remainder of the night, tracking down and killing Boss monsters. There was nothing stronger around here, and for that he was grateful. Tackling a Raid Boss might have been more rewarding, but it wasn’t a challenge he wanted when he was expecting company.

Finally, as dawn began to break, Tac gave him the heads up.

“Looks like we’ve got incoming. Group of five, moving through the trees.”

“Who are they?” Keith asked, stopping between several trees and waiting.

“Necro-Beast,” Tac said. “There’s only a 6% chance they’re from another faction.”

Keith nodded. He dropped into a sitting position, despite the muck, and closed his eyes, beginning to meditate. They would be here soon enough, and he wanted all the focus he could get before tackling them. He needed information, which was why he’d come so far out, and his would-be killers were going to give it to him.

His Grandmaster Judgment skill sharpened his focus by a factor of three in just three short minutes, which was all the time he had. Keith’s eyes snapped open, and he looked up, seeing five figures shrouded in flowing black cloth standing in the trees above him. All of them wore what looked to be bone-white masks, though upon closer inspection, he saw that they were part of their faces.

Clawed hands gripped curved swords and clutched glowing staffs. Keith glanced around at the group, taking note of their levels and skills. There was nothing too worrisome, as the strongest was only a single level above his own.

Name: Screamer the Death Hunter

Race: Superior Lich

Class: Deathstalker

Level: 66

All their skills were specialized in assassination and hand-to-hand combat. Where Keith specialized in monster hunting, they specialized in people hunting. He needed a challenge every once in a while, though he doubted these assassins would give him much of a run for his money.

“So, you’ve come to kill me,” Keith said, getting slowly to his feet.

None of the assassins said anything.

“Well,” Keith said. “Don’t keep me waiting.”

As one, the assassins struck.
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Keith’s bare hand intercepted the first strike, seizing the undead creature’s wrist and twisting the sword strike away. His punch, carrying his Shattering Snowflare, crashed into the man’s stomach, and a blast of fire and ice launched him away, in an explosion of force. He barely paid attention to the damage notification, sliding aside as a bolt of sizzling darkness slammed into the muck at his feet, missing by mere inches.

His hand snapped out as he used Magician, vanishing in a blaze of fire and reappearing behind the man who’d swung at his neck. Heatstance suffused him as he gripped the man’s forearm, and his knee came up in a brutal attack, smashing into his hip.

Due to his Massive Booster, his Health and Stamina had been doubled, so he could use as many skills as he wanted with little fear of running out. On top of that, he could always refill his Stamina if it dropped too low and could freeze it if he wanted. However, he was trying to rely solely on his skills without tapping into any item effects.

The man staggered away with a cry of pain as Keith used Chronosphere. He triggered his Speed Demon at the same time, further boosting his speed as the others slowed. He spun around a glittering blade aimed at his throat, then drove four punches into the man’s face, shaving off over 2,000 points with each strike. He struck so quickly that the man’s body only flew back after the 4th blow, preventing Keith from finishing him. Still, that was fine. So long as all five remained alive, his stats would remain doubled.

Another sizzling bolt blasted at his back, and Keith deflected it with a skill of his own. Combustive Body activated in an explosion of force as he punched, the blast knocking the spell off course and causing it to tear into a nearby tree instead of hitting its intended target.

He retaliated by leaping upward, using Combustive Body and launching himself into the air. He kicked off in rapid succession, blasting up into the tree. The assassin launched strings of darkness at him, which punched into his armor, but Keith ignored them and drove his Armageddon Spear through the man’s ribcage.

The trails of light seared through his body and the man fell to pieces, bones cracking beneath the force of the blow. Keith dropped back to the ground as his health and Stamina were halved once again. Even as he fell, two of the swordsmen threw themselves at him, slashing with their blades. Keith used Magician again, flashing forward instead of to the side, and their blades passed through him without so much as a scratch.

His hands seized their faces, and with his weight and momentum, he drove them off their feet, slamming their skulls beneath the muck. He tried not to grin as he used Combustive Body, blasting explosive force from both hands at once. It cost him HP, but he didn’t care. Both assassins died right then and there.

Getting back to his feet, Keith slid left and a blade skittered off his armor, missing its mark. In the same motion, his elbow came up, the point driving right into the assassin’s skull. Another blast of force threw him off his feet, and before he even hit the ground, Keith had reached him, fingers interlaced and coming down hard on his chest.

Shattering Snowflare blasted him into the mud in an explosion of muck, cracking ribs and rattling his skull. Keith got the notification that the man was stunned, so he spun into a kick, catching the final assassin under the chin. With another explosion of unbelievable power, he used Ancient’s Fury, tearing the man’s head clean off, before the fiery inferno from within his body obliterated him from existence.

The entire fight had lasted less than ten seconds.

Keith strode over to the fallen man, seizing him by the front of his robes and slamming him up against one of the trees. He made sure the man was disarmed, then began punching him until he cried out in pain.

“So, a lich can feel pain,” Keith said. “That’s good to know.”

“Curse you, flesh sack!” snarled the lich.

Keith punched him in the face, shaving off another 800 points of health. He had to be careful to hold back, as he didn’t want to accidentally kill the man before he got what he wanted out of him.

“How about we play a game?” Keith said. “You tell me what I want to know, and I won’t start snapping pieces off of you.”

“You can’t get me to talk,” the assassin snarled. “I am beyond the constraints of human flesh. I am immortal!”

“Sure you are,” Keith said, holding a glittering object in the air. “But I wonder what would happen if I shattered this.”

The lich stiffened, the glowing orbs beneath the mask flicking to the Soul Gem clutched in Keith’s grip.

“I know I only destroyed a few bodies and that your buddies there aren’t actually dead. I’d need to destroy their souls for that to happen. Sure, it’ll take them a few months to pull themselves back together, but in the end, they’ll be fine. It’s probably why the Empress sent such weak assassins after me in the first place. But it seems you were the only one stupid enough to bring their source of eternal life along with them.”

The lich stared at the Life Gem for several long moments, before turning to him.

“What do you want to know?”

“See, that’s what I like to hear,” Bob said, having retaken his place on Keith’s shoulder.

“I want information,” Keith said.

“I can’t tell you anything about the Emperor or Empress,” the lich said flatly. “I literally can’t. My soul will not allow it.”

“I couldn’t care less about them. At least, for now. All I want to know is what you know about the World Monster, Solana of the Dark, Terror Queen of Fourliance.”

If it were possible for a lich with an already stark-white complexion to go pale in terror, Keith didn’t know, but the assassin sure gave it his best try.

“W-we do not speak of the Terror Queen,” the assassin said. “It brings bad omens.”

“I’m holding your eternal soul in my hand,” Keith said. “If you don’t tell me, I’ll kill you, then you won’t have to worry so much about bad omens.”

The glowing orbs flicked to the Soul Gem again, then back to his face.

“Fine, but don’t say I didn’t warn you. I’ve heard about you, the man who claims to have killed World Monsters of other continents. Well, let me tell you something. The Terror Queen is unlike any monster you’ve faced before. She makes the other World Monsters look like weak children in comparison. The Terror Queen resides at the center of Necro-Beast territory in the densest part of the Dead Forest.

“Her domain is sprawling, and her power is such that even the most powerful among us steer well clear of the area. It is a land of eternal night, a night from which no one has ever returned.”

“If no one’s ever returned, how do you know she’s there?” Keith asked.

“The Shades,” the assassin said, with a shudder. “The Terror Queen does not take her name as a matter of fancy. She rules her subjects with an iron will. The Queen’s Shades patrol the borders of her territory. They’re half-formed monstrosities of purple-gray mist. Skeletal warriors of such power and crushing despair that none dare approach. If you wish to find the Terror Queen, you are more than welcome to⸺”

The lich lunged for the Soul Gem, and Keith’s fist – the one holding said Soul Gem – crashed into his face, driving it back into the tree and shattering the delicate gem into a thousand motes of sparkling light.

The lich’s death was loud and explosive as a screaming wail echoed throughout the forest. An instant later, dark light blasted from the remains of the gem, black smoke shaped like a human skull dispersing into the air a moment later.

You have crushed Eddie’s Soul Gem. Eddie is now eternally dead. Good job!

+3,800 XP

+1,330 Bonus XP

“I barely got anything at all for killing the others,” Keith said, noting the massive amount of XP he’d received for killing the man.

“That’s because they didn’t die,” Bob said. “Anyway, good job taking them down. Superior liches are tier 6 undead. Not quite as strong as elder liches, at tier 8, but impressive nonetheless.”

Keith remembered that undead were ranked on a tier system, and elder liches, like Cane, had power comparable to that of an Avatar of the same level.

“Any idea what a tier 10 undead creature would look like?” he asked.

“You don’t want to be anywhere near a creature that powerful,” Bob said. “They make Cane look like a joke.”

“I’m getting a lot of power comparisons lately, and so many powerful people are considered jokes. Just how strong are we talking here?” Keith asked.

“If you’re looking for a reference,” Bob said, “I would put the Emperor and Empress on the level of tier 9 undead, if either of them even is undead. Tier 10 undead don’t exist on this continent, and I would strongly suggest you stay far away from any we might potentially run into if we make it off this continent alive.”

Keith nodded as he stood back from the body of bones that slumped to the ground, already sinking into the muck. It would soon vanish, never to be seen again.

“Anyone else coming?” Keith asked.

“Unlikely. At least not today,” Tac replied. “We’re too far out for anyone else to make it sooner than tomorrow, though not for lack of trying.”

“That’s fine. We should head back in the direction of Alchemist Capitol anyway.”

“Bob, would you flag monster spots on the map for me? We’ll be traveling and fighting today. I still need more Essence. We need to get started on the automaton, and I need to hit the master ranks before we can do that.”

“Please don’t drive the way you did on the way here,” Bob begged as spots appeared on his map, indicating the areas where they’d tagged strong monsters on the way over.

“Come on, Bob, you know begging won’t help,” Keith said, summoning his carriage. “Besides, if I drove any slower, it would take us forever to get from place to place.”

“When I die, I hope they write on my tombstone that it was your fault,” Bob grumbled as Keith climbed into the carriage.


35

Skill: Spirit Crafting has advanced to Master!

Spirit Crafting - Spirit Skill

Level: Master - I

You have the ability to craft Elixirs that will permanently boost stats when consumed. You may craft Elixirs up to the Master level.

Automatic +6 to any crafted Elixir.

100% chance of success when crafting Novice-level Elixirs

95% chance of success when crafting Beginner-level Elixirs

65% chance of success when crafting Intermediate-level Elixirs

35% chance of success when crafting Advanced-level Elixirs

15% chance of success when crafting Master-level Elixirs

Once per day, you may cast the skill Soul Infusion to infuse the Essence of a Monster into an inanimate object and bring it to life. If the object is unable to handle the strain, it will explode, causing level X50 damage to everyone within the 50-yard area of effect.

The moment Keith finished reading the skill description, a new series of notifications flashed before his eyes.

Congratulations! You have completed the Quest: Automaton Treasure Hunt

+265,000 XP

+92,750 Bonus XP

Level up!

Congratulations, you have reached level 66. You have 10 (Base 5+5 from Title) stat points to distribute.

1 Tombero Spirit Core has been added to your inventory

5 Legendary Monster parts have been added to your inventory

1 Timber Grenade Spell Scroll has been added to your inventory

Keith looked over the effects of his new skill with a feeling of satisfaction. It had taken the better part of the day to track down and kill the monsters he’d needed, and with a bit of extra luck, he’d managed to salvage more than one Essence from several of the monsters. He didn’t think it was a coincidence that he’d been working on raising the Luck stat and suddenly was getting luckier. He would continue to raise the stat every chance he got, though he’d be careful not to grow neglectful of his other stats in the meantime.

“This is interesting,” he said, looking over the effect.

He wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting, but this wasn’t it.

“How do I know if an inanimate object can’t take the strain of infused Essence?”

“Common sense?” Bob said. “If it doesn’t look like it can handle the strain, chances are pretty good it’ll explode.”

“I’ll have to take your word on that,” Keith said, closing the skill.

It was getting later in the day, but the smithy in Lihng Capitol should still be open. Stashing the carriage and giving himself a once-over, Keith teleported into the center of the city, just a short walk from the blacksmith’s shop.

He received an icy stare from the people behind the desk as he walked in.

“Do you think they know you poached one of their Grandmaster smiths?” Tac asked. “Just kidding, they’re definitely pissed about that. Not cool, bro.”

“Can I help you with something?” the elf behind the counter asked, though his tone indicated that he would rather do anything other than that.

“I’m here to see Hunk,” Keith said.

“Why? Here to try poaching him from us as well?” snarled the man.

“No, I’m just here to place an order,” Keith said honestly.

The man glared at him suspiciously for a moment, then waved a hand.

“Hunk isn’t seeing anyone right now. Come back tomorrow.”

“I would prefer it if I could see him now,” Keith said. “This project is time sensitive.”

“Then perhaps you could have the blacksmith you stole from us take care of it for you instead,” he grumbled, all semblance of professionalism gone.

“She doesn’t work on automations,” Keith said. “Hunk does.”

“I don’t know what this guy’s hangup is,” Tac said. “It’s not like he owns the place.”

Keith understood well enough. He could read the man’s anger like a book. He’d had a massive crush on Farah and had slowly been working up the courage to say something to her. It would have failed, and miserably so, seeing as she was happily married, but this man was looking to blame someone for his misfortune, and Keith just happened to be the lucky man to take the brunt of his ire.

“Like I said,” the man repeated. “You can come back tomorrow. Or better yet, you can just stay away from our shop.”

Keith crossed his arms and stared the man down. They were attracting attention, and he knew that it would only be a matter of time before someone else recognized him. If Lihng caught wind he was still here, he knew he would get no peace, so he decided he needed to get this over with and quickly.

He used Lightswap. One second, the angry elf man was facing him from one side of the counter, and the next, the two of them had switched places.

“Thanks for your help,” Keith said, then turned and headed into the back room.

“Hey! Wai⸺!” The man’s voice cut off as the door closed and Keith headed down the corridor, in search of Hunk.

It didn’t take long to find the massive oxian, who was pounding away at something in his forge. Keith didn’t bother knocking, just pushing into the room and closing and locking the door behind him. It took the oxian a few moments to realize he was there, and he turned in surprise.

“You’re back,” the man said, setting a massive hammer down and wiping his hands on a greasy cloth.

Banging sounded from the door, and the oxian raised an eyebrow.

“One of the elves didn’t want to let me in, but I needed to see you. Don’t worry, I didn’t hurt anyone, but I think he’s mad that I made it inside to see you.”

The oxian shrugged.

“I take it you have what I need?”

Keith produced thirty pounds of mythicallium, setting it on the ground in the center of the room, and Hunk rubbed his hands excitedly.

“When you told me you’d be getting the metal yourself, I almost didn’t believe you,” the oxian said, walking around the chunk of metal and running calloused fingers over its surface.

“Glad I didn’t disappoint,” Keith said.

“And the other thing?” Hunk asked.

“I’ve raised my Spirit Crafting to Master,” Keith said. “I can infuse souls into inanimate objects.”

“Good, good,” Hunk said, nodding and smiling. “Then I guess we can get started.”

The banging at the door continued, but they both ignored it now, as the oxian pulled several blueprints from a drawer in one of the desks and spread them out on the table.

“The soul is typically the last part to be infused into the body, but I decided we should do a test run beforehand, just to be sure, so I created a model. It’s unrefined and unfinished, but it should be able to handle some Common-ranked Essence.”

It seemed the man was well-informed on Monster Essence, and luckily for him, Keith just happened to have a couple extra.

“Does the type of Essence matter?” he asked.

“It does, and it doesn’t,” Hunk said. “The type of Essence used determines where the automaton’s strengths will lie. For instance, if you infused an Intelligence Essence, it’ll favor magic. If you use a Strength type, it’ll likely favor melee. The amount of Essence that can be injected depends entirely on the quality of the metal and components used, and since we’re using mythicallium, we can use Sage-level Essence, though I doubt you’ll be finding anything of that rarity anytime soon.

“You can also squeeze multiple types of Essence into an automaton, though depending on potency, you’ll be limited. If you were to use a Sage-level Essence, you’d only manage to squeeze a single one in. If you use Grandmaster, on the other hand, you could squeeze three.”

“What if I wanted to put three of the same Essence type in?” Keith asked.

“Then you’d have an automaton that heavily favored one form of combat over another. I should also mention that the type of Essence also depends on the monster I came from, as a piece of that monster’s soul lives within the Essence. In short, I can assure you that at least one skill from whatever monster the Essence comes from will transfer over to the automaton in question. Now,” the man continued, “why don’t you try infusing Essence into this creature?”

A small figure made of scraps of metal was placed before him, and although he was dubious about its construction, he trusted the blacksmith enough to go ahead with it. Taking a deep breath, he pulled a speck of pulsing green from his inventory, then used his once-daily skill.

The small spec glittered for a moment then shot from his palm and slammed into the small construct, knocking it onto its back. Green light flashed in the workshop, centered at the small figurine’s chest, and for a moment, Keith wondered if it was about to explode.

Then lines of green spread across the figure’s body and faded just a moment later. Two specks of green appeared where the eye-sockets should be, and slowly, the figurine pulled itself jerkily to its feet.

“Never gets old,” Hunk sighed as the figurine began toddling around the table.

Clearly, this thing wasn’t intelligent and would serve no purpose. Bob hopped onto the table and began playing tag with it. The construct seemed to understand that much anyway.

“I can only use the skill once a day,” Keith said. “Will that be a problem?”

“No,” Hunk replied. “You could infuse whatever Essence you want over the course of several days. The automaton will come with an activation switch, so it won’t come to life until it’s good and ready. Now the question is, do you have a soul in mind?”

“Yes,” Keith replied. “Though it might take me a bit of time to get my hands on it.”
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Keith appeared in the heart of the Alchemist Capitol about an hour later after having made plans to have the automaton made and finalizing payment details with the smith.

“We should have kept that figurine,” Bob said sourly. “That was so much fun!”

“We have more important things to take care of at the moment,” Keith said. “Besides, having something like that would attract too much attention with very little gain.”

“What’s the plan now, bro?” Tac asked.

“We need to track down a World Boss,” Keith said, having already decided on the next course of action.

If a measure of skill could be passed from a monster to his automaton, then he wanted the very best he could manage, and a World Boss was as close to perfect as he was going to get. A World Monster would have been ideal, but there was no way he was ready to tackle that beast just yet, so this was the next best thing.

“You do know that World Bosses don’t just grow on trees, right?” Bob asked, looking a bit alarmed.

“I know,” he replied. “Which is why we need to find one.”

“World Bosses aren’t just found,” Bob said. “They make themselves known, usually by destroying a vast swath of land and murdering thousands of people in the process. But that’s beside the point. Unlike Section Bosses, World Bosses aren’t in any known fixed locations.”

“Can you give me locations where I might find one?” Keith asked.

“I can give you locations, but the chances of finding one are astronomically low. I mean, you would have to have luck beyond anything known to…oh, great.”

Keith smiled as he headed into the guild hall and saw the place fuller than when he’d left. At his count, there were at least thirty people there. A large board had been erected at the center of the main room, and several notices were pinned to its surface. It seemed jobs were beginning to trickle in.

“Keith, you’re back.”

Keith turned to see Maylee approaching. She wore a new set of armor that gleamed with the distinct shades of mythicallium. It seemed she’d done the smart thing and used the metal to strengthen herself rather than selling it.

“Yes, I’m back,” Keith replied. “Care to fill me in on what’s been happening while I’ve been away?”

Maylee spoke to him as he headed up to his office, a small room adjacent to his bedroom, where he would take care of official business.

Nearly forty new members had joined up after hearing about their successful raid, some of whom were currently out with Servo on a job to track down a Boss monster that had been causing some trouble along the eastern side of the capital’s outer wall. The city itself had offered the bounty for the job.

Astrid had apparently stopped in, looking for him, which meant Keith would need to go see her soon. Seeing as it was already pretty late in the day and he hadn’t slept the night before, Keith was going to wait until tomorrow.

“Anything else of significance happen?” Keith asked when they reached his office.

“Nothing else as far as I can see,” Maylee said, fidgeting a bit. “There was something I wanted to ask you,” she said, looking anywhere but at him, her silver cheeks darkening a bit.

“Another one? Geez, dude, you get more ladies throwing themselves at you than the clueless wimpy protagonists in every anime I’ve ever seen!”

“What?”

“What?” Tac replied.

This was too weird, even for Tac.

“What can I help you with?” Keith asked. “It’s late, and I still have a few things to take care of before I’m done for the day.”

Maylee’s cheeks flushed a bit darker, and Keith wondered if she’d work up the courage to say anything or not. He hadn’t been aware he’d made any form of impression on the woman, so this was a bit surprising. According to Bob, many of the elven races, platinum elves especially, couldn’t even stand the smell of humans. Sure, he was a sortie, but he should be close enough to human to be repulsive to her. At least, that was what he’d thought.

Maylee stood there for several moments longer before she finally shook her head.

“We can talk about it tomorrow. It’s not that important.”

“If you say so,” Keith said, stepping into his office. “Keep up the good work.”

With that said, he closed the door and let out a long breath. This was why Keith didn’t like working with people. If he’d had the ability, he would have gone after every monster on his own. No more headaches. No need to placate, or act nice or cordial. All he’d need to do was kill his enemies and grow stronger.

If the whole automaton thing worked out, perhaps he’d be able to go kill Rhinototh again and make some more. Who knew? If he had enough of them, he might never need to deal with people again.

Keith sat at his desk, took a deep breath, and then reached out to Jelly, the leader of the Humania branch of their guild.

“Keith? What an unexpected surprise,” Jelly said, her voice echoing in his mind. “You only ever call when you need something. So, what do you need?”

“I’m looking for a World Boss,” he replied. “I need high-grade monster parts for a project I’m working on, and only the best will do. Have you heard anything about one in Humania?”

“Nothing at all,” Jelly replied. “Not since we took Orne down. I can be on the lookout, though I do have to wonder how smart it would be to put a raid like that together. Do you remember how many people died in the raid against the last World Boss we fought?”

“I do,” he replied. “But Orne was no ordinary World Boss. Just keep your eyes peeled. This is important. If you need some extra incentive, I’ve gotten my hands on some Elixirs. You find me a World Boss, and I’ll let you have your pick.”

“Deal! I’ll put my feelers out and see what I can find.”

Keith took a moment before reaching out to Bridget with the same offer. She was a bit less receptive to his bribery though.

“I don’t know how many of us will want to go after a monster like that, especially after the last big raid. People made a lot of money off the World Monster we killed, and not many of them are eager to dive back into a fight that dangerous so soon.”

“Come on,” Keith said. “World Monsters are a serious threat. I’m sure you could spin it like that for them.”

“I could, if we didn’t go looking for it,” Bridget said, sounding a bit heated. “But I won’t use them like that.”

“It’s a shame she has to have integrity,” Tac said. “It would made things so much easier if she’d just throw them all under the bus for your gain.”

“When you say it like that, I sound like a heartless monster,” Keith replied, beginning to pull elixirs and materials from his inventory.

“You are a heartless monster,” Bob said. “That’s what I love about you.”

“I know I can be a bit brusque sometimes, but that doesn’t make me a monster,” Keith defended himself.

“Remember the time you threw that old lady to her certain doom just so you could outrun a monster?” Bob asked, sounding almost wistful. “I miss those days.”

“Good times,” Tac said. “I still remember the sound of her getting squished. Ruthless bro.”

“She was trying to kill me,” Keith replied. “Should I just have let her?”

“If I remember correctly, that came after you refused to go back for her injured comrades.”

“They didn’t follow my orders,” Keith said. “If they had, they would have lived.”

“I still remember the time you threatened to break Cayla’s legs and leave her as Sola food.”

“How’d I miss that?” Tac said.

“You weren’t around yet,” Bob replied. “It was pretty funny.”

“She’d just punched me in the face for saving our lives,” Keith replied. “I feel like you keep taking things out of context.”

“And that other time…”

Keith tuned the pair of them out as they began talking about all the times he’d murdered, tortured, or otherwise maimed, mangled, obliterated, or thrown people to their deaths. He had other things to concentrate on, like the crafting of his first Master-level elixir. Before he made his first attempt, he wanted to make sure his chances were as good as they could be.

He’d found that the more he concentrated on wanting to get Type L Essence, the more he seemed to find it when he killed monsters. He’d gotten quite a number of them and crafted elixirs from them all as he’d pushed to advance his skill.

Now, he began drinking them, one at a time, as he flipped a coin, calling it in the air. He had about a 70% success rate, which more than balanced out the failures, and that rate only grew as his Luck stat did. He had nine Luck elixirs, all at the Advanced level, and by the time he drank them all, his Luck had risen by a staggering 309 points.

As he worked, he reached out to Farah using his skill. She was a bit surprised to hear his voice in her head, but he wanted to know if his armor and items were ready.

“Your armor’s been repaired, but I need a few more hours for the items. They’ll be ready tomorrow.”

“Can you have someone bring my armor up to my office?” Keith asked. “It’s important.”

Farah said she would send it up right away, and Keith dove into his status, assigning his points from his previous level-up. By the time he was done, a knock came at the door. A short man stood there, holding the repaired breastplate and straining under the weight.

“Thank you,” Keith said, taking the breastplate easily and dropping it in his armor box.

It was light to him, due to the Soulbound quality, whereas to others, it would be almost impossible to move around, let alone wear. As soon as the armor was in place, he mentally swapped the Galaxia set out and felt his stats take a jump. Keith then pulled his status up, making sure everything was in place before he made the first attempt at a very rare and powerful elixir. He didn’t want to mess this up, as some of the ingredients were finite and could not be reproduced again.

Status (Abbreviated)

Name: Keith the Armageddon Behemoth

Race: Ancient Sortie

Class: Mythic Hunter

Level: 66

XP: 178,450/1,163,700 (Reduced from 1,293,000)

HP: 16,720/16,720

STA: 14,630/14,630

Strength - 1,416 (Base 881)(877 +3 Class +1 Racial)

Vitality - 1,672 (Base 1,092)(1,086 +2 Class + 4 Racial)

Endurance - 1,463 (Base 880)(876 +3 Class +1 Racial)

Agility - 1,145 (Base 733)(730 +3 Class)

Wisdom - 211 (Base 66)(65 +1 Class)

Luck - 713 (Base 518)(507 +10 +1 Class)

He now had a boosted Luck stat at a staggering 713. It had only been a measly 65 just a few short days ago. It just went to show that the stat itself would be easier to raise the higher he pushed it.

“Where’s the end goal with Luck?” Bob asked as Keith arranged all of his ingredients.

“I want to get it over a thousand before I go back to concentrating on the others,” Keith said as he finished preparations.

He wanted a higher Luck stat, but he wouldn’t be putting his sole concentration into it forever. He still needed to push his other main stats to a base of over 1,000. He’d already done so with Vitality. Now he just needed to do it a few more times.

Now that Keith had finished setting everything out though, he needed to concentrate. He only had a 15% chance of success when crafting Master-level elixirs, but he was hoping his higher Luck stat would come into play and give him better odds. Looking over the recipe one final time and making sure he had everything he needed, Keith began creating the elixir.
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“You know, given the amount of ingredients needed to craft this thing, I was expecting a much larger batch,” Bob said, staring at the single vial sitting on the table before them.

The process had been longer than anything Keith had made to date, the elixir requiring multiple steps, wherein the liquid content of the elixir had boiled down.

For all elixirs before this, he’d added the Monster Essence at the end, but now, he’d needed to add it in stages, dropping several ingredients before adding one of the needed components.

The Legend of Hayshun was a recipe he’d gotten after defeating the Legendary Monster on the island between Beastland and the Fourliance, and, until now, he’d been unable to craft it due to his lower level in Spirit Crafting.

The liquid in the vial shimmered, a seven-colored light radiating from within, the liquid looking like colored sand that had been poured in layers, one on top of the other, with small motes of each color flecking into the one beneath.

Even when he swirled it, the colors did not combine, and just a single glance told him he’d been successful. It had taken him two tries to get it, and when the first try had failed, it had failed, the concoction turning into an undrinkable mess, which told him something else about Master-level elixirs.

Failure when crafting a recipe made at the Master level would result in wasted product, which was a real shame. It meant that crafting them would come with the risk of losing a lot of valuable ingredients in the process, which would encourage him to stick to the Advanced stuff, as that would always turn out a usable result. By this point, he was practically guaranteed a Beginner-level elixir even in the event of horrible failure and inadequate ingredients. Plus, his Master-level gave all elixirs an automatic +6, so, at the very least, he’d be crafting elixirs that gave a +8-10 to a single stat, which was still extremely valuable.

“Let’s see what this baby can do,” Bob said, all but salivating as he pulled the elixir’s description up.

Name: Legend of Hayshun

Quality: Legendary

Item Type: Elixir – Master

Effects: Permanent +26 to Strength, Vitality, Agility & Intelligence. Permanent +16 to Endurance, Luck & Wisdom. Upon drinking this Elixir, the user will gain 1/3 of the power needed to gain a special 1-time use conditional skill. To gain access to the skill, you must consume 3 Legend of Hayshun in less than 10 minutes.

Value: No less than 10 large & 9 small gold bricks & 95 large gold bars

“Bob,” Keith said, looking over the additional effects of the elixir. “Can you please explain this to me?”

Bob was practically buzzing with excitement.

“One-time use skills are super rare and always impart amazing effects. To give you an example, you could get a skill that allows you to blow an entire city off the face of the planet or obliterate a powerful monster in a single attack! You need this. How much material do you have left?”

“Not a lot,” Keith admitted, looking over his stock. “I only have enough for three more attempts as far as Hayshun materials go, and only enough for two as far as Legendary Essence.”

“Try. Try now!”

Keith did. The first was a success, while the second was a failure.

“No!” Bob cried, falling to his knees and raising his hands to the sky. “Why? Why?!”

“Calm down, we’ll still get another try,” Keith said, though he was feeling a bit nervous.

There was only a single attempt remaining, even after they collected more of the needed Essence. There were no more Hayshun parts to be had, and he wanted that 1-time use skill. If it was anywhere near as powerful as Bob said, he needed it.

“I already have Type S, I, and L, Legendary Essence,” Keith said. “All we need to do is collect the other types. We’ll try and arrange some bigger raids once we have more experienced members. See if we can get our hands on some more Legendary Essence. Until then, I think I’d like dinner and a bath. Then it’s bedtime for me.”

Bob grumbled a bit but didn’t otherwise complain. They were all hungry and tired from travel. Tomorrow would be another long day, and they would all need their wits about them for whatever came next.

***

“You’re late,” Farah said as Keith entered her smithy. “I was expecting you here first thing in the morning.”

“I slept in,” Keith said with a shrug. “Let’s see what you’ve got for me.”

Farah seemed excited as she cleared part of her worktable clean and removed a small wooden box from one of the drawers.

“I think I’ll start with my personal favorite,” she said, pulling a knobby object from within.

It had clearly been crafted using the Shattered Core he’d given her, but there were small lines of light tracing over its surface now, and a series of transparent tubes flowed around its perimeter. The whole thing was held together by an iron cage that looked flimsy enough to fall apart at the first touch.

“You asked for something that would go boom, and this was about the biggest one I could make,” she said proudly.

He lifted it gingerly and used Discerning Eye.

Name: Rhinototh’s Fragmenting Big Bang

Quality: Mythical

Type: Area Effect – Explosive

Effects: Upon activation, the construct will fragment into hundreds of shards, which will roll to cover the chosen area of effect. Once all fragments are in place, they will detonate in a chain reaction. All chosen targets will be teleported outside the range of the explosion and will remain undamaged. The explosion will release an impenetrable dome, which will remain in place for the next 48 hours.

Damage: 85,000 - 125,000

AOE: 1 - 1,000 ft

Value: No less than 18 large gold bricks

The value of the item had gone way down, but that was what happened when you infused an item that powerful with a one-time effect. Still, if he was going to have an ace up his sleeve, this was a pretty good one. Dishing out at least 85,000 points of damage was no small thing, especially if the enemy didn’t see it coming. Then there were the added effects of trapping whoever was inside for the next two days. If Keith came up against a powerful enemy he couldn’t hope to defeat, this would be his ticket out of there.

“Okay, this is pretty impressive,” Keith said, stashing the item in his inventory. “What else do you have?”

“Well, there was the debate whether I should try crafting three individual items from what you gave me, or if I should try making a single, more powerful item. In the end, I decided I’d go for quality over quantity, and I can promise that this is going to be something you’ll like.”

From the box, she pulled a strange-looking pendant, and Keith felt his spirits sink almost immediately. A pendant was useless unless he was willing to give up his Unconquerable Aura skill, which he wasn’t. He was about to say so when he noticed the item’s odd construction.

The pendant chain didn’t look too special, made of a metal he couldn’t identify at a glance, but the pendant itself looked to be a blend of the materials he’d given her. The strangest part was its shape. It looked like a five-pointed star but with all the points missing. Instead, empty sockets were sitting there.

Keith examined the pendant and felt his heart skip a beat. This couldn’t be real.

Name: Rhinototh’s Five-Pronged Star

Quality: Legendary+

Item Type: Pendant

Effects: Can socket up to 5 items of Legendary+ or below. All effects of said items will remain active and usable.

Sockets Filled: 0/5

Value: No less than 88 large gold bricks

“No way,” Bob said, excitement clear in his voice. “You made a socketed item?”

“Can you show me how it works?” Keith asked excitedly.

“Sure,” Farah said, her smirk practically oozing self-satisfaction. “Hand me the pendant you’re currently wearing.”

Keith did and watched in interest as Farah bunched the slim chain, then tucked it into a small compartment hidden inside the bottom-most socket. Once that was done, she fitted the pendant in. Small prongs extended, wrapping the end of the pendant and locking it in place.

“That’s pretty much all there is to it,” she replied. “You can socket pendants, earrings, and rings, though belt clips and bracelets won’t work.”

Keith took it back, sliding the pendant over his neck, and felt the difference immediately. While the pendant itself didn’t add anything on its own, the fact that other items could be added to it made all the difference.

He immediately removed the Shard of Humanity from his inventory, and after tucking the chain, slotted it in as well, feeling the jump in stats. The added effect would be just another weapon in his arsenal. It was one more way for him to keep pushing forward, where others might falter.

He then slotted Sola’s Ring of Endurance and Band of Vitality in as well. Neither had any added effects but would each boost the requisite stat by a further fifty points. Besides, if he had the open slots, he was going to use them. That left only a single slot open, but Keith knew he would be hunting for better items to attach to his new pendant.

“I do have to ask, can you do this with other items?”

“If you had the correct materials, I could,” Farah said. “But it wasn’t easy. Pendants are the easiest. I could make one that can slot up to six other items. Rings can only fit two at most, and they’re exceedingly difficult to make. Bracelets, I could fit three or four. Any of the others can’t be turned into socketed items.”

“That’s good to know,” he replied. “I’ll be back once I have more monster parts that I want turned into items. Speaking of which…”

Keith began unloading all the monster parts he’d gathered throughout his trip. Farah’s eyes grew slowly wider as the pile got taller.

“That should do it,” Keith said, placing the last item on the ground.

“What do you expect me to do with all of this?” Farah asked, staring wide-eyed.

“Use it,” Keith said with a shrug. “I’m sure you or our resident alchemist could make use of it. Charge what you’d like, but just keep in mind that half of the sale value of any item goes to the guild. If you’re crafting items specifically for the guild, like cannons and the like, you’ll get them at your regular rate. Special projects will run differently, as per our agreement.”

Farah nodded dumbly as he left the forge, knowing he needed to speak with Astrid before he got started on his day. It was going to be another long one, but at least it was off to an excellent start.
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“Keith! So glad you could make it,” Astrid said as he strode into her office, her maid bowing out and blushing furiously as she closed the door.

“You wanted to see me,” Keith said, getting right to the point.

“Yes,” Astrid said.

When she didn’t say anything further, Keith sighed.

“Is there any reason why you wanted to see me?”

“Oh, I just wanted to talk. See how you were doing and how you were settling in,” Astrid said. “I also figured you might want an update on how things are going with the war effort.”

“Are we being invaded?” Keith asked.

“Technically, the only one whose moved on us so far has been Necro-Beast, though the Croaker and Beastly Factions have been massing at their borders. It’s just our bad luck that we share a border with them all. But we’re getting reinforcements from the Hailstone Faction, and Alessandra is hard at work deciphering the remaining wards created by Alvin in hopes that we can recreate them for our defenses.”

“Lihng forced me into a meeting,” Keith said. “She sent her second in command, Kiara, right after a battle. I didn’t have much choice in the matter. She told me to clear her borders in two months, or she’d hunt me down and kill me personally.”

Astrid was on her feet instantly, anger blazing off her in palpable waves.

“Do you want me to go kill her? I’ll go right now with your permission.”

“There’s no need for something so drastic,” Keith said, waving her off. “I just figured I’d let you know. I’m working on it. You keep working on taking care of your people.”

Astrid looked like she wanted to argue, but he’d told her not to worry. She was now torn between wanting to protect him and listening to him. Thankfully, she calmed down and sat, though she was still glowering.

“The nerve of that woman,” she muttered. “And to think I was going to propose an alliance with her.”

“Moving on,” Keith said. “Is there anything else you wanted to talk to me about?”

Astrid’s annoyance vanished and she smiled at him. Under different circumstances, this smile would likely have sent anyone with sense running for their lives. In this situation, however, it just made Keith sigh internally.

“Unless you have something important to tell me, please don’t call me in again,” Keith said, pushing his chair back and rising. “We’re both very busy people, and I don’t like either of us wasting our time.”

“I don’t have very many friends, you know,” Astrid said as Keith headed for the door. “None, in fact. Everyone is either terrified of me, hates me, or both. You’re the only person in my life who doesn’t look at me like I’m some monster that’s about to go off on them.”

Keith sighed as he turned back, his hand already on the doorknob.

“If you’d like, we can meet once a week, when it’s convenient for us both, and talk about the goings on of the continent. I expect to be compensated for my time with actual information though.”

Astrid beamed.

“You’re a real charmer, you know that, bro?” Tac said as they strode out of Astrid’s office.

“I try and be as uncharming as possible,” Keith replied. “Life’s just easier that way.”

“Not that I care to mix into your strange relationships, but it seems like you’re constantly pushing people away,” Bob said.

“You’re my guide, Bob, not my therapist,” Keith said, looking up and down the street, trying to decide on what he’d be doing today. “Keep the touchy-feely stuff out of our conversations.”

“Cold as ice,” Tac said. “Like Cousin Becky. Wow, was she mean. She could get away with it because she was hot, but everyone was terrified of her. Real scary girl. Shame what she did to poor Charlie. He never stood a chance.”

Keith ignored the artificial mind, his brain whirling with ideas and possibilities. He needed a World Boss, but where could he begin to start looking for one? Jelly was looking out for him in Humania, but Bridget refused to do anything in Beastland. It was a good thing he knew more than one person there. In fact, he knew the most powerful person there.

It was time to go have a chat with Fendor Eerie and see if he’d heard any rumors over the last few weeks.

***

“Keith, what an unexpected surprise.”

Keith stood before Fendor Eerie, the ruler of the entire continent of Beastland. He knew there were still some skirmishes between Fendor and the outliers, but for the most part, Beastland was his.

The torkgoblin looked just as Keith remembered him, broad, muscled, and dressed in a set of armor to rival most World Items. Now that he’d been to the Fourliance, Keith suspected the armor might be more than a simple Legendary set. Though he couldn’t be entirely sure, he felt like it would be at least Mythical quality, if not higher.

“I was in the neighborhood, so I thought I’d pop in for a visit,” Keith replied.

It hadn’t been hard to get a private audience with the man, seeing as he’d done so much to help Fendor get into his current position. He’d also freed him of the Alchemist Guild’s control, which had commanded all potions on the continent up until recently.

Fendor leaned into his chair and gave him a grim smile.

“You never just visit. You’re after something.”

“How very astute of you,” Keith said with a wry smile. “I’m looking for a monster.”

“Aren’t you always?” Fendor replied.

“A very specific class of monster,” he said. “A World Boss, to be specific.”

Fendor sat up at that, his expression going uncharacteristically serious. The man was often stern, but more often than not – at least since his rise to power – tended to be on the lighthearted side of things.

“Why? Have you found anything dangerous near our borders?” the man asked.

He remembered well the danger that Galaxia had caused, and she hadn’t even been playing in the same league as Markorviel. It was understandable that he didn’t want to hear of any powerful monsters lurking nearby.

“No,” Keith said. “I’m specifically looking for one because I need to harvest certain parts that only a monster of that class would have.”

Fendor relaxed a bit, though his serious demeanor didn’t drop.

“Have you spoken with Bridget?”

“She doesn’t want to go looking for trouble,” Keith said with a shrug. “So I figured I’d come to you.”

“I’d follow her advice if I were you,” Fendor replied. “I know you’ve faced your fair share of challenges, but World Bosses are in a class of their own. You don’t want to go starting up with one of them.”

“I’ve tackled two World Monsters already,” Keith said. “I don’t expect it to be a cakewalk, but I don’t think it’ll be an impossible challenge either. Especially with the network of powerful fighters at my disposal.”

Fendor sighed and shook his head.

“This is a bad idea, Keith. A very bad idea.”

“So people have been telling me,” he replied. “It’s not going to stop me though. If you catch wind of one, will you let me know?”

Fendor stared at him for a few moments, before sighing and nodding his head.

“Only for you, Keith, and only because of everything you’ve done for me. If anyone else had come to me with this, I’d have laughed them out of my office. I do have to warn you though. If I do find a World Boss, I expect to be compensated with some part of the raid loot. I’ll be putting my men on the line, and I can’t send them into a situation this dangerous with no promise of reward.”

“That sounds fair to me,” Keith said. “We can hash out the details if you manage to track one down.”

Fendor nodded, agreeing to the terms. With everything settled for now, Keith headed back to the Fourliance to begin his search. He’d be limited to where he could look, due to the ongoing hostilities and the rising tide of war as the factions all jockeyed for position, but if anyone could find an impossible-to-find monster, he was sure it would be him.

***

The next three weeks passed in a blur, Keith working to grow the guild’s numbers and searching for any rumors of World Boss sightings all the while. He was acutely aware that his time to complete Lihng’s quest was running out, and that if he didn’t have some measure in place with which to defend himself, he’d be a sitting duck. So long as he remained in the Alchemist Capitol, he should be safe, but as Lihng had already shown him, she had ways of getting to him. While Keith was powerful, he still didn’t like his chances against multiple fighters in the high 70s to 80s if they came at him all at once.

While he searched for the existence of a World Boss, he also worked to fortify his guild. Farah was working day and night, putting together cannons, trebuchets, ballistae, and all other manner of nasty traps she could think of in the event their guild came under attack.

Many of the guild teams went out on raids as well, growing their stock of surplus materials. Their numbers grew, going from just a few dozen to well over 150 in that time as people arrived from all territories, wanting to try their hand at monster hunting.

Keith joined in on several of the larger raids, especially when he felt it was time to take on some Raid Bosses. There were only three such raids, one per week, but each netted the guild some much-needed experience and stronger materials. It also gave him an influx of Essence, which he worked into the Elixirs that he still owed Astrid, Alessandra, and Rin. Legendary Essence was harder to find, but he managed to track down the last of what he needed, though he hadn’t had the opportunity to try his hand at the Hayshun Elixir just yet. He wanted to wait until his Luck was a bit higher. Over the weeks, he managed to raise it by another 110 points, bringing it closer to the 1,000-point mark he was aiming for.

In the intervening time, he also visited his two investments in Lihng’s territory. The tea and spice shop, run by Sylvie and her husband, was booming. It was busier than ever and already turning a huge profit. If things kept up like this for another few weeks, he’d need to start thinking about another expansion.

He also went to visit Alicia’s home, where her brother, Fall, was working on expanding his shoe empire. Alicia hadn’t been around when he’d arrived – which was probably a good thing – but Fall and the other people he’d roped into helping were doing well. The first shipment of the product was almost finished, being prepared to send to Humania.

Construction was coming along nicely as the buildings rose, filling the once-empty space with new life.

Keith was kept very busy, but he was aware of the passage of time more than anyone, and as time passed, he and Tac speculated what the end of this quest would bring. Tac didn’t think Lihng would join up with Necro-Beast, but he didn’t think she’d come join their side either. His theory was that she would join the Nari Faction and set themselves against him, and by extension, against Astrid and their alliance.

Despite their size, they were currently the weakest of the factions, and for a single reason – they only had a single level-85 fighter who could stand on the level of the other faction heads. Alvin was dead and so was Ryuto, which meant that if Lihng and Nari were to come at Astrid together, her chances of winning would be slim.

He hated that this was something he needed to worry about, as he would have liked to keep his focus on defeating the World Monster, but he also knew how much easier that would be if he had more allies and fewer enemies. It was why he’d even considered Lihng’s threat seriously. In the end, Keith dismissed it. He didn’t bow to anyone, and he wasn’t going to be pushed around.

He’d devised a plan to kill Alvin the Unconquerable in less than four days. Compared to him, Lihng was nothing, and he was much stronger now than he had been when he’d fought Alvin. She could try all she liked. He would be ready for her.
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It was late in the evening and Keith was preparing to finish his work for the day. They’d just finished another successful raid against a nasty Raid Boss five days from the Alchemist Capital. It was a good thing he had his World Item, or it would have been a pain to reach these monsters. He’d taken some time to explore the surrounding area after they were done, adding further detail to his growing map of the continent.

Much of it was still dark, though that was mainly in the faction territories he’d been unable to reach. Truthfully, he could infiltrate any territory if he wanted, but now, his focus was strengthening their position in their home base.

“Are we finally going to get some food?” Bob asked as Keith rose from his desk and stretched.

Being the guildmaster came with many perks but paperwork certainly wasn’t one of them. It was one of the main reasons he kept handing off the position to other people. He simply didn’t want the responsibility of dealing with it all.

“Yes, we’re getting some food,” Keith said, shuttering his lantern and heading out of his office.

The bustle of the guild could be heard below as people moved in, out, and around the hall. It seemed that as more people joined, the more they liked to hang around.

They’d attracted several class trainers, and there was a rumor going around – one started by Keith – that the guildmaster could teach special classes and skills to those who earned them. Of course, no one had yet to earn that privilege, but that didn’t stop people from asking.

Heading into his now-expanded chambers, Keith took a seat and saw that his meal had already been prepared for him. There was a small scrap of parchment sitting next to the meal, handwritten by Maylee. He read it over, sighing as he tucked it away. She’d been the one to bring his meal and dropped several not-so-subtle hints that it would be nice to join him for one when he had time.

Keith also found evidence that several other notes had been removed, which he was sure had been left by female members of the guild. They were mainly from the human women – he’d been getting them for several weeks now – but a few had come from some of the other races, though, thankfully, none from the beast-monsters.

“Dude, you’re like that moron jock I had to deal with in high school. Always getting the ladies. I’d be jealous if you weren’t a brick wall.”

Keith, as usual, ignored Tac’s comments, digging into his meal and enjoying himself. The food was only lukewarm by now, but it was nice to eat in peace and quiet.

Keith felt a light buzzing in his mind.

So much for that.

The construct appeared from his inventory, the mirror flashing brightly to let him know someone was trying to contact him. Seeing as there were only a couple of people in the world who could do so, he knew it had to be important.

Jelly’s face appeared on the glass, looking excited and a bit disheveled.

“I found one!” she all but yelled the second she saw his face.

“I’ll be right over,” Keith said, dropping his food and earning a groan of protest from Bob, who’d just started on his meal.

He moved quickly from his office and hunted down the first person who held any rank in the guild. Luckily – or unluckily – it was Maylee, who’d been standing around at the base of the stairs, glancing up every few moments, as though hoping to see him.

Her face lit up as he appeared, though her excitement died down when she saw his expression.

“Is everything okay?” she asked, clearly worried as he approached her.

“Everything’s fine,” he said. “I’m heading out and might be gone for a few days. I want you to gather up everyone who’s ready for a big raid and have them on standby. We might be going after something big.”

Maylee nodded, the look of relief in her eyes showing what she’d thought this talk would be about.

“Bro, you know you shouldn’t be leading her on like this,” Tac said.

“I’m not leading anyone on,” Keith replied as he fixed the location of his destination in his mind. “I haven’t shown even the slightest shred of interest in anyone. If they don’t get the hint, that’s on them.”

In a flash, the world bent around him, and an instant later, he was blinking in the early morning sunlight of Trapper’s Keep in the northern hemisphere of Humania. He’d barely set foot on the ground when a message flashed into his field of view, bright red letters immediately grabbing his attention.

Warning! Your level is above the upper limit allowed on the continent of Humania! So long as you remain here, your stats will be reduced and will be unable to grow. All stat points from level-ups will be postponed until you leave. Skill effects may be reduced. All equipped items of Legendary+ to Ancient Quality will have reduced effects.

While this message was new, the next one, warning him not to speak of secrets learned by traveling to the Fourliance, was not. Keith did a quick check of his status as he felt the effects of the stat drain take hold. He grimaced when he saw how much of a reduction he suffered just by being there. It was no wonder people didn’t return.

Status (Abbreviated)

Name: Keith the Armageddon Behemoth

Race: Ancient Sortie

Class: Mythic Hunter

Level: 66

XP: 471,908/1,163,700 (Reduced from 1,293,000)

HP: 14,170/14,170

STA: 12,500/12,500

Strength - 1,172 (Base 881)(Reduced 704)

Vitality - 1,417 (Base 1,092)(Reduced 873)

Endurance - 1,250 (Base 880)(Reduced 704)

Agility - 956 (Base 733)(Reduced 586)

Wisdom - 208 (Base 66)(Reduced 52)

Luck - 698 (Base 628)(Reduced 502)

A 20% reduction of all stats down the line was rough. Worse still was the fact that Keith’s Agility had been reduced to below the 1,000-point threshold, which meant he would be slower to react and feel more sluggish when compared to his other stats. The 1,000-point mark was a big deal, and he could feel the difference in his movements as he began walking toward the main entrance of the guild hall.

One thing he noticed was that his boosted stats had taken a bigger dive than his base stats, so the reduction was applied evenly down the line, regardless of how powerful the stat was. So, the stronger he became, the bigger hit he would take. He knew it would only get worse once he hit level 75 – at least, according to Bob – where the penalties would be steeper.

Keith dismissed those thoughts as he pushed his way into the guild hall proper, seeing a grumpy-looking dwarf sitting at the front desk. There was a new gate barring people from simply walking in, which made Keith wonder what had happened for this to be here.

“Name?” the dwarf asked, giving him a once-over.

Clearly, the man didn’t recognize him, as his tone carried more than a little rudeness, but Keith didn’t want to make a scene, so he decided to play along.

“Keith,” he replied.

“And what brings you in at the crack of dawn, Keith?” the dwarf asked, all but glaring at him.

“I have a meeting with the guildmaster,” he replied.

“Right,” the dwarf said. “And I have a meeting with the king. You can leave a message with me. If the guildmaster really wants to see you, she’d have told me about it.”

“I think you should listen to him, buddy,” Bob said. “It won’t end well for you if you don’t let us by.”

“Are you threatening me, monkey?” the dwarf asked, shooting to his feet. “I have half a mind to brain you and feed your innards to my pigs!”

“Talk about a temper,” Tac said, snickering in Keith’s mind.

“Look, would you please just let me pass?” Keith requested in a perfectly reasonable tone. “I’m very busy and have a lot to do. I don’t have any more time to waste on this.”

The dwarf’s face went a shade of crimson so dark that Keith was mildly impressed. Then the ax came up from beside the desk and Keith sighed mentally. The dwarf took a threatening step forward, so Keith used Intimidation. He didn’t lean on it too hard. He didn’t want to kill the man, after all, just teach him a lesson.

A dark aura radiated off his body, and the dwarf’s face went from beet red to white as a sheet so quickly that Keith had to wonder if he’d imagined the man’s earlier rage. The ax hit the floor as the man’s eyes rolled into the back of his head and he pitched backward, hitting the ground with a thump. A line of drool began pooling from the corner of his mouth, soaking into his scruffy beard.

Keith walked quickly past the unconscious dwarf, purposefully not looking down to where he knew the man had soiled himself. He was in for a rude awakening when he came to.

Several people looked up as he entered, and a few must have recognized him, because sleepy eyes went suddenly wide as people elbowed their neighbors, nodding in his direction. Within an hour, Lord Trapper would know he was here. Keith would have to do his best to avoid being roped into whatever the man’s latest scheme was.

As he understood it, Trapper was near the point where the keep would qualify as a city, which was a big deal in Humania. As a major trading hub, under the protection of their guild, he’d gained a lot of influence, and it might have gone to his head a bit.

It didn’t take him long to make his way to Jelly’s office on the third floor of the sprawling complex that was Humania’s We Hunt Monsters Guild. It was far more developed than on any other continent, and he knew they had branches in several key locations spanning all corners of the land.

Keith only had to knock once on the ornate door before it flew open, revealing Jelly. She looked tired, as though she hadn’t slept in weeks. Her clothes were rumpled, her hair was a mess, and there were heavy bags under her eyes.

“Been burning the midnight oil, have we?” Keith asked, stepping into her office.

“More than you can imagine,” Jelly replied, closing the door behind him and locking the door.

Keith examined her status and received a pleasant surprise. It seemed Jelly had been hard at work, assuring she would stand at the pinnacle of guildmasters in Humania. She wasn’t quite there yet, but she was close.

Name: Jelly the Wandering Slaughterer

Race: Human

Class: Fiend of Darkness

Level: 63

Her title and class had seen some improvement as well, which was to be expected, considering how far she’d come since being put in charge of the guild.

“So, you said you found it,” Keith said, taking a seat behind the paper-laden desk.

“I did,” Jelly said, taking her seat and pushing some items aside to unroll a map. “It’s not a guarantee, but it’s the closest I’ve gotten to a confirmation.”

She pointed to a spot, west of the southwestern part of the continent, close to the capital city, and the sprawling desert that encompassed about a third of the continent’s total landmass.

“The Misthome Swamps?” Keith asked.

He’d mostly stuck to the northern parts of the continent while he’d been here, so this was entirely new territory as far as he was concerned.

“I had a few scouts in the area, looking for unusual signs,” Jelly said. “Most people tend to avoid the area, as travel is treacherous and can get quite nasty. A couple of them didn’t make it back, but reports from the others had heavier than usual mist in the area, as well as footprints that looked unnatural. Now, I know what you’re thinking – that’s not really a sign of a World Boss, but hear me out.

“There are very few monsters that can control the weather or their environments. Only the strongest Section Bosses and World Bosses can do so. Section Bosses tend to be more stationary, and we know the locations of all the major ones on the continent, thanks to our scouting initiative, and the signs are all wrong.

“This could be a Raid Boss, but from the reports I’ve gotten, I very much doubt that’s the case.”

“That’s interesting,” Keith said, rubbing his chin. “But that’s not all there is to it. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have called me without checking yourself.”

“Astute as ever, I see,” Jelly said, rubbing one of her eyes. “And therein lies our problem. We’re not the only ones who found it. The Royal Guild has laid claim to the World Boss and is currently preparing a team to handle it. They petitioned for our help but offered no part of the raid as compensation.”

“Has anyone found it yet?” Keith asked.

“No,” Jelly replied. “No one’s laid eyes on it just yet.”

“Good,” Keith replied. “That means that we still have a chance. Get your best fighters together. We’re going on a hunt.”
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The world distorted for just an instant before everything settled, revealing a dry and dusty landscape in the distance. It was made of rolling hills and blowing sand. At his back stood fifteen of Jelly’s strongest fighters, all ranging from level 48 to 53. It was an impressive force for Humania, though he wished he had stronger fighters than them along for the ride.

It had taken Jelly an hour to gather everyone, so after he’d gotten some breakfast, Keith had finally decided to just go ahead and try his luck at brewing the last elixir. He didn’t know why, but he felt it was important that he succeed and drink them all before he headed out.

Bob said it was part of his Sage of War skill pushing him in the right direction. That, and his increased Luck stat. Keith was extremely relieved when he succeeded in creating the final of the three elixirs and drank each of them, one right after the next.

A message flashed, telling him that all stat increases would be put on hold until he left Humania, but that was fine. What he was after was the secondary effect the elixirs would imbue, and as he read the skill over, he could see why that sixth sense of his had been pushing him to drink it before he’d departed on the monster hunt.

You have learned a new Conditional Skill!

Spirit Drain – Single Use

You have the ability to drain a single skill from a defeated monster and permanently add it to your own repertoire. Be aware that you must deal the most damage and strike the killing blow for this effect to trigger.

Note: This skill may only be used a single time. Once it is used, the skill will be forgotten and cannot be relearned.

He could only imagine how powerful something like this would be, and the stronger the monster, the stronger the skill he’d be able to take. Where he’d just needed the World Boss’s Essence before, he now needed to be the one to deal the most damage and kill it. This was something he could save for when he fought the World Monster of the Fourliance, but having a World Boss’s skill in his back pocket was not something he was willing to pass up, especially if he could learn it now rather than when he finally faced and killed the next World Monster.

“Wow, talk about a rush,” Jelly said, rubbing her temples. “Is it always so unpleasant?”

“You get used to it,” Keith said, turning and examining the landscape at his back.

It looked just how it sounded. Tall, moss-covered trees rose high into the air, towering well over a hundred feet with their leafy tops seeming to brush the sky. The trunks were wide as well, their roots crisscrossing the ground, which turned boggy and wet almost immediately. It was strange seeing such a massive contrast in landscapes so close to one another. It was like seeing a tundra right next to a never-ending river of lava.

Then again, there were plenty of places, even back on Earth, where freezing climates were mixed with active volcanoes and hot springs. Maybe it wasn’t so strange.

“Is everyone ready for this?” Keith asked, eyeing the group.

The group consisted of a mix of humans, dwarves, and a couple of vampires, the latter of the group squinting into the murky depths of the forest, their eyes glowing and noses flaring. Keith’s sense of smell was significantly better than it had been, though when it came to tracking by blood, the vampires were second to none.

He got a series of nods and grunts of agreement, so he set off, moving into the misty forest. He could feel the muck clinging to his boots as he walked, allowing his Discerning Eye to pick out any anomalies as they did. All sound seemed to vanish as they entered the line of trees, as though the mists were deadening all noise. The light slosh of water was the only sound as their group soon found themselves knee-deep and wading through the thick trees.

The air smelled damp, of rotting vegetation and decay. The trees all around them were dead or dying, slowly choked by the moss, though the further in they went, the better the trees looked. They were almost entirely covered in moss, but their trunks were wider, their roots hardier, and their broad leaves bigger. In short, they’d adapted well to their environment and weren’t going to just die.

“Are you seeing anything yet?” Jelly asked in a low voice.

The water was waist-deep by now, and they had to move carefully for fear of tripping or falling into a sinkhole.

“Nothing to point to the existence of a World Boss,” Keith said, continuing his scan. “How much further to the site?”

“Another couple of miles,” one of the vampires said.

Keith nodded, and they forged on. Of all those who’d come with him, the dwarves were having the least fun. Up to their necks in the deep water, they were forced to tread and swim more than hike. If Keith had known the kind of landscape they’d be dealing with, he’d have brought along some shallow-water boats. As it was, the water was beginning to grow shallower, and within another hour, they were back on mostly solid ground.

“This place gives me the creeps,” Bob said with a shudder. “Like something’s going to leap out at us any second and eat our brains.”

“If anything comes after us, they’ll eat plenty before getting to our brains,” Keith said. “They’ll likely go for an arm or leg first. Much easier to snag.”

Several members of the scouting party looked nervously around, but Keith hadn’t spotted a thing. The area was so quiet that it was obvious a predator was hiding nearby. Why else would this space be so deserted, where he could see signs of life otherwise? This space should be full of animals and monsters, what with its proximity to the desert. Although there was a lot of undrinkable water, there were plenty of freshwater ponds.

“This is the place,” the vampire said as they reached an area that looked to have seen some foot traffic recently.

Footprints and other signs of passage wouldn’t last long in a place like this, so they had to be fresh. Keith cast about for a few moments before he found what he was looking for. It was an impression far deeper than any of the others, one already filled with several inches of water, as the sodden ground had filled it.

Crouching, he examined the print, which was larger than his entire body. He had to agree that this had to belong to a Section Boss at the very least, given the size.

“Strange,” he said, rising from his crouch and looking around.

“I know,” Jelly replied. “A monster that heavy shouldn’t just be able to disappear.”

Keith nodded. Aside from the single footprint, no other signs of the monster could be seen. A notification chimed in his mind and a new message flashed in his view.

Ding!

Quest Available: Wraith of Misthome

You’ve discovered a single monster track out in the middle of nowhere. That’s kind of suspicious, don’t you think? Especially seeing how large this monster seems to be. Best see if you can track that beastie down before it finds you and eats your brains.

Difficulty: World

Current Objective: Track down the monster

Current Rewards: 3,500 XP, Information

Would you like to accept this quest?

Yes/No

Keith accepted without a second thought.

“Well, that confirms our suspicions,” he said, dropping back to one knee and examining the print.

World-level quests were only given where World-level monsters or items were at stake. If the Royal Guild had gotten the same quest, he doubted they’d be willing to give it up for anything, especially if it meant a potential rival getting their hands on a World Item. Right now, they ruled using an item just like that. Barren Wasteland was responsible for the massive desert bordering this swamp, and they could still use it twice more before it ran its course.

If they could get their hands on another World Item, they could rule indefinitely, without the fear of one day losing their position at the top of Humania’s food chain.

“Spread out,” Keith said as he looked over the footprint again. “I want a wide perimeter. It seems like we are dealing with a World Boss, so stay sharp. It won’t be constrained to a single area, so don’t become complacent. This is a scouting mission, and I don’t want any fatalities.”

The others nodded and saluted, moving out in groups of three to search their surroundings.

“A party of around 20 traveled through. Probably no more than an hour ago at most,” Tac said, as he examined all the other prints. “They seem to think they’re on the right trail, but I don’t see anything in that direction, bro.”

Keith ran his fingers over the print. It was smudged because of the water, so it was hard to tell what kind of monster it was. Dipping his hands into the print, he began feeling about on the bottom, trying to determine the depth of the print.

“Interesting,” he said, pausing for a moment.

Jelly, who’d been sticking close by, leaned in.

“What is it?”

“The toes sink significantly deeper than the heel,” he said, running his fingers along the bottom. “Additionally, there’s extra mud clumped toward the back of the print.”

His eyes moved, seeing a few small indentations he’d dismissed earlier as being unimportant. Then, his eyes went up to the trees, scanning further and further upward, until he found what he was looking for.

“There,” he said, pointing to one of the nearby trees.

“What?” Jelly asked. “I don’t see anything.”

“On the side of that trunk,” Keith said. “There’s a smear of brown.”

“Don’t you think that’s a bit of a stretch?” Jelly asked. “It’s quite high up. Besides, even if it did jump, a monster that big shouldn’t be able to leap through the trees. It would barely manage to squeeze in between them.”

“Unless the monster can change its size,” Keith said, looking at Bob.

“Some monsters have that ability,” Bob replied, “as we saw with Orne Skull-Stomper. But they wouldn’t lose any of their mass.”

Keith armor flashed as he swapped to his Galaxia set, and Jelly took a few quick steps back as the razor wings extended. Keith flew up, soaring at around sixty feet as he approached the tree. Sure enough, he could see four smaller prints, looking to be almost the size of a large cat, smeared into the moss covering the bark.

That wasn’t all. A single glance forward showed the same set of footprints on a nearby tree, and as he followed the path, he saw more signs – a heavy limb that had been snapped, hanging precariously by a few small splinters, and some bark gouged from the side of a tree, where the monster had landed awkwardly.

For the most part, it kept to the trunks, but every once in a while, it landed on something that couldn’t support its weight.

“Over here,” Keith called, sending a mental signal to the rest of his party.

They all gathered by a strange imprint in the ground. It consisted of four small holes, with a wider, shallower one, spreading between them.

“You see that branch over there?” he asked, pointing to the snapped branch in question, turning his finger from the ground to the tree above, where it had clearly been snapped off.

“The monster fell and landed here. Its mass drove it down to its belly before it pulled itself free and continued on.”

Keith pointed to the disturbed ground ahead, where several holes in the ground moved toward another tree before they too vanished.

“Well, it looks like someone’s found the trail,” Jelly said excitedly. “So, when do I get my reward?”

“As soon as we lay eyes on the monster,” Keith said.

“Wait, what’s this about a reward?” one of the dwarves asked suspiciously.

“Nothing for you to concern yourself with,” Jelly said, waving him off. “Now keep your eyes peeled. That monster could be anywhere.”

It took a shockingly long time to track the monster down, and by the time they finally found where it was, it had grown dark. Everyone was wet, tired, and covered in mud. The air was growing cooler as well, making it an altogether miserable experience.

“I’ve got a body, dead ahead,” Tac said, and Keith held up a hand.

Everyone stopped, expressions ranging from aggravated to exhausted to downright angry. Placing a finger to his lips, Keith dropped into a crouch, Jelly following him as he moved forward. Heavy mist clung to the ground, obscuring them from view, but it also made it hard to spot the monster, when they finally came into its line of sight.

“There,” Keith said, in a lowered voice, pointing to a small, white-furred creature, curled into the underside of a fallen tree, its roots reaching high into the sky.

“Is that some kind of fox?” Jelly asked, squinting through the mist to try to get a better look at it.

“Looks like it,” Keith replied.

It looked like a snow fox, which was the only reason they were able to spot it. If it had been any other color, it would have blended with its surroundings too well. The small fox’s fluffy tail was wrapped around its head, with its nose tucked into its shoulder. The monster was fast asleep, but Keith wasn’t foolish enough to think a surprise attack would work on something this powerful.

He was just about to examine its status when Tac sounded a warning in his mind.

“Looks like we’ve got incoming, bro. That party must have picked up on our tracks at some point.”

Keith gestured Jelly back from the monster, backtracking to where they’d left the rest of their group.

“The monster is just over that hill,” Keith said, hooking his thumb over his shoulder. “But we’re about to have some company.”

Even as he spoke, the mud-covered steel helmets appeared from between the trees, the members of the Royal Guild pushing through muddy undergrowth and deadfall before emerging into the small clearing, hidden by brush.

The man at the head of the procession was a vampire, though one Keith had never seen before, and his eyes narrowed as he beheld the group of monster hunters.

“I could have sworn the Royal Guild laid claim to this monster,” the man said as his group filtered into the clearing. “So, what would a bunch of members of the We Hunt Monsters Guild be doing here? Not trying to poach our prize, I hope. That would be treason.”

Keith turned to the man, clearly unimpressed.

“I’d keep my voice down if I were you,” he replied. “The monster is just back there, asleep. Make too much noise, and we might find ourselves facing down a World Boss with no backup. Does that sound like fun to you?”

The man’s eyes narrowed in suspicion, and he motioned one of his men forward. The man moved silently, slinking over the hill and staying low to the ground. He returned just moments later.

“It’s the monster we’re after alright. It looks like you were right about the size change as well, sir.”

The man nodded, not taking his eyes off Keith.

“So, monster hunter, what will it be? Will you back down as ordered, or are we going to have a problem?”

Keith had been wondering why the quest hadn’t updated when he’d found the monster in question, and now that question was answered as a new notification flashed in his view.

Ding!

Quest Update: Wraith of Misthome

Looks like you found the monster. That was easy! A little too easy. Unfortunately for you, someone else found it and they don’t want you sticking your grubby fingers all over their prize. The Royal Guild of Humania is not to be crossed lightly. You should probably talk with someone in charge before plunging on ahead. Or you can wipe this party out and take that monster down yourself. I’m sure nothing bad will happen…

Difficulty: World

Current Objective: Speak with the Royal Guild leadership or attack the group of Royal Guild members

Current Rewards: Variable

+3,500 XP

+1,225 Bonus XP
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Keith stared at the quest notification for several moments, noting the members of his party doing the same.

“Don’t do anything unless I give the order,” Keith said, projecting his voice into all their minds.

The last thing he needed was to start a bloodbath here and potentially wake the monster. If that happened, who knew what sort of escalation they might be facing?

“I could give you a pretty good guess,” Tac said. “Well, less of a guess and more of a ‘this-is-definitely-gonna-happen,’ but, hey, this isn’t a competition about who’s more awesome. It’s me, by the way. I’m more awesome.”

“How about we all take a breath and relax?” Keith said, looking at the man in charge. “I have a long history with the Royal Guild and know many members personally. I’m sure we can talk this out like civilized adults instead of squabbling children. Don’t you agree?”

“I don’t know who you think you are, but⸺”

“I’m Keith,” Keith said, shutting the man up instantly.

If he didn’t recognize his face, he would recognize the name.

“Now, stay here and don’t do anything stupid,” Keith said. “I’ll be back after I chat with your leaders.”

With that said, he tapped the Heart Between Worlds and vanished, reappearing a moment later in the heart of his good friend Chuck’s living quarters. The man was in the middle of dinner, so when a muddy Keith appeared in the center of his dining room, he was understandably surprised.

The table flipped as his food went flying, a sword appearing in a flash to point at him before Chuck even registered who stood there.

“Hey, Chuck,” Keith said, raising a hand. “We need to talk.”

“You could have warned me you were coming,” Chuck said, slamming his sword back into its sheath. “For goodness sake, man, you almost gave me an aneurysm.”

The man righted the table and began cleaning up the mess. He stopped when he noticed the mud dripping onto his carpet and let out a long sigh.

“You were chasing the World Boss, weren’t you?”

“How very astute of you,” Keith said. “I need it.”

“Well, so does the Royal Guild,” Chuck said. “We can’t have a World Item falling into anyone’s hands but our own if we’re to maintain control over Humania. The instant someone else has that kind of power, war will break out.”

“Do you really think our guild will go to war with yours if we get our hands on that item?” Keith asked with a raised eyebrow. “You’ve trusted us to rid you of every monster that’s threatened any village, keep, or city. We’ve purged Necro-Beast from the continent and put a stop to much of the illegal monster trade as well, and suddenly, we’re not to be trusted to hunt down a monster that could potentially wipe half the continent out, should it so choose?”

Chuck sighed, then sank into his chair, rubbing at his temples.

“Look, it wasn’t my call to make. This came from the top. Like I said, I’m just a grunt. A nobody as far as the family is concerned. My opinions were heard and discarded. They claim to have experts in the matter and say that this is something for the Royal Guild alone to handle.”

“What about Zacharias?” Keith asked. “I’m sure his opinion carries some weight.”

“He’s been outvoted,” Chuck said. “Apparently, the king himself gave the order. There’s no arguing with him, so it is what it is.”

“Would he at least be willing to hear me out?” Keith asked. “We’ve dealt on cordial terms before, and I need that monster. It’s a matter of great importance. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have come back from the Fourliance and would have just let your guards throw themselves at it until they drowned it in bodies.”

Chuck’s eye twitched. He was clearly unhappy about this, as he knew the risks of tackling a monster so dangerous. He’d seen what Orne had been able to do, and Keith suspected this monster was a good deal stronger than Orne had been.

“An opportunity like this one is too rare to pass up,” Chuck said. “They’re not likely to listen to any of your arguments, but I can arrange a meeting if you’d like, so long as you can get us there quickly. It’s not exactly a short trip to the capital, and they’re mustering their forces as we speak.”

“I can get us there in a blink,” Keith said. “I just won’t be able to get us out quite as quickly.”

Once his item was used up for the day, it would be a while before he could use it again. Jumping time zones was something that messed with the item’s usefulness, so if he stayed, it would take a full 28 hours from the last use to reset. Or, in other words, it would be until the following midnight.

“That works for me,” Chuck replied. “So, when do we…leave,” he said, staring at the soaring walls of the castle looming before them. “Please warn me before you do that next time.”

“You didn’t throw up,” Keith said. “Good for you.”

“He does have a bad habit of doing that, doesn’t he?” Bob said as Chuck oriented himself, then headed for the castle gates, where a pair of guards stood with their backs straight and spears crossed.

They moved when they saw Chuck, though they gave Keith wary glances as he walked by. Clearly, they knew who he was, which wasn’t a good sign that they recognized him by his appearance.

“Do you see anything I should be looking out for?” he asked as they strode into the opulent castle grounds, moving down the winding cobbled path, through rows of neatly trimmed hedges and flowers of all varieties.

“Nothing that I can see, bro. Just don’t eat from the buffet. Someone didn’t prepare those beans properly and everyone’s going to be feeling it tonight, if you catch my drift.”

They reached the gates to the castle proper, and once again, they were waved through. The area was teeming with guests of all descriptions, dressed in the finery of a fashion that Keith had never seen before. He ignored it all as Chuck made his way through the crowd, and up to yet another set of double doors.

“You may pass, but he must remain out here,” one of the guards said.

“It’s okay,” Chuck said as Keith eyed the two men. “Just wait out here for me. It shouldn’t take too long for me to make your case. After everything you’ve done, I don’t see any reason the king wouldn’t grant you an audience.”

Tac still hadn’t picked up on anything fishy, so Keith nodded and hung back, pressing himself to the far wall and examining the room carefully. The people gathered here seemed important or at least believed themselves to be. He listened to several conversations before he realized he would learn nothing of value here.

These were just a bunch of people trying to show off to one another. Whether with their clothes, conversation, their stations within their respective cities or keeps, it was a big mixing bowl of lies and deception. If anyone here was being completely honest, Keith would eat his prosthetic arm.

It didn’t take long for Chuck to make a reappearance, and though he looked agitated, he waved Keith forward.

“The king seems to be in a bit of a mood,” the man said. “I should also warn you that he’s not alone. He’s got a few of his top advisors there, including his right hand, Duke Sodan, and his Head Warrior, Sir Stagger Stagnet.”

Tac snorted a laugh at the man’s name, but Keith didn’t react.

“I’ll keep that in mind,” he said, taking a moment to compose himself before following Chuck into the room.

His eyes flicked left and right as he entered, noticing that the doorframe was unusually heavy.

“Probably a protective measure against would-be attackers. Seems like something you would do, bro.”

The door closed behind him, and Keith took in the room and its occupants. The king sat on a miniature throne. It seemed this wasn’t his usual throne room. A small table sat against one wall, piled high with luxurious dishes that made Bob’s mouth water. The monkey was interested in what was on the table, while Keith looked at the other occupants.

Several people stood by the table, dressed in fine clothing. These were the king’s personal guests and had earned their place here. Standing to the king’s right was a broad man dressed in gleaming armor. A massive sword hung across his back. Keith could see a radiant aura around him, showing the multitude of powerful items he had equipped.

Name: Sir Stagger Stagnet

Race: Human

Class: Pounder Knight

Level: 65

Keith’s eyes flicked to the throne’s left, where another smaller chair sat, this one occupied by a woman. She was taller than most human women, with shining locks of golden blonde hair and striking green eyes. Her skin was pale and flawless, and her features looked to have been sculpted from marble. She looked right at home next to the king and judging by her attire, he’d have to say she was his wife.

Name: Queen Alice Silverton

Race: Human

Class: Royal Courtier

Level: 65

Appearances could be deceiving, but despite the flowing gown and the glittering tiara she wore on her head, the queen was every bit as dangerous as the head warrior. Several other guards stood against the back wall, holding pikes, though none of them set off alarm bells, and a scan of their levels showed them to be significantly weaker than the others. If anything, these guards were here for show, as the real threats were the royals themselves.

Keith’s eyes moved to the king. He was a handsome man. Broad in the chest, with thick arms and a jaw like an anvil, which was covered by a neatly trimmed black beard. His eyes were dark, and his expression stern. Had he not been looking out for it, Keith wouldn’t have been able to tell the man was in the mood Chuck claimed him to be.

He also found an odd shimmer around the man as he tried to examine him. It was like it was trying to feed him false information, but his Discerning Eye punched through easily, giving him the king’s actual status instead of the fake he was trying to project.

Name: King Rowan Silverton

Race: Human

Class: Continental King

Level: 65

Chuck dropped to his hands and knees, pressing his forehead to the ground. Keith remained where he was, though he did incline his head in respect – he was meeting the ruler of Humania, after all, and there was no need to be rude.

“It is customary for my subjects to bow in my presence,” Rowan said, his tone giving away nothing of his true feelings.

“With all due respect, I’m not one of your subjects,” Keith replied evenly. “I bow to no one.”

The corner of Tenor’s mouth twitched, and Alice sat up a bit straighter, looking at him with renewed interest. Rowan stared at him for a few moments, a light shimmer seeming to cover his eyes.

“Looks like he’s trying to get a good look at you,” Tac said. “That’s a powerful skill he’s got. Shame you’re not one of his subjects, or it might actually have worked.”

Rowan continued staring for several moments before leaning back on his throne.

“Chuck said you wanted to speak with me,” the man said. “So, speak.”

Judging by the man’s tone, Keith didn’t think this was off to a good start, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t try. It was much better than any alternatives.
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“I’m here to speak with you about the hunt for the World Boss,” Keith said.

“What’s there to talk about?” Rowan asked. “I have already declared that the Royal Guild will handle that monster and that no one else is to step foot in its vicinity.”

“I’m here to represent the We Hunt Monsters Guild,” Keith replied evenly. “The guild you entrusted with not only cleansing this continent of the Necro-Beast influence but also with killing the World Monster that was about to rampage through your territory. We handle dozens of requests for aid every month and work to keep your kingdom safe.”

“Yes, and we are extremely grateful for that service,” Rowan replied, an edge of annoyance entering his voice. “You benefit from being a recognized guild and friend to the Royal Guild. You pay a much smaller tax than most and have access to all the materials from your jobs. The Pest Control Guild had to pay significantly more than you do, and we always got first pick of the monster parts from any major raid conducted in our territory. You should count yourselves lucky.”

“If we’re considered so trusted, then why is it that you insist on throwing your men’s lives away just to keep us from fighting that World Boss?” Keith asked. “You do realize the sort of damage a monster of that level can do, right? Why send in untrained soldiers, ill-equipped to handle the monster, instead of allowing the professionals to take care of it?”

“You know why,” Rowan said, his voice taking on a bit of heat. “Don’t play stupid with me. I wasn’t born yesterday. A World Boss means a World Item, and I won’t have something like that slipping through my fingers again.”

“Again?” Keith asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Don’t think for a second that I believe that Orne Skull-Stomper didn’t drop a World Item. No monster that powerful leaves only ordinary materials behind. I know your guild is sitting on at least one World Item. Don’t try and deny it. I won’t give you the chance to steal another from me.”

“If what you’re claiming is true, and that is a big if, why would you care if we got ahold of the World Item?” Keith asked, spreading his hands. “As you can clearly see, we have no interest in taking your position, or we’d have started a war by now. With a World Item under our control, you wouldn’t dare use yours, for fear that we would use ours. On top of that, Barren Wasteland is well known, while whatever we allegedly have is a complete mystery. If anything, we would have an overwhelming advantage.”

“You don’t have an army,” the king said flatly. “World Items aside, we still have the overwhelming strength to keep you in line. If you were to reveal two World Items, things might change. Alliances might shift, and old enemies would flock to you like flies to rotting meat. I won’t have this kind of treachery in my kingdom.”

“I need that World Boss,” Keith said flatly. “I could care less about the World Item. Let us kill it, and you can have it.”

A low muttering swept through the guards at the back of the room, while Alice looked sharply at her husband. Even the head warrior looked at the king. This was a good deal, one in which someone else took all the risk, and the Royal Guild got all the reward.

“That’s quite the generous offer,” Rowan said, stroking his beard. “He said you’d try that.”

“Oops.”

“Oops?” Keith asked.

He’d picked up on it as well, but what did Tac mean by that?

“Looks like I missed something, bro. Don’t know how. It was so obvious, it was staring me in the face.”

It was only then that Keith remembered something from the message when he’d first arrived in Humania, a single line that he’d glossed over and hadn’t thought much of.

Skill effects may be reduced.

If Probability’s effects had been reduced, then Tac would be unable to see as clearly as he normally would, which would mean missing something important. Something like this.

“He?” Keith asked, raising an eyebrow.

His mind was already working a mile a minute as he tried to figure out who could have been badmouthing him specifically to the king. Chuck remained on the ground, though Keith could tell by his bearing that he too was surprised. Clearly, the man had nothing to do with whatever this was.

“Yes,” Rowan said, waving a hand.

A small panel in one of the walls slid aside, and a familiar figure dressed in bulky armor strode in, a sneer plastered across his features. Of all the people Keith would have expected to see, this was not one of them.

“Hello, Marj,” Keith said. “Been badmouthing me to the king, have you?”

Marj was the old leader of the Pest Control Guild, which Keith had first joined upon entering this world. The last time he’d seen him, he’d left the man with nothing, having stripped the title of trusted guild from him and transferred it to his own guild, which now handled everything Marj’s used to.

The man looked much the same as Keith remembered him, an old, grizzled warrior, with scarred features and bulky armor. A massive sword hung across his back, though unlike the head warrior’s, this was made of monster parts, rather than metal.

“There’s no need to badmouth the likes of you,” Marj said, stopping by the king’s throne and crossing his arms. “All I had to do was tell His Majesty the truth, and here you are, coming to prove it yourself. You’re no loyal subject, you even said so yourself. No one in your guild is. Why else would you already have gone after the monster the Royal Guild decreed was their prey? You’re out for the king’s crown. Stealing my guild wasn’t enough for you. You want the entire continent.”

It was a big reach, but Keith didn’t know how long Marj had been whispering in the king’s ear. He’d been gone for a long time, and Marj could have wormed his way in the second he left. The man had been entrusted by the king for years, so it wouldn’t have been difficult to get a meeting. All it would take was a single suggestion, and the king would be eating out of the palm of his hand. People in Rowan’s position were always paranoid that someone was going to take what was theirs, and Marj had played that perfectly.

“If I wanted your kingdom, I wouldn’t have left,” Keith said reasonably. “Besides, don’t you find it suspicious that the man whom I ousted from his former position is the one feeding you all of this information?”

It was so blatantly obvious that Marj had it out for him that even the stupidest person alive would be able to see it. Apparently, he underestimated the king’s intelligence, though, because the man seemed sold on Marj’s idea.

“All a ploy, as Marj said,” Rowan replied, interlacing his fingers. “I’ve suspected you wanted more out of life than being a simple monster hunter, especially when conversing with the new ruler of Beastland. It seems you’ve gotten quite cozy with other rulers. Perhaps so that when you overthrow me, everyone will accept your rule without question, especially when you have backing from other continents.”

“I’m sorry you feel that way,” Keith said. “But I’ve never aspired to rule. I don’t even like being the guildmaster. It’s why I’ve already given the position up twice now and plan to do so again once my guild is properly established in the Fourliance. But I can see that reasoning with you will get me nowhere. You’ve already made up your mind about me, and it would take an act of Spiritual intervention to convince you otherwise.

“So, I’ll make you a final offer. I will sign a System Contract stating that I, and my guild, have no intentions of ever seeking your throne. Additionally, I’ll sign over the rights to the World Item from the raid. All you have to do is sit back and wait for your rewards. Does that seem like such a bad offer to you?”

He had everyone’s attention now. Everyone in the room looked between him and the king. Well, everyone except Marj, who continued to stare at him with an unpleasant smirk on his lips.

“I don’t think they’re gonna go for it, bro,” Tac said. “At least, I’m pretty sure. It’s hard to tell.”

“A generous and tempting offer,” Rowan said. “Too generous and tempting. No one would take that kind of deal, which means you’re up to something. Some twisting loophole I cannot see. Some insidious plot to get what you want. Your guild has been allowed to run amuck for too long and taken too much for granted. I gave an explicit order, and you blatantly disobeyed.

“I am revoking your trusted status with the Royal Guild. Your taxes will be raised, and your movements will become regulated and restricted. You’ve gotten too big for your own good, so we’ll have to fix that as well. Perhaps this will show the people of my kingdom that even those who believe themselves to be above the law, are not.

“Furthermore, those who followed you on your quest to discover my prize will be punished for high treason. Their treasonous actions are worse than the rest, for blatantly flaunting a royal decree.”

The more the man spoke, the more on edge Keith grew. This had been planned and he’d missed it. Well, Tac had missed it, but he should have been looking out for these signs on his own. He’d spotted the panel but hadn’t thought much of it. It was an emergency escape for the royals in case of an attack. He hadn’t sensed anyone behind it, but perhaps that had been the whole idea. Maybe Marj had waited back until he was engaged in conversation and no longer scanning the room.

Keith examined the smug man standing by the king’s side. His status looked much as he remembered it, though the man had added a few new items to his arsenal.

Name: Marj the Legendary Butcher

Race: Human

Class: Gravedigger

Level: 65

Four fighters, all at level 65, and all in this enclosed space. Keith had seen this coming the instant Marj had walked in, and when the king spoke, he only confirmed his suspicions. This was a trap, and he’d fallen right into it.

“That seems a bit harsh, doesn’t it?” Keith asked as he readied himself for the fight. “I mean, all we did was track the monster down. We didn’t attack it. In fact, I came here to speak with you before we did anything further, with extremely favorable terms.”

“If I were harsh, I’d have declared open season on the We Hunt Monsters Guild,” Rowan said. “Instead, I’m punishing a few treacherous dogs who bit the hand that fed them. You, on the other hand? You’re too dangerous to be allowed to return to them. You have too much influence on my subjects, and I won’t have a danger like you running amok in my kingdom unfettered. So, I’m afraid you’re not going to be leaving this room. You can make this easy on yourself, or we can do this the hard way.”

Loud booms echoed through the room as heavy bolts were thrown across doors. Chuck was on his feet in an instant, loudly protesting, but the king fixed him with a withering glare and the man backed down.

“Go wait in the corner, Chuck,” the king ordered. “We’ll speak about this later. Now, what will it be, Keith? Will you come quietly, or will you come in pieces?”

“I’ll come quietly,” Keith said, holding his hands up.

“Like we’d fall for that!” Marj yelled, then drew his sword in a flash and leaped across the room, swinging with all his might.

Oh, well, it was worth a try, Keith thought as his hammers flashed into his hands.

He caught the descending blade on the crossed hafts, stopping it dead in its tracks. Marj grunted in surprise, but only until Keith kicked him in the chest, blasting him off his feet and into the far wall.

Ding!

Quest Update: Wraith of Misthome

Well, you spoke with the Royal Guild. I guess they didn’t like what you had to say. Now they’re after your head. You like your head where it is and don’t want to give it to them, but they won’t let you go without a fight. Best watch your neck if you want to keep it…

Difficulty: World

Current Objective: Kill everyone trying to kill you

Current Rewards: 25,000 XP, 1 Legendary item, 1 Legendary spell scroll, Control of the Royal Guild

+1,000 XP

+350 Bonus XP
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“Why does this always happen?” Bob whined as Queen Alice extended a hand and a tearing blast of wind slammed into Keith with enough force to throw him off his feet.

He hit the wall, but not hard enough to damage him through his armor, though as he landed, the other guards in the room moved to circle him. A quick check showed that Keith’s Massive Booster was working properly, his Health and Stamina having doubled due to the size of the enemy force going up against him.

Marj pulled himself to his feet, showing the opposite wall was undamaged. It seemed this room was made of tough stuff indeed.

“Tac. Can you predict anything accurately right now?” Keith asked.

“I mean, I can try,” he replied. “Probability is a bit murky for me, though battle plans are still on the table.”

That meant Keith would be unable to rely on future sight. That was inconvenient, but he’d gotten through plenty without the Probability skill, and he was not the type to put all his eggs in one basket. What annoyed him more than anything was that if he were a single level lower, he’d be significantly stronger. The fact that he was level 66 was causing him a lot more harm than good in Humania, which, he supposed, was the point of the level cap. If it wasn’t crippling or, at the very least, extremely inconvenient, people would see no reason to stay away.

Rowan and Alice remained in their seats, while Marj stalked in, sword drawn. The other guards charged, jabbing with their pikes and trying to lock him in place. His hammer smashed the haft of one down, his eyes flicking left as another swung at him. He slid beneath the blow, threw one of his hammers with Hammerrang, and snagged it as the soldier tried pulling it back.

With a hard tug, he dragged the man forward, forcing the next soldier in line to halt his swing. Marj leaped in, body blazing crimson as he triggered a skill. His muscles rippled as he swung, heedless of the soldiers in his path. One man screamed as Keith kicked him, then rolled to one side and Marj’s massive sword clove him in two.

“Watch where you’re swinging that thing!” Rowan yelled. “My men aren’t so disposable!”

“Hey, at least the guy cares about his men,” Tac said.

“He’s not some evil villain who doesn’t care about human life,” Keith said. “Just a paranoid idiot who listened to the wrong advice.”

“Does that mean you’re going to let him live?”

“Absolutely not,” Keith replied as he caught his returning hammer, joined them together, used Heatstance, and swung at Marj.

There was an explosion of force at their impact, and several soldiers were sent flying from the backwash of the force.

“I’m not making the mistake of leaving a single enemy alive this time. Marj should have been dealt with long ago. This fight is overdue.”

Marj feinted with his massive blade, then tried to punch him in the face. Keith slipped the blow, snagged the man’s arm, then smashed his hip into the bigger man’s and tossed him over his head. At the apex of the throw, he used Combustive Body, sacrificing some HP to make the impact extra special.

The explosion blew Marj halfway across the room for the second time since the start of the fight, only this time, he slaughtered four soldiers on his way, his massive sword shearing through two of them, while his body crushed the others into the wall.

“Please! Stop this! This is foolishness,” Chuck yelled as Marj roared, extracting himself from the corpses, while several of the remaining soldiers approached him cautiously.

“I ordered you to remain silent,” Rowan snapped. “Now do as I command or be labeled a traitor along with your friend over there!”

Keith swung his hammer around in an arc, clearing the soldiers from his immediate vicinity. No one died. They’d just leaped away from him. Marj came barreling into him once again, his sword igniting with flickering ghostly flames.

“What’s that effect?” Keith asked as he used his hammer to defend.

“Looks like it’ll cause extra burn damage, and not of the fire variety, so your Sortie body won’t resist it. It’ll also sap your health over time with a nasty debuff.”

Marj was a seasoned veteran of hundreds of battles and monster raids. He was no simple opponent, and that was without taking any of the others into account. Neither the king, queen, nor head warrior had gone on the offensive yet, despite Alice’s initial attack. They were likely waiting for their opening. Keith wasn’t going to give it to them. If anyone was going to lead this battle, it would be him.

Marj’s sword swept down in a blurring arc, followed by a gauntleted fist, still shining crimson. Keith deflected the sword blow, feeling the ringing feedback through the haft of his hammer, slipped the punch, and then nailed the man between his legs.

-102, Crushing

That’s got to hurt! Or it would, if the man hadn’t come prepared! Sucks to be you!

Keith had expected as much, but the kick was only a distraction. His elbow crashed into the man’s jaw, knocking him flat, and a swing from his hammer threw the man across the room. The instant Marj was clear of him, Keith used Age of Mythos and brought Elmentine back from the dead. He was going to call Galaxia – he had access to a more powerful Section Boss, thanks to his latest raid, but the monster’s level was too high for Humania – but if her timer was cut even shorter due to his skills being weakened, he might be in trouble.

If the Raid Boss timer was cut, at least he already had two and a half minutes to work with. The floor split beneath several of the soldiers, who screamed in terror as the jeweled hand tore itself free from the underworld. A roar echoed in the room as the looming monster suddenly filled the space. It was unfortunate that the ceiling was so high, or Elmentine might have torn free, but it would be more than enough to hold Marj and the others.

Elmentine roared, then opened its mouth and unleashed a beam of multicolored light, right at the fallen Marj. Several more soldiers were wiped from existence, their bodies evaporated by the intense blast from the terrifying monster.

Marj yelled, then in a flash of light, his sword vanished, replaced by a massive stone shield. The blast impacted with enough force to shake the entire castle, yet the walls didn’t buckle. Light splashed all around Marj’s shield, ripping up the walls and out to the sides. Keith knew that wouldn’t be enough to kill the man, but it would slow him down. After all, he’d been a monster hunter for most of his life.

Stagnet stepped out in front of Rowan, his blade flashing from its sheath and a series of flashes surrounded his body. In a blink, the man was before him, his massive blade whistling down to cleave him in two. A flash of fire swallowed him, and an instant later he appeared a foot to the man’s left. It seemed Magician’s effects had been lessened. His booted foot caught the man in the ribs, but a transparent dome flashed and the man didn’t budge.

Stagnet spun, swinging his fist, but Keith had already backed away, raising his hammer to block the massive sword that followed. The blow radiated so much power that it knocked Keith’s hammer aside, but the sword had been deflected. A single glance at Stagnet’s Strength stat told him why. The man’s stat was higher than his, thanks to the suppression of Humania.

Keith used Speed Demon, blurring back from the follow-up, feeling his speed rise to over the 1,000 points needed to keep up. The blade blurred around again, and Keith dodged instead of blocking. A powerful blow slammed into him nonetheless, as an invisible wave of force crashed into him.

He staggered back, seeing his health dip.

-606 damage, Wave

Keith recovered quickly and lashed out with a kick, which the man blocked with the flat of his massive blade. He punched forward and a crystalline spear of calcified stone blasted forward.

He used Magician again and avoided taking another hit. He reappeared in a flash of fire, only to see the sword sweeping toward his head. It passed straight through him, doing zero damage. Keith had hoped the effect would stick around, and he was glad it had. Off-balance, the man was a prime target. Keith triggered Eightfold Blight. Nothing happened.

The hammer still cracked into the man, shattering whatever shielding he had and continued on to crash into his ribs, but most of the force had been taken out of the blow. Stagnet stumbled a step, then caught himself, and his sword flashed around again. Silver light gathered around the blade, and the sword’s size doubled.

Keith defended, feeling the impact as he was blasted back, his teeth jarring. He retained his footing but felt the throbbing pain radiating through the arm that had taken the brunt of the attack. Another scream caught his attention for an instant, and he saw Marj slashing at Elmentine with his oversized sword. Elmentine swatted him across the room, the man sailing clean over the king and queen to crash into the far wall.

A blast of power followed, this one aimed to swallow the entire group. Alice reacted without a second thought, her arms rising. A barrier of wind appeared, howling before them and surrounding them in a tearing dome of force. The blast was shredded apart, greatly weakened, though it still managed to punch through. Stagnet was there to intercept the attack, his sword flashing again and a silver shield of forged light catching the blow.

He slid back a few steps, but they’d weathered the attack, and Rowan hadn’t so much as budged. Keith wasn’t just standing still while this was all happening. He’d thrown his hammer using Hammerrang the instant Elmentine’s attack had thrown the flow of their battle in his favor. The hammer smashed into Stagnet as he lowered his shield, and Keith tried mentally triggering another effect. Once again, nothing happened.

“Looks like Mythical weapons are no good here as far as effects go,” Tac said. “You’ll need to stick to Legendary+ or below if you want a chance of using secondary effects properly.”

The hammer still did some damage, though it was significantly lower than it should have been, given the weapon’s massive output.

-1,120, Crushing

The hammer spun back, and Keith caught it, then dismissed it, drawing it back into his inventory. Stagnet drew his blade back as Alice finally joined the battle. All the remaining soldiers were either cowering in the corners of the room or were no longer among the living so Keith only had the four level-65 fighters to contend with.

It would be easy enough. He’d destroyed higher-level fighters with ease.

“You weren’t wearing metaphorical training weights when you did that, bro. This might be a bit tougher.”

“Just give me your best plan and we’ll be fine,” he replied, rushing in to strike at Stagnet while he was off-balance.

Alice acted before he made it halfway there, but Keith was already moving to avoid her attack, the blade of condensed wind tearing a line across the room screaming and humming as it passed. His foot flashed out and cracked into the head warrior’s knee with a loud clang. Stagnet didn’t buckle and threw a punch into his face. Keith moved forward into his personal space, then elbowed him across the jaw.

Stagnet took a step back as the damage translated into his skull, but Keith stuck close, keeping the man as a barrier between him and Alice, who remained frozen, poised to strike the instant she had an opening.

Marj exploded from the wall, carrying a cannon in both hands aimed at Elmentine. The barrel glowed for an instant before a beam as thick as Keith’s torso exploded from the end, smashing into the monster and carving a chunk from its armored hide. Elmentine screamed, then tore at the air with its claws, sending streams of rippling force at the man who’d just hurt it.

Stagnet cried out as Keith’s elbow crashed into his face again, his body flaring with his Heatstance. Stagnet tried forcing him back, but Keith seized him, locking him in close, then drove a shortened hook into the man’s ribs. The Sacred Armament was a Legendary weapon, so it wasn’t weakened by Humania’s item cap.

The man grunted as his health, mana, and Stamina were sapped away, stored in the gauntlet. He yelled, dropping his sword and shoving against Keith with both hands. Keith ignored him and drove his fist into the man’s ribs again. There was a loud crack as he punched through one of the armored plates.

-712, Zapping

The man grunted as power coursed from the gauntlet and into his body. He jerked a couple of times, then screamed. A wave of force clubbed him in the chest, blasting him away from the man. The instant he flew back, Alice acted, slashing at the air with a drawn whip. Lines of green light flashed out toward him, and Keith used Magician, dragging himself away from the first, avoiding the second and being uninjured by the third.

The fourth slashed across his breastplate, scoring a hit and slicing clean through the armor. The armor itself was undamaged, but Keith took the hit all the same. He grunted as he felt a line of pain sear across his stomach and the wetness of blood that soon followed.

-1,980 damage

You are bleeding: -25 HP per second for 12 seconds

Keith recovered quickly, using Lightswap to try to drag the king into the path of her next attack. It didn’t work. He took another hit and tried again, this time targeting a corpse behind the royal couple. This time, it worked as intended, and in a blink, he was behind them.

His Meteor-King Launcher appeared in his hands, and he squeezed the trigger. A golden bolt flashed from the end, only to be intercepted by Stagnet, who appeared before his rulers in a flash of silver light.

“That’s a movement skill,” Tac said. “Similar to Speed Demon.”

Keith took the bolt back into his inventory, then struck. This would only work once, as they wouldn’t fall for this again, but he had an opening they wouldn’t see coming. Keith used Armageddon Spear, striking at Stagnet from way outside his normal range.

Stagnet still tried to defend himself, though he wasn’t as careful as he should have been. His hand, formed into a blade, punched forward, and the glowing spear of light extended. Stagnet’s eyes went wide for an instant, then the skill struck, smashing into his chest and punching clean through the weakened armor.

The plates at the back stopped the skill from continuing any further, but that only meant that the shockwave tore his body apart from the inside out. The man coughed up blood as he staggered back a step, crimson streaming from his open mouth. Keith was already on him as the follow-up triggered.

A wave of wind slammed into him and broke against Armageddon Spear’s effect. While striking, he was invulnerable. Keith’s right arm drove through Stagnet’s shocked face, crushing his skull and sending a wave of blood and brain matter splattering across the king and queen of Humania.

-3,892, Massive Critical

Sir Stagger Stagnet dies!

+4,900 XP

+1,715 Bonus XP

One down. Three to go.

Keith turned his attention on Alice as Elmentine roared one final time, then exploded into motes of light, leaving a bloody and battered Marj free to attack.

Keith reacted without a second thought, using Lightswap to drag himself out from between the two groups. Marj attacked but pulled up short as his target vanished, reappearing on the opposite side of the room.

“See! What did I tell you?” Marj yelled as Rowan looked at his fallen head warrior in shock and distress.

“You can end this right now,” Keith said, craning his neck from side to side. “I’m not the one who started this fight.”

“Kill him,” Rowan said, his voice cold.

“With pleasure,” Alice said, then raised her hands.

She’d been preparing a larger spell while he and Stagnet had been fighting, and now that Keith had opened himself up, she unleashed her spell. A wave of green light pulsed out of her, tracing into a massive multi-sided box-like shape. It was strange seeing it in person, but Keith could see the powerful, condensed sphere of wind within.

“You don’t want to get hit by that. I’m not saying it’ll kill you, but it won’t feel great.”

The spell flashed across the room and Keith used Diamond Mine. The world refracted around him as the attack struck, slamming into the multifaceted air that shattered between them. Then, he reversed the attack, and a tearing, screaming wind ripped its way across the room, slamming into the would-be attackers and blasting them off their feet. Sprays of blood flew as the spell made to take him out tore into the caster and her allies instead.

When the spell ran its course, Rowan wasn’t looking quite so regal anymore. His clothes were torn, his face was bloody, and his lips were pulled into an angry snarl. It seemed the king was finally about to join the battle.
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Rowan thought he’d prepared everything perfectly. Marj had been warning him of this for months now, so when a World Boss had appeared, he’d decided to test the man’s claims. As it turned out, Marj hadn’t been lying. Keith flaunted authority at every turn and blatantly disrespected him in his own home. The We Hunt Monsters Guild was a threat, one that needed to be curbed before they could gain any further power or influence.

According to Marj and many of the other reports he’d heard, the real power behind the guild was Keith himself. The man had founded several branches already and was making his way through the continents, slaughtering every powerful monster he came across. When Marj had proven himself to be on his side and Chuck had requested a meeting, Rowan had seen his chance.

This room was practically indestructible, and while he hadn’t had a lot of time to prepare, he had had some. Marj’s information and the other intelligence he’d gathered on the man had given him a good idea of his strength, and he believed he had gathered more than enough power to take him out.

Then, the monster had risen from nowhere and wiped half his forces out. The rest were too scared to fight, and Keith had hardly suffered a scratch. Stagnet had been his most trusted friend, staunch ally, and protector for as long as he could remember. Rowan could taste a fragment of the man’s skull in his mouth, where it had splattered when Keith had murdered him.

Alice had hit him with one of her most powerful spells, and he’d somehow managed to turn it back on them. The more Keith fought, the more Rowan knew he needed to die. A monster like this couldn’t be allowed to live. If he survived, who knew what kind of damage he could do to his kingdom?

“Take him down!” Rowan yelled, drawing on his own power.

He’d stayed out of the fight until now, as he’d wanted to witness Keith’s fighting style with his own eyes, and he believed that his Royal Eye had picked out patterns in the man’s movements. It had failed to give him an accurate reading of the man’s stats, though he could clearly see that his level was at 66, a single level above the allowed limit. That should be hampering him more than helping, and still, he was exuding a level of power that should have been impossible for someone suffering the penalties of Humania’s level cap. If he was this strong while suppressed, Rowan shuddered to think how powerful he would be without the dampening of his abilities.

Marj leaped into the fight, all too eager to take the man down. The massive cannon he carried hummed again and unleashed a blast of power that seemed to tear at the very air. Keith vanished in a blaze of fire and the blast missed him, slamming into the far wall and shaking the room.

Marj tossed the cannon aside and drew his massive sword, while Alice spun a web using her Airflow skill. Lines of barely visible wind flashed out to the corners of the room, weaving into a net that would hamper Keith’s movements. Marj would drive him back into the web, and the moment he was caught, Rowan would strike.

Keith backed away as anticipated, and Rowan drew his wand. He was a mix of melee and magic, as any king should be, but because of his class, he hit harder than any warrior and his spells had more magic behind them than any mage. It was a privilege of being king, and he wasn’t going to squander the extra power.

Crackling light gathered at the tip of the wand as particles of sand began drifting in the air. Rowan swished the wand, and a thin line of sand began circling his head, glowing purple with added magic. Sand Saw would tear Keith into bloody chunks, and he wouldn’t even see it coming.

Marj bellowed, bringing his massive blade around in a series of sweeping blows, while Alice strengthened the net and threw spells into the mix to keep Keith on the back foot. The man staggered a couple of times, flashed into flames, and reappeared undamaged. In the instant after he returned, he seemed to be intangible, which meant spells and other physical objects couldn’t hurt him.

Rowan was planning on that.

Then Keith’s eyes locked onto him.

“He’s coming here,” he warned as his Royal Eye flashed, showing him a vision of the movement.

Keith took a step, then leaped back, contrary to what his skill told him. Marj bellowed in frustration as his blade, flickering with ghostly flames, missed by a hair. The man followed up quickly, striking out with his booted foot and unleashing a stream of glowing yellow needles that punched into his armor.

Alice’s spell smashed into him an instant later, ripping into his flesh through the armor he wore. It was clearly of a very high quality, but Alice’s Ghostwind skill ignored all armor. It was just a shame it cost so much for her to use it.

A shining blue bottle appeared in his wife’s hand as she swallowed down the mana potion, continuing the web all the while. A health potion followed, bringing her back up to full. She wasn’t going to risk dying, even if the potion only topped her up. Every point counted in a battle like this.

Keith was looking winded, and Rowan’s Royal Eye predicted his next move. Keith stepped in and punched Marj in the gut. There was a blast of force as the man was propelled off his feet, crashing to the ground on his back.

Alice reacted without a second thought. A condensed sphere of wind blasted into Keith’s chest, throwing him backward and into the web of air. The man struggled for a moment, tearing at the strands with monstrous strength. His body glowed orange, and small embers began floating off him as he ripped the web to shreds.

Then Marj threw himself at Keith, and he reacted according to his Royal Eye. Keith vanished in a blaze of fire, reappearing a foot to his left. Rowan whipped his hand forward, and a thousand tendrils of purple sand bisected the room. The entire world seemed to freeze in that moment, strands of sand descending, Keith’s eyes slowing, moving to follow their path, Marj’s blade, drawn back and crackling with black light, and Alice, arms forward, as she conjured a Wind Lance to pin the man to the wall.

The world abruptly sped up then as the room was swallowed in burning light. One instant, the whips of purple were coming down on him from all sides, the next, Alice exploded into gory mist, and Marj screamed in agony as his arm and a chunk of his torso vanished, leaving him to topple to the ground.

Rowan’s eyes went wide in horror as Keith appeared in the wreckage of the rooms, the walls having been slashed and cut to ribbons. The man was covered in blood and leaning hard on his hammer, which had appeared from nowhere. One of his legs was missing from the knee down. A bloody mess stood in its place, though the stump wasn’t gushing blood as Rowan expected it to.

Keith’s eyes bore into Rowan, blazing red with the promise of death.

Rowan raised his wand, feeling true fear for the first time since this battle started. His entire side was painted red with the blood of his wife, her body having been destroyed so utterly that there was nothing recognizable left.

Rowan swished his wand, swinging down at Keith’s head and intending to cleave him in two with his Sandstream. Keith was standing right before him. Rowan’s eyes widened, and then an intense pain bloomed in his chest. Looking down, he saw the man’s fist, clutching the hilt of a sword.

He could feel the grating pain as it pierced through his body. He ground his teeth together as he tasted blood, then punched the man in his face. A flash of fire greeted him, and his hand passed through nothing.

Rowan staggered, dropping to one knee and wheezing as he clutched at the hilt of the sword jammed through his body. He screamed as it was torn free, and screamed even louder when a white-hot pain bisected his left leg.

“You cost me one of mine,” a cold voice said. “I figure we’re even now.”

Rowan whirled, slashing with his wand as he reached for the Legendary ring’s power around his finger. It would bring him back to full health, and then this man would feel his wrath!

Nothing happened. 
Rowan felt a powerful impact on the back of his head, sending him sprawling in the same instant. A foot slid under his chest, and an instant later, he lay on his back.

“Looking for this?” asked the demon in human skin, holding Rowan’s right hand, the hand that glittered with five perfect rings.

He looked down at the stump where his hand should be, and only then did the pain begin to register. The king screamed in agony, blood spraying from the stumps of his limbs, all concentration shattered and no chance of him casting any spells.

He scrabbled in his inventory, searching desperately for a potion. He dragged the glowing vial out. There was a flash of silver and a spray of blood. His hand, still clutching the vial, tumbled to the floor next to him. Rowan’s screams redoubled. This was a nightmare. This couldn’t be happening. He was the king, and no one could treat him this way.

Another scream sounded from above, and the demon looked away from him.

Marj! The man was still alive and could stop Keith, then restore Rowan to full health. It would be costly, but his limbs could be reattached.

With a loud splat, Marj’s head landed on his chest, the wide eyes staring accusingly into Rowan’s from just an inch away.

Rowan screamed again, this time in sheer terror and utter despair. The demon returned, his eyes glowing bright and a bloody sword propped on one shoulder.

“I warned you,” the man said, his body stained in almost as much blood as Rowan’s.

“You won’t get away with this,” Rowan gurgled.

He was losing too much blood. His HP was ticking down far too quickly, and his vision was starting to blur. There was still a chance he could win. All he needed to do was draw Barren Wasteland from his inventory. Using the item here would surely kill this monster made of flesh. Rowan would be safe as the caster of the item. It would obliterate another third of the continent and kill everyone in the capital city, but who cared about that?

He would be doing his country a service and ridding it of this monster once and for all. Barren Wasteland only needed a voice command to activate. He didn’t need to do anything else.

A glass ball appeared in the air with a flash, its aura clear to his Royal Eye. It shone with the brilliance of a thousand suns. Golden sand churned within the confines of the glass, chasing two gleaming specks of light around within as though trying to catch them. The two specks of light symbolized the number of charges this item had left, which meant that even after he used it for a second time, he’d still have the threat of the item to maintain his power.

People would be upset, but they would also be afraid.

Rowan opened his mouth to give the command and felt a searing pain in his throat. Even as his vision began to dim, warning notifications blaring in his line of sight, he saw a hand close around Barren Wasteland.

“I knew you’d take this out if I waited long enough,” the demon’s voice said, then everything went black as a message flashed before him.

Your HP has hit Zero.

You have died.
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Keith sagged to the ground, breathing hard as he ground his teeth together to fight back the agony.

“Tenor! I’m calling in that favor!” he yelled, then dragged the ring off his finger.

The world turned green, and a female voice echoed through the room.

“I have you this time, you little creep!”

Nariel, the Spirit of Life, appeared from the ground, her body blooming up into the form of a massive woman of twisting roots and vines with a brimmed hat perched low over her head. A pair of gleaming green eyes bore into him, but Keith wasn’t afraid.

“You can leave on your own, or I can send you packing,” Keith said, clutching his fist, the prosthetic one given to him by the Spirit of War.

“Fool!” The Spirit laughed as her power extended to envelop the entire room. “We are in Humania now. This is my domain, and your hand is too powerful for this continent to allow the use of its full power. Go ahead, try it!”

Keith shrugged, then triggered Spiritual Forge. As expected, it activated without a hitch. Nariel screamed as a massive gust of wind seemed to sweep through the room, tearing her presence away from him. An instant later, she was gone, leaving him alone. It only lasted a couple of seconds before the room turned red and a towering figure made of gleaming armor materialized in her place.

Tenor was laughing, his voice booming through the room and setting Keith’s blood boiling. He didn’t like being in War’s presence. It always made him feel like committing violence.

“I don’t think that will ever grow old,” Tenor said, still chuckling to himself. “And what a show you put on. I’m quite impressed.”

Keith grimaced.

“Clearly, I didn’t do well enough. That attack caught me unprepared, but, like I said, I’m here to call in that favor.”

He held up Rowan’s severed leg.

Tenor chuckled again, clearly finding the whole situation highly amusing. Keith, on the other hand, did not.

Things had gone badly wrong when Tac’s brain had been momentarily scrambled, while Keith was trying to fight two people at once and keep an eye on the third. He’d gotten himself snagged in a spell. He’d seen it coming, but he’d misjudged the distance, and when he’d been clubbed in the stomach by that sphere of condensed air, he’d found himself trapped.

When he’d stepped into it, he tried freeing himself as he saw Rowan preparing his spell. Then Marj jumped in, and Keith had been forced to use Magician. The skill had taken him out of range, but still somewhat hampered by the strings of wind. Still, he expected Rowan to strike and for that attack to be mitigated by the nature of the skill. But Rowan had held back for a split second before striking, and the attack had come from everywhere at once.

Keith used Speed Demon to try getting out of the way, but the lines of slashing purple sand were too much. He had a split second in which to react, so he’d activated Shard Sponge. Unfortunately, it hadn’t acted normally as he’d been convinced it would. In one way, it helped, but in another, it didn’t.

One of the lines of sand slashed through his leg, tearing it clean off, while others obliterated the limb, meaning no chance of him reattaching it. At the same time, Shard Sponge returned the attack in a wave, rather than a directed force, ripping a chunk out of Marj’s body and obliterating the Queen of Humania in a spray of gore. He had suffered numerous cuts but had managed to pull through without needing to rely on Peak Health to restore him to life. His skills had already been misbehaving, and this was not something he wanted to risk. If he could help it, he would make sure he wasn’t in a situation where he needed to fall back on his disaster plan because Peak Health might not activate and death would be permanent.

The shock and surprise of what he’d pulled off had thrown Rowan off his game enough for Keith to finish the fight. He’d taken the man’s leg in the hopes that War could use it to restore what he’d lost, and strangely enough, the leg itself was listed as an item after Rowan’s death. Getting his hands on Barren Wasteland had been a treat and had perhaps made this entire fight worth it, though only if he could regain the use of his leg. War had restored his arm, so why not a leg?

“Are you going to reattach it or what?” Keith asked, holding up the leg.

He was putting on a good front, but he was afraid the Spirit would refuse and make him complete some quest to do so.

“Fine, fine, I’ll reattach it,” Tenor said, still chuckling. “But only because you gave me such wonderful entertainment today.”

The Spirit waved a hand and red light engulfed the limb. In the same instant, blood sprayed from the healed stump of his leg, and Keith bit back a curse. The leg glowed brightly as it hovered down, sealing itself to the severed stump. Searing agony poured through the limb as feeling returned in a rush of sensation. The leg had changed as it attached itself, the flesh taking on a reddish hue as lines of script formed around the ankle and at the point of attachment.

It wasn’t as bad as the last time, likely because the limb was fresh and not yet dead, and his body hadn’t had time to adjust to the fact that it was missing a part of itself.

“There, all better,” Tenor said, waving a hand. “Happy?”

Keith examined the leg. It looked much like his old limb, though there was a clear line where it had been reattached. Additionally, lines of dark gray flowed between the attachment point, flowing with even more scripts of glowing red. He rolled his ankle, wiggled his toes, then stood and jumped a few times.

The leg felt perfectly normal, but a quick examination showed that it was anything but.

Name: War’s Regal Leg

Quality: Legendary

Item Type: Integrated Prosthetic – Leg

Effects: +50 Agility, +50 Endurance. Breaks magical barriers.

Additional Effects: +10% to base speed, +75% Dexterity, -25% Stamina depletion

Once per day, cast King’s Kick to inflict Agility X50 Damage to a single target. If the target is a mage, all mana is instantly depleted.

Value: N/A

Note: This is a Fully-integrated prosthetic. It cannot be removed.

“Yes,” Keith finally said. “I’m happy.”

“Good,” Tenor said, his voice sounding pleased. “Because I have another quest for you.”

“I’m not interested,” Keith said, going to put on his ring and banish the Spirit before he could give him anything else.

“Interested or not, you’ll do it,” Tenor said, chuckling as the ring slid back onto his finger.

The laughter abruptly cut off, but the light ding told Keith the quest had already been given.

Quest Available: Spirits of Blood

Despite your best efforts, you just can’t seem to stay away from angry Spirits. Tenor, the Spirit of War, has given you yet another quest. Go to the heart of the Necro-Beast Faction’s territory and destroy the Spirit of Blood’s Anchor. Simple, right? Now all you have to do is figure out how to get past hordes of powerful undead monsters and the Emperor himself.

Difficulty: Monstrous

Objective: Destroy the Spirit of Blood’s Anchor

Rewards: War’s favor, ??? XP, ???, ???, ???, ???, ???, ???

Time remaining: 3 months, 16 days

Failure: The Spirit of War will destroy you

…this quest has been automatically accepted.

Keith held himself back from screaming if just barely. Every time he had to summon the Spirit to call in something he was owed, Tenor just tacked something else right into the queue, and this time, it was attached to a death threat.

“You know, I do have a question,” Bob said, appearing on his shoulder. “How much of you can you lose before you’re no longer considered yourself?”

“Not now, Bob,” Keith said, looking around the room.

It had been annihilated, and cracks in the walls and foundation allowed light to bleed in from the other rooms. His Discerning Eye picked nothing out. Everyone had fled when the building had begun to shake. Most of the soldiers had died, but of those who remained were on their hands and knees, foreheads pressed to the ground, their bodies trembling.

Right. He’d forgotten about that part of the reward.

Going back through his notifications, Keith saw the message that had popped up as soon as he’d killed Rowan.

Quest Update: Wraith of Misthome

As expected, you murdered everyone, and came out – mostly – in one piece. Now you control the Royal Guild. Don’t let all that power go to your head. Also, there’s still that World Boss to defeat. Oh, and I should mention that if it’s not killed in the next 2 days, it’ll go on a rampage and destroy the capital city. So, no pressure or anything.

Difficulty: World

Current Objective: Kill the World Boss

Current Rewards: 125,000 XP, 1 World Item, 25 Legendary Monster parts, *Return to the Fourliance for the remainder*

Time Remaining: 2 days

+25,000 XP

+8,750 Bonus XP

1 Legendary item & 1 Legendary spell scroll have been added to your inventory.

Rejoice, Humania! You have a new ruler! Keith the Armageddon Behemoth has slain the king. Long live the new king!

“I knew you were going to take over the world!” Bob crowed, pumping his fuzzy fists.

“Yeah, no thanks,” Keith said. “Hey, Chuck, are you still alive?”

A pale hand pushed aside a sheet of crumbling stone, revealing the shaken Chuck. A line of blood smeared his left cheek and one of his eyes was swollen shut.

“Congratulations, Chuck, you’re the new king. Don’t screw me over like the last guy, okay?”

Chuck’s eyes went wide, but Keith was already leaving the room as a new notification flashed in Keith’s vision.

Rejoice, Humania! Again! You have a new ruler! Chuck Washerton has been named king by Keith, the moron who just gave up his title five seconds after getting it. Long live the new king!

Keith ignored the condescending message as Chuck came running after him.

“Wait!” the man yelled, leaping into his path and blocking him from advancing further.

“What is it?” Keith asked.

He was feeling a bit short tempered what with the whole losing his leg thing and now having yet another Spirit after him if he didn’t complete the bloodthirsty nutjob’s quest in time. If he found a way to permanently kill a Spirit, he would do it if it was the last thing he ever did.

A small spark of memory kindled in his brain, but he dismissed it in favor of addressing Chuck. The vampire stared at him for a few moments, a complicated expression on his face. Then, the man bowed to him.

“I’m sorry for what happened,” Chuck said, keeping his head lowered. “If I’d have known what the king was planning, I never would have suggested a meeting.”

Keith let out a long sigh, allowing some of the anger and tension to leave his body. What was in the past was done. He couldn’t change any of the events that had taken place, so he may as well accept them.

“It’s not your fault,” Keith said. “Which is why I gave you the reins instead of keeping them myself. I trust you’ll take Humania in a better direction. Just do me a favor and call off the Royal Guild. I don’t need them attacking my men. Also, if the World Boss isn’t defeated in the next two days, it’ll go on a rampage and destroy the entire capital, though I’m sure you saw the update as well.”

Chuck nodded. As the new king, he would be privy to the quest.

“I’ll call the soldiers back and tell them to leave you all alone. We’ll need to talk more when this is over, though.”

“When this is over,” Keith said, nodding in agreement.

Then, he turned and headed out of the castle. The area outside the room where he’d fought was mostly unharmed, only the back wall having sustained any real damage. Cracks ran through the wood and stone, and sconces and paintings had fallen to the floor. Keith ignored them all, grabbing as much of the abandoned food as he could carry on his way out and heading into the city proper. Once he was outside the castle, he climbed into his carriage and raced from the city as quickly as he could manage without bowling anyone over.

Crowds were already beginning to gather around the castle as he slipped out, curious about what had happened and why there was suddenly a new king.

Within half an hour, Keith was inside his bunker, sitting at his table and eating a late dinner with Bob, the glass sphere containing the raging sands floating before him.
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Barren Wasteland

Eons ago, the ancient Avatar of the Spirit of Sand stumbled upon the heart of the desert while on a Quest. An ingenious crafter and a greedy man, he abandoned his duty to his Spirit and stole the heart of the desert, containing it within a crystalline sphere.

Though the sands rage against their prison, the authority of the Avatar of Sand is absolute. The only way for the heart of the desert to escape is through the spoken word. Knowing that the full might of the heart was too much for any one person to control, the Avatar of Sand split it into thirds so that only a fraction of its power could be released at once.

Seeing his treachery, the Spirit of Sand came for his Avatar, but by then, it was too late. Barren Wasteland had already been created, hidden from the Spirit’s sight. The Avatar was slaughtered for his impudence, but the heart of the desert was lost. Due to this, the Spirit of Sand was greatly weakened. It is said that the one who finally releases the heart will have his eternal gratitude.

Quality: World

Effects: The voice command of the holder will activate the item, flooding a third of the total landmass upon which they are standing in sand. All life will cease within 100 square miles of the item’s activation, and the area will be permanently turned into an inhospitable desert.

Note: This change is permanent and cannot be undone. A World Item’s authority is absolute. This item will break after 2 more uses.

Value: Incalculable

Keith closed the item’s description, then stashed it in his inventory. He knew he probably should have given it to Chuck, but after losing a leg, he didn’t much feel like giving up this prize.

“Hey, bro, not to rain on your parade or anything, but you do remember something more, right?” Tac asked.

Keith pursed his lips and nodded. A small piece of his memory returned, one that had to do with the appearance of a Spirit and the threat of death. Though he didn’t dare speak it out loud, he’d gotten another clue.

“I need to start working on the In the Shadows quest,” Keith said. “It holds the key.”

“You have three months, bro. I hope you make it count.”

Keith nodded, already knowing how limited his time was. Once he started on this quest, his memories would slowly start returning. He didn’t know what would happen, but he knew it was important that he start on it as soon as possible.

Unfortunately, he had a lot on his plate at the moment, including taking down a World Boss of unknown level and strength. He reached out mentally to Jelly and told her what was happening.

“You still owe me those elixirs,” Jelly said.

“You’ll have them as soon as I get back,” Keith said. “Just keep an eye on that monster and make sure it doesn’t go anywhere. Also, try not to get yourself killed. If you can get a read on its level, I’d love to hear it.”

There was a short pause before Jelly spoke again.

“Level 60. That’s stronger than most members of our branch of the guild.”

“I’ll figure it out,” he replied. “Just stay close and let me know if anything changes.”

Keith drummed his fingers on the table as he thought.

He had two teleports left before the monster would attack the Royal capital, which meant he could only travel to one branch of his guild. Did he go to the Fourliance or Beastland?

“Beastland,” Tac said. “The Fourliance branch is full of greenhorns. Also, some might be too strong. Can’t risk going over the level cap and having them weakened.”

Keith agreed. Had he been at level 65, the fight with Rowan and his lackeys would have been significantly easier. That meant he had to reach out to Bridget and hope she was feeling generous.

Best to get over with it as soon as possible. Steeling himself, Keith removed the communicator and contacted the head of the guild in Beastland. Bridget’s face appeared in the mirror, looking tired but happy.

“Figured you’d be calling back sooner or later,” Bridget said. “Got yourself into a pickle, have you?”

“You can say that,” Keith replied, then proceeded to tell her everything that had happened since they last spoke.

The longer he talked, the more Bridget’s smile slipped, and by the time he was done, outright anger clouded her features.

“Are you okay?” she asked when he finished talking.

“I’m alive,” he replied. “And all my limbs are once again intact. I think I just need some sleep. So, will you be able to help me?”

“I’ll talk with Bonker and Igor and see what we can pull together on short notice. I’m afraid we don’t have much in the way of heavy weaponry. We used most of it in our raid against the World Monster and haven’t had the chance to rebuild much of our stock.”

“Bring whatever you can,” Keith said. “I’m working on a plan as we speak. Just make sure that none of the fighters are above level 65. The monster is level 60, so put a cap of 55 on anyone wanting to join. As of right now, we don’t know much about it, but we will as soon as I can see it again in person.”

They chatted for another couple of minutes, hashing out some details, and then Bridget cut their connection, telling him to call her again once he’d gotten some rest. Beastland was running on a different time zone as well, though not as extreme as the difference between Humania and the Fourliance.

After the last few days he’d had, Keith was eager to take a hot bath and get some much-needed sleep. He knew when he awoke in the morning, he’d feel much better. After he’d soaked in the tub for a good long while with Bob, he headed straight to bed, sinking into the soft mattress and allowing sleep to claim him almost immediately. It wasn’t until nearly 18 hours later that Bob finally shook him awake.

***

“Come on, you sleeping rock! Get up!”

Keith cracked a bleary eye, seeing the small monkey standing on his chest, trying to shake him awake.

“Finally!” Bob exclaimed, throwing his paws in the air.

Keith’s internal clock caught up with him as Bob started complaining about how hungry he was. It seemed he’d been asleep for quite some time. On the bright side, all the mental trauma seemed to be gone. It was a bonus of having lived as long as he had. Despite that, he started his waking hours with a short meditation, burying the remainder of his feelings on losing a leg in the dark hole where they would remain forever.

“Come on, I’m starving over here!” Bob groaned. “And that stupid robot chef won’t listen to me!”

“Don’t you have backup food?” Keith asked as he got dressed, then fell into a light stretch.

“I already ate it all,” Bob said, throwing his paws in the air. “Just give me some food. Please.”

“Well, since you asked so nicely, I can agree to that,” Keith said, heading downstairs and feeling much better than he had in days.

It seemed he really had needed a good night's sleep. Though starting his day at three in the afternoon wasn’t exactly ideal, in the Fourliance, it was currently around the same time in the morning. It seemed that jetlag was still a thing, even in Raiah.

Seeing as it felt like morning, Keith decided to eat breakfast. The chef couldn’t make waffles, since they’d need the proper equipment, but French toast wasn’t off the table. He made sure to get a fruit salad and something cold to drink.

“Sorry about all the yelling,” Bob said, patting his belly and belching loudly. “I don’t like being hungry.”

“I don’t know anyone who likes being hungry,” Keith replied as he donned his armor.

He reached out to Jelly, who told him nothing had changed in the time he’d been away. The monster was still hunkered down in the same spot, apparently asleep.

“It’ll probably stay that way for the duration of the quest timer,” Bob said. “It’ll only move once your time is up.”

“Well, that’s good to know,” Keith replied as he headed up the ladder and emerged into the outside world.

The sun was shining, already having begun its descent, but it was warm and pleasant, unlike the northern parts of the continent. Pulling up his map, Keith did a quick check, finding the marked location from where he was. By carriage, it should only take an hour to reach the Misthome Swamps, and now that he was better prepared, it should only take half the time to reach his group.

He made it to the edge of the swamp in half that time, the speeding carriage bouncing over the rough terrain at terrific speeds and making Bob complain that he’d lose his lunch if Keith kept this up for much longer.

The carriage was soon unable to continue, due to how densely the trees grew together. Although it had a swamp mode, it couldn’t barrel through trees the way his Carrier could have. Besides, he wanted a stealthy approach when it came to this World Boss, and crashing through trees wasn’t exactly the stealthiest move he could pull off.

Stopping at the edge of the swamp, Keith found a good tree, then knocked it down. Using his sword – he probably should have purchased an ax for this – he cut the tree lengthwise, then hacked away at it until he was satisfied with how it looked. Once that was done, he used a smaller knife to whittle out the inside. In the end, he was left with a crude one-man canoe, but it would do the job. To his surprise, he got a notification as soon as he’d finished crafting the handle.

New skill available: Wood Carving

Wood Carving

Level: Intermediate - I

You’re telling me you hacked a tree into a crude boat and you’re already at the Intermediate level? Something definitely seems fishy here.

Effects: +40% efficiency when carving wood, +20% accuracy when carving wood, +10% speed when carving wood

Keith had the option to not learn the skill, and he was just about to take it when Bob stopped him.

“Woah, there! Don’t give up on a skill like this so quickly! Do you have any idea how useful it could be in the future?”

“I guess,” he replied. “But I don’t see myself spending an awful lot of time sitting and carving wood.”

Even as he said this, he hauled the crude craft onto his shoulder and began walking into the swamp. It wouldn’t be useful now, but in about fifteen minutes, he’d be grateful to have it.

“You’re keeping the skill and that’s final,” Bob said.

“I’m on the monkey’s side this time, bro,” Tac said. “A utility skill like this can be plenty useful.”

“Fine,” Keith replied. “But only because it’s a passive skill and I don’t have to think about it if I don’t want to.”

He felt ridiculous for doing so, but if he didn’t want to use it, he didn’t have to, and if worst came to worst, he could just purge the skill from his mind. He continued hiking through the swamp, finally setting the canoe into the water when it was about a foot deep. It sank a bit but rode evenly on the water. Using his paddle more like a pole, he pushed himself forward, propelling himself through the swamp, toward the World Boss.
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“About time you showed up,” Jelly said as Keith walked into their makeshift camp. “Do you have what you owe me?”

Keith pulled a small box from his inventory and handed it over. Jelly cracked the lid, her lips splitting into a wide grin.

“Pleasure doing business with you.”

“How’s everyone doing?” he asked, looking around camp.

He noted the absence of the Royal Guild members, which meant that Chuck had recalled them all.

“Tired and on edge,” Jelly said. “Though that’s hardly surprising given our current situation. We’ve been keeping an eye on the monster in shifts. It hasn’t made any moves so far, but the longer this goes on, the more nervous they all become.”

“Understandable,” Keith said, looking around the camp. “I know this was only supposed to be a scouting party, but this has now become an official raid. We’re going to be getting back up from the Beastland branch in just a few hours, but once we do, we’ll begin preparing to attack the monster. I know none of you signed up for this, so if anyone would like to back out, please feel free to do so.”

There was a bit of shuffling in the group, though none backed away. Keith gave them all a smile, then motioned Jelly to follow him as he went to do some recon. Climbing up the peak of the small hill, Keith looked down and saw the monster curled up, its head still tucked into the tail that wrapped around its body.

“Is it just me, or is the mist getting heavier?” he asked in an undertone.

“I haven’t noticed anything,” Jelly said.

“It’s definitely gotten heavier, bro,” Tac said. “Could be an effect of the monster, or that it’s just been warmer and more water’s been evaporating.”

“If that’s the case, the heat of the day should have burned the mist away. No, this probably has something to do with the monster.”

Focusing on the small fox, Keith used Discerning Eye and finally got a good look at what they were going to be facing in just a few hours.

Sylverana the Mist Beast

World Boss

Level: 60

HP: 1,512,000/1,512,000

MP: 1,309,000/1,309,000

STA: 1,100,000/1,100,000

Traits: Low Magic Resistance, Physical Resistance, Mist Body

Str - 8,933

Agi - 10,120

Lck - 583

Passive: Misty Armor, Deflection, Mislead, High Damage, Spell-Up, Psychic Armor

Active: Psycho Blast, Tele-kinetic, Mist Breath, Whitefire, Shrouder, Stone Chucker

AOE: Wide Whitefire, Purple Planet, Field Mister, Target Practice

“Interesting. It looks like this monster doesn’t have the AOE trait,” Keith said as he watched the deceptively small monster in its slumber.

“That’s good for us,” Tac said. “Though if this is going to be the battleground, I’m going to suggest we clear as many trees as possible before the fight starts. The last thing we want is for this thing to swap sizes in the middle of a fight. Hitting a massive and powerful boss is easy, but hitting something small and powerful is much harder.”

Keith nodded as he motioned Jelly to back away. He’d risked speaking once, but he didn’t want to do so again if it wasn’t necessary.

“I’ve got a pretty good read on the monster,” Keith said once they were out of its earshot. “Our best strategy will probably be melee, with some spellcaster backup. It’s less resistant to physical damage. On top of that, it can use psychic attacks, so anyone who’s susceptible to being mind-jacked should maintain their distance. It’s more powerful than Orne but weaker than the World Monster I faced in Beastland, at least when it comes to stats and skill spread. It is still a World Boss, so we’re going to have to approach this carefully.

“Give me a few hours to come up with a solid plan. In the meantime, I want you to contact Bridget and see where she’s holding. Pass on all the information I just gave you.”

Jelly nodded and went to do as ordered. Although she was the leader of Humania’s branches of their guild, she would still defer to him when it came to raids like this. If Keith was good at anything, it was killing monsters.

Once he finished speaking with Jelly, Keith pulled a small tent from his inventory and set it up near the edge of camp. The last thing he needed was for others to see him setting up an elaborate bunker while they were forced to sleep on the ground. Still, once inside, he set up a small table and chair. This might have been a small tent, but there was still plenty of headroom, and they wouldn’t begrudge him something like this.

Keith began to draw up his plans, speaking with Tac and getting his input. They would be traveling to Beastland shortly, and once they arrived, Tac’s thinking should clear up. On top of that, his new stat points should be assigned, boosting him even further and hopefully keeping him stronger upon his return, seeing as he had yet to level up.

The plan wasn’t super complicated, as they didn’t know all the moving parts just yet. They knew how many fighters Bridget was likely to field, so they went with the assumption that the raid would consist of anywhere between 85 to 100 fighters between the levels of 55 to 65, with a median level of 59, skewing lower, just to be safe.

Weaponry and spell scrolls were also considered, though there was no way of knowing who had what, aside from his stash. When Keith was satisfied with the plan, he took a break to eat with the men who’d come to join them. Most of them were melee fighters, with only a single mage in their group. A healer that had been brought along just in case. He spoke with each of them, getting a feel for their strengths and weaknesses, and only once he was sure he had a good idea of what he was working with did he retire for the night.

He didn’t sleep long, as he was already well-rested, but he knew that in a few hours, he’d be grateful for that sleep.

***

Keith appeared in Beastland 15 minutes after waking. It was just past one in the morning in Humania, but here, it was already light out, and people were making their way through the streets of the capital city. Keith had appeared inside their territory, but he got a few looks of surprise as he made his way into the guild hall proper. He looked over the notifications that had appeared the instant he’d arrived on the continent as he did.

You have left a level-restricted area. All stat points and skill growth will now be applied.

Keith felt the difference as all the stat points he should have gained came flooding back in, along with the suppressed stats. What he was most happy about was the restoration of his skills and the messages that followed.

Skill: Massive Booster has advanced to Intermediate!

Massive Booster

Level: Intermediate - I

You’re really good at fighting multiple opponents and coming out on top. Guess this should make things more interesting.

Effects: Stamina and HP are doubled when soloing a group of 4 or more. Strength and Agility are increased by 5% when soloing a group of 10 or more.

This was a useful upgrade. It meant that he had to solo one less fighter to receive the same result. On top of that, if he fought a larger group, he’d gain bonuses to two more of his stats.

He got a bunch of skill levels as well, most notably his Active skills. Heatstance was getting close to Grandmaster, while Hammerrang wasn’t too far away. Armageddon Spear had grown as well and was now more than halfway to Grandmaster.

Upon entering the guild hall, he could see that they’d clearly been waiting for him as Bridget stood there with a massed group of tough-looking fighters. Bonker stood at her side, a broad grin stretching her lips, while Igor just shook his head.

“It’s good to see you again, Keith,” Bridget said, giving him a hug.

He noticed a torkgoblin standing off to one side looking decidedly jealous but keeping his mouth shut. Keith figured that he must be Bridget’s new beau but didn’t comment on it.

“It’s good to see you again boss,” Bonker said, clapping him on the shoulder and nearly sending him to his knees.

“It’s good to see the two of you again as well. So, tell me what you’ve got for me.”

“We managed to pull together 108 fighters, including Bonker and myself for this raid. I assume we’ll be privy to at least a portion of the loot, right?”

Keith nodded, making his way to a large table that had been set up for the occasion. He knew they didn’t have a lot of time, and Tac was already working on revising his plan.

“Man, it feels good to be out of there!” Tac said. “Felt like I had fog on the brain or something. Never felt better than I do now. I can’t believe I didn’t see this oversight, bro…”

He then proceeded to rattle off a list of things that Keith himself had missed, and he was grateful to have the artificial mind acting at full capacity once again.

“So, tell me what we’ve got in the way of weaponry,” Keith said.

He hated having to do a raid this big on such short notice, but he’d gotten them into it and there was no getting out of it now. The System was making sure of that.

“We’ve got a couple dozen spell scrolls,” Bridget said. “All inflicting some form of physical damage, as you requested. We also managed to pull four ballistae and two trebuchets, but we only have a single magic cannon.”

“That’s fine,” Keith replied. “Magical attacks will do less damage against this monster anyway. Now, tell me, do you have any spare earth mages we can use? They won’t need to participate in the battle, but they will need to be able to affect the landscape.”

Bridget looked at Bonker, who nodded.

“I’ll ask my husband to track them down.”

While Keith was eager to meet her husband, he knew they didn’t have the time, so with a small amount of regret, he went back to planning. There was a reason her husband wasn’t joining them, and it was for the same reason some parents never flew on the same plane back on Earth. If anything happened and one of them were killed, the other parent would survive to care for the children.

Keith thought of his own children, the ones he’d left behind in his previous lives when he’d died. He hoped they were managing okay with him gone, especially those in the last world he’d left. If time functioned the same here as it did in that world, they would all still be alive. He hoped they weren’t mourning him and had moved on to better things.

It wasn’t often he thought of worlds besides Earth, but for some reason, as he planned this raid, his mind kept going back to his previous lives and the lessons he’d learned from his failures there.
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Keith returned with the entirety of the raid party just a couple of hours later. It was around three in the morning, and the members of the Humania Guild were already up and waiting. Keith felt his stats drain again, as did Tac’s metal capacity, but now that they had the plan, it mattered less about him being impacted, though, his future sight was so unreliable that they would have to look out for monster attacks by cues given off by the creature itself.

“Alright,” Keith said, his voice still lowered. “Here’s the plan. We’ll split into five groups. The four melee groups will be with me, Jelly, Bonker, and Bridget. I’ll relay my orders through them. Each group will contain three healers and two mages. The remainder of the earth mages will remain back in the final group until the first part of the plan has been completed.”

There were nods all around as everyone agreed to the plan, the groups dividing according to his orders. Once that was done, the other groups left, moving to surround the monster. Containment would be almost as important as damage-dealing in this battle, as unlike with the World Monsters, this one could run if it so decided, not that Keith believed the monster would run. Monsters this powerful were not used to defeat, nor did they come across challenges that threatened their lives. By the time it realized how bad a spot it was in, it would be too late.

“What do we do now?” asked Craig, his chosen second for the fight.

He was a brawny man who carried a large shield in one hand, and a spiked club in the other. In short, he was a heavy warrior who emphasized power in his strikes and had a strong defense. He also had a good head on his shoulders, which was why he’d been chosen for the position.

“We wait until everyone’s in place,” Keith said, mentally adding everyone to his party.

The bonus effects of Sage of War were dampened, but everyone still received a small stat boost, while his chosen commanders received a larger one.

“Is there a reason we’re so far back?” Craig asked as two of the earth mages began to work.

Silently, the ground began to shift, rising into platforms that encircled the sleeping monster.

“Trust me when I say that we won’t want to be anywhere near the monster when this battle starts,” Keith said as he watched the landscape shift.

It took longer than he would have liked, and nearly half an hour elapsed before everything was in place and the battlefield was to his liking. They now hovered a good sixty feet off the ground, but there were enough hills and divots to make climbing up or down easy, unlike in the many battlefields he’d fought on in his time here.

Across the way, he could see similar hills having risen, though the effect only made the mists gathering below even worse as they trapped all the moisture in the area without allowing it to dissipate. Without Discerning Eye, he would have lost sight of the monster ages ago, but he could still see the small speck of purple and white lying asleep at the center of the battlefield.

To his left, one of the trebuchets and ballista were being assembled, the latter already completed, while the former was being primed and loaded with a massive bolt that would inflict additional piercing and kinetic damage, something this monster would be weak to.

“Everything’s in place, bro,” Tac said.

Keith double-checked with the others, just to be sure. Everything was indeed in place. He took a breath, looking up to the full moon, shining silver-white in the sky above and reflecting light down upon the swirling mists. Once he committed, there would be no going back.

Here goes nothing.

Keith used Age of Mythos and the ground tore apart. The silent night was split by the enraged roar of Galaxia, Dreadnaught, and Section Boss of the Nemesis Dungeon.

Tac had theorized that the monster’s time in the material world would be about 20 seconds, given how long Elmentine had stuck around when summoned, which would be plenty of time for the monster to do its job.

“Looks like our monster is up,” Keith said as the small shape bolted upright at Galaxia’s appearance.

The titanic cat spread its metallic wings wide, then unleashed Dread-Forge, massive spears of glowing orange appearing all around as it unleashed the attack in a devastating wave. The lances crashed through trees, shattering them to splinters in an instant and clearing a massive swath of the battlefield clean. Several of them struck the small figure as it darted around, trying to avoid the attacks.

“Fire,” Keith said calmly as Galaxia unleashed another wave, obliterating more trees and clearing away some of the mist.

He could see the power building down there as Sylverana finally decided to fight back. The trebuchets fired, massive stone missiles flying into the center of the battlefield, crushing and flattening trees and removing more of the monster’s cover. Galaxia pounced, swiping with a massive paw, and an explosion of steam hissed into the air as water evaporated in an instant from the monster’s intense heat.

Sylverana finally answered, a howl that raised the hairs on the backs of everyone’s necks and sent goosebumps flowing over their skin.

“Man, that gave me the willies!” Tac said.

“I just got hit with a debuff,” Craig said nervously. “It lowered my damage by twenty percent for the next ten minutes.”

“Standard open fare for a boss like this,” Keith said. “Stand your ground. Fire again when ready.”

Another howl echoed as Galaxia swiped again, her massive paw ripping further trees to splinters as more boulders flew. One of them impacted, and Keith briefly glimpsed a small body flying before an explosion of silver and purple light lit up the night sky.

One second, Sylverana was a tiny fox. The next, it was a massive and terrifying specter looming at the center of their battlefield.

The monster’s form had shifted, and while it still resembled a fox in overall shape, it was far from an ordinary monster. Its fur drifted around it in ethereal waves as silver and purple light flowed off its body. The fur on its face bristled, five eyes glowing red. Trailing black mist flickered in his direction.

It was unnerving how the eyes locked onto him. It were as though the monster knew who was responsible for the attack. The pinpricks of gleaming light glowed brighter as a series of flowing tails rose around it. He couldn’t count how many, as they kept moving, seeming to blur into a single mesmerizing flow of glowing white fur.

The mist seemed to grow heavier as Galaxia pounced, suddenly looking a lot smaller compared to the hulking 70-foot World Boss. The eyes flicked to the massive Section Boss, and purple light flared all around it.

“That looks like Purple Planet,” Tac said. “That one’ll be a doozy to avoid.”

Galaxia’s body froze in the air, not five inches from the massive World Boss. She hung there for an instant before she was hurled upward with a screech of protest. She rose nearly a hundred feet into the air, before plummeting to the ground.

Had Sylverana simply released her, the massive Section Boss’s wings would have come into play, but that wasn’t how Purple Planet worked. The skill was a telekinetic one as far as either of them could tell and would drag an entire group into the air, exerting tremendous pressure on their bodies as they rose. Then, at the height of the rise, gravity would reverse, and they would be slammed back into the ground with twice the force they would normally impact.

Galaxia demonstrated this firsthand as she slammed into the ground with earth-shaking force, sending up a ripple of earth and stone. The ground compacted and the earth shook, the tremors reaching them even all the way over here.

“Are you sure that thing is weak to melee attacks?” Craig asked, swallowing nervously.

“I’m sure,” Keith replied. “Just watch how it moves.”

Galaxia rolled back to her feet. By this point, they were well past the 20-second mark so she could vanish at any moment. Still, the longer she remained out, the better. It would give them more of an idea about her fighting style, though Keith believed he already had a pretty good read on her.

The Section Boss pounced, swiping with her massive paw, but instead of intercepting as it had done before, Sylverana slid back a few steps, its body seeming to glide like mist.

Galaxia’s claws shredded fur, carving deep grooves into the monster’s flesh, but Sylverana had managed to avoid most of the blow. In retaliation, a series of boulders rose, engulfed by silver and purple, and threw themselves into Galaxia’s body.

“It avoids direct physical attacks where it can,” Keith said. “That is a powerful and dangerous World Boss, but physically speaking, it’s not suited to melee combat. Don’t make the mistake of thinking that a physical blow won’t hurt, but that monster’s skills are far more dangerous than taking a direct hit from one of its paws.”

“Duly noted,” Craig said, looking a bit pale.

“Fire again,” Keith said. “Concentrate on its chest. That’s its weak point. The eyes are another.”

Two of the eyes swiveled in his direction as Galaxia pounced again. It was unnerving, knowing the monster knew who was in charge, but at the same time, it was no more unnerving than facing a World Monster, who had human-like intelligence. This was a different type of monster than any he’d faced before. Overwhelming strength was not to be underestimated, but this creature had more than that. It had the ability to affect them mentally, which could be extremely detrimental to any battle, let alone one this dangerous and high stakes.

The ballista bolts fired, and the monster couldn’t defend itself from both Galaxia and the bolts. So, it took on the greater threat, while fully activating its Psychic Armor.

Tele-kinetic activated with a bang as a wave of rippling force blasted out of the monster’s open mouth, slamming into Galaxia’s pouncing body. Purple light flared around the monster as the ballista bolts slammed into it, some of their momentum stolen before they punched through.

Galaxia was thrown back, but not before she managed another Dread-Forge. Massive lances of burning orange rained down on Sylverana, and if one didn’t know what to look for, they might say Galaxia had the edge in this battle. However, while Sylverana’s attacks packed a serious punch, Galaxia’s were almost always deflected, dodged, or weakened.

“That Psychic Armor is no joke,” Tac said. “Good news is that it’s limited in its usefulness. All it does is weaken impacts from kinetic attacks. It does nothing for piecing damage.”

Keith could see as much, as the powerful ballista bolts punched into the monster’s hide, dying its white fur red. He could see its health dropping slowly as it fell to 92%. Galaxia’s initial attack was what had done most of the damage, but he was trying to drop Sylverana to 90% before their massive monster disappeared.

“Have your mages see what they can do,” Keith said, sending the orders to his other commanders.

Ballista bolts had been flying, slamming into the glowing monster who was still being held by Galaxia, but now, lines of magic flowed from the mages in their midst. He’d specifically chosen mages whose spells did physical damage rather than magical. In essence, he had extra siege weaponry.

“Tell the archers to get ready,” Keith said, calling out the order himself. “Galaxia doesn’t have too much longer.”

The Section Boss roared one final time, then pounced, using Dread-Swipe. Sylverana began moving, only for the massive monster to disappear mid-leap, her body vanishing in a spray of misty light. It looked like their time was up.

Five crimson eyes flicked in Keith’s direction, and he felt the full attention of the terrifying monster lock onto him.

“Fire!” he yelled, knowing the other team leaders would be shouting the same.

He depressed the trigger on his crossbow, triggering Divine Lancer. The blast of power shot up into the sky, then turned into a glittering rain of falling bolts as the skill activated. Hundreds of arrows and crossbow bolts filled the night air in an instant, all aimed at the massive monster at the center of their man-made battlefield.

Sylverana had lost 11% of its total health. Now all they had to do was take care of the rest.
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The rain of bolts and arrows slammed into the monster all at once, driving through its Psychic Armor and piercing into its body. Most were shallow wounds, drawing only a little blood, but a few managed to strike with a real kick behind them.

Massive shafts half the size of the ballista bolts slammed into the monster’s chest, causing it to stagger. Those belonged to the elite archers of the orcs they’d brought along, the massive and muscled creatures able to draw bows with far more weight than anyone else in their group.

Sylverana howled, her voice sending chills down Keith’s spine once again, especially seeing as she hadn’t taken her eyes off him for an instant.

“I think I see a Mist Breath coming,” Tac said as the monster bounded forward.

He called it right, as Sylverana’s mouth opened, and a blast of mist engulfed her body. She was suddenly insubstantial, arrows and bolts passing clear through her for several seconds before the mist cleared. By then, she’d closed more than half the distance, her body flaring a bright violet.

“Tanks!” Keith yelled.

Shards of stone flashed into the air all around the monster, then streaked toward them, slamming into shields with tremendous force.

Keith triggered Lock, freezing Sylverana in place as she closed to melee range. Why she’d come into their range in the first place was a mystery, but as the monster’s body froze, he knew they had an advantage.

“Hit it with everything you’ve got!” he yelled, projecting his order to the others.

The plan was changing on the fly as Sylverana focused entirely on him and ignored the other groups. They flowed down from their hillsides, making for the monster, while the ranged fighters in their group fired at her. Keith’s hammers flashed he used Hammerrang, his body blazing with the Unconquerable Aura and his Heatstance. He leaped while his hammers were in the air, using Combustive Body and slugging the monster in the chest with all his strength. Armageddon Spear triggered as he did, and his attack drove clean through the Psychic Armor, covering him in a spray of blood.

-6,120, Critical

Sylverana is bleeding for 25 seconds

Sylverana’s eyes glowed for an instant, and Keith only had a second’s warning before the attack came. Still frozen in place, he threw up his Raider’s Shield to absorb the Tele-kinetic skill aimed at him. A wave of force blasted into his body, his shield absorbing a chunk of the damage, while he flew backward. He had an instant to react as his body was slammed with overwhelming force, and he triggered Magician in that instant.

Fire blazed around him as he reappeared, the remainder of the attack leaving him unharmed as he smashed into the ground. Still, he’d taken a big hit and his health had dropped significantly.

-9,780 damage, Kinetic

Your bones are broken: -25% to movement speed

You are rattled, -12% to focus for 12 seconds

Keith dragged himself to his feet as Tac sent out the mental warning that Sylverana could still attack even when frozen in place. The monster remained exactly where she had been before, her eyes glowing as she was pelted with attacks from all sides. She continued to stare straight at Keith as a healer attended to him, restoring his broken bones, but not having time to heal him before Sylverana attacked again.

He staggered as something slammed into his head like a physical force, Sylverana’s body gleaming scarlet as she used Psycho Blast. Keith screamed as he tried to fight off the attack that made it feel like needles were punching into his brain. All around him, his fighters had dropped to their hands and knees, screaming in agony. His health began ticking down as the attack was sustained, the mental assault more than anything he’d taken in his entire stay in this world.

-1,000 damage

-1,000 damage

-1,000 damage

Keith reached out, fumbling for the hammer he knew was there. His hands closed around the haft, and he hurled the weapon right at the monster’s face, while the other three groups continued to pelt the monster with attacks from behind.

Sylverana ignored them completely, but when the hammer smashed into its face, the mental assault stopped immediately. Without a second thought, Keith used Humanity’s Hope. Instantly, his HP jumped by 75%, while Sylverana took that same hit as damage.

“Keep those trebuchets on it!” Keith growled as his team rose and drank down potions.

“Tac, why in the world is this monster not attacking anyone else?”

“No idea, bro.”

“It’s because it’s a psychic-type monster,” Bob said, sticking his head from beneath Keith’s cloak. “They typically locate the greatest threat and focus solely on them to the exclusion of all others. The fact that anyone else is hit with those attacks is because they were standing nearby.”

Great. Just great.

Keith knew what this meant. He caught his hammer, then turned to Craig.

“You’re in charge of this group now. It looks like the monster is only after me, so, I’m going to play bait. The rest of you better not let me down.”

This felt strikingly familiar to his raid against Rhinototh, except this time, he was surrounded by trusted allies and friends who’d had his back in many raids in the past.  They might not have been as prepared as they could have been, but this was better than nothing.

“Tac. You’re taking over on mental commands. Unless there’s something I really need to know, I’m going to need you to coordinate with the other groups. Do you think you can do that?”

“I’ll do my best, bro. Just don’t be mad if I mess up, okay?”

“If you mess up, I die, which means you die. Don’t mess up.”

Keith took a running leap off the edge of the rise once more, using Combustive Body to close with the monster. Mist flowed out of its mouth as he approached, swinging his hammer, and he flashed straight through the monster, emerging out the other side. He whirled in midair, a blast of force exploding beneath his left foot as he threw himself back.

Monster’s Bane triggered, sapping at Sylverana’s health, and he used Ancient’s Fury. His punch blasted into the back of the monster’s neck, a wave of fire and destruction engulfing the frozen beast in a brilliant detonation.

Tac wasn’t warning him about any further attacks, as he was focused on keeping the raid together. It was up to Keith and his combat experience to determine how the monster would react. She was still frozen, which was good, as it meant she didn’t have access to all her skills. It also meant that Lock was functioning as it should, keeping Sylverana from dodging. This meant her health kept dropping, even as her Psychic Armor fought to keep the attacks at bay.

Keith twisted in the air as the explosion went off, kicking twice to clear some space between him and the monster. An instant later, chunks of glowing purple stone streaked through the air where he’d just been, crashing into the ground and shattering to pieces.

Several fighters below took hits, but no one was killed. Sylverana’s health was down to 81% and continued to fall steadily as the four teams worked in tandem to keep damaging her. Keith’s armor swapped in a flash, and wings spread to carry him around the massive monster as he fired another crossbow bolt. Hundreds rained down from the sky, but he was caught in another wave of force which blasted him from the air and drove him into the ground. The attacks were almost impossible to see, even with his Sage of War, muted as it was, especially since they were all psychic and gave no indication of when the monster would attack.

Keith was back on his feet in an instant, wincing in pain from the grating in his right arm. He’d taken over 8,000 points of damage in that hit but had managed to mitigate at the last second using Magician. Still, his momentum wasn’t removed, and the ground greeted him with open arms or boulders.

“You’re really not doing well for yourself, huh?” Bob said as Heatstance triggered again and Keith thew his hammer with Hammerrang.

At that moment, Sylverana shattered the Lock, only 58 seconds in. Her health had dropped another 2%, but she didn’t seem to care as she whirled on him, her five burning eyes fixing him with pure malice.

The aura around her changed in an instant, going from purple to pure silver, as blazing flames of white licked at her fur. It stood on end, and in a blur, the monster pounced. This was one of her few melee attacks, and it was not one he wanted to take head-on. Lightswap dragged him a hundred yards away, and he watched as the monster crashed into the ground with an explosion of force.

The white flames tore at the ground as they exploded outward, ripping and shredding the earth to pieces, pulping the remaining trees to dust and blackening the area completely. Again, these weren’t natural flames but ones that burned on a metaphysical level. That was how Tac had explained it. Keith still wasn’t sure how they worked, only that once again, his sortie body would do nothing to mitigate any of that damage.

The hammer slapped into Keith’s palm and he hurled it again as he used Monster’s Bane for a second time.

Sylverana had pounced, leaping in his direction, when the hammer crashed into her chest, and Keith got lucky. The hammer punched through an injured area, tearing clean into the monster’s body. A spray of blood fountained in the air. Sylverana was knocked back, sent flying several feet before she crashed to the ground, unmoving.

-9,767, Massive Critical, Duo

Sylverana has been knocked back

Sylverana is stunned for 14 seconds

Keith’s hammer came streaking back, but he intercepted it with Lightswap. His armor shifted back to the Beastland set as he appeared before the monster in a flash, catching the hammer in a two-handed grip and bringing it crashing down on its skull. The ground reverberated with the force of the blow, but he didn’t do nearly as much damage as he should have.

Still, that didn’t mean he was just going to stand around and do nothing. Shattering Snowflare punched into the monster’s body, shards of ice and blazing fire tearing into its hide, burning and shredding flesh and fur. He used Armageddon Spear again as he smashed the hammer into her nose, then drove in with the skill.

Blood sprayed from the injury as he made contact, feeling the jarring impact up his arm. His Stamina dropped further. Even with the mitigating effects of his skills, these still cost a lot to use. Still, he had plenty more in reserve before he ran out, and if he did, his items would refill it.

Sylverana’s eyes blazed as she came out of the stun, and with a titanic roar, Keith was hurled backward, tumbling head over heel until he came to a halt against the side of a cliff he’d had created. His head was ringing, but he managed to maintain his focus, stopping himself from passing out or being stunned.

He spat to one side and tasted blood as he dragged himself back to his feet and restored his health with Humanity’s Hope. Sylverana took the damage once again, but she still didn’t seem to care. Boulders rose up all around her and streaked at him. He used Magician, avoiding one, dove through a second and under a third. The fourth clipped his shoulder, and the fifth he shattered with his hammer.

Sylverana had closed some of the gap, and a wave of force blasted out of her again, her Tele-kinetic skill ravaging his body as another assault began on his mind. Reaching into his inventory, Keith dragged out a spell scroll and tossed it at the monster, triggering it as soon as it was within range.

His health had dropped by over 5,000 points before it activated, and a rain of steel spheres fell on the monster’s head, shredding fur and flesh alike, even though the monster’s body deflected a good part of the scroll. Despite the effects, a small part of this was still magical, so she was able to batter it away with her armor.

He didn’t know how long he’d been fighting for, only that Sylverana had eyes only for him. He weathered one attack after the next, being battered around the battlefield like a fly before a massive swatter. Only his sharp reflexes and liberal use of his items kept him going. Her health continued to drop, whether he was attacking her or not.

In the back of his mind, he knew he needed to do most of the damage, but he had a plan for that. All he had to do was wait for the perfect opportunity, and he could see it coming as her health dipped below 70%.
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The world seemed to freeze as Sylverana did, her body stopping suddenly as ethereal purple light began gushing out of her body in pulsing waves. Keith didn’t know how this was going to work, but he sincerely hoped everyone wasn’t going to die because this wasn’t an attack that could be blocked.

Purple Planet seized him, constricting his body and crushing down on him with incredible force. Heatstance flared and he guzzled an Armor potion. All around him, Keith could see people rising into the air, and in the corner of his vision, he watched health points begin draining. His HP was dropping at 250 points per second, but his regen was keeping up with it, if just barely.

He didn’t bother struggling as he and over a hundred others soared up into the air. He needed to be ready, and he was sure Tac was warning the others. The crushing force intensified as he rose higher and higher, the terrifying monster finally coming to eye level before he rose higher still. The entire time, her burning crimson eyes remained locked on him, boring into his very soul with their intensity and malice.

Although Keith’s mind was free and clear, he felt as though he were being assaulted. As the pressure built, his health began to drain faster.

“I don’t like this,” Bob groaned, his body outlined in purple, just as everyone else’s. “I like my HP right where it is. Stupid monsters with undodgeable attacks!”

“Looks like we’re about to go down,” Keith grunted as Sylverana’s body flared brighter.

Gravity reversed itself. One instant, he was rising, and the next, he was plummeting toward the ground, the crushing force on his body growing by the second. He had to time this just right, as he knew things would end poorly if he acted too early. When he judged he was just ten feet up, Keith triggered his Shard Sponge.

It took a split-second to activate, in which time he moved to within a foot of the ground. Then, the pressure vanished, as though it had never been, and he landed softly, all momentum from the fall having been killed.

In the same instant, Sylverana was blasted into the ground, her body turning the area in her immediate surroundings into a crater, the earth shaking in response.

-181,000, Shard Sponge

Sylverana’s bones are broken: -10% to movement speed

Sylverana is stunned for 39 seconds

Keith didn’t waste the opportunity. With Heatstance still cloaking his body, he attacked the downed monster, his Speed Demon activating, and his hammer crashing into her head with all the force he could muster. He was inside the crater now, jagged spires of stone rising around him as water gushed into the empty hole. He was up to his calves in murky liquid, but he didn’t care, his hammer continuing to swing in a blur as he attacked the fallen beast.

More attacks soon followed as the other groups joined in, lending him their strength. More arrows and crossbow bolts rained from above, slicing into the defenseless monster, and all the while, Keith continued to attack. The hammer blurred as Armageddon Spear struck, followed by Shattering Snowflare twice in quick succession. Ancient’s Fury followed that, the night sky lightening up with flashes of red, blue, and white from within the crater itself, as Keith’s damage output grew by the second.

The timer ticked down in his head, and when it reached 34 seconds, he Lightswapped out of the crater, hurling his hammer as he did. Sunstance blazed around him as Sylverana rose like a wraith, her body exploding with purple light, and her screaming howl sending ripples of fear tingling down his spine. Keith shoved that fear down, knowing it was only the monster trying to hit him with a debuff. The fear was irrational, the monster had taken a serious beating, and her health had dipped significantly in the time she’d fallen, dropping down to 54%. She wasn’t quite at half of her massive health pool, but she was close.

Monster’s Bane struck as she rose, boulders flying into the air around her, clearly aimed at him. As before, he remained its sole target.

Keith locked her down using his twice-daily skill. He wouldn’t be able to use it again after this, and it wouldn’t make much difference as far as the monster’s attacks went, but they would leave her open to attacks from the remaining raid party, which was the point.

Sylverana blasted the shattered stone at him, ripping up the landscape in his immediate surroundings as he ducked, dodged, and shattered boulders from the air. One of them hit with too much force, wrenching his arm back and straining it in its socket. He grimaced as he felt his fingers go numb, just in time for an assault to slam into his mind.

She only held him for an instant before Jelly’s flashing blade shattered her concentration, but the instant was all Sylverana had needed. Shrouder, the only skill she had yet to use, crashed into Keith with all the force of an angry bull. Well, technically, it was Tele-kinetic, hidden inside the Shrouder skill. Shrouder could be cast on top of any skill, hiding its effects until the chosen time. In other words, Sylverana had already used the skill and planted it ahead of time.

Keith felt the impact on his chest, crushing his ribs and blasting him into the far side of their battlefield. Blood sprayed from the shredded skin beneath the armor, and his vision flashed red and black as he momentarily passed out. He dropped to the ground, damage notifications blaring warnings in his field of view.

His health was down to 5% and still falling due to all the debuffs he’d just been saddled with. Worse, it didn’t look like Sylverana was done. Glowing purple stones were gathering above her head, forming the image of a massive, spiked crown. This was another AOE called Target Practice. More than just a souped-up version of Stone Chucker, this skill hit both physically and mentally, crushing their bodies and minds at the same time, making defense all but impossible. He had two Lightswaps left.

Keith teleported above the monster, swapping spaces with one of the stones. He used a healing item, pushing his HP up by a meager amount, which continued dropping again almost immediately. He was right above the monster’s head, so it wasn’t difficult for him to use his new prosthetic’s effect.

King’s Kick blazed around his limb with golden light, shining even brighter than the Unconquerable Aura that had surrounded him for most of the battle. He felt Sylverana’s attention switch to him, but it was too late for her to do anything. There was a reason his spiritual banishment hadn’t failed him when Narial had come to kill him for the billionth time, and that was for one simple reason. The prosthetic was a part of his body, and because of that, its effects remained unchanged.

When a blazing foot the size of a small mountain came crashing down on the towering monster, its power wasn’t diminished in the slightest.

Sylverana’s concentration shattered as the massive foot crashed down on her, and her AOE went off early. Chunks of stone blasted out in all directions, raining down from the heavens with five times the force of normal gravity. The stones punched into the ground, sending up sprays of muck and water, the impacts causing the stones to shatter further into tearing shrapnel. He was sure Tac had warned the others of what had happened, but he couldn’t spare the attention as the damage notification flashed and Sylverana’s body plowed a furrow through the ground, blood spraying in her wake.

-53,999, King’s Kick

Sylverana’s Mana has been leeched!

Sylverana’s Psychic Shield has been shattered!

Keith barely had the chance to check the monster’s mana levels before his body was shredded to pieces by the blasting stone. He’d used Magician, followed by Lightswap, to drag himself away, but there were too many of them to avoid, and with his health already in the red, this was the final straw.

He hit the ground, his entire body in pure agony as his Peak Health tried to activate.

Once.

Twice.

Keith’s eyes went wide as the world started to fade around him, and a message began scrolling across his vision.

Your HP has hit Zero.

You have⸺

Oh, never mind. Dodged that one by a hair didn’t you!?

Keith gasped in a rattling breath as his HP ticked up to 1. Instantly, he jammed down on every healing item he had left. Several of them activated, while others didn’t. His health shot up by about half, only to start dropping immediately as his slew of broken bones and other injuries tore away at it. Fumbling at a potion bottle with shattered fingers, Keith pried the cork out with his teeth and swallowed it down in several painful gulps, his throat fighting him every step of the way, as it was swollen and choked with blood.

He coughed several times, crimson splattering to the ground around him as the potion began to work its magic.

A howl made him look up. He saw Sylverana still on the ground but readying another attack. Tele-Kinetic came flashing at him, and Keith used Magician, feeling his Stamina drain past where it normally should. There was a stutter as the skill passed over him, leaving him unharmed, and then his Stamina refilled by half.

Grimacing, he dragged himself to his feet, coughing painfully as his leg twinged in protest. Sylverana’s HP was down below half, and he’d used most of his trump cards. The only ones he’d left unused were his prosthetic hand and his armor, which would be unreliable at best. There was also his Title, which wouldn’t be weakened at all. He had his small window of immortality, but he wanted to save it for when it was really needed. As he felt his bones grind back into place, Sylverana shattered the Lock and rose back to her full height. Her body was covered in crimson, chunks of fur missing from her majestic form, and one of her five eyes was a scorched husk. Dark smoke poured from her mouth, and the ground rumbled as she growled.

Sylverana’s HP sat at 41%, and it was clear that she wasn’t done just yet. If anything, she looked even angrier and more terrifying than she had when the battle had first started, and that was despite all the obvious injuries covering her body. A quick check of her mana showed that his attack had drained a full quarter of her maximum, leaving her with only about a third in total. Her shield was gone, which meant the attacks hitting her were doing more damage, but none of that seemed to matter. She was still alive, and as white flames began cloaking her body, Keith knew this fight was about to become a whole lot harder.

Mentally, he triggered every effect in his armor at once as the massive monster’s body blazed white-hot, the tower of flaming white rising into the sky. She was using another AOE, Wide Whitefire, and she was coming for him once again.
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Sylverana’s body crashed into Keith in a brilliant detonation of blazing white, but instead of taking that as damage, Keith’s Wisp Armor thankfully sucked it all away. He’d never been so grateful that a skill had worked in all his life. Armageddon Spear pierced into her chest, while Combustive Body had blasted him a solid forty feet off the ground.

The impact threw him back as he watched a ring of fire wash over the battlefield and the tanks brace themselves to intercept. He was vaguely aware of Tac working in the background, but as before, he couldn’t spare the time to focus on what the artificial mind was telling the others to do. Sylverana remained solely focused on him as she had throughout their entire battle thus far, and that didn’t seem to be changing.

Exhaustion was starting to seep in as well as his Stamina began flagging, but it was more than just a loss of Stamina that was doing him in. He’d been fighting almost nonstop at the highest level he could manage since this battle began, and he knew he’d be doing so until Sylverana was dead or she tore him to pieces.

Stones slammed into him, and while his Plant Armor deflected some, more than one crashed into him. Wisp Armor absorbed it all, and twelve seconds into its activation, it slammed Sylverana with all the accumulated damage. It was supposed to work for fifteen seconds, but he would take what he could get.

-107,812, Wisp Armor

Sylverana staggered, her attack weakening for a moment and giving Keith the chance to unleash Devour. A massive, clawed hand of screaming red shredded into the monster’s body, ripping bloody furrows through her fur and dishing out a significant amount of damage.

-47,200, Devour

Keith landed in a crouch, his foot nearly twisting on a slick patch of ground. He caught himself just in time to be hurled head over heels by a psychic blast from the monster, which knocked his health all the way down to half, even with the mitigating effects of Sun Armor. Groaning, he pulled himself up, spitting blood and mud, to see that the skill had only absorbed about 40% of the damage, rather than the 90% it was supposed to.

Keith supposed it was better than nothing. He launched forward, his hammer swinging and sword flashing into his other hand. The blade cleaved and the hammer smashed as stones blasted down from above and continuously rose, speeding at him from all directions as he looked to close with the monster again.

Sylverana used Psycho Blast, and Keith ground his teeth as the assault on his mind stopped him dead in his tracks. A boulder slammed into him, knocking the breath from his lungs. His armor worked to mitigate enough damage to stop him from breaking his bones again, though it still hurt like crazy.

Someone must have attacked Sylverana, because the mental assault stopped quickly once again, and with a flash of his sword, the boulder was cleaved in two. Another rock was already speeding at him, and Keith used Magician, blazing to one side. Hammer and sword worked in tandem, ripping through the attacks Sylverana aimed at him. She was burning through mana at a quick rate, but his Stamina was dropping faster and knew he wouldn’t last too much longer.

The monster had realized where the greatest danger to her lay and was working to keep him at a distance. Every time he tried to close, an attack would stop him. She ignored everyone else, taking damage, her HP dropping to 30%, then 25, then 20. Keith needed to close so he could deal more damage, but she was entirely fixated on the idea of keeping him out of reach.

Speed Demon had him blasting forward, and Chronosphere boosted that effect even further. Finally, he was forced to use a trump card to close with the towering boss. War’s Bond blazed through him, his body feeling hot and powerful, as his stats shot through the roof. It was an interesting effect, as it seemed to vary and didn’t have a singular use. All Keith knew was that it was always useful, and for fifteen seconds, he was far stronger than he had been in the Fourliance.

He rushed forward, Sylverana’s attacks now seeming to come in slow motion. His Stamina was still dropping, so he used Stamina Block. His Stamina consumption dropped down to 20%, instead of being blocked completely. Still, it was better than nothing.

Keith closed the distance in a rush. Not wanting to risk any further Active Skills, which would sap his Stamina, he used his hammer and sword. The hammer crashed into the monster’s paw, and he flashed around her side, the world seeming to move so slowly that it crawled. His sword flashed and hammer bashed, ripping into Sylverana’s feet and legs. Instantaneously, his armor changed, and he hurled upward. It cost him Stamina to do so, but his armor retained his explosive speed, even in the air. He spun a circle around the monster, ripping and crushing with the blade and hammer. Damage notifications flashed faster than he could follow, but he wasn’t paying attention.

Keith reached the apex of his flight right before the monster’s face. Before the skill ran its course, he used Devour again. A hand four times the size of the previous one dropped from above, crushing the monster flat in an explosion of mud, blood, gore, and fur. Then the world sped up again as the notification flashed before his eyes.

-188,700, Devour, Duo

There was a mournful keen from below as the monster tried to rise, its eyes gummed shut with blood and muck. Her body was a mess of broken bones and pulped organs. Keith didn’t hesitate for an instant, his hammer flashing from above as he dropped like a meteor from the sky. It came crashing down on the monster’s skull in a spray of blood, fragments of skull, and brain matter.

-4,870, Massive Critical

Sylverana the Mist Beast dies!

+31,000 XP

+10,850 Bonus XP

Congratulations! You have completed the Quest: Wraith of Misthome

+125,000 XP

+43,750 Bonus XP

The World Item: Weakness of Mist has been added to your inventory.

25 Legendary Monster parts

Return to the Fourliance for the rest of your rewards.

Congratulations! For having a less than 1% casualty rate during a World Boss raid, you have been awarded a Special Item.

Sylverana’s Mist Token has been added to your inventory.

The special item was unexpected but most certainly welcome, especially after the battle he’d had. It was also nice to know that they’d suffered less than 1% in casualties, which made this his single-most successful raid of all time.

He knew he’d likely gained a bunch of skill levels and probably some stat points as well, but they would only show up once he left Humania. Keith was too busy being in horrendous pain and activating his one-time use skill. His hand glowed black as he placed it on Sylverana’s skull, where the hammer had struck the killing blow, which was one of the conditions of its activation.

For several moments, nothing happened and he was worried that he hadn’t done enough damage to the skill to activate. Then the notification appeared.

Conditional Skill: Spirit Drain has been activated!

You make take a single skill from the defeated monster. Spirit Drain will be forgotten as soon as the new skill is learned. The skill will be modified to feed off your primary power source, regardless of which the monster used.

The list of the monster’s skills flashed before him, and Keith now had a choice to make. Bob had said the skill would likely be modified for his use, but he hadn’t known until he’d seen the message, which was a relief, as Sylverana had used mainly mana for her skills, while he didn’t even have access to the stat.

“How are you doing, Tac?” Keith asked.

“Exhausted,” Tac said. “I’m takin’ a nap, bro. Please don’t bother me.”

That was new.

Bob appeared on his shoulder, his fur ruffled but otherwise unharmed.

“Any ideas about which skill I should be taking?” Keith asked.

“The obvious choice would be one of the AOEs,” Bob said. “Though they’ll likely cost you a boatload of power to activate. Just remember how much mana it took for her to use a single one of those attacks.”

Keith had pictured himself using those massive AOEs, but at a cost of 30 to 50,000 Stamina, he couldn’t afford to use them, even with the reduction in cost to his Active skills. That left the regular ones, which would still be far more powerful than just about anything he had.

“I like the idea of being able to assault people’s minds,” Keith said, thinking of Psycho Blast.

“You would need to hold whoever you’re fighting down and keep your concentration locked on them though,” Bob said. “That’ll leave you unable to fight. If you want my opinion, I’d go with either Tele-kinetic, Stone Chucker, or Shrouder. You already have Magician, so Mist Breath would be useless to you.”

After thinking for a moment, Keith had to agree with that assessment. That meant that his options were a psychic wave with physical force, a skill that allowed him to control and shift boulders with his mind, or one that shrouded the use of a skill, to be used whenever he saw fit.

The element of surprise would be more than enough to turn many a fight in his favor, but it didn’t add anything to his overall arsenal. It only gave him another trick to rely on, and if there was one thing he’d learned in this world, it was that sometimes, you had to rely on overwhelming strength.

Keith made his decision.

Congratulations! You have learned the Active skill: Stone Chucker

Stone Chucker – Monster Skill

Level: Master - I

You can move rocks with your mind. Good for you!

Cost: 1,000 STA per second

Damage: 4,500-6,500

Additional Effects: Rocks strike with 1.5X the force of gravity. If physical materials are used, you can turn earth mage spells against them. Crushing damage on impact. 30% chance for stone to shatter and cause additional piercing damage.

“That’s what I call a skill!” Bob exclaimed, pumping his fuzzy fists in obvious glee.

Keith couldn’t argue with him on that point. It was his single most damaging skill, and it was only at the Master level. He could scarcely imagine what a skill like this would be able to do at the Grandmaster or Sage levels. He could already think of a myriad of ways in which to incorporate this into his fighting style, but that would have to wait for another time.

He used his Spirit Crafting skill to harvest all the Essence, then pulled whatever materials he could from the monster. He got a new recipe, though he ignored the entirety of it, knowing he’d look it over later.

New Spirit Crafting Recipe Unlocked: Sylverana’s Mist

Keith turned then, examining his raid party from atop the fallen monster. He knew they’d all be able to loot from the dead monster. He was too exhausted to say anything, so he lifted his hammer, holding the weapon high over his head.

The gathered monster hunters cheered. It had been one of the hardest fights of his life, but they’d almost all come out of it alive.
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“Come on, take it out, take it out!” Bob shouted as Keith leaned his head back against the lip of the steaming tub.

“Just give me five more minutes,” Keith groaned, doing his best to ignore the monkey.

The aftermath of the battle had involved a lot of cleanup that had taken most of the night. By the time they emerged from the swamps, the sun was already beginning to rise. They headed back to the capital, which had taken another few hours because they’d gone on foot, and when they arrived, they were greeted like heroes.

Chuck was there to greet them personally, looking more than a little relieved to see him alive. They hadn’t gotten the chance to really talk, but that was mainly because the man had been swamped by people wanting to know what had happened.

Chuck had offered them rooms inside the non-destroyed parts of the castle, and the entire raid party had gladly accepted. They were all exhausted and in desperate need of some food and rest. Food was provided to the hungry fighters, and Chuck gave a short speech, thanking them for their bravery in defeating the threat so close to their home.

Once that was done, Keith had had a brief conversation with Bridget and Jelly, telling them when he’d be taking them all back home. It would have to be the following day, and while Jelly didn’t mind, Bridget was only too eager to get back home. Still, they knew how tired he must have been after that fight, so they said their goodbyes, leaving him to go to his room and unwind.

He’d been in the bath for all of five minutes before Bob started harassing him to take the World Item out and show it to him. Keith didn’t feel like doing it, but he knew that the longer he delayed, the less relaxing time he would have. Besides, World Items were exciting, and he was curious to see the new weapon that had been added to his arsenal.

The item appeared in his hand, mist pouring off it immediately, appearing almost like smoke from dry ice as it pooled down, mixing with the steam from the tub and continuing to fill the room. The item was a small, rounded sphere of grayish-looking glass that pulsed with a bead of condensed light at its center. As far as World Items went, it was one of the most unimpressive Keith had ever seen, but he knew that looks could be deceiving, and the mist that continued to pour from its surface had now blanketed the entire room.

Bob’s eyes were wide, and he pulled the description up with silent reverence, instead of the usual world domination talk.

Weakness of Mist

Legend has it that there was once an intelligent race called naiads, a form of aquatic humanoid who lived in rivers, lakes, and swamps. These creatures lived peaceful lives, away from the world and the march of civilization. When their homes were invaded by outsiders, they were unprepared for the slaughter that soon followed.

Lyra, queen of the naiads, saw her people falling and knew that they wouldn’t be able to hold out forever. They had powerful magic but were restricted in their use, thanks to the ancient curse that had bound them to the water in the first place. So, she did the only thing she could.

To preserve her race, Lyra used another curse. The mists swept through the swamps, their final stronghold against the invaders, and wherever the mists touched, the invaders were weakened. So long as they remained within the mist, no one would dare enter.

The invaders were crafty, and knowing of the naiads’ weakness, they sealed their lands. Choked off from any source of water, the entire race of naiads soon withered and died, but, despite their downfall, the mists remained, cursing the land for all eternity and preventing those who wished to claim it as their own from ever settling there.

Quality: World

Effects: Once per day, use the mists to weaken all enemies within a chosen area. The mists will continue to spread so long as the item is active, but the further the mists spread, the weaker the effects will become.

Warning: Leaving the item active for more than 2 hours will result in a longer cooldown time.

Note: Mist effects will linger for up to 72 hours after the item is cast, and sunlight will not touch the ground in that area. Use with extreme caution.

Value: Incalculable

“That’s interesting,” Keith said, staring at the small glass orb, which was barely larger than a marble.

He understood the concept behind the item, but what he didn’t understand was how it would work and how much it would weaken his enemies before the effects became useless.

“Interesting is one way to put it,” Bob said. “Freaking awesome would be a better description, though.”

“Care to explain?” Keith asked, stashing the item back in his inventory.

He hadn’t even activated it, and the entire bathroom was covered in heavy mist. He could scarcely imagine how far it would spread if he left it out.

“Didn’t you read the whole item description?” Bob asked.

“I did. It’s a great story and all, but it still doesn’t give me any kind of solid idea of what I’m working with here. I understand that this will sap away at someone’s strength, but to what extent will their power be reduced, and how long will I have before it is effectively useless because of how far it’s spread?”

Logically, he understood that this had to be good. It was a World Item, and one that could be used over and over again, unlike some of his others. To this day, his most powerful World Item had been the Song to Humanity, which had brainwashed an entire continent’s worth of humans, but how did some weakening mist qualify as a World-level item?

“Since you don’t seem to appreciate how amazing this item is, allow me to spell it out for you. The weakening effects of the mist don’t only lower stats, they also sap at skill levels, damage, reflexes, and mess with your sense of distance. If you’re thinking in terms of distance, you’d need to cover over twenty square miles before the effects started weakening even a little. Trust me when I say that you don’t even want this active for as long as it would take for the effects to weaken to the point where they begin to lose potency, or you’d be waiting days for the item to recharge.”

Keith rubbed his chin thoughtfully. Bob’s explanation helped a bit, but not as much as he’d have liked.

“We’re going to have to run a field test,” he decided. “We’ll use Bridget and the rest of her raid party to see what it does to them.”

“They’re not going to like that,” Bob said.

“I don’t care,” he replied with a shrug. “It won’t kill them, and they just made a boatload of money off this raid. They can afford to help me.”

Bob sighed.

“Have it your way. Just don’t say I didn’t warn you about how unpleasant the effects can be.”

Keith grunted noncommittally, deciding he could make his final decision once he was better rested and on his way back to the Fourliance. Of course, he’d be stuck in Beastland for a day before he returned home, but there was some business for him to attend there as well, so he wouldn’t be losing any time.

Once his bath was complete, Keith changed into a soft pair of night clothes, then examined the items he’d received from the raid. He’d gotten a whole bunch of monster pieces, but none of them stood out to him as extraordinary, which made him wonder what part of his reward he’d be receiving once he returned to the Fourliance.

There was little else for him to do, so instead of dwelling, he decided to stretch his tired muscles and finally go to sleep. That fight had taken a lot out of him, and Keith would need all the sleep he could get ahead of his meeting with Chuck the following morning.

***

“So, what now?”

Keith sat in a lavish office inside the king’s personal quarters. Guards waited outside – he could sense them waiting to dash in at the first sign of trouble – and Chuck sat across from him, looking distinctly uncomfortable.

“Now you rule,” Keith said with a shrug. “You’re the king. I’m sure you can figure it out.”

“That’s it?” Chuck said. “You’re going to saddle me with all the responsibility after murdering our previous ruler and his wife.”

“Pretty much,” Keith replied. “Just don’t go picking fights again for no reason, and don’t take advice from people who very obviously hate me and want me dead.”

Killing Marj had been a strange experience, given the difference in their power when the two of them had first met. When Keith first saw Marj in battle, the man had been larger than life, a towering figure of massive power and authority that could not be defeated. When he’d faced him in battle, the man had seemed so sad in comparison, like someone had taken Marj’s massive power and crammed it into the body of a child.

Chuck sighed, leaned back in his chair, and stared up at the ceiling.

“I was happy with my position, you know,” the vampire said. “I never aspired to rule.”

“Well, I don’t trust anyone else with the crown,” Keith said. “Tough luck. If you want to pass it on, go ahead, but I’ll probably just end up killing whoever you assign.”

“That’s cold, even coming from you,” Chuck replied.

“I’m being practical,” Keith said. “I didn’t live as long as I have by leaving my enemies alive. If someone shows overt hostility toward me or the people under my command, I make sure there’s a permanent solution to all our disagreements.”

“I suppose you do,” Chuck said, sitting up in his chair and interlacing his fingers. “I guess what I want to know is whether I’m really going to be in charge here, or if you’re going to be pulling my strings like some kind of royal puppet.”

“I’ve never aspired to rule nor pull strings,” Keith said. “All I expect is that you’ll treat me the same as you always have. We’ve been through a lot together, you and I. You’re a good man, Chuck. Someone I can actually trust, which isn’t something I give out lightly.”

“I know you have people you trust in Beastland, but what about the Fourliance?” Chuck asked.

“There is one person,” Keith said, thinking of Alicia.

He knew that no matter what happened, she would never betray his trust after all they’d been through together.

Chuck sighed again, rubbing at his temples.

“I assume you got the World Item?”

Keith nodded.

“Keeping things under control will be harder without Barren Wasteland.”

“I know,” Keith said. “But I’m sure you’ll figure it out. You’re a likable guy. Use that. One last thing before I go, since you’re the new king and all, I figure you should know. Guzzlarian the Glutton is an evil monster who wants to see your kingdom burn. Check all the Bloodrings and watch out for him. He’s the one running the underworld in Humania.”

Chuck’s eyes went wide as they unfocused at the appearance of the new quest.

“Stay sharp, Chuck, and stay in touch.”

With that said, Keith stood and headed out of the office, nodding to the nervous guards still standing watch and fidgeting at their posts.
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“Are you sure you can’t stick around?” Jelly asked as Keith stepped back into the crowd from Beastland.

“I have a lot of business to take care of elsewhere,” he replied. “But if you really need me, you know how to reach me.”

“Stay in touch!” Bridget called to Jelly. “It was nice finally getting to meet you in person.”

“You as well,” Jelly said. “Oh, and Keith, I’ll make sure to tell Cayla you say hi. She’s going to be raging mad that she missed your visit.”

“Please don’t,” Keith said, then teleported the entire group back to Beastland.

The instant they arrived, a slew of notifications hit him as his stats jumped, then jumped again. A quick scan showed that he hadn’t gained as many stat points as he should have, given the damage he’d taken in Humania, but something was better than nothing.

Before he could examine any of the messages, Bridget cut in, forcing him to dismiss the notifications and pay attention to her.

“We’re going to throw a big lunch to celebrate the win. We only lost a single fighter, which sucks but is also amazing, given how much more we could have lost in a raid like that. You’re going to be the guest of honor, and you can’t say no.”

“Can’t I?” Keith asked.

“Not if you don’t want me to resign as guildmaster,” Bridget said.

“Fine,” he sighed. “Just give me a few minutes alone.”

“There better be cake,” warned Bob. “It’s the only way I’ll be willing to deal with Cranky Keith.”

“We’ll have five kinds,” Bridget promised, and Bob began drooling.

Keith snuck off to a quieter part of the compound, then slid to the ground with his back to a wall and closed his eyes for a few moments, allowing his focus to sharpen. The noise from his surroundings died down, and he took a breath. He was calm, his thoughts collected. Only once he’d pushed everything down did he open his messages.

The first series of notifications were about skill upgrades, several of them pushing right to the peak of their tiers and on the brink of upgrading. Just a bit more, and he’d have a couple of new Grandmaster Active skills.

Skill: Heatstance has grown to Master level X

Skill: Hammerrang has grown to Master level X

Armageddon Spear was now at Master 9, and Magician was at Advanced 8. The real treats were the Sage skills that had grown. Both Hunter of Myth and Peak Health had grown by a single level each. Additionally, a skill of his had grown to the next tier.

Skill: Speed Demon has advanced to Master!

Speed Demon

Level: Master - I

You’re a Speed Demon. I kind of feel like it’s self-explanatory.

Cost: 100 STA per second

Effect: Control of movements are increased by a factor of 2

Additional Effects: +50% to Agility while active, pay additional 100 Sta per sec to double speed further for 10 seconds per hour

“That’s a great upgrade,” Bob said.

Keith nodded in agreement. The cost to use the skill had gone up in a big way, but the effects were more than worth it, especially the massive speed boost he could get once an hour.

Once he finished looking through his skills, Keith pulled the final item he’d received unexpectedly from the raid against Sylverana. Previous items he’d received as one-time rewards had been beyond amazing. One of his most valuable items, the one that had saved his life more times than he could count – Salantoa’s Mighty Totem, and its Shard Sponge effect – had come from just such a prize. His Lightswap skill was also attached to such an item, so he was eager to see what he’d gotten his hands on this time.

It was a ring, one made of a glasslike material, with smoky fog twisting through in endless loops. A single stone sat at the top, glaring and crimson, like one of Sylverana’s gleaming eyes. In all, it felt like an item that came from that monster. When Keith pulled up its description, he was glad to see that it was better than he could have imagined.

Name: Sylverana’s Mist Token

Quality: Legendary

Item Type: Ring

Effects: +75 to Strength & Luck. Once per day, cast the skill Mist Coin. Depending on the outcome, one of two effects will activate. Heads: All targets in the area of effect will have their Stamina drained to zero. Tails: All targets in the area of effect will have their mana drained to zero. Potions and item effects will be unusable for 30 seconds after the effect’s activation.

Value: 5 large & 2 small gold bricks, 16 large gold bars

This was an item he could get behind, and once again, something that seemed to be pushing him in the way of relying on his Luck stat. It was almost as though the system could see exactly what he was doing and feeding him items to help shore up his defenses.

Then again, that was probably exactly what the system was doing if Bob were to be believed.

“How big do you think the AOE of this effect will be?” Keith asked. “And do you think it’ll work on monsters as well?”

“You’ll have to test the AOE field, but if I had to guess, it won’t be any more than thirty feet with you at the epicenter. As for monsters, I’d say you can try, but I wouldn’t get my hopes up.”

Instantly stealing someone’s source of power and leaving them unable to recover for a half minute was basically a death sentence. Then again, if you knew how to get out of it or had a backup plan, it could be avoided.

For instance, Keith had skills that would fill in for him, like his Peak Health. Even if he couldn’t use item effects, he believed he could survive until he could use items again, but that was only if he was expecting it. Another weakness of this item was that it said nothing about blocking regeneration, so Stamina and mana would regenerate. Another weakness was the nature of the skill as well. He would need to flip this coin and hope it landed on the side he wanted. Then again, with a higher Luck stat came a greater chance of things working out in his favor, which had already shown itself to be true multiple times, especially during the raid against Sylverana.

Keith slotted the ring into the final space on his pendant, grateful that it hadn’t been a bracelet or belt clip. He felt his stats grow proportionally, then pulled up his status to see how he was doing after his time in Humania.

Status (Abbreviated)

Name: Keith the Armageddon Behemoth

Race: Ancient Sortie

Class: Mythic Hunter

Level: 66

XP: 723,508/1,163,700 (Reduced from 1,293,000)

HP: 18,710/18,710

STA: 17,030/17,030

Strength - 1,661 (Base 1,0001)

Vitality - 1,871 (Base 1,191)

Endurance - 1,703 (Base 970)

Agility - 1,344 (Base 832)

Wisdom - 309 (Base 114)

Luck - 996 (Base 676)

Skills

Passive

Sage of War: Sage – V

Probability: Sage – III

Peak Health: Sage – IV

Hunter of Myth: Sage – III

Discerning Eye: Sage – II

Quick Learner: Sage – I

Punisher: Grandmaster – X

All-Terrain Psycho: Grandmaster – V

Prodigy: Grandmaster – I

Judgment: Grandmaster – I

Spirit Crafting: Master – I

Intimidation: Advanced – III

Duo: Intermediate – VIII

Massive Booster: Intermediate – I

Stacked Odds: Intermediate – X

One-Man Raid: Intermediate – V

Extender: Intermediate – VI

Unconquerable Aura (Conditional): Intermediate – IV

Wood Carving: Intermediate – I

Active

Ancient’s Fury: Sage - II

Heatstance: Master - X

Hammerrang: Master - X

Armageddon Spear: Master - IX

Speed Demon: Master - I

Magician: Advanced - VIII

Chronosphere: Advanced - VI

Shattering Snowflare: Advanced - III

Combustive Body: Advanced - III

Stone Chucker: Master - I

Keith closed his status. He was so much stronger than he had been, yet there was still so much more to grow. He needed to become stronger still if he wanted to be able to stand up to the likes of Lihng, Jared, or any of the myriad of people who wanted him dead.

His base Strength had risen over 1,000, and his boosted Luck was only four points away from hitting that threshold. How much stronger could he be if he concentrated on raising his main stats, and when would the next big boost come?

“Twenty-five hundred,” Bob answered when he asked. “After that, the next big boosts come every twenty-five hundred points. Now, enough of all of this. There’s cake waiting to be eaten, and I will not be denied.”
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Bob groaned loudly as Keith appeared back at the guild in the Alchemist capital. It was around seven in the morning there, though it was just past midnight back in Beastland.

“I’m never going to eat cake again,” Bob groaned.

This was followed by a rumbling belch that Keith felt vibrating through his shoulder. Bob popped up, looking alert.

“Oh, I feel so much better,” he said. “You got any cake?”

“You have a problem,” Keith said distractedly as a new notification popped up before his eyes.

25 large gold bricks have been added to your inventory.

20 Legendary+ Sylverana parts have been added to your inventory.

5 Mythical Sylverana parts have been added to your inventory.

Keith grinned, understanding well why part of the reward had been held back until he’d returned to the Fourliance. He needed to go see Farah. It was time for some upgrades, but before he did that, he needed to make sure his guild hadn’t fallen apart in his absence.

To his surprise, he found the place booming. It didn’t take him long to find Servo, who was lounging by the newly built bar, nursing a mug of something strong.

“Isn’t it a bit early to be drinking?” Keith asked.

Servo smirked, raising his mug and taking a sip.

“Hey, it’s 5 o’clock somewhere,” the man said with a shrug.

“Wow. Even here. Unbelievable,” Tac said. “You know what? Never mind. I totally believe it. It’s definitely 5 o’clock somewhere. Ey! Bartender. Give me a shot of your finest schnaps!”

The bartender, a short human girl with blonde pigtails, whirled around, looking for the source of the voice. It seemed that Tac had spoken into her mind and not just Keith’s. He would now need to explain what had happened to the confused-looking girl.

“Did you want another drink?” she asked Servo.

“Yes. I think I would,” Servo replied, draining his mug.

Never mind.

“Mind telling me what’s been going on here in the time I’ve been gone?” Keith asked, still looking around.

“A boom in recruitment is what happened,” Servo said. “We’ve been steadily taking on jobs and killing monsters. People began to get wind of it and started coming to join. Speaking of, can you put more people in charge? Maylee and I can’t handle everything ourselves. It’s getting tiring, and I haven’t been on a raid in over a week.”

Keith shrugged.

“Do what you want. Just keep in mind that anyone assigned to those positions will still answer to you or Maylee.”

Servo raised his refilled mug and took another long sip. Keith left him to his day drinking. If the man wasn’t working, Keith didn’t care if he got trashed. Then again, getting that drunk at his level might be a bit difficult.

Keith entered the forge and heard a series of ringing clangs. He noted the line of people waiting by the counter and Bob let out a low whistle.

“Looks like that smith of yours has gotten popular.”

Keith grunted, then walked right to the front of the line, earning shouts of annoyance from several people.

“Hey! You can’t just cut the line!” growled a tall bearian man dressed in plate armor as Keith stepped right up to the counter.

“Tell Farah I’m here to see her,” Keith told the man working behind the counter.

The man, of course, knew who he was and jumped to obey, dashing off and earning another shout of protest from those who’d been waiting in line.

“Privilege of being the guildmaster,” Keith said, turning to address the bearian. “Unless you have a problem with that.”

The bearian’s eyes flicked to the area just above Keith’s head, where he knew his title would be displayed to anyone who chose to look. The man visibly paled, which was impressive, given all the fur, and took a step back.

“Oh, please forgive me. I really didn’t mean⸺”

Keith waved him off.

“Just use your brain next time instead of assuming. If I’m cutting the line and the person behind the counter does what I ask, maybe there’s a good reason for that.”

Before the bearian could say anything else, the man returned and waved him through.

“She’s waiting for you in the back.”

“Thank you,” Keith said, then stepped around the counter and walked into the back of the shop.

The place had looked neater and more organized every time he’d been back here, and this was no exception. Almost all of the refuse had been removed, and the space looked like a proper smithy, with various stations manned by people in heavy leather aprons working on various projects. Farah was standing near the back of the room, talking to a short man that looked to be a mix of otter and weasel. He was short, only about four feet tall, but he was just as wide and covered in knotted muscle.

Farah finished speaking with the man, then turned to Keith as he approached.

“I got all those coins that you asked for,” she said. “Is that what you came for?”

Keith shook his head.

“I just came back from a World Boss raid, and I have some items I think you might be interested in.”

The clanging in the smithy stopped instantly as though all the smiths had heard what he’d just said.

“Did you say World Boss?” Farah asked.

“Yup,” Keith replied. “I’ve got a whole bunch of parts that I’d like worked into something epic. If you have the time.”

Farah nodded emphatically, spinning in place and rushing back to one of the empty workstations. As she walked, she began yelling.

“What are all you idiots doing just standing around!? We have about a billion orders to fill!”

Work resumed immediately.

“Alright,” she said, clearing her worktable. “Show me what you’ve got.”

Keith began pulling the materials he’d collected, piling them on the table. The larger pieces were placed on the floor, and one and all exuded a certain trait that seemed synonymous with the monster herself. A light mist began filling the smithy, though it didn’t seem to be harming anyone.

“Now this is quite the haul,” Farah said, running his fingers over the various items. “So, what did you have in mind?”

“A new set of armor,” Keith said. “I’d also like a new sword and crossbow if you can manage it.”

“I can manage that and then some,” she replied. “Is there anything else you’d want?”

Keith scanned the items, then picked a few up and stashed them back in his inventory.

“I’ll take those to the alchemist,” he explained. “I could always use some more items. If you could fashion some rings, that would be great. I’d also love a bigger weapon. Maybe a hand cannon or something similar.”

Farah was rubbing her hands and grinning from ear to ear as she began stacking items. The Legendary+ materials were more plentiful, and some were quite large. One literally looked like a massive, rounded sheet of gleaming metal, though it had a purple sheen that reminded him of Sylverana.

Name: Mistthryl Spinal Disk

Crafting material for weapons, armor, items, and elixirs

Quality: Legendary+

Value: No less than 8 large & 7 small gold bricks, 77 large gold bars

“What kind of metal is this, do you think?” he asked, tapping a finger against the disk.

“No alloy that I’ve ever seen before,” Farah said, practically humming in sheer joy. “I’ll have to do some testing and experimenting to find the exact composition. I do have to warn you that all of this will take me a couple of weeks. These are serious high-quality materials that I’ve never worked with before, so I’m the only one who’ll be able to work on them, and I’ll need to take things slowly.”

“That’s fine,” Keith said. “I do want to know if you’ll be able to preserve some of the materials though. I have other uses for them.”

“Of course, that should be easy,” Farah said, sliding her fingers over a knobby heart-shaped chunk of diamond swirling with purple and silver light.

There was more mist collected around this than any of the other materials, and Keith could sense real power coming off the item.

Name: Sylverana’s Psychic Heart

Crafting Materials for armor, items & elixirs

Quality: Mythical

Value: 299 large gold bricks

“What are you planning on doing with this?” Keith asked, looking at the heart with interest.

“I’m not sure yet,” Farah said, stroking the item like it was a favored pet. “But let me assure you that it’ll be something extra special.”

“She’s kind of creeping me out, bro. We should leave before she starts doing weird stuff with that heart thing.”

“Let me know when everything’s finished,” Keith said.

Farah nodded, not even looking at him at this point as she oohed and aahed over the table filled with valuable items. Keith left, heading out of the smithy and up to his private room, where he removed his armor and sat down by his desk. He had a good view of the city from here, and he sat in silence, watching the goings on outside and allowing his mind a few minutes to rest before he’d need to jump on his next mission.

“Where are we going next?” Bob asked after about thirty seconds of silence.

So much for that.

“We have a bit of time before everything we’re waiting for comes together,” Keith said. “So we’re going to investigate the Ancient Barrow.”

Bob’s mouth snapped shut. The monkey did not look pleased with that answer.
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The carriage sped through a darkened field of swaying grass that stood nearly ten feet tall. With visibility so limited, obstacles of all sorts could jut out at them any second. They could go flying off a cliff before they knew what was happening. None of that stopped Keith from driving like the complete maniac he was, pushing the carriage at top speeds through the field, leaving chaos and destruction in his wake.

The rumble of thunder could be heard in the distance, and flashes of lightning accompanied them. According to Bob, another superstorm was on its way in, though Tac was fairly certain it wouldn’t hit them, given their direction.

This was their fourth day on the road, traveling through dense and inhospitable terrain which was only growing worse as the days went on. Keith hadn’t known where to start looking, so he’d spoken with Astrid and asked about the Ancient Barrow.

She seemed as nervous as Bob to be talking about it. Apparently, there were some dark legends surrounding the place, but Keith wasn’t the superstitious sort and told her as much. She’d reluctantly given him the approximate location deep into the wilds of the Beastly Faction Conglomorate.

Sneaking in had hardly been an issue, but the travel had been difficult. Keith had been forced out of his carriage more than once already, needing to scale sheer cliffs, slide down steep mud banks, and travel over shattered crystalline fields. His carriage wasn’t built for terrains like this, but he was pushing it as hard as it would go to save on time.

The Fourliance was massive, and if he took things slowly, it could take him a month to reach the place. Bob had been silent most of their trip, sullen and clearly afraid. He didn’t say why, which was new for him, but Keith wasn’t going to be talked out of it. He’d left himself a trail of breadcrumbs and would follow it all the way to the very end, whatever that end entailed.

Still, the monkey was probably the best friend Keith had in this world, so, against his better judgment, he decided to try engaging him in conversation.

“You know, I’ve noticed I’ve been getting a lot more Legendary+ and Mythical materials since coming here,” he said. “When do you think I’ll finally find an Ancient-quality item?”

Bob let out a snort, clearly not wanting to engage. He was unable to help himself, as he was technically still Keith’s guide and there to answer questions about the world.

“Ancient-quality items are nearly as rare as World Items,” Bob said with another snort.

“I’ve already collected a whole bunch of World Items though,” Keith pointed out.

“From completing quests or killing extremely powerful monsters,” Bob replied. “Have you gone on a single quest to find an Ancient item? No? Well, there you have it.”

“How are Ancient and World items similar?” Keith asked as their carriage was jostled by a deep divot in the ground.

“Well, for one, they can’t be created,” Bob said, his bad mood lessening somewhat as he spoke. “Unlike World Items, they can be worked on, though only Sage-level skill holders will be able to do anything with them.”

“Does that mean that Ancient quality monster materials don’t exist?” Keith asked.

“Materials exist,” Bob said. “They just can’t be crafted into anything new, only used to add on to an already existing item or used for repair.”

“Is Mythical the highest-quality elixir I’ll ever be able to make?”

“Only if you can’t find the right item to craft it in,” Bob replied.

“Do you know where I can find such an item?” Keith asked.

“I might,” Bob replied. “But seeing as we’re going to our certain deaths, I don’t think I’ll tell you.”

“In other words, you don’t know,” Keith said.

“I know everything,” Bob snapped. “Which is why I’m telling you this is a terrible idea!”

“So you keep saying,” he replied. “I’m not stopping, Bob. We’re going to the Ancient Barrow, so you can stop sulking about it. How many times have we been in situations where you were sure we would die?”

“More than I can count,” the monkey grumbled.

“And are we dead?”

“Not yet,” Bob said, albeit reluctantly, as though he would much rather have said that they were indeed no longer among the living.

“Then take a breath and stop sulking. Whatever’s waiting there for us can’t be worse than what we’ve already faced.”

“That’s because you don’t know what we’re facing,” Bob sighed, slumping back in his seat. “But, if you’re going to insist, there isn’t really anything I can do to stop you. I’m just going to have to hope we don’t die slow and painful deaths, over and over again.”

Keith decided not to rise to whatever bait the monkey was trying to goad him into and instead remained silent, thinking of what they’d discussed. Apparently, Ancient quality items were quite rare. He decided he would need to get his hands on a few to see why.

The storm continued to rumble in the distance as Keith stopped the carriage for the night, setting his bunker and heading down, away from the potential stormy weather.

Bob was in a better mood during dinner and especially appreciated the hot bath. He was out like a light within minutes of going to bed. Keith, on the other hand, stayed on the floor in a meditative position, his mind working furiously to pull together the small scraps of information he knew.

Despite what he kept telling Bob, Keith was nervous about exploring the Ancient Barrow. With so many people warning him away from the place, it was likely to be bad news. Bob hadn’t tried this hard to talk him out of fighting the World Monsters. Neither had Astrid. He was getting closer to whatever truth had forced him to suppress his memories, but how did it involve the Ancient Barrow?

He remembered where he’d gotten the quest as well, when he’d questioned his good fortune in receiving his race upgrade and two Sage-ranked skills. His curiosity overrode his caution, as did his need to answer the burning question that remained a blank hole in his mind, no matter how hard he tried pulling it all together.

Finally, he was forced to give up and go to sleep. The Barrow wasn’t going anywhere, and he would reach it soon enough. Hopefully, the answers he was looking for would be there waiting for him.

The following day was just as gloomy and dark, and it seemed as though the storm had changed direction in the night. Keith continued, the carriage finally clearing the grassy fields to reveal a towering mountain. It was so tall that it disappeared into the clouds. It looked as dark and uninviting as could be, which told him he was moving in the right direction.

He was getting close to the marker on the map. Once he reached it, he would need to start searching for the Barrow itself, as even Astrid didn’t know its exact location. The fact that he hadn’t run into so much as a single animal, monster, or intelligent being during his trip should have been warning enough, but Keith was determined.

The wheels crunched as he began his ascent up the mountain, speeding along paths that looked ancient and weathered. Much of the day was spent climbing, searching for new ways up, and exiting the carriage to scale sheer cliffs and unpassable landslides.

It was nighttime before they made it to the bank of clouds, where Keith set up camp for the night, forced to remain aboveground, due to the risk of seismic activity in a climate like this. Everything was loose underfoot, which meant the tunneling bunker would most certainly cause some bad things to happen.

It was a cold night in the small tent – it had begun raining on their last hour as well, making the ground slick and wet – and a miserable one as well. They were camped on the slope of a mountain, so there was no actual flat ground, only some improvised space made by Keith. They were dry, but he was forced to sleep in his armor to keep the dropping temperatures at bay, while Bob lay in his cloak, trying not to shiver.

The morning couldn’t come fast enough, and when it did, they continued their climb, forced to stay on foot for most of the day as they entered the clouds and had their visibility cut. The next day was much the same, ice starting to form in the cracks and over the ground, making their climb all the more perilous. It felt like ages before they reached the summit of the mountain that dwarfed Everest. With his stats, he could have scaled a mountain like that in a day-and-a-half, a feat that was impossible for an ordinary human.

The wind at the peak screamed, threatening to tear him from his perch. The air was clear, and he could see the landscape in all directions peeking through the clouds every now and then. Bob was hiding under his cloak, and his armor was fighting to keep him warm, as was his sortie blood.

It had to be -100F or colder up here, making this one of the coldest climates Keith had ever visited in all of his lifetimes. There were only a handful of times when he’d been somewhere colder, and all of them had been extremely perilous. This time was no different.

“Temperatures are dropping fast, bro, and oxygen up here is lower than my cousin Clemmy’s self-control on doughnut day. You have about five minutes before you start getting lightheaded, even with your high Vitality and Endurance.”

Keith could see as much. His Endurance was dropping just by standing up there, as was his Vitality. He had a debuff called Frostbite 5, and it was slowly creeping up to 6. He didn’t want to know what would happen when it hit 10. His armor could only insulate him from so much, and he could feel the temperature continuing to fall.

Still, he didn’t move, continuing a slow turn as he examined the landscape below. There was a reason he was up here, and that was for the perfect vantage point it provided.

“I’m giving you your 60-second warning, bro,” Tac said. “It’s colder than my aunt Gracie’s freezer on drive-by day, if you know what I mean.”

Keith had no idea what the artificial mind was talking about, but he had spotted what he was looking for. At the base of the mountain, a small splotch of black had appeared. He’d only seen it for a moment, but the instant he’d spotted it, a cold chill had run down his spine – one that had nothing to do with the freezing temperatures up here.

He began to move, leaving the freezing mountaintop behind as he started his dangerous descent down the opposite side of the mountain. It took him nearly as long to get down as it had for him to climb up in the first place, and the closer he got, the more the sense of pressure and foreboding pressed down on him.

By the time he could see the space, Bob was only visible as a shaking lump beneath his cloak, and Keith wasn’t feeling too good about his decision to come here. As he reached the base of the mountain and found himself facing the crumbling gateway into the Ancient Barrow, he steeled himself. Unnatural fear or not, he wasn’t going to back down now, not when he’d worked so hard just to reach this space.
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Perpetual night seemed to hang over the Ancient Barrow as dark clouds swirled overhead, blocking out the sun in its entirety. Thunder rumbled ominously overhead, though the air was dry and barren. Not so much as an iota of life could be seen anywhere, and that included inside the ground itself.

Fossilized trees covered the small hill that rose some twenty feet, and unnatural mists clung low to the ground. This area reeked of death – not in the sense that something had died here, but in the complete absence of life, though Keith was sure there were many dead things in this Barrow.

A small fence surrounded the area, made of crumbling blocks of dark stone. The archway stood before him looked as though it could fall over at the slightest touch. The Barrow itself wasn’t very big, perhaps 100 feet across, but it felt massive.

“You know, it’s not too late to turn back now,” Bob said, his voice coming out at barely above a whisper. “We can leave. Pretend we were never here.”

Keith stepped through the archway, feeling the unnatural chill intensify as he did. He knew this had to be some form of debuff settling over him, yet no notifications appeared to tell him if he was correct in his assumptions.

The ground underfoot crackled and crunched, as though the dirt itself had been mummified, and small tufts of dust rose each time he took a step. The noise was deafening in an area so devoid of sound, but there was little Keith could do to deaden the sounds. He simply remained on his guard, prepared to act at a moment’s notice.

He walked a slow perimeter around the fence, finding nothing out of the ordinary, other than a few scattered bones. Some of them looked humanoid, while others belonged to animals or monsters. Regardless, it seemed that many creatures had indeed died here, which meant he had to be ready for a fight.

Keith began walking up to the top of the Barrow, his feet feeling slow as they did. Finally, a debuff popped up, alerting him to a new status effect.

You have been Death Blighted: -250 HP per second

That was a significant debuff, especially considering how his health only recovered every five seconds. Some quick math told him how much time he’d have here before he ran out. Keith pulled a potion, just in case, only to see another notification.

Warning! You are in a restricted area. All consumable items will have their effects negated.

So much for that idea.

He stashed the potion and sped up, walking faster to reach the top of the hill. It didn’t take long, and when he did, he almost wished he hadn’t.

A single hole sat at the top of the Barrow, with an old, crumbling ladder leading down into absolute darkness. Even the light from his armor seemed unable to penetrate more than a couple of feet, which didn’t bode well for his overall health and wellbeing. Additionally, from up there, he could see another disturbing detail that he couldn’t have seen from any other part of the Barrow itself.

There were carvings in the ground, set at a specific angle and in a clear sequence. It was complete gibberish to him, but perhaps Bob could translate.

“Hey, Bob, what does that say?” Keith asked, coaxing the monkey out of his hiding place.

Bob’s eyes peeked out, the cloak still wrapped around his body. He was shivering and seemed to be more terrified than Keith had ever seen him.

“Come on, Keith,” he said in a low voice. “Can’t you see a warning when it’s so clearly spelled out?”

“No time for cryptic warnings, Bob,” Keith said. “My health is draining as we speak.”

At the current rate, he had about 75 seconds before his health hit 0, and in a place like this, he was nervous that his skills and items might not function properly. He would need to do a test soon, but he couldn’t count on any of them working.

“Fine,” Bob snapped, his voice trembling. “It says ‘Beware all you who enter. The truth is inescapable. Once opened, the secrets within cannot be unlearned.’”

“Well, that only sounds slightly ominous. I say we jump in and don’t even worry about it. What’s the worst that could happen?”

Keith was tempted to turn and leave. He’d learned something so terrifying that he’d purposefully forgotten it. He suddenly got the distinct feeling that once he went in, everything he’d had Tac suppress would come rushing back, and this time, he wouldn’t be able to forget. Whatever was contained within would be that powerful and damaging.

He only hesitated for a moment longer before he took a step forward and dropped. The wind rushed past him, musty and old, but only for an instant. He hit the ground, bones crunching beneath his feet as he did. The interior was completely hollow and filled with the bones of the dead. The area was lit from within, an eerie blue-green light illuminating the entire space.

“I think I’m going to be sick,” Bob said as the trembling intensified.

The smell of death was palpable like a physical force, though Keith’s health didn’t drop any faster. It wasn’t hard to spot the center, where a black, marble dais stood out from the ocean of bleached bones.

Green mist coalesced at its center, where a throne carved of the same black marble stood. A corpse sat on the throne. It was a withered and mummified horror, with a shining black crown sitting upon its head. No weapons sat nearby, at least, none that Keith could see, but the fact that there were so many dead meant that this thing had to be the cause.

He drew his hammer in one hand, and the crossbow in the other. If the thing so much as twitched, he’d fill it with so many bolts it wouldn’t even have the chance to stand.

The mummified creature remained where it was, milky eyes staring off into nothingness as he approached, the crunch of bones growing louder and louder as he walked.

“You know, this kind of reminds me of every single horror movie ever,” Tac said. “Cousin Sherly loved them. Her brother Temple didn’t really enjoy them very much, though. She used to scare him at night by jumping out of his closet with creepy masks on. Shame Temple decided to sleep with that bazooka under his pillow that one time.”

Tac’s ramblings helped distract Keith long enough to reach the dais, which remained clear of bones. As soon as he stepped onto the black marble, the green mist began to swirl around the mummified corpse.

“We’re all going to die,” Bob sobbed, shivering beneath the cloak. “I haven’t eaten nearly enough cake to die!”

“Hmm, I don’t know about this, bro,” Tac said. “Looks weird to me. I can’t see past all the misty stuff. I don’t like it. Make it move so I can see.”

“Who dares disturb my slumber?”

“Holy poop on a haunted stick!” Bob screeched, diving off Keith’s shoulder and hiding on his back.

The monkey was trembling so hard that Keith imagined he could feel his armor shaking.

The mummified creature had spoken, its glossy eyes having taken on a ghostly sheen as the mist swirled around its body.

“That would be me,” Keith said, raising his hammer.

The head swiveled in his direction, and the burning eyes seemed to pin him in place.

“Another foolish mortal comes to hear truths he is ill-prepared to receive,” the ghostly voice said, echoing eerily and far too loudly within the confines of the Barrow.

“Mortal, yes,” Keith said. “I don’t know about the foolish part.”

“You are here, are you not?” asked the mummified creature. “That action in and of itself makes you foolish.”

Keith noticed something interesting then. His HP had frozen. It no longer dropped, though it didn’t regenerate either. It seemed that while he was speaking with this creature, he was in a sort of stasis. Did that mean it wouldn’t attack him, and if not, what were all these bones doing here?

“What exactly are you?” Keith asked, lowering his hammer.

“I am the Keeper of Truths,” the wizened skeleton said. “The Cursed King who knew too much. I was banished here and cursed for eternity by the System itself. Now, I speak truths to those who come seeking my knowledge.”

“Who are all these dead people?” Keith asked, gesturing behind him.

The mummified man’s lips twisted into a grotesque smile, showing rotting teeth and a withered tongue that looked more like a raisin than an organ.

“People come looking for the truth. The truth is a dangerous and terrible thing. All those you see before you are the ones who could not handle what they heard. They remained frozen in sheer terror as the miasma sucked the life from their bodies. You will soon join their ranks, remaining here for all eternity, your bones serving as yet another warning to those who believe they can handle the truth.”

“I could just turn around and leave,” Keith said.

Even as he said it, he knew it wasn’t true, and the skeletal smile confirmed his theory.

“Truth is the price of entry. Step off the dais without receiving it, and you will die, just as surely as you will when the truth is revealed. So, step off or ask your question. You have one minute to decide.”

The Cursed King went silent and still as a statue, the only signs of ‘life’ being the mists that continued to swirl about its body.

Keith began to think. According to this skeleton, he was going to die either way. He was never one to back away from the truth, and his mental faculties were second to none in this world. After all he’d been through, he was confident he could handle whatever this creature told him. The only question was which question to ask.

He’d originally gotten this quest because he’d wanted to know why he kept getting items that seemed way too good. For some reason, he felt that that was the wrong question to ask.

“Tac?” Keith asked.

“Yeah, I think this meets all the requirements. Here you go.”

The memories came flooding back, and in an instant, Keith knew what he needed to ask. He also understood why he’d elected to have his own memory wiped, and why he’d agreed to kill Alvin in the first place.

He needed trust, to be seen as thoroughly cowed and above suspicious. He’d needed to keep his mind clear and focused, and in no way give away what he had planned.

Keith took a deep breath, then asked his question.

“How do I permanently kill a Spirit?”
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Keith had begun theorizing the possibility of killing a Spirit the moment he was able to banish one from the world by destroying their Anchor. Although Tenor didn’t say as much and had claimed the opposite, Keith began digging into the possibility in his spare time. Embarking on a mission like this wasn’t just risky, it was downright terrifying.

If Tenor had even suspected he was looking for a way to destroy Spirits, Keith didn’t doubt for a second that the Spirit of War would destroy them during their next meeting. Unlike many of the others, Tenor wouldn’t give any form of warning. The instant Keith removed his ring, the Spirit would attack him, and he wouldn’t have time to react.

The more Keith had looked into it, the more he’d begun to discover small things, here and there, though there was nothing concrete. At least, not until he discovered the existence of curses.

Once he did, it didn’t take long to discover the origin of curses and how they functioned. In a nutshell, curses could only be cast as a byproduct of a Spirit’s meddling, whether that be an item, skill, or something else. It had taken some doing, but when Tenor had told him that only direct intervention from a Spirit could counteract Alicia’s curse, it had confirmed the theories he’d been chasing.

Where did the idea of curses and the destruction of a Spirit meet? After all, just because a Spirit could cast or destroy a curse didn’t mean the Spirit themselves could be destroyed.

But, just as with curses, Spirits existed on a conceptual level. The entire concept of curses made no sense when one thought about it. A death curse meant there was only a single avenue of escape, and that was by asking a Spirit for help. But what if the Spirit didn’t want to help?

That was where the theory came in.

Curses were powered by Spirits, so if the curse couldn’t be counteracted, the only logical conclusion was that removing the power source of said curse would rid the victim of the curse’s effects. Destroying an Anchor wouldn’t be enough, as the Spirit’s influence could still be felt.

If a Spirit could indeed be killed permanently, the real question was how. How did one kill a concept? After all, you couldn’t simply kill light. It was light. You could snuff out the sun, but if you lit a fire, the light would still be there.

It was the same as life. If he killed Nariel, would all life cease to exist? Somehow, Keith doubted it, though there would have to be some pretty serious consequences for permanently removing the embodiment of a concept that affected so much of the world.

Despite all that, Keith was willing to roll the dice. He was getting sick and tired of the Spirits – Tenor, especially – using him as their pawn and personal plaything. He had a job to do, and they kept getting in his way. With Tenor’s latest stunt, he’d put him on a clock. Do something for him, or die. Keith didn’t like ultimatums, and Tenor had crossed him one too many times.

The mist around the Cursed King swirled thicker, and the rattling voice of the specter resounded through the Ancient Barrow. The laugh was about the most menacing Keith had ever heard. So much so that Bob froze stiff on his back, the terrified monkey finally having lost consciousness, somehow managing to hang on despite that.

“You seek dangerous knowledge, sortie,” the Cursed King said, his jaw clacking and eyes blazing. “But a question has been asked, and now an answer must be given. I should warn you, that should anyone discover you have this knowledge, every Spirit and their followers will hunt you to their dying days. You will never have a moment’s rest, nor will you be safe anywhere a Spirit’s reach can touch.”

“Can I recant my question?” Keith asked.

“Oh, no,” the skeleton chuckled. “Only that the knowledge you have asked for is the single most dangerous truth anyone has ever asked of me. Normally, people simply ask about their futures or how to find a powerful artifact. How to win a woman’s heart and so on. This…this is a world-changing truth.”

The Cursed King chuckled again, seeming genuinely pleased, which probably wasn’t a good thing. Still, it was too late now. Keith was committed.

“Spirits exist in two planes. The material and the conceptual,” the Cursed King began. “A Spirit’s physical form is allowed to manifest in the presence of an Anchor, while its conceptual form is allowed to exist thanks to its Origin, the place where it was first brought into being.

“Spirits, just like people, are constantly born, though once they come into existence, they do not die so easily. As new things are discovered, new Spirits are created to take up the mantle of said concept. For instance, the Spirit of the Underworld was created thanks to thievery and deceit, while the Spirit of Masonry was born when the first stoneworkers began fashioning a dwelling in the continent of Humania.

“Every Spirit has an Origin, the point of existence where it first came into being. To destroy a Spirit completely, you must break the physical and spiritual. However, the spiritual must be destroyed before the physical to make the Spirit mortal. Destroy the Anchor first, and the Origin travels with the Spirit into the realm beyond mortal reach.

“Destroy the Origin, and the Anchor becomes the Spirit’s only point of existence, trapping it here, in the material world, with no point of escape.”

“I understand the concept,” Keith said as the king finished speaking. “What I don’t understand is what the Origin is and how to destroy it.”

He was worried the undead creature wouldn’t deign to answer him. After all, it had given him the information he’d asked for. However, it looked like the question still fell under the terms of his question, as the specter answered.

“The Origin is the location in the physical world where the Spirit first came into being, where the concept of their greater existence was born. Trust me when I say that you’ll know one when you see it. Destroy the area. Burn it to the ground. Drop a meteor on it. Open the earth and swallow it. However you wish to go about it, you may. There’s no special technique involved. You only need to destroy the area in question, and the Spirit’s body will manifest somewhere in the world, knowing what has been done and how mortal they now are.”

“Won’t areas like that be well protected?” Keith asked.

“I gave you the information you asked for,” the Cursed King said, the spectral smile growing unnaturally wide now. “What you do with that information is up to you entirely.”

“Can the Spirit recover the area and restore it to how it was before?” Keith asked.

The Cursed King simply laughed. The green mists began to fade, signaling the end of their little chat. The specter’s voice floated out of the mist as his body went still and the fog began to collapse.

“You’d best run along, sortie. Or don’t and remain here to die. The truth is often the most terrifying thing anyone can say.”

The mist faded then, leaving Keith to stare at the unmoving corpse on the throne. His health began to tick down. It was time to go. He hesitated. The Specter hadn’t been lying when he said the information would be dangerous. A single slipup, and the entire world would be after him as Spirits looked to kill the man who knew how to end them.

Maybe it would be better to do as the Cursed King had said and stay here. He would die, but his fate would be far worse if he were to be found out.

“You’re not really planning on staying, are you?” Tac asked.

“Not on your life,” Keith replied, turning and running for the ladder.

Despite its shoddy appearance, the ladder held as he climbed out of the hole and emerged back in the creepy Barrow. For some reason, it didn’t affect him the way it had coming in, but his health continued to drop. He ran for the exit. Only once he’d crossed the gate did his health stop dropping and slowly began to recover.

He stood by the exit, breathing evenly as he recovered his breath, mind whirling with all the new information until a notification popped up before him.

Quest Update: In the Shadows

Well, this definitely took a turn. I was expecting you to ask about the items, but this is much better! You now have some seriously dangerous info, my man. Better not be found out. Otherwise, everyone will want to kill you, and I mean everyone.

The good news is that you now have a way to murder Spirits! Yay. You can finally fight back, so that’s what you should probably do. Go murder a Spirit. Oh, and don’t let anyone catch you doing it. Refer to the whole ‘everyone will be after you’ part of this quest.’

Difficulty: World

Current Objective: Permanently kill 1 Spirit without being discovered (0/1)

Current Rewards: 1,000,000 XP, 1,000 large gold bricks, 1 Ancient item, information, next quest in the chain

Failure: Be discovered as the culprit who killed a Spirit

Penalties: Everyone in the world will try to kill you on sight

+100,000 XP

+35,000 Bonus XP

1 small gold brick has been added to your inventory.

Keith agreed with the System’s sentiment. That had definitely taken a turn. How it would all play out was something for another time. Right now, he needed to go pick up his carriage, and then return to the Alchemist Capitol. He had some very important business to attend to before his automaton was ready. On top of that, he needed to prepare. Lihng’s deadline was just a few days away, at which point, he’d have failed her quest. He couldn’t allow himself to be blindsided by that when he had so much on the line.

He’d survived thus far. He’d killed two World Monsters. Now he just needed to kill three more.

“Hey, Bob, are you awake?” Keith asked.

The monkey’s silence gave him the answer.

Shrugging to himself, he fixed the location in his mind, then vanished from the outskirts of the Ancient Barrow, reappearing just moments later in a dark alleyway inside the Yamtastic Settlement.

The sun shone high in the sky, showing that it was barely past noon, though you’d never have known it by standing in the Ancient Barrow.

“Come on, Bob, I need you awake,” Keith said, shaking the monkey free from his back as he dug into his inventory and removed his Currency Transfer Kit.

He hadn’t checked it in weeks, and he was sure the money had just been piling up. Sure enough, when he opened it, he found stacks of large gold bricks just waiting for him. Bob woke as he was removing the last of it.

It seemed that Petal had managed to sell off some more of that pillar and potion sales had been good. There were a total of 116 large gold bricks, 81 small gold bricks, and a mess of large and small bars, as well as some silver and bronze.

It was perfect timing, as the carriage would be an expensive one, and he was looking forward to finally driving something that was as much a weapon as a mode of transportation.
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Several crumbs fell to Keith’s shoulder as he waited for Bologna in his office, Bob happily munching on a piece of crumb cake and looking better than he had in days.

“I should lose consciousness more often if this is how you’re going to wake me up,” Bob said, taking another bite and sighing in contentment.

In truth, it had been the only way to wake the monkey from his stupor, as no amount of prodding or coaxing had brought him out of it. Only by buying the cake and sticking it under his nose had the monkey finally come back around. Bob had immediately begun eating, not asking any questions as to how they’d gotten there. All he cared about was that they were out of the Ancient Barrow and would never be going back.

Well, unless Keith had another question and if another question would even be answered. He had the sneaking suspicion that this was a one-time thing.

“Keith, I see you’re finally here for your carriage,” Bologna said, pushing his way into his office.

“You told me it would take five weeks,” Keith said as the door slammed shut.

“Well, I managed to get the smith here early,” Bologna replied. “It was ready last week. Sorry for the wait, by the way. I needed to clear one of my private viewing rooms to show you the carriage. It’s been hard keeping this one under wraps but rest assured that no one will know what you have once we’ve finished with the paint. Anyway, if you’ll follow me, we can go through the carriage and make sure that everything is to your satisfaction.”

Keith nodded, following the eager wolfian through a doorway and into a long corridor. It was cold, oddly so, given the temperature outside, but Keith said nothing, noting also how quiet it was. He figured they were likely using sound dampening items to keep any noise from escaping. Several doors lined the corridor, but Bologna opened the first one, gesturing for him to go inside.

It was as he walked through the door that Keith got his first look at his new carriage.

“Woah, look at that ride!” Tac exclaimed as Keith stepped into the room.

There was one other person there aside from Bologna, who stepped in after him, and that was a willowy lionian woman carrying a large brush as she worked streaks of paint into the carriage. Several coats had already gone on, and it looked like this was the last one. The carriage was painted in a variety of muted colors. Grays, blues, greens, and browns were predominant in such a way that it would always blend into its surroundings, no matter the landscape. Keith could see the colors shifting as the light hit it and was suitably impressed by the craftsmanship involved.

“Come,” Bologna said, pulling him to the front of the carriage. “Let’s go over the details, shall we?”

Keith nodded, following the man and listening to him speak.

“So, as we discussed, I went for a more robust front, with a pair of powerful lights, as well as a pair mounted lower, for stormy conditions. The frame is made of mythicallium, and the support pieces are made up of the blend of metals we previously discussed, to add weight and a bit of rigidity. Can’t have it being too light or flexible, after all.”

The man approached the front, then lifted a latch to reveal the engine within. It looked nothing like an engine from back on Earth. It was a rounded sphere that flickered a dark red, with a dozen tubes flowing into various parts of the carriage.

“This engine took quite a bit of work to get right, but it should be able to deliver some significant power when it comes to speed and handling difficult terrain. Not to mention ramming and other weaponry we’ve built into it, but we’ll get to that later.

“If you follow me around the side, you can see how the body lines flow. Nice and smooth, not a hint of an edge of air to catch on or slow you down. Switching modes will alter the carriage’s profile, but again, we’ll get to that soon.”

Keith walked around back, noting the double-thick tires, as well as the impressive tread they’d managed to slap onto them. This thing could likely climb a 45-degree incline with little trouble, which was very impressive.

The tail end looked aggressive, with long pipes extending out back. Keith didn’t know why it had them, though, as this carriage used solar energy to power themselves. Lights also sat at the rear, as they did on the side mirrors, a nice feature that he didn’t have in any of his previous carriages.

The front sat lower than the rear, but he didn’t care about that. It was sleek, smooth, and looked like it could outrace even the most powerful supercars from back home, but he knew there had to be more to it.

“Why don’t we step inside?” Bologna suggested, pulling the door open.

Keith slipped inside, immediately noting the cognac-colored leather seats. There were two up front and three in the back. It was very spacious, and he could see how all the seats were configured for speed. The seats looked like the classic racing bucket seats from back on Earth, with five-point harnesses. There was even a roll cage on the inside, showing that the man had thought of everything.

Everything was beautifully decorated as well, though the one thing Keith couldn’t understand was how anyone was supposed to be comfortable in this carriage for long periods of time. It seemed like this was going to be fast, but not the most comfortable ride.

Keith also noticed the abundance of knobs and buttons on the dash in front of him, and Bologna continued talking animatedly.

“Right now, the carriage is in Performance mode. In short, it’s built for speed and little else. It’s best used on roads, not when you’re off the beaten path. Flip this switch, and you go into one of the six modes this carriage has.”

The man flipped the switch and the entire carriage changed around them. It rose a foot and a half off the ground, the wheels expanding and carriage cabin growing larger. The space in the front and back expanded, the seats becoming more comfortable, though the harness remained in place.

“This is for going off-road. It can handle just about anything except the most extreme conditions. For that, you’ll want this.”

Another flick of the switch, and the carriage changed yet again. It grew smaller, plates folding in on themselves as the windshield and other windows grew smaller. Additional armor spanned the outside, making it a tough nut to crack. The wheels seemed beefier still, and the interior felt warmer and more secure.

“You could survive an avalanche in this mode,” Bologna said proudly.

He flipped another switch, and the carriage completely changed. It lowered back to the ground, though not as low as the first mode. It stretched, growing longer and longer. The seats in the back reconfigured, two of them sliding to one side, leaving the third in the back. They widened, growing plusher, and a table popped up from the center of the floor. Thick carpeting sprouted from the floor, and several appliances appeared. In an instant, it went from a beast of a carriage to luxury on wheels.

“If you want to travel in comfort and style, this is about the best you’ll get in a carriage this size,” Bologna said. “And don’t ask me how I fit all this stuff in here. That’s a trade secret. Finally, the last two modes. I call one Monster mode and the other World Boss mode.”

He flipped a blue switch and the carriage changed, growing blockier and heavier. A massive turret grew from the top, sprouting a magical cannon. The front grew a thick spike, and the wheels were covered in tractor-like tread for off-roading. The sides grew armor once more, but clearly of a different sort, made to withstand directed impacts and magical assault.

“Just keep in mind that these modes eat power like no one’s business, so you’ll need to keep an eye on your power gauge,” Bologna said, pointing to a small meter behind the steering wheel.

“Are you ready for this?” the wolfian asked, pointing to the red switch.

“Oh, I’m ready,” Keith said, grinning like a madman.

Bob kept eating his cake.

Bologna pressed the button, and Keith was not disappointed.

“I take it you’re happy?” Bologna said as the carriage returned to the off-road mode, the standard mode it was to be kept in.

It was higher off the ground and made for tougher environments, but not so much so that he would be unable to get some decent speed out of it.

“Very happy,” Keith said, handing over the rest of the gold.

“It was a pleasure doing business with you,” Bologna said, handing him the Soulbound carrying case, which looked like a miniature version of the carriage itself.

Keith pricked a finger and bound it immediately. The lionian would still be painting for another twenty or so minutes, which he thought was odd, as the man had claimed the carriage was finished a week ago. Still, he didn’t comment on that, instead examining the carriage in all its glory. It was a long item description, but he made sure to read it over in detail so he wouldn’t miss a thing.

Name: Raid Cruiser – Keith’s Monster Wrecker

Quality: Mythical

Description: A one-off, custom-made, and hand-crafted heavy-armored war machine on wheels with room for five passengers. This carriage is built using hundreds of interlocking layers of mythicallium, osmium, and adamantite. This gives the Raid Cruiser the unique ability to completely shift in shape and function between each of its six modes as listed below.

Performance Mode: The carriage is the definition of aerodynamic perfection. It configures to a sleek and streamlined body, giving it top speeds of over 230 miles per hour, though it can sustain far more pressure, thanks to the intricate layers of metal constructing the body. This mode is made for roads only and will not fare well in any other environment. The seats will configure to enclose passengers more securely. The 100-hour solar battery will drain in 25 hours if used continually and will need a full 12 to recharge.

All-Terrain Mode: The carriage is perfect for travel off the beaten path. It configures to a rugged and hardy body but still has a top speed of 144 miles per hour, depending on conditions.

Contains the ability to travel on roads, mountains, glaciers, forests, volcanos, superstorms, canyons, acid fields, and swamps. It can survive underwater for a total of 4 hours in depths of up to 200 feet. The seats will configure for rougher conditions but will be more comfortable. The carriage has the full range of its 100-hour battery in this mode and will recharge with a single hour of sunlight.

Ultra-Terrain Mode: This carriage is the ultimate in rough weather and terrain survival. It configures to a heavily armored tank that can withstand almost any impact but only has a top speed of 42 miles per hour due to the added weight. This mode contains all the travel abilities of the All-Terrain Mode but adds ocean, ravine, typhoon, sheer cliff, Superstorm Collision, avalanche, and landslide to its list. It can survive underwater for a total of 12 hours in depths of up to 650 feet. The seats will configure to be secure. The 100-hour solar battery will drain in 45 hours if used continually and will need a full 5 to recharge.

Ultra Luxury: This carriage is the ultimate in pure luxury and comfort while traveling. The carriage will configure to be more spacious, adding features such as a table, plush carpeting, heated and cooled food storage, and space to recline into full-sized beds. The seats will be plush and luxurious, and the driving experience will be extremely pleasant. This carriage is only meant for roads and has a top speed of 120 miles per hour. The 100-hour solar battery will drain in 88 hours if used continually and will need a full 2 to recharge.

Monster Mode: This carriage is the ultimate in monster fighting, configuring to a heavy weapon and adding armored plating. A magic cannon and turret form at the top and can be manned by a 6th passenger. Slots open in the sides, allowing for the passage of arrows or spells. The carriage also has a ramming mode, which allows the full power of the carriage to be used in its charge. This carriage is not made for fast driving and has a top speed of 25 miles per hour. It can briefly reach speeds over 175 miles per hour when ramming a monster. Seats are designed to lessen impacts and hold fighters in place. The 100-hour solar battery will drain in 6 hours if used continually and will need a full 20 to recharge.

World Boss Mode: The ultimate in monster fighting technology, the carriage configures to a massive tank with a spinning drill on the front and rear, and 4 mounted turrets with magical cannons are mounted on the sides. Slots for arrows and magic are plentiful, and the carriage contains an additional store of power to boost any attacks from within the carriage itself. The wheels are coated in metal, preventing tears or further damage from monster attacks. The armoring is 50% greater than Monster Mode, as is the carriage’s weight, and the ramming speeds are increased to the full 230 miles per hour the carriage is capable of. The carriage can survive full impacts from a World Boss and is highly resistant to magic. The 100-hour solar battery will drain in 30 minutes if used continually and will need a full day to recharge.

The carriage contains hand-crafted leather seats, each containing its own heating and cooling element, as well as a perfect memory for each passenger to ensure the most comfortable ride, regardless of mode.

Contains temperature regulation so the interior is always comfortable and the hand-stitched premium seats are made of Legendary monster leather.

Comes with a Soulbound carrying case.

Value: 122 large & 5 small gold bricks, 68 large & 9 small gold bars

Keith stared at the description, needing to read through it for a second time before fully grasping everything the carriage had to offer. Tac, on the other hand, knew exactly what to say.

“Holy freaking hell, bro! My cousin, Terry, thinks he’s so great with his souped-up Lambo. Wait until he sees this!”
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Keith sat behind the wheel of his new carriage, weaving through traffic as he made his way to the open road. He had a few miles until people stopped getting in the way, and that was where he’d get to give this thing a proper field test. Bob was already terrified, having strapped himself in the moment they’d gotten into the carriage and Keith had switched to Performance Mode.

Even without depressing the pedal all the way, the drive was as smooth as could be. The wheel was responsive, making weaving in and out of traffic easier than it had ever been. Currently, he was doing well over 60 miles per hour, and that was with the crowded roads.

Yes, a person or two had to dive out of the way to avoid being run over, but Tac had assured him beforehand that they would be fine, so he hadn’t bothered slowing down.

“I’m going to need a lot more cake if I’m going to make it through this in one piece,” Bob muttered as Keith nearly ran over an innocent family.

“You had your cake for the day,” Keith replied, pulling the wheel to one side, then quickly back as someone stepped into his path.

A pack animal screamed as he blasted by, ruffling its fur, but he barely paid attention to the yelling now. No one would be able to catch him in this thing, so he wasn’t bothering to be careful, slow, or stealthy.

It took just a bit more time to hit a major intersection, where some fifteen roads diverged. Keith took the one that Tac said had the least amount of traffic, then depressed the pedal further. The response was instantaneous, and he was pressed back into his seat as the carriage barreled forward.

“Now this is what I’m talking about!” Keith exclaimed as the outside world became a blur, their speed continuing to pick up.

“We’re definitely going to die,” Bob groaned, his cheeks beginning to flap as their speed grew faster.

Keith eyed the cluster before him, the one that tracked speed. The numbers were rising steadily, as was the noise from the passing wind outside.

160.

170.

180.

A curve in the road came up, and he didn’t bother slowing, ripping around the bend at 185 miles per hour. He could feel how the wheels gripped the road, the downforce of the carriage as the power from the engine drove them onward. He pulled out of the curve and sped up further, determined to get to the carriage’s top speed. It was just a shame it was limited to roads, as this would be amazing for travel.

Still, he wasn’t about to complain about his new carriage after this test drive. He could hear a light whine from the engine as he picked up the speed further, the gauge climbing past the 200 mark.

“I think I’m about to lose my cake,” Bob said, sounding sick.

“If you throw up in my new carriage, you’re never getting cake again,” Keith threatened, tearing around another bend and feeling the wheels fighting for traction.

He looked to the dashboard and saw a button with a small symbol next to the steering wheel. Everything in here was labeled, though it was in a special code used by Bologna so that no extra words crowded the dash. Luckily for him, Tac had everything memorized.

“That’ll extend the wing in the back, bro. You’ll probably want to press that soon since we’ll be hitting another turn and I don’t think we’ll make it overwise.”

Keith pressed the button. A gleaming wing rose across the back of the carriage, somehow painted the same color, despite the fact that he hadn’t seen it on their walk around of the carriage in this mode. However Bologna had done it, this carriage was a project of genius engineering.

With the wing extended, Keith could feel the difference as they pulled through another turn, the downforce keeping the tires pressed firmly into the ground.

“Here we go,” Keith said, grinning like a madman as they pulled out of the curve, the carriage shooting forward and hitting its official top speed.

He could feel the pressure of gravity on his body, but he knew he should be feeling it a lot more. If he were back on Earth, he wasn’t sure how badly this would mess him up, especially for someone as untrained as he was. It could be that he’d be perfectly fine. He’d honestly never wanted to try.

Their speed kept climbing as his All-Terrain Psycho kicked in, driving the carriage harder and faster. Bob made hacking noises, while Tac cheered for him to go faster. Then the Artificial Intelligence warned him about a high probability of traffic up ahead, and said that if he didn’t slow down, he’d be getting his new carriage all dirty.

Like that time my cousin, Francisco, drove a garbage truck through a rave because he thought he saw a unicorn and wanted to catch it, he added.

Keith jammed on the brake, and this time, he felt the pressure as they rapidly decelerated. The pressure mounted as they approached the group, but Keith wasn’t paying attention to them. The instant he dropped below 140, he flipped a switch and the carriage reconfigured. In two seconds, it went from Performance to All-Terrain, and a yank of the wheel took them off the road.

They were briefly airborne as he took off over a small rise and came crashing down the other side.

“Monster, dead ahead,” Tac said. “Looks like a basher of some kind. Likely to be in the low to mid-50s.”

Keith spotted it immediately, and Bob groaned again as he slammed the pedal to the floor. The carriage leaped forward, bearing down on the unsuspecting monster. Keith hit another switch as they approached, timing it just right.

The basher didn’t even know what hit it. One second, it was standing there, munching on something, minding its own business, then the next, Keith’s carriage – set to Monster Mode – had plowed straight through it, ripping the monster in half and killing it instantly.

“Holy poop on a freaking…gark!” Bob didn’t finish that sentence, leaning over the side of the carriage and emptying the contents of his stomach.

Luckily for Keith, Tac had seen that coming, so he’d managed to get the door in time and avoided getting any of it inside the carriage. Gore rained around them, and he knew this thing was going to need a good cleaning. Still, as Keith looked back at the pulped piles of meat and bone that was the monster, he knew he wouldn’t care.

He would do a bit more test driving, then head back to the Alchemist Capitol. He had some planning to do.

***

“Wow,” Tac said, as he walked into the guild hall. “Who could have predicted this?”

“You could have,” Keith said as the crowd parted, revealing two very familiar women, though he could tell that something was wrong with one of them.

After finishing his test drive of the carriage, he’d used his World Item to teleport back to the Alchemist Capitol. He’d gone straight to Astrid to discuss defenses and plans to keep Lihng at bay should the woman decide to come for him while he was in her territory. They couldn’t account for every contingency, but Astrid was ready. They’d gathered some of their best fighters in the city, and as she understood it, Farah had been equipping the guild hall with all manner of anti-siege weaponry specifically designed to ward off powerful intruders.

The meeting had gone well into the evening, and by the time they’d left, his stomach was grumbling. He was looking forward to a nice meal, but it looked like that was going to have to wait.

“Keith, you’re finally back,” Opal said.

She looked nothing like her usual self. She was tired and haggard, instead of the usual pristine appearance of perfect self-control. Her smirk was missing as well, which looked almost strange. Jade was the one who really caught his eye, though. She was frozen like a statue and dressed in the resplendent armor of an Avatar. Specifically, the armor he’d sold her.

“Up to my office,” Keith said, eyeing the onlookers. “The rest of you, not a word of this to anyone.”

The hall – thankfully – was occupied by only humans, meaning they would listen to his orders. If there had been a single creature of another race here, he knew this would get out.

Opal lifted the prone woman, and Keith noticed that her body didn’t so much as twitch. It truly was as though Jade were made of stone. Opal followed him up the stairs, having to angle Jade through the doorway.

“Set her on the bed,” Keith said, crouching next to her as she was laid down and examining her closely.

Name: Jade

Race: N/A

Class: N/A

Level: N/A

“Bob, have you ever seen anything like this?” Keith asked, staring at the prone woman in puzzlement.

“This is a first for me,” Bob replied. “It looks like some kind of status effect, but I can’t really see much else.”

“What happened?” he asked, turning back to Opal, who’d slumped exhaustedly into one of the plush chairs decorating his room.

“The Glutton,” Opal replied, leaning back in the chair. “He came for us in Beastland a few weeks back. Jade was sure she could take him, but he used some kind of item on her, and she’s been like this ever since. I didn’t actually see it happen. All I saw was him holding something and going for her throat. I barely got us out of there, and we’ve been on the run ever since. I didn’t know where to go, so I came to the only person I knew she would trust.”

Trust was a strong word for Jade. He wasn’t quite sure that she trusted him, though she was enamored. At least, she had been the last time they’d spoken.

“Can you help her?” Opal asked. “She’s the closest thing to family I’ve got, and I don’t want to lose her. Please, I’ll give you anything you want, just help her.”

Ding!

Quest Update: The Gluttonous Sage

Uh-oh, someone’s in trouble! Opal showed up with Jade in tow, except Jade’s a freaking statue! The untypical damsel in distress needs your help, and her bestest buddy is willing to do anything to get her back to normal (wink, wink). Anyway, The Glutton has been a pain for a while, hasn’t he? Go get the item and free Jade.

Difficulty: SSS

Current Task: Retrieve the item from Guzzlarian The Glutton

Main Objective: Kill Guzzlarian The Glutton

Current Rewards: 238,000 XP, 3 large gold bricks, 10 Legendary potions, 5 Legendary spell scrolls, 1 Legendary weapon, Jade’s adoration, Anything from Opal, ???

Opal was still staring at him, her wide green eyes looking almost innocent, though the fear reflected in them was very real.

“I’ll take care of it,” Keith said. “But I’m going to need a bit of help from you.”

Opal slumped back in her chair, the relief showing clearly in every inch of her bearing. It was strange to see someone who was likely involved in every vile enterprise in the underworld looking so human. Then again, Keith had met his fair share of disgusting people in his many lifetimes, and behind all the bravado and layers of defenses, there was always something there to exploit.

The Glutton had been a pain since he’d first arrived in Raiah. It was about time for him to take him out once and for all.
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Keith appeared in a darkened room far below ground. It had been painstakingly drawn by Opal, each detail sketched onto a piece of parchment as she’d given the exact layout of their compound on the ports of Beastland, where The Glutton had most likely set up shop.

He’d spent the better part of the evening talking with her, getting every shred of information he could on The Glutton and the compound, including his known strengths and weaknesses. Unfortunately, Opal hadn’t known much about the man, only that he was extremely powerful and even at their peak, his five generals couldn’t beat him if they joined forces and ambushed him.

According to Opal, he was always ten steps ahead. He knew when someone was coming for him and exactly how to prepare. To Keith, this sounded a lot like a tactician or probability skill, not unlike what he had. If The Glutton had skills like that, it was no wonder he was so dangerous. Keith was going to approach this as cautiously and stealthily as he could. If he could catch The Glutton off guard, he could put an end to the man.

He’d already fought Alvin the Unconquerable, but this time, he was on his own. Still, that didn’t bother him too much. He’d fought more dangerous enemies and come out of it in one piece. All he had to do was be smart about it.

Opal had stayed back in his room. He’d told her to get some rest and under no circumstances to leave the space. He’d ordered someone in the kitchen to bring meals up to the room and left it at that. He was sure she was out cold by now, having been on the run for so long, unsure of whether she was being followed or not. He had no idea how she’d made it across half the continent with Jade in tow, but however she’d done it, he was impressed.

The light from his armor illuminated the darkened room, showing the items drawn by Opal. A small bunkbed was shoved into one corner. A crate of supplies, a small toilet, and a shower had been crammed into a corner, with a single curtain to divide the area. In short, this was a survival bunker in case things went badly and they needed somewhere to hide quickly.

Walking the perimeter of the room, Keith could see the carvings etched into the stone to disrupt magic and any other probes that might make it down here.

“Memorize those,” he said. “We can use them in the future.”

“Ten-four, boss man,” Tac said.

Keith chose not to respond to that, instead pulling the latch on the heavy door and pushing outward, revealing a small landing area with a metal ladder extending upward.

He began to climb, putting one hand on top of the other for the next couple of minutes as he ascended the nearly 100-foot vertical shaft. It was harder to climb a ladder that was set directly into the wall, as you could never get a proper grip with your feet. Keith always hated these types of ladders, and being here didn’t make him despise them any less.

Reaching the top, he pushed upward, sliding the false bottom aside and exiting into a small natural cave. Opal had said they’d found it when they’d dug down deep enough, and now, the area was used for storage. Sure enough, he emerged into a room packed with crates. Keith wasn’t even going to look at what was inside of them, as that would likely trigger another quest he didn’t want at the moment.

Instead, he moved for the cavern’s exit on the far side, where he could see a small light hanging above the circular doorway.

“Two henchies up ahead,” Tac warned as Keith flattened himself against one of the crates and waited.

Two men walked by, both holding small lanterns and chatting. They didn’t have anything interesting to say, merely complaining about being stuck on the night shift. Men like this had no allegiance. They would serve whoever was in charge, and right now, that was The Glutton. Should Jade return and take back over, he had no doubt they would fall right back in line and continue as though nothing had happened.

The only ones that would really be affected were those in the top positions. Normally, when a criminal enterprise was forcefully taken over, those at the top were wiped out, save the ones who turned on their previous employer. They typically lasted as long as it took for the new boss to get into the swing of things. Then came the double-cross, as those who’d betrayed their old boss were betrayed in kind. After all, who would trust someone who’d already double-crossed their previous boss? Keith knew he wouldn’t.

He waited for the men to pass before slipping out into the open and padding silently across the open space, exiting the cave and walking into the massive underground arena constructed by Jade. He took an immediate turn and saw several bored looking henchmen playing cards. Further in, he could hear and smell water. Clearly, they were deep enough to have hit sea level, which would make it easy to smuggle goods in and out without needing to pay any taxes.

He followed the wall of the fighting arena, skirting several more guards before rounding a corner. He walked right into a woman coming the other way. Her eyes widened for an instant before Keith’s hand clamped over her mouth and a stiff punch to the side of her head knocked her out cold.

“You know, Papa wouldn’t really like the way you treat women,” Tac said as Keith bound her arms and legs, then shoved a piece of cloth in her mouth.

“I could have killed her instead,” Keith replied, shoving her into a small closet and closing the door.

She would be out for a while, but someone would find her eventually. Opal had specifically asked him to kill as few people as possible, and if that wasn’t going to slow him down or increase his personal risk, he could avoid killing wherever possible.

“Three more coming up ahead,” Tac said as he slipped into a stairwell and began climbing.

He flattened himself against another wall, hiding inside a darkened doorway, and watched as three figures dragged a fourth limp body down the stairs behind them. His Discerning Eye picked them out easily enough. Two women and a man, all vampires, were dragging a dead human boy. He couldn’t have been more than 12.

Keith was tempted to kill them all, but that would accomplish nothing. The boy would still be dead, and he’d have raised his chances of discovery on a petty revenge killing. Besides, he didn’t know this boy.

He waited silently as they passed, the trio laughing amongst themselves as they talked about how the boy had screamed for help when they’d ambushed him. Once they’d gone by, he continued upward, having to pause and hide every time someone walked by. It was oddly busy for this time of morning.

He’d had to leave after midnight, which meant it was around six or seven in the morning, a time when most in the underworld would have gone to sleep. It didn’t take him too much longer to reach the top floor this staircase would allow and slide into the open corridor. It was silent and all the lights were out. Discerning Eye didn’t pick anything out, so he continued on, crossing halfway through before stopping at the door specified by Opal.

Placing his hand on the latch, he gave it a quick twist. There was a light snap of metal as it broke and swung inward, revealing another flight of stairs. These would lead to the top three floors of the compound, where the top brass of Jade’s operation would live. According to Opal, The Glutton had always liked nice things and would have taken up residence in Jade’s rooms at the very top of the building.

Unfortunately for him, Jade had designed this space herself, so after climbing each set of stairs, he would need to cross the entire next floor to access the next. This was a security measure put into place in case someone tried what Keith was doing right now. On top of that, the doors from here on out would be guarded. Or at least, they had been when Opal was last here.

Keith climbed the stairs quickly, the dark purple carpet cushioning his steps and making his approach silent. He reached the top without incident, then placed his ear to the door.

“Two heartbeats,” Keith said. “Can I get an estimate on levels?”

“Probably looking in the 45 to 50 range,” Tac said. “Best guess based off current info, bro. Don’t blame me if things have changed.”

Keith pressed his palm to the door, then shoved. There was a light snap – shattering the door would have caused far more noise – and in an instant, he was out on the floor. His fist caught the vampire across the jaw, knocking him out cold, and his booted foot crushed the second’s skull as he went for a weapon, sending blood spraying across the wall.

“Ugh,” he muttered, watching the corpse slide to the floor.

Clearly, they hadn’t been at the levels Tac had specified, or his kick wouldn’t have killed the man. Looking at the vampire on the ground, he could see blood trickling from his open mouth. He had two hit points left. He died a second later, but Keith caught his level just before he did.

Level 33.

He sighed, then dragged the bodies into the stairwell. He was on the clock now and would need to hurry. As soon as the blood was discovered, an alarm would be raised and The Glutton would be on guard.

“Ey, I told you not to blame me,” Tac said as Keith dashed down the corridor, the carpeted floor helping keep his footsteps muffled.

“Did you hear me blaming you?” Keith asked.

“No, but I can feel you judging me,” Tac replied.

“I don’t like this place,” Bob muttered as Keith reached the next stairwell and broke the lock, moving up to the next floor.

He held back in his blows when he attacked the next pair of guards, which turned out to be a mistake, as they were higher-leveled.

“Oh, come on!” Keith yelled as one of them staggered back, clutching their jaw and howling in pain, while the other raised his voice to call the alarm.

Both hammers flew from his belt, crushing their skulls and silencing them instantly. He was careful to hold back and avoid as much blood as possible, but that was like trying to do only a little bit of damage with a bulldozer.

Their heads cracked like eggs, spraying their contents all over the red carpet.

“Hey, at least it’ll blend in,” Tac said as Keith dragged their bodies away.

A door near the end of the corridor opened, and a woman stuck her head out, blinking blearily in his direction. A hammer crashed into her face, killing her in an instant.

-10,612, Massive Critical

Dolores dies!

+0 XP

You don’t get rewarded for murder.

Keith ignored the messages, catching the hammer as it returned and waiting for anyone else to make an appearance. Several tense seconds passed, but when no one else came to see what was going on, he relaxed and moved quickly down the hall, shoving the dead Dolores into her room and closing the door.

Jade wasn’t going to be happy, but he really didn’t care. He was killing criminals, so if she had to replace some, he wasn’t going to lose any sleep over it.

The final door broke, and he entered, moving up the spiral staircase to where a hatch lay at the top. Keith spotted defenses well ahead of time, slipping under the series of darts, leaping over the false steps, and avoiding setting off any of the other defenses.

The lock at the top was a bit tougher to crack, and the door was far heavier, not to mention set across the ceiling, more like the hatch to a bunker rather than a regular door.

“I think you’re going to have to knock if you want to go in,” Tac said.

Keith sighed, then knocked.
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The explosion of splinters and twisted metal sounded deafening to his ears as the door spun upward, smashing against the ceiling before crashing back to the ground. Keith gritted his teeth as he exited onto the main floor and took stock of his surroundings. The area looked just as Opal described. It was luxurious and spacious, with tasteful decorations on the walls and just the right amount of furniture.

Sunlight streamed in through the many windows, though Keith was barely paying attention. The smell had hit him the instant he entered, and he could clearly see why. Old scraps of rotting food littered the area. He was sure Jade would have had a heart attack if she had been there to witness this in person. Then again, had she been there, Keith wouldn’t have had to come in the first place.

There was no way The Glutton hadn’t heard him enter, so he moved quickly and cautiously, hammers in hand, towards the bedroom.

The Glutton was there, waiting for him, lying in the sagging bed, the floor littered with refuse. The man was massive and unlike anything Keith had seen in all his time here. He had to be at least nine feet tall, his massive bulk propped up in the bed and sagging over the sides. In his hand was an oversized sandwich, which he shoved into his gaping maw, chewing loudly. Though his face was shadowed, Keith could make out the grotesque features quite easily. There were multiple chins, small beady eyes, and a gaping flap of a mouth. A small pate of hair sat plastered to his brow, looking about as nasty as one might expect.

“The likeness is uncanny,” The Glutton said, looking first at Keith, then up at the top of the curtains over the four-poster bed. “Who knew Jade could actually be interested in someone?”

The man’s voice was heavy and thick, and he talked through the food as he chewed it.

“You know why I’m here,” Keith said calmly, remaining where he was, alert and on guard for any traps.

“You came for this,” The Glutton said, producing a small statuette with a greenish stone attached to it.

Keith’s hammer flew from his hand in a blink, slamming into an invisible barrier that flashed green and red a foot from the bed. It clanged to the floor instead of returning to him, and when Keith extended his hand, the hammer refused to budge.

Well, that’s not good.

“Wow!” The Glutton said as Keith stared at his fallen hammer, which still refused to move. “I mean, just wow. You just tried to kill me. Zero hesitation.”

The man shook his head, then chomped down on a fish, swallowing it, bones and all.

“This is so nasty,” Bob said as the man pulled an entire cake from nowhere and shoved it into his mouth, chewing noisily.

Keith stepped forward and grabbed his hammer by the handle, but when he lifted it, the weapon felt heavy and unwieldy.

“What happened to it, Tac?” he asked, feeling the hammer’s unusual weight.

It was almost as though the Soulbound effect had been negated.

“No idea, bro. Whatever that shield is, it’s bad news. I’d keep any items I could away from it.”

Keith drove a punch into the air before him, using Heatstance. The skill flared for a moment as it impacted against the shield, then it sputtered and died. He stepped back, then triggered the skill again. Thankfully, it worked, though he now knew whatever shield the man had up had the ability to shut down active effects.

“Will you hand me that item?” Keith asked, dropping his hammer in his inventory.

He still had the second hammer, but he wasn’t about to risk using it, so that too went into his inventory, to be replaced by his crossbow and sword. The shield might destroy effects, but that didn’t mean it was infallible. Nothing in this world was.

“No,” The Glutton said. “I don’t think I will.”

Keith targeted The Glutton, then used Lightswap, trying to pull him away from the bed, and switch him with an item lying on the ground. To his surprise, it worked.

One second, the walrus of a man was lying on the bed, the next, he was on the floor, near the open balcony.

“Woah!” The Glutton said. “Didn’t know you had that trick.”

The man pulled a small cube from his inventory, even as Keith depressed the trigger on his crossbow. There was an explosion of force as he cast Meteor King, the bolt swallowing half the room in its blazing brilliance. It slammed home with a massive detonation, and in a confined space like this, blew out a massive chunk of the wall.

There was a ringing in Keith’s ears as debris clattered all around him, but he knew The Glutton was still alive. The man was supposed to be extremely powerful, though his Discerning Eye wasn’t giving him much on him.

He picked the man out in the cloud of dust, so he fired again, this time, using a regular bolt. Another shield flashed, and the bolt disintegrated on impact. He squeezed the trigger a few more times, and as each bolt slammed home, it caused a small crack to appear in the otherwise invisible shell.

The smoke cleared and The Glutton appeared. He coughed a few times, then shoved a sandwich into his mouth, chewing noisily. A line of blood ran down from his temple, where Keith had been aiming, and the entire side of the building behind him was just gone.

Open air and the sparkling ocean beyond were all he could see from his vantage. That, and the man standing before him, clutching the gleaming cube he’d pulled from his inventory at the last second.

“You almost got me,” The Glutton said, and he no longer sounded quite so flippant.

In answer, Keith used his crossbow again, blasting the man’s shield, even as he tried to get a good look at his status. Again, despite his abilities as a Sage, he only got partial information.

Name: Guzzlarian The Glutton

Race: Unknown

Class: Unknown

Level: 65

His physical stats, and skills were a complete mystery, and the fact that his skill couldn’t penetrate them told him that this man must have something to block him.

“He must have a lot of somethings to block the both of us bro. This dude’s gotta be carrying hotter than hit squad on protection payday.”

The Glutton pulled an item from his inventory and tossed it at him. It passed cleanly through the shield, and Keith slashed at it with his sword. The item detonated as soon as it was clear though, a blinding light searing into his eyes and destroying his vision.

You have been Blinded: -100% to vision for 30 seconds

Keith silently swore, then closed his eyes and fixated on his other senses. His sense of smell was much stronger than it had been, and he could smell The Glutton’s stench clearly enough.

He fired another crossbow bolt in the man’s direction, the shot twice more for good measure.

“You know where all the others went wrong?” The Glutton asked, his voice coming from a different direction.

Keith whirled, firing the crossbow again. Normally, this was where someone with less experience would start to panic, but he’d been in worse situations than this before, so losing his eyesight for half a minute wasn’t going to throw him off his game.

“They all underestimated you,” The Glutton said, his voice coming from a completely different direction.

“Incoming, to your left,” Tac said, a second after the blow struck.

Keith felt the impact to his jaw, and his sword sliced out, the instant he felt the displaced air. Even as the damage notification flashed in his mind’s eye, he heard a hiss of pain, as his sword hit something fleshy, and the notification that he’d inflicted damage popped up an instant after that.

-1,470 damage

You are Mind-Blocked for 5 seconds

-802, Slashing

Keith had no idea what ‘Mind-Blocked’ meant, but he didn’t think it was a good thing. The most worrying thing was that Tac was unable to predict the strike in time, which meant that once again, he would be unreliable in the fight against The Glutton. Though, in his defense, Keith had already suspected as much.

“You’re a tricky one,” The Glutton said, his voice sounding from yet another direction.

He whirled and fired a bolt.

“And dangerous to boot,” The Glutton said. “Not a combination I like.”

Keith opened his eyes as he finished counting down, his vision clearing in an instant. He whipped his head from side to side, his Discerning Eye picking out bits and pieces, but no actual Glutton.

“What are those on the floor?” Tac asked.

Keith’s eyes flicked down, just in time to see a series of protrusions, previously disguised as scraps of refuse, now clearly not.

He tried to use Lightswap to teleport out of the circle, but it didn’t work. He used Magician an instant later, even as the explosion went off. Crackling sheets of ice blasted up and inward, turning into sharpened icicles the color of blood.

His Magician activated, and he flashed away from the circle, but not before several of the icicles struck, tearing through his armor and into his flesh. The pain was searing and horrific, as he reappeared, his leg buckling beneath his own weight as blood sprayed from his thigh and calf.

-2,877

You have been Blood Poisoned: -75 HP per second for 80 seconds

You have been injected with a deadly Myotoxin: 1% muscle and tissue damage per second

Keith bit back a curse as he felt the toxin beginning to eat into his muscles, decaying the flesh beneath. This was bad. Very bad. He’d seen what a venom like this could do to the human body if left untreated, but he didn’t have the time to do anything, or even think, as The Glutton appeared from a doorway, moving oddly stealthily for someone of his massive size.

He threw another item at Keith, who used Raider’s Shield to try blocking it.

The item impacted, then exploded into a viscous goop that was deflected around him by the shield. It didn’t do any actual damage, but it would likely have trapped him in place, leaving him unable to move.

Keith dragged a potion from his inventory, but instead of swallowing it, he poured it directly onto the affected area. Then he pulled another and swallowed it. Pain bloomed in his leg, and in his stomach as the potion began to fight the venom, and to his shock, another notification appeared as he did.

You’ve been Potion Poisoned: All potion effects will be reversed for 3 minutes

The burning in his stomach increased, and his HP began to drop. Now he began to feel a bit nervous. The Glutton wasn’t fighting like any opponent he’d faced in this world. The man was fighting through the use of items, not skills, and he had been prepared for his arrival.

Keith could feel the venom clawing its way up his leg, and he knew his time was extremely limited. Only a healer, or alchemist would be able to save the limb at this point, and he had perhaps 30 seconds before the damage would spread too far.

He dove forward, through the Raider’s Shield and slashed with his sword. The Glutton ignored the swing, as his shield flared, blocking the strike. He then tossed another item into Keith’s face, which exploded in a blaze of blue fire.

Keith ignored the damage, using Heatstance, and the Chronosphere. He needed time, and that was what he would get. The world slowed, even as pain seared into his flesh. He could feel his leg burning in horrible pain. He released his sword, then drew his fist back and punched the barrier, using his integrated prosthetic’s Devour skill.
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The massive, clawed paw ripped the shield apart with the sound of a thousand shattering panes of glass, and the huge force of the explosion blasted The Glutton off his feet and sent him through the wall.

“Looks like you were right,” Tac said as Keith ran after the man.

An integrated prosthetic wouldn’t lose its potency, since it was part of his body, meaning that any skills associated with the prosthetic would be unaffected as well.

Keith dove through the hole in the wall, pouncing on the fallen man, and began raining blows on his rotund body. Damage notifications began flashing as The Glutton yelled in pain and sat bolt upright. He drew another item from his inventory, but Keith’s sword slashed upward, slicing his hand clean off at the wrist.

Contrary to what he’d thought, the man didn’t scream in pain. He only grimaced, then clenched his teeth. Keith heard the light tinkle of breaking glass, and an instant later, the man’s hand regrew. The Glutton spat, and a glowing vial of white flew into his chest.

Keith used Magician, but the vial cracked. Even through the supposed invulnerability of his skill, the item struck. White lines of something tore into his body, sending searing lines of pain flowing through him. He reappeared in a flash, gritting his teeth against the agony as another debuff appeared.

You have been injected with a Neurotoxin: 1% nerve damage per second

The burning began to spread, but this time, Keith ignored it. He drove forward with Armageddon Spear, The Glutton screaming in pain as it drove through his fleshy stomach, sending blood and other unmentionables spraying in all directions. Keith ripped his hand free, only for The Glutton to reach out and seize him by the throat. It felt like he’d been grabbed by an iron vice.

The man began to squeeze.

Keith punched him in the face and used Ancient’s Fury. The blast of fire ripped another hole in the side of the building, throwing the man off him. Keith felt something stick to his skin, but once again, he was slow to react.

The explosion was localized and freezing, crushing his windpipe and nearly knocking him out cold. His vision fuzzed as the damage notifications flashed and the warnings told him of his falling health.

Your throat has been crushed: -500 HP per second until healed.

It was difficult to breathe, and his ruined throat made it impossible to talk as well. Blood flowed down his chest, but Keith wasn’t going to slow down. He lunged forward, ignoring the burning pain spreading through his body, and slammed into The Glutton as the burned and blistered man tried to pull another item from his inventory.

He slammed into the man, using Heatstance to bolster his defenses. A heavy blow fell on the back of his neck, but he ignored it as he drove the man back.

“Wait, what are you doing?” The Glutton yelled, suddenly sounding panicked.

Keith hurled the man over the edge of the shattered wall and out into open space. Something snagged his ankle as the man fell, dragging him out with the rotund man. For an instant, all he saw was a confusing mix of spinning colors, and then he hit the ground nine stories below.

It didn’t hurt nearly as much as it should have, though it did still hurt. Keith didn’t receive any damage from the fall, thanks to Sage of War, and was back on his feet in an instant. The cobbles beneath his feet had shattered under the impact of his landing, and bystanders were already looking in their direction in obvious surprise.

The Glutton lay on the ground in a bloody heap, his body heaving in obvious effort as he began dragging himself upright. He looked like a real mess and had to be hurting, but Keith’s leg was just about ready to give out and the burning pain spreading through his body was intensifying. His HP had already dropped below half and was rapidly falling still. His throat was ruined, and no potions were going to save him.

He used his healing items to try mitigating some of the damage, and while his health jumped, it did nothing for the actual pain, nor did any of the status effects go away. This was a glaring oversight, one he would not allow in the future.

Keith leveled the Meteor-King Launcer and cast Divine Lancer. A bolt vanished into the sky, and an instant later, hundreds rained down from above.

The Glutton got to his feet and threw something, an explosion rocking the sky above his head and blocking the strike from landing. People began to run and scream, fleeing from the docks and likely calling for help. Keith had no idea if he’d been recognized or not, but that didn’t matter at the moment.

He was dying, and his time was extremely limited. He needed to get out.

The Glutton coughed as he pulled two more items from his inventory, blood streaming down his face in crimson rivulets.

“I can see how you managed to kill Alvin the Unconquerable now,” The Glutton said. “You are a terrifying specimen, but whether you have the help of the Spirits or not, I’ve tapped into a power far greater than they could hope to achieve.”

Keith threw himself forward with Speed Demon, forcing his destroyed leg to propel him forward. The Glutton slammed the two items together, and a violet wave exploded out in a dome. It swallowed him in an instant, and his Speed Demon vanished, as did just about every other item and the effects of his entire suit of armor.

One second, he was flying across the ground, and the next, he felt as though he weighed a million pounds. Without an ounce of hesitation, Keith dismissed his armor, leaving him in only a cloth shirt, wool pants, and nothing on his feet.

He continued running, feeling the greatly decreased stats hampering him. Seeing as he’d already been preparing for just such an event, not all of his stats were decreased to the point where he lost the bonus of having more than 1,000.

He punched The Glutton with his bare fist, and the man doubled over in obvious pain. Keith’s other hand came across, and pain flared in his shoulder and chest as the neurotoxin wormed its way deeper.

The Glutton’s head rocked to one side, a fountain of blood spraying into the air. The man roared, then threw something into his face. Keith snagged it out of the air and threw it away from himself, the item spinning into the sky and detonating in a cloud of green mist.

His fist caught The Glutton in the nose as Keith himself coughed blood. He had no idea if any of his skills would activate at this point, even his passives, so he wasn’t about to take the chance of his Peak Health restoring him to life should he die. He was already well past his 30 seconds, and his leg was letting him know it.

The pain was turning to a numb tingling, which was much worse. If he lost feeling in his other leg, he would need another prosthetic, and he had the feeling that calling on Tenor again so soon would be a bad idea, especially seeing as he now knew how to kill the Spirit.

Well, in theory, anyway.

He also didn’t feel like losing another limb at all.

“You can’t hold out,” The Glutton yelled as Keith swept him off his feet, then drove an elbow into his stomach.

“I can hold out longer than you can,” Keith spat, then punched him in the face.

He had no idea if that was true or not, but he had to play his part perfectly if he wanted to get out of there alive. His health was down to a quarter. Losing access to all his items and their stat-boosting effects wasn’t helping his case.

“You’ll die!” The Glutton yelled as he tried pulling another item from his inventory.

“So will you,” Keith snarled past his ruined throat, grabbing his hand, then shoving the item into the man’s slab of a mouth and forcing it shut.

The Glutton’s eyes widened, then a muffled bang sounded before black smoke poured from his eyes, ears, nose, and the corners of his mouth. Keith released his head, then punched him again for good measure, his fist sinking deep into the flab of the man’s massive stomach.

The Glutton heaved, blood spraying from his mouth, and for the first time, Keith saw real fear there. The man had been supremely confident from the start, not believing for even an instant that he could lose. Now, with death looming before him, that confidence was shaken.

“Here!” the man finally shouted, coughing through a lungful of smoke.

An item appeared in his good hand – the statuette and gem.

Tac was silent, his voice having been wiped away by whatever The Glutton had used to destroy all his skills and items, so Keith had to rely on his memory and eye to be sure it wasn’t a fake.

The man might be clever, but with his life on the line, Keith was sure he wouldn’t risk it. On top of that, The Glutton didn’t think he could lose, so why would he bother creating a decoy? Besides, if the man could make it once, he could likely make it again, so why would he care if Jade were freed? He’d beaten her once and he was likely confident he could do so again.

Keith didn’t have any more time to think. His mind was beginning to fuzz, and the feeling in his leg was almost gone. His health was down below 10%, and he was about to pass out.

He grabbed the items, then shoved back and tapped into the only item he was confident would still work. The Heart Between Worlds was a World Item, and the only teleportation item that could take him anywhere.

He fixed Astrid’s office in his mind, then, taking one last look at the prone Glutton, he teleported away. Keith hated leaving an enemy alive, and this was the first time he’d been forced to retreat before finishing someone since arriving in this world. He knew his next meeting with The Glutton would be even worse, but now, he needed to prioritize his own life. Retrieving the item had been the real goal this time, not killing The Glutton.

The world bent around him, and an instant later, he appeared in Astrid’s office. The woman was sitting behind her desk, reading something when he appeared. Her eyes went wide as he dropped to the ground, consciousness already beginning to retreat. He felt his skills returning sluggishly as the world faded. He projected what had been done to him into her mind, hoping that she’d be able to hear him.

Then everything went dark.
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The smell of warm bread spread with butter and strong tea pushed back the blanket of darkness smothering Keith’s mind. His eyes flicked open, and he was instantly alert. He was in an unfamiliar room decorated with ornate furnishings and rare items of exquisite value.

The bed was soft, yet supportive, and smelled faintly of perfume.

It only took him a handful of seconds to piece together that he was in Astrid’s room. The woman was nowhere to be seen, but his World Guide stood on the bedside table, helping himself to what was undoubtedly supposed to be Keith’s food.

“Couldn’t help yourself, could you?” Keith said, making Bob jump and whirl around.

“Keith! You’re awake,” Bob said, trying to hide the buttered roll behind his back. “You were sleeping, so I thought I’d just prepare some food for you.”

“The food looks prepared,” Keith said, pushing himself into a sitting position and taking stock of himself.

He wasn’t wearing a shirt, and from the feel of the sheets, it seemed he had nothing on under there either. Mentally, he tapped into his armor box and pulled the single spare set of clothes onto himself.

“Good to see you back alive, bro,” Tac said. “I didn’t like being cooped up in the dark.”

“Were you conscious while I was out?” Keith asked, snagging the plate before Bob could grab anything else and beginning to eat.

He felt ravenous, which meant he’d either been out for a long time or the healing had taken a lot out of him. He could feel his legs and arms, which meant he hadn’t lost any limbs. That was good.

“I was, but I couldn’t see anything. It sucked.”

“How long was I out, Bob?” Keith asked, taking another bite.

“Four days,” Bob said, clearly not liking giving that news.

Keith shrugged. He’d received injuries in the past that had put him out for weeks, and once he’d been kept unconscious for over three months in a medically induced coma to heal some really nasty organ damage. The medicine in that world had been primitive at best, but keeping someone unconscious was something they could do quite well.

“That means that we’re less than twenty-four hours from Lihng’s deadline,” Keith said, taking another bite.

There were windows in this room, and he could see it was still morning. The food was also hot and clearly made for breakfast. He took that to mean that it was 8 A.M. at the latest.

Keith continued eating in silence, relishing the peace. He knew there would be a lot of questions once they knew he was awake, so he ate his fill before calling for Astrid. She was there in under ten seconds, clearly having stationed herself somewhere nearby for when he eventually woke up.

To his surprise, she kept her gaze averted as she walked into the room.

“You can look up, I’m dressed,” Keith said.

The woman’s cheeks darkened a bit, but when she looked at him, he could see the anger in her eyes.

“I’m sorry, we had to remove your clothing to administer the treatments and see the damaged areas.”

Keith waved her off.

“Thank you for saving my life.”

“It was my absolute pleasure,” Astrid said. “Though you’d owe more to Sigurd and my other healers than me. Now, tell me who did this to you, so I can go kill them.”

Her voice sounded calm, but Keith could hear the barely contained rage bubbling beneath the surface.

“No one for you to worry about,” Keith said. “I went looking for this fight. I got what I wanted, so there’s no need to concern yourself.”

“You didn’t see how you looked when you came in,” Astrid said. “I don’t even know how you managed to fight it for as long as you did. That cocktail of toxins should have killed you long before you made it back. Please, tell me who did this. You owe me.”

Keith knew she was right and he did, in fact, owe her.

“Fine,” he sighed. “It was a man by the name of Guzzlarian The Glutton. He’s lauded in Humania and even known in Beastland as a genius inventor and man of the people. In reality, he’s the king of the underworld. Every criminal organization you can think of is under his thumb. I was helping a friend retrieve something, which brought me into contact with him. He’s been after me for quite some time, so this was inevitable.”

“Guzzlarian The Glutton,” Astrid said. “I feel like I’ve heard that name before.”

“Like I said, he’s pretty well-known, so that’s unsurprising.”

“Is he still alive?” Astrid asked, clearly taken aback.

She’d seen him fight before, so she’d likely assumed it was more than one attacker that had done this to him. Either that, or someone far more powerful, maybe even on her own level.

“For now,” Keith said, getting out of bed and stretching. “But I’m sure we’ll meet again, and I won’t let him get away next time.”

Astrid looked like she wanted to say something but held her tongue and nodded. She still seemed upset, but he’d told her what she wanted to know and couldn’t complain about it.

“You know, you could have put me up in a different room,” Keith said as he headed to the door. “Where did you sleep?”

“In here,” Astrid said, looking away. “I slept on the floor, mind you, but I wanted to make sure no one would try anything while you were recovering.”

“Now that’s what I call dedication, bro. You should totally go out with her.”

“Not every woman who helps me is interested in me that way,” Keith replied. “Besides, I feel like we’ve already had this exact same conversation way too many times.”

“Well, if you just took my advice, we wouldn’t need to keep having this conversation, now, would we?” Tac said, a bit smugly.

Keith chose to ignore the comment and keep walking, moving past Astrid and into the corridor beyond. He’d never been to this part of her castle before, so he was forced to wait for her to follow him to show him the way out.

“Thank you for staying with me,” Keith said as they walked.

He saw Astrid’s back stiffen a bit, then relax.

“I wish I could have done more. You should have been conscious sooner,” she replied.

“I’m alive, aren’t I?” Keith asked. “That’s good enough for me.”

Astrid didn’t say anything else as she led him to the main part of her castle, where they parted ways.

“If you need anything…” Astrid said.

“I’ll ask,” Keith said, giving her a smile. “I appreciate everything you’ve done for me. Really. Why don’t you go get some rest yourself? You look exhausted.”

Astrid nodded, clearly reluctant to part ways with him, so Keith used Lightswap, teleporting down the hallway and leaving a very confused maid standing before her leader and giving him an out without things getting awkward.

Keith exited out into the morning air and inhaled, feeling the cool breeze tickling his face as he made his way to the guild hall, where he knew Opal and Jade were still waiting for him.

Apparently, Astrid had kept things quiet and no one knew of his condition because there was no undue stirring or surprise when he walked back into the hall. Maylee was there, and the short elf walked over to him as quickly as she could manage, skirting around people in the hall.

“There are a pair of strange women up in your room,” she said in a hushed whisper. “I thought I should warn you beforehand, so we can make a plan of action.”

“Why were you snooping in my room?” Keith asked.

Maylee’s face darkened in clear embarrassment.

“I hadn’t seen you in a few days, and no one knew where you were, so I figured I’d go check and see if you were there.”

“In my room,” Keith said.

Maylee’s flush deepened.

“Anyway, there’s no need to worry about those women. They’re acquaintances from Beastland who needed my help. I told them to hang out here until I got back.”

“Oh,” Maylee said, faltering a step. “Are you seeing either of them? I would, of course, understand if you were. Humans are quite repulsive, but that blonde one with the tanned skin is quite the beauty by human standards, if I’m not mistaken.”

“I’m not,” Keith said. “And even if I were, my personal life isn’t really any of your business, just like yours isn’t mine. We’re in a guild together. We look out for one another and have each other’s backs. Please just keeping things on course, and don’t let Servo do anything too crazy. Where is Servo, by the way?” he asked, realizing he hadn’t seen the man around.

“He’s off on some raid with about half the guild,” Maylee said. “Word came in about a Raid Boss tearing up one of the settlements about a week away on foot. We were forced to buy some teleportation scrolls from the Alchemist Guild. We’re probably going to be deep in the red on this raid, I hate to say.”

Keith pursed his lips but nodded. Not all raids were profitable, and sometimes, they had to take a financial hit to protect their reputation. A week would have seen the settlement destroyed and its inhabitants either dead or displaced from their homes, and if word got out that their guild had been responsible and hadn’t done their jobs, it would have looked bad for them.

“Have the teams you set been working out?” Keith asked as he began walking up the stairs.

“For the most part, yes,” Maylee said. “There’s been some butting of heads on some of the teams, but Servo and I are sorting things out.”

Keith turned as they reached the door to his private rooms and fixed her eyes with his.

“Make sure they’re all really ready for what we’re going after soon.”

“You mean…”

“Yes, the World Monster,” Keith said. “That is the ultimate goal of our guild, and every branch I’ve opened so far has done exactly that on their respective continent. The Fourliance will be no different.”

Maylee swallowed nervously, undoubtedly remembering the battle against the Section Boss only a few weeks back.

“We’ll be ready for it this time,” she said, squaring her shoulders.

Keith nodded to her, then turned and entered his room.

“You’re alive,” Opal said the second he entered.

Keith noticed her slipping a pair of crackling brass knuckles into her pocket as she saw who it was. Clearly, she was on edge, especially since he’d been gone so long.

“You look well,” Keith said.

Opal had cleaned up nicely since he’d last seen her and looked far better rested. Her hair was combed and neat, her skin clear of grime, and her clothes clean and well-fitting. In short, she looked just as he remembered.

“A bit of rest will do that,” she replied. “So?”

Keith removed the pair of items from his inventory and held them up.

“Would you care to do the honors?”

Opal’s worried look vanished, and a savage grin replaced it.

“It would be my pleasure.”
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Life had been a living hell ever since she’d been frozen by The Glutton. Jade had been unable to do anything at all, while being perfectly aware of her surroundings and all that was going on in them. She was helpless to do anything at all, being carried around like a child, inert and unable to vent her frustration or fear.

The only thing that had kept her sane through the weeks of travel, hiding, and scrounging, had been the fact that they were going to find Keith. If there was anyone who’d be able to save her, it would be him.

She’d felt like crying when she finally laid eyes on him, but the curse remained, and she stayed frozen as she was in stasis and unable to do anything other than think and track the passage of time. It was agonizing seeing him go, and the four days had passed more slowly than any of the weeks that had gone by during their travels.

Opal talked, of course, trying to keep her spirits up, although she had no idea whether Jade could hear her or not. The one thing she got to enjoy was Opal’s reading. The woman did it every night, pulling her favorite book from Baron Roster and taking her to another world, where Alejandro wooed the fair Esmerelda, stealing her from her father’s estate and running away into the wilderness to survive on their love alone.

Opal hated the stories, which made Jade appreciate them even more. In the four days Keith was gone, Opal read for more than half the day, likely trying to keep herself occupied as much as Jade. She was just getting to a good part, where Shane Whittiker was sitting in his office alone at night, about to receive an unwitting visit from his would-be killer, Margaret Bloodsong, when Opal suddenly stopped.

She stood abruptly, slipping on a pair of brass knuckles. Someone was coming.

Jade wished she could do something. Anything at all. All she could do was lie there and wait. The door opened, and Opal took a step forward, then stopped.

“You’re alive.”

The instant Jade heard those words, she knew it had to be Keith. Even though she couldn’t see him, due to where she was lying, she knew. The two of them talked for a moment, then she heard it. Keith had gotten the item from The Glutton.

Opal came into her field of view a moment later, clutching the cursed statuette and shining gem. She recognized both, as they’d been responsible for putting her in this mess in the first place.

“You’ll be free in a moment,” Opal said. “Just hang tight.”

She vanished from Jade’s field of view again, and she waited. There was a sudden burst of light, and an instant later, everything came flooding back to her. Her purple feathered wings exploded from her back, one slamming into the wall, and the other tearing aside the drapes hanging from the bed.

She inhaled deeply, feeling the sweet air rushing into her lungs as her heart began to beat once more. Power flooded her from her armor, and she had to physically restrain herself from doing anything, lest she destroy the room accidentally.

With a thought, she dismissed the armor back to the box in her inventory, switching it out for the tight-fitting outfit she preferred. A lightness overcame her as she mentally retracted her wings, then slowly sat up in bed.

Opal was there by her side, grabbing her hands and talking, but all she could see was Keith. He stood against the back wall with his muscled arms crossed over his broad chest and his crimson eyes burning into her. She felt her cheeks flush instantly, and no matter how hard she tried to fight it down, she couldn’t. He’d saved her. Just like the valiant knight in Baron Roster’s ‘Swoon Knight’ and the swashbuckling sea captain in ‘Handsome Sea-Man.’

Keith didn’t move, but he didn’t look away from her either. She could feel her heart pounding so hard she thought it would explode from her chest. She had to say something to him. She opened her mouth, but words refused to come out.

Opal pinched her thigh, and she let out a yelp. All at once, the spell was broken, and she regained a sense of her normal self-control.

“Thanks for that,” Jade said, looking down at her protégée. “I was a bit out of it after being unable to move for so long.”

“I’m just glad you’re okay!” Opal said, nearly on the verge of tears.

The only reason she wasn’t crying, Jade knew, was because Keith was in the room and she didn’t want to show any weakness. She wasn’t doing a very good job of it, though.

“I owe you for getting me out of there,” Jade said, patting her head. “But we can talk more about that later.”

She looked back up to Keith, who still hadn’t moved, and felt another flutter in her chest. This time, she managed to keep her composure.

“You saved me,” she said.

“I did,” Keith replied.

He wasn’t sugarcoating it or acting modest.

“Would you mind telling me what happened?”

“I went into your compound and confronted The Glutton. Apparently, he was waiting for me. We got into a fight. I may have destroyed most of the top level of your building in the process. He hit me with a bunch of items, but I beat him until he gave me what I wanted. Unfortunately, I had to leave before I could finish him, so he’s still very much alive.”

Jade had known he was strong, but to come out ahead in a fight against The Glutton was something that most considered to be impossible. She’d gone into a fight confident of beating him, but he’d taken her down without throwing so much as a single punch. She shoved that memory down, and instead focused on the fact that she was free.

“Do you know what kind of item he used? He mentioned something about powers other than the Spirits before he activated it. He said he had to go all the way to the continent of Monstros to retrieve some of the components he needed.”

Keith shook his head.

“The items resisted inspection, even with my Sage-level skill. But he also mentioned something like that to me before he used an item that made everything I carried and had equipped all but useless. On top of that, he nullified my skills. I don’t know what it was, but I don’t like it.”

Jade nodded.

“We need to kill him, but I won’t feel comfortable going after him again until I know what he’s working with. We need to get to the source of his power. If he can create items that affect Avatars and resist Sages, we have a real problem.”

“What are we going to do in the meantime?” Opal asked. “The longer we stay away, the harder it’ll be to reclaim our spot at the top.”

Jade smiled at that, a cold smile, filled with absolutely no mirth.

“You’re forgetting something. He may have booted us from our territory, but I’m still the Avatar of the Underworld. Anyone who’s even remotely afraid of the Spirits and is inclined to our line of work will flock to us as soon as I make my presence known. It’s not exactly ideal, but I’m sure Keith wouldn’t mind if we set up shop here in the Fourliance, would he?”

Jade turned to Keith at this, giving him her most winning smile. She knew her features had been somewhat altered when she’d become an Avatar. Nothing major, she knew. She’d always been quite plain looking, which had suited her just fine, but apparently, Avatars couldn’t be boring or plain. Her best features had been enhanced by her transformation.

Her eyes had grown larger and now had a slight purple sheen to them that seemed to catch the light, no matter their surroundings. Her facial structure had softened a bit, and her lips had filled out. Her body had had some minor alterations as well, but in all, Jade thought she now looked quite cute. No one would call her beautiful, but she didn’t doubt that certain men would be tripping over themselves to get her attention. Too bad she didn’t want any of them.

There was only one man she was interested in, and he was staring right at her.

“So long as Astrid doesn’t mind, I don’t really care what you do,” Keith said, his tone sounding disinterested.

She knew he didn’t approve of her line of work, and her becoming the Avatar of the Underworld likely made him like it even less. For some reason, that made her want him more. It was a little disturbing and probably more than a little unhealthy. Knowing all of that didn’t change how she felt in the slightest, though. She would have him, no matter what it took.

Astrid, she knew, was the leader of the Alchemist Faction of the Fourliance, and through Opal’s digging and information gathering while they were on the run, she’d discovered that Keith had used some kind of World Item, and now all the humans on the continent basically worshipped him. In other words, though Astrid was technically in charge, the real power of their faction was Keith himself.

“I’m sure she won’t,” Jade said. “Especially since you went through the effort of saving me. Besides, you’re going to want me around if The Glutton decides to try making a move on you, and Avatars can be quite useful to have around.”

“That much is true,” Keith agreed. “The teleportation ability is one that most would kill for.”

“And one that you can have access to at any time, for no charge,” Jade said with a smirk. “All you’ll have to do is take me along for the ride.”

Keith grunted noncommittally.

“Now that you’re awake, I’d like my room back,” he said, gesturing to the door.

Jade could have stayed and argued with him, but after what he’d done, she decided to let him off for the time being. Besides, she had some business to take care of. She needed to familiarize herself with her new surroundings and start putting out feelers into the underworld of the Fourliance. She was sure there were other big players, but as far as she knew, none could claim to be the Avatar of the Underworld.

Besides, she was sure Keith would be calling on her sooner or later for her abilities in teleportation. She knew he had some way of getting around, though she suspected he was limited in what he could do. She also needed to get to the bottom of how his fight with The Glutton went. If he had any weaknesses, Keith would have found them, and the more she knew, the better.

Jade got to her feet, still smirking and hiding her true feelings behind that mask as she made her way to the door.

“Anytime you want me, just call,” Jade said, waving the small communicator she pulled from her inventory.

With that said, she swept from the room, with Opal in tow.

It was good to be back.
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Keith waited until Jade left the room before he opened the notifications that had appeared when Opal shattered the statuette and gem keeping Jade in stasis. The conversation with the woman had gone just about the way he expected. There had been a bit of flirting, some barely disguised invitations, and the offer to take him anywhere, so long as she was along for the ride.

All of that fell within Tac’s predictions. Even becoming an Avatar couldn’t stop him from peering into her mind, which made The Glutton all the more terrifying.

“You know we’re going to have to call on her in less than a day, right?” Bob asked.

“I know,” he replied. “But it’s better to leave her uncertain as to when we’ll be calling.”

The reason for his calling would be to go tend to the automaton. It would take a few days to get it powered up, and he didn’t want to use his World Item in case of an emergency. He’d much rather have the ability to transport an entire army and have to bring Jade along than not, especially with his deadline up in so short a time.

The notification appeared then, letting him know of his updated quest.

Quest Update: The Gluttonous Sage

Wow. You did it. You managed to get the item from The Glutton and revive Jade without dying. Shame you let The Glutton get away, though. Would have been nice to have him out of the way. Anyway, he’s not an easy nut to crack, and now you have reason to suspect that he’s tapping into power equal to or even greater than what the Spirits themselves can provide. You’re going to want to get to the bottom of this before facing him again. Otherwise, who knows what could happen?

Difficulty: Quad-S

Current Task: Discover the source of Guzzlarian’s power

Main Objective: Kill Guzzlarian The Glutton

Current Rewards: 340,000 XP, 15 large gold bricks, 12 Legendary+ potions, 8 Legendary+ spell scrolls, 1 Legendary+ armor blueprint, ???, ???

+238,000 XP

+83,300 Bonus XP

3 large gold bricks have been added to your inventory

10 Fine Squad Bang Potions have been added to your inventory

5 Chomper Cyclone Spell Scrolls have been added to your inventory

The Heavy Thruster has been added to your inventory

Jade now adores you. Aww! She’ll probably do anything you want without question, kind of like all those people you brainwashed against their wills. Don’t let the power go to your head or anything.

Opal owes you a debt. One time, you may request something of her, and she will be unable to refuse.

You now have a personal pack mule! Jade will ferry you anywhere your little murderous heart desires. Isn’t that nice?

What Keith found more interesting than anything was the fact that the quest difficulty had been upped to Quad-S. A difficulty that only existed in the Fourliance and beyond, meaning this quest has just left the scope of Humania and Beastland and would be far more dangerous now.

He was distracted from his thoughts by the next notification.

Level up!

Congratulations, you have reached level 67. You have 10 (Base 5+5 from Title) stat points to distribute.

It was a no-brainer where his points should be going. Four went into Luck, boosting it to a score of 1,000, and the other six went into Endurance, pushing that much closer to a base of 1,000. He’d had his items and skills stolen from him, if only for a moment, so he wasn’t going to be slacking when it came to raising his stats.

Keith looked over his status, seeing how things had progressed since his last level.

Status (Abbreviated)

Name: Keith the Armageddon Behemoth

Race: Ancient Sortie

Class: Mythic Hunter

Level: 67

XP: 16,108/1,170,000 (Reduced from 1,300,000)

HP: 18,770/18,770

STA: 17,130/17,130

Strength - 1,665 (Base 1,005)(1,001 +3 Class +1 Racial)

Vitality - 1,877 (Base 1,197)(1,191 +2 Class + 4 Racial)

Endurance - 1,713 (Base 980)(970 +6 +3 Class +1 Racial)

Agility - 1,347 (Base 835)(833 +3 Class)

Wisdom - 310 (Base 115)(114 +1 Class)

Luck - 1,001 (Base 681)(676 +4 +1 Class)

It seemed his fight with The Glutton hadn’t seen any of his stats rise, not that he was surprised. Still, he’d gotten what he wanted out of it and had received an additional level to boot. On top of that, he’d gotten a bunch of cool-sounding items.

“I’m dying to see what that Heavy Thruster is,” Tac said, snickering audibly in his mind.

It was a poorly named weapon, but if Keith had to guess, it was going to be a spear. A weapon like that wouldn’t be useful to him, and he’d probably end up selling it.

Keith pulled one of the potions from his inventory. It was a shimmering yellow, with motes of blood red shining within. Pulling up its description, Keith was pleased.

Name: Fine Squad Bang Potion

Quality: Legendary

Effects: -3,000 AOE damage, inflicts Burned, Dazed, and Deafened debuffs. Has a 50% chance of inflicting an additional 500 Explosion damage

Value: No less than 8 large gold bars

“Not bad,” Bob said, stroking his fuzzy chin. “We can do some real damage with something like this.”

Keith nodded. It would be good to have it in his back pocket if he came up against The Glutton again or someone else who could nullify items. It would be great against just about any enemy that really got in his way.

Keith pulled one of the spell scrolls next, examining the dark parchment with interest.

Name: Chomper Cyclone Spell Scroll

Quality: Legendary

Effects: A spinning cyclone of water and chomping fish form beneath a single target

Damage: 2,800 - 3,100 + 1,000 - 1,200 Piercing

AOE: Single Target

Value: No less than 31 large & 2 small gold bars

“You know, this reminds me of something,” Tac said. “A movie, I think. The one with the sharks and all that rain. What was it called again?”

“Sharknado?” Keith asked, not at all shocked that Tac was making movie references.

The only question Keith had was when the so-called artificial mind was from. Organized crime like the type he described wasn’t so commonplace. Crimes in their times were more tech-based and had less to do with the mafia-style violence Tac often described.

“No, it was not that,” Tac said.

He was silent for several moments.

“Got it! Piranhacane! Epic movie. Made my cousin Tony mess his pants real bad!”

“What is he talking about?” Bob asked.

“Nothing important,” Keith said, removing the final item from his inventory.

It was indeed a spear, one with the unfortunate name. Compared to his other weapons, it was nothing special, so he would most likely sell it.

“The system always has a reason for the items it assigns,” Bob said. “I’d hold onto it if I were you. Worst case scenario, you could always sell it later.”

“Good point,” Keith said, stashing the spear back in his inventory.

He stretched, took a quick look around his room, and then headed out towards the smithy. He was sure that Farah would have his items ready for him by now, and he was eager to get his hands on them before he had to confront Lihng and who knew how many others.

After his fight with Alvin and then The Glutton, this was one confrontation he was not looking forward to, especially when his time would be better served hunting down the location of the World Monster.
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“I was wondering if you were ever going to show up,” Farah said as Keith walked into the smithy.

“I take it you figured out what to do with the items I left you,” Keith said, nodding to the smiths who all paused in their work to acknowledge him.

“I got that sword and crossbow you wanted,” she said, gesturing for him to follow her into the storeroom. “The armor was a bit trickier, as I had to find a way to make all the components work. The monster’s body didn’t have any metals or alloys to speak of, so I had to find the right binding agent to hold it all together. In the end, it was a strain of Mithrinite, which, let me tell you, was not easy to forge. On the other hand, I’m a single skill point away from hitting Sage, so I’m not going to complain!”

“Did you make anything else?” Keith asked.

“I did,” Farah said with a mischievous grin. “But I’ll leave those as a surprise for the end. For now, let’s take a look at what we’ve got.”

Keith spotted the armor the second they walked in. It seemed Farah hadn’t bothered covering it up.

“Oh, wow!” Bob said as he stared at the armor.

Keith agreed wholeheartedly. The whole set looked as though it had been carved from the body of Sylverana. There were several pieces, including a helm for one, carved into the likeness of the monster’s face, complete with gleaming lights in the eye sockets.

Shaggy white fur covered the breastplate, which was interspersed with thin, overlapping plates of purple-white metal. A glowing gem sat at its center, which he knew to be a gleaming monster core. The bracers were made with the same purple-white metal, with strips of fur and bone lining the outside. Pauldrons would cover his shoulders, and a thick belt looped around the waist. The pants were lined with fur on the sides, and lines of purple and silver ran down the front, covering his knees in an extra layer. From the elbows and knees protruded small glowing nodules that he was sure had a function other than design. The boots looked much the same, sharing that purple and white sheen, with thick plating on the top, and thinner plates on the sides.

Additionally, this armor had a cloak of some kind, which released wispy tendrils of purple and silver floating behind the armor in the image of wings or tails. Keith wasn’t sure, as the image kept on shifting. Examining the armor’s description, Keith was quite happy to be adding it to his collection.

Name: Mist-Beast’s Wrath – Unique Medium Armor Set

Armor crafted from the World Boss, Sylverana the Mist Beast.

Pieces: 9 (Helm, Pauldrons, Breastplate, Bracers, Greaves, Belt, Pants, Boots, Modified Cloak)

Quality: Legendary+

Armor: +295 (Helm) +395 (Pauldrons) +750 (Breastplate), +445 (Bracers), +445 (Greaves) +525 (Pants), +415 (Belt) +425 (Boots), +315 (Modified Cloak)

Total Armor: 4,010

Requirements: 500 Strength, Endurance, & Agility

Restrictions: User has at least 3 Master-ranked or higher skills

Modified Cloak Durability: 500,000/500,000

Effects: Can infuse armor with any of 3 effects. (1) Misty Armor will result in temporary intangibility, should a physical or magical attack make contact, for 5 minutes daily. (2) Psychic Armor will reduce the force of any incoming physical, or magical attacks by 75% for 15 minutes daily. (3) Psycho B Armor will inflict mental debuffs on anyone targeting you with an attack for 10 minutes daily.

Additional effects: Immunity from psychic and mental-based debuffs, immunity from crushing. All damage is reduced by 12%. 15% chance to ignore all damage. All damage taken is redistributed back into the armor, increasing Strength, Endurance & Agility by 1% of that total for the duration of the battle.

Modified Cloak: This armor is equipped with a modified cloak, containing 3 distinct settings. The first is a set of psychic wings, allowing for flight at the cost of 5/Sta per foot of height/speed. The second is a series of tails. Designed to confuse and confound, enemy fighters will only have an 85% chance of hitting you if targeted by a ranged attack, item, potion, or trap. The third is a psychic engine, tapping into the engine will boost all stats by 10%, but will cost the cloak 5 durability per second it is active. If the cloak is destroyed, the set will be reduced to reflect the change, and the bonus will not be lost.

Perks: Light source, waterproof, self-cleaning, Soulbound, Temperature regulated

Set Bonus: +165 to all stats.

Value: 21 large gold bricks, 7 small gold bricks, 65 large gold bars

He was losing out on extra stat points, but if he got into a real fight, something like this would be handy. This was a set of armor that made him stronger each time he took damage, and not just in the stat sense. If he took a hit of 60,000 points, the requisite stats would rise by a whopping 600 points for the duration of the battle. This would be a game changer, without a doubt. On top of that, it boosted all stats by 165, which was 20 more than his current set.

“Do you have the gem to bind this thing?” Keith asked.

Farah was already holding it out. Without a second thought, Keith jammed his sword into his hand and slapped the stone, binding it to himself. He placed a hand on the armor, and in a flash, it appeared in his Armor box, taking up the last slot. He was going to need a bigger box after this, but with this armor’s flight ability, he technically no longer needed the Galaxia set, so perhaps it would take its place.

Keith mentally swapped the armor, and in an instant, he was cloaked in the new set. The helm didn’t obstruct his field of view. Just as with some of the others he’d worn in the past, the edges that fell over his eyes turned to mist, giving him defense and an unobstructed view of his surroundings.

“Let’s see the sword next, shall we?” Farah said, pulling a cloth back and revealing the blade.

It was made of the same white metal, though it contained a bit more purple. The hilt was wrapped in white strips and tufts of fur hung from the hilt and the bottom of the grip. It was a beautiful weapon, single edged and deadly in its purpose.

Sylverana’s Moon Scythe

Quality: Legendary+

Damage: Agility X2

Requirements: Sage-rank Swordmaster skill

Restrictions: Sword-based Class

Effects: Twice per day cast Psychic Slash to freeze a target in place and inflict 1,000 damage for every second they remain frozen. The blade blurs with illusion, giving the impression that there are multiples, making it impossible to tell where the real attack is coming from. Strikes deal mental damage as well, attacking the mind in addition to the body.

Additional Effects: +1,700 Slashing damage, 50% chance to inflict Mentally Crippled debuff on strike, 50% chance to inflict Physically Crippled debuff on strike.

Value: 6 large gold bricks

It was the greatest sword Keith had ever seen, though a bit underwhelming when compared to the armor. The bow was similar, though a bit better than his current one in both its power and effect.

Sylverana’s Mist Blaster

Quality: Legendary+

Damage: 1,000 - 1,350

Requirements: Sage-rank Bow skill

Restrictions: Bow-based Class

Effects: Twice per day, cast the skill Mist Storm to unleash a hail of illusory bolts that strike the very soul. Twice per day, cast the skill Psychic Whitefire to inflict Agility X40 damage to all targets within 25 feet.

Additional Effects: Psychic bolts are automatically slotted into the string when raised to fire, 100% chance to Paralyze for 3 seconds, 85% chance to inflict Terror, 45% chance to stun. 8% chance to Instakill, 6% chance to Instakill everything in a 25-foot AOE.

Value: 7 large & 2 small gold bricks

Keith slotted the bow and sword into the spaces he liked in his inventory, where he’d be able to easily access them with but a thought.

“Alright, I’ve seen the weapons and armor,” Keith said. “Now show me what else you’ve made for me.”

“So eager, aren’t we?” Farah said, shaking her head. “I feel like you barely took any time at all to appreciate the artistry of my sword and crossbow, but fine. I’m sure you’ll appreciate what I made for you, so I won’t complain too much.”

She reached for a small box, cracking the lid and revealing two matching rings. Both exuded a powerful aura, and mist began spilling over the edge of the box as soon as it was opened. The rings were made of white and purple, though one contained a golden gem and the other, green.

Keith examined both.

Name: Mist Beast’s Vital Ring

Quality: Legendary+

Item Type: Ring

Effects: +200 Vitality. Twice per day, cast the skill Damage Reversal when you take damage. All taken damage will be reduced to 0 and then added to your total Vitality, overcharging it temporarily.

Value: 4 large & 1 small gold brick

Name: Mist Beast’s Endurer

Quality: Legendary+

Item Type: Ring

Effects: +200 Endurance. Twice per day, cast the skill Drain Reversal to gain Stamina instead of losing for 30 seconds, overcharging it temporarily.

Value: 4 large & 1 small gold brick

“How does this overcharge feature work?” Keith asked as he decided which of his items he’d be removing and replacing.

It wasn’t all that tough a decision to make. The two Sola items he’d socketed were the obvious choice. He removed them, replacing them with the two new rings and feeling the immediate difference.

“The overcharge feature is a new one for me too,” Farah said. “In short, you’ll be able to temporarily carry more than your maximum health or Stamina. I don’t know if there’s an upper limit, but I do know that the more you overcharge, the faster it’ll drain away. You’ll need to do some field testing to be sure.”

“Will it affect my base score?” Keith asked.

“No,” she replied. “As soon as you hit your regular score, the drain will return to normal.”

Keith nodded in understanding, glad to have two amazing new items to add to his repertoire. Of course, they were just items and nothing else, which meant that if they were disabled, he’d be just as he was before, but having the boost against a monster would make a big difference.

“So, do you have anything else?”

“Do you remember that Mythical heart item you gave me?” she asked.

Keith nodded.

“Well, I did some experimenting,” she said with a wide grin. “I think you’ll be quite pleased with the results.”
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Keith found Jade in one of the Capitol’s many bars, chatting with a nervous-looking bartender, whose eyes kept flicking to the twining violet tattoo on her shoulder. He’d noticed this new addition almost immediately and got the sense that her power as an Avatar was somehow linked to it.

The eye of The Glutton had been turned on its head, as she no longer needed to wear her armband. Jade half-turned as he entered the room, and for just a moment, he saw her eyes widen before she forced her smirk back onto her lips.

“Dude, I know I keep saying this, but come on. I feel like you’d need to be blind not to see that.”

“And I don’t know why I need to keep telling you that I have no interest. Stop making this a thing, Tac. I have better things to worry about.”

“I knew you’d come calling sooner or later, but this is a bit sooner than even I expected,” Jade said as Keith walked up to her.

“You did offer to take me wherever I wanted to go,” he replied. “I need to go pick something up.”

“And you know you’re not leaving me behind, right?” Jade asked.

“Obviously.”

“Oh, good,” she said, going to link her arm into his but missing, as Keth had anticipated the movement and stepped back.

She pouted.

“You don’t need to be touching me for this to work,” he said. “Now, do you want to leave from here or go somewhere more private?”

“Here’s fine,” Jade said. “These low lives need a demonstration of my power, and this is a pretty good way to go about it.”

Her tattoo began to glow as Keith gave her the exact location. It would be interesting to see how the powers of an Avatar worked versus his own World Items. Everyone backed up as massive, purple-feathered wings spread from her back and her hair began to drift in an invisible breeze.

“Is that necessary?” Keith asked.

“No,” Jade replied with a grin. “But it’s fun.”

The world collapsed in on itself, turning into a chaotic blend of colors and impressions. Travel took quite a bit longer than his item, at least 10 seconds passing in this manner before the world restored itself into recognizable shapes.

Keith staggered as they emerged, feeling a sense of queasiness in his stomach, but his Vitality kept him from vomiting. That was unlike Jade, who leaned over and emptied the contents of her stomach against the alley wall.

“Well, that was attractive,” Jade said, wiping a hand across her lips.

“First time?” Keith asked.

She nodded.

“I’m sure I’ll get the hang of it. It’s supposed to suck, but not that much.”

Keith looked at her mana bar, which had been restored in her transformation. That single jump had removed a full third from her total, though if she wore her armor, the decrease would be significantly less dramatic. He had to wonder how people were going to react to her once they walked out into the main thoroughfare. While she had once been inconspicuous, the race change had obviously enhanced her, both physically and in a deeper, more primal sense.

Even without using any of his skills, he could sense an aura of power and authority radiating from her, one that wouldn’t easily be hidden. It was something he associated with Avatars and Spirits.

“Come on then,” Keith said striding out of the alley and into the road.

Jade staggered after him, still clearly recovering from the transport. Thankfully, it was crowded enough that not too many people looked, though when anyone did, Jade gave them a toothy smile and a small wave. It was very unlike the Jade he’d known before. Normally, she did everything to not stand out.

“Becoming an Avatar comes with a lot more than just an upgrade in race,” Bob said when Keith asked him the question. “Your mind changes as well, as do your world views. It’s pretty dramatic, which is why most people would choose to remain as themselves, rather than take on the aspects of a Spirit’s power.”

It was good to know that there were downsides to being an Avatar, aside from being the Spirit’s personal dog.

“What exactly are we doing here?” asked Jade.

“Like I said, I’m here to pick something up,” Keith replied. “We’ll probably be here for a few days, so if you want to leave, you can go anytime.”

Jade snorted and tried linking arms with him again. She missed again.

“Like I’m going to let you out of my sight,” she said. “I’m not a personal pack mule, I’m your friend and ally. Like any good friend, I’m going to stick around until you’re done, then take you home.”

“I’m flattered,” Keith deadpanned.

He liked the old Jade better.

He caught her snagging a dangling purse out of the corner of his eye. The motion was so smooth that not even the foxian woman’s clothes were ruffled as she snagged it. She turned, seeing his look, and gave him a wolfish grin before making the money disappear.

Okay, maybe not so different, he silently corrected himself.

Entering the smithy, he was glad to see someone else behind the counter, rather than the annoyed elf that had been there last time.

“I’m here to pick up an order from Hunk,” Keith said.

He didn’t need to wait long for the man to return and usher him into the back. Keith followed the metal-clad corridor to the correct room, banging twice on the door before entering. Hunk was already waiting for him, and there was a long table with a sheet draped over the top sitting before him.

“You’re into the dramatic reveals too, huh?” Keith said as Jade closed the door behind him.

“Who’s this?” Hunk asked, his eyes flicking first to Jade’s face, then the tattoo on her bare shoulder.

“My ride,” Keith said, before Jade could say anything herself.

Hunk gave her another distrustful look, and Jade waved before pulling a chair from her inventory and sitting down in front of the door with a book. She was acting disinterested, but Keith could feel her gaze moving to the table once his back was turned.

“I take it that you’re finished,” Keith said.

“That I am,” Hunk replied. “It wasn’t an easy thing either. Building an automaton is delicate and time-consuming work, but it was worth it in the end. Here, have a look.”

The sheet was swept back, revealing the human-sized and shaped automaton made entirely of the metal Keith had brought for the job. It was clearly shaped like a female, though it had no hair to speak of. Its facial features were smooth, yet somehow blocky at the same time. If he were to describe how the automaton looked as a whole, ‘blocky’ would be how he would describe it.

“Please don’t judge it just yet,” Hunk said. “The refining process happens when Essence is infused. Have you decided what types of Essence you’ll be using?”

“I have,” Keith replied.

He’d thought about it thoroughly and had made his decision after long hours of talking with Bob and Tac. At first, he’d been leaning in a magical direction, covering up for a weakness of his by having constant mage backup. However, after thinking about it some more, he’d decided he didn’t really need it. Magic was useful, but he was already covering for most of his magical deficiencies with skills, weapons, or armor.

In the end, he’d decided he would lean toward an area in which he was already well-versed and experienced. He hadn’t been sure what type of Essence he’d be getting at the time, so this had worked out perfectly.

“I’ll be infusing three Grandmaster-level Essence,” Keith replied. “Two Agility and one Strength.”

“A melee fighter with a heavy emphasis on speed, and a secondary emphasis on physical strength,” Hunk said. “Are you sure you don’t want to switch out one of the Agility for Endurance or Vitality? Having an additional boosted stat would be very useful.”

Keith shook his head.

“I’ve already thought about it, and this is the direction I want to go in.”

“Very well,” Hunk said, sliding a nail beneath a near-invisible catch in the automaton’s stomach and revealing the cage that would contain its soul. “I’d recommend starting with the Strength Essence first. It’s best to infuse all types in sequence, and doing the Agility Essences before the Strength might lessen its effects over time.”

Keith nodded, then drew out his first Type S Grandmaster Essence. It hadn’t come from Sylverana but another monster, the very one whose metal helped forge this automaton in the first place.

This had been another debate, but in the end, Keith wanted one of Rhinototh’s skills to be added into the mix. Specifically, one of his passives to increase defense.

Keith pushed his palm into the space and used the Soul Infusion skill. The Essence resisted for a moment before it was sucked into the cage and began slowly spinning within. A second later, a transformation began to take place as the Essence flowed out of the cage and across the automaton’s body.

Lines of red traced the figure, changing its shape in subtle ways in some spots and more dramatic ways in other places. The automaton looked more distinctly feminine as its body was shaped, its facial features sculpted, and its body became less blocky. A short dusting of hair appeared atop its head, dark and indistinct, and its eyes flickered crimson for a moment. The automaton jerked a few times, then its eyes went dark and it lay still.

“Good,” Hunk said with a beaming grin. “Looks like it took well. Another couple of infusions and she’ll be ready to activate. I know you can only infuse a single Essence per day, so you should probably think of a name over the next couple of days. Remember, she’ll be as intelligent as any person, so it’s only proper.”

Keith nodded as he turned to go, looking one last time at the automaton on the table.

“I do have one last question before I go,” Keith said. “Why a woman?”

Hunk gave him one of the most disturbing grins he’d ever seen. He honestly reminded him of the demented smith, Wagg, from back in Beastland. The man didn’t need to explain anything, but his next words confirmed his suspicions.

“Why not?”
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“I like him,” Tac said as they exited the smithy and walked back into the city proper. “He’s a man of culture and class. He gets it.”

“I don’t know if I like that smith,” Jade said, having had watched the entire thing. “Also, that’s quite the secret you’ve got there, Keith,” she continued with a smirk. “Don’t worry, my lips are sealed.”

Keith had already known she would find out, one way or another, so he hadn’t bothered hiding it from her. Clearly, she knew a lot more about the crafting of Elixirs than he’d thought. Still, he didn’t think she would betray him, but the list of people who knew what he could do was getting larger by the day. At this rate, it wouldn’t be long before someone slipped up. Still, he was getting stronger and could defend himself from most idiots who came looking to try extorting Elixirs out of him.

“We’re going to be here for another couple of days,” Keith said, taking a left off the main thoroughfare. “Let’s find an inn in the city. I don’t feel like traveling back and forth each day.”

Besides, if Lihng was going to come for him, he’d much rather her come for him here, where he was good and ready and didn’t mind doing a bit of property damage. After all, this was her city. Additionally, he didn’t think she was tracking him anymore, and the last place she’d expect him to be was her own backyard.

“Mind if I pick the place?” Jade asked.

“If you’re paying,” he replied.

“Still a cheapskate,” she said. “But fine, I don’t mind paying. We’ll be sharing a room though.”

Keith shrugged. He didn’t really care.

They passed up several perfectly fine-looking inns before Jade was satisfied with one. It was a nice enough place, but more importantly, well-situated, with a good view of their surroundings. She asked for a floor all the way at the top, with the best view of the city. It also meant that if attackers were coming, they’d need to climb all those stairs, and the two of them could simply escape through an open window if needed.

“This is nice,” Jade said, looking around the spacious room.

“And there are two beds,” Keith said. “I’m happy with that.”

Jade noticed that detail and pouted, but she couldn’t say anything otherwise. After all, she had been the one to pick this space.

“What now?” she asked, taking a seat in one of the armchairs and crossing one leg over the other.

“I’m staying here,” Keith said. “You can do whatever you want.”

“You know, if we’re going to be traveling together, you could at least be pleasant,” she replied. “I know you don’t like what I do, but you went up against The Glutton to save me. That means a lot more to me than you seem to know or care to understand. I might be a criminal, but I have a heart.”

It was more honesty than he’d heard from her since their first meeting what seemed like ages ago in Beastland’s Nemesis Dungeon. She’d been out for his head at that point, but her own ambitions had led to them striking an uneasy alliance.

Keith sighed as he sank down on the edge of one of the beds. He could probably be a bit nicer. He was just a bit on edge, and needing to bring Jade with him everywhere if he wanted to use her teleportation skill wasn’t helping his mood. It made him feel like one of his quest rewards came with strings attached, and he was sick and tired of being answerable to anyone other than himself.

He came into this world with a goal, and that goal hadn’t changed. The World Monsters needed to die for his family to be reunited. Some people might become distracted or lose sight of what was important. Not him. He refused to be drawn away from his mission or his goals.

“You’re right that I saved you,” Keith said. “But I couldn’t stand by and do nothing, especially when Opal turned up with you. The Glutton is a problem for both of us, and I’d rather have you as an ally than an enemy. I’ll do my best to be cordial, so long as you don’t overstep your bounds.”

Jade’s smile was genuine this time, though it only lasted for a second.

“You know there’s a zero percent chance she’ll stop bothering you, right?”

“It’s infatuation, Tac. We’ve dealt with it before. She’ll get over it.”

“Will she?”

Keith didn’t allow himself to go down that road of thought. He had enough to deal with, without involving himself with anyone, let alone the Avatar of the personification of thievery and crime.

“I’ll ask again then. What are you doing?” Jade said.

“I’m staying here, in this room, until tomorrow morning, when I’ll go back to the smith and repeat today’s process. After that, I’ll do the exact same thing until the next day, at which point, we’ll hopefully be going home with a new automaton.”

“Well, I might not stay in here with you all day,” Jade said. “But I’ll be happy to keep you company.”

Keith sighed. It was going to be a long few days.

***

They went back to the smith the following morning, where Keith infused the first of the Grandmaster Type A Essence, the silver-colored speck flooding into the automaton and continuing to shape her body. By this point, he could no longer think of the automaton as an it, as she was taking on some very distinct features.

The light in her eyes flashed in a mix of silver and red and her hair grew longer as her features became more sculpted. The tips of her fingers became more delicate, and the hint of nails began to appear.

More lines appeared on her body, around the joints of her shoulders, elbows, waist, knees and feet. Unlike regular human feet though, hers were shaping themselves into some kind of shoe or boot. He’d know for certain once he was finished tomorrow.

Hunk wished him farewell, and as soon as they were done, Keith headed back to the inn, checking the timer on his quest. He didn’t have very long left before it officially failed, and he didn’t want to be out in the open when it did.

“Care to tell me why you’re so jumpy?” Jade asked.

He hadn’t told her about the probability of an attack yet, but he figured it would be better if she were informed. In as few words as possible, he explained his current situation. As he spoke, the playfulness left Jade’s features, replaced by an expression of alertness and a bit of worry.

“Do you think she’ll be able to find you here?” she asked.

“I’m counting on her not looking in her own capital city,” Keith said. “But I’d like to get back into the room as quickly as possible to minimize my risk.”

Jade nodded, now alert and sweeping the streets for possible spies. It didn’t take them long to reach the inn, where they headed straight for the top floor. Jade did a quick sweep of the room, though Keith already knew it was empty. His Discerning Eye and Sage of War were more than enough to assure him of that.

Once she was sure there was no one around, she turned to him, relaxing a bit.

“Would you like me to get you something to eat? I noticed you haven’t had anything this morning. Now that I know why, it makes sense that you didn’t want to stop.”

“That would be nice, actually. Thank you,” Keith said.

She gave him a genuine smile before slipping from the room.

“Do you really think we’ll make it out before Lihng comes looking?” Bob asked.

“If we don’t, we have a few contingencies,” Keith replied.

None would kill her, but a few would inconvenience her enough to keep her off his back for a bit. Besides, he wasn’t planning on engaging with her if he could help it. As soon as this was over, he was going to head right back to the Alchemist Faction, after which he would form an expedition into the Necro-Beast territory to find the World Monster. His goal wasn’t to kill every powerful fighter on the continent, and although Lihng would likely award quite a bit of XP, it wasn’t worth the risk.

Before Jade made her return, the quest notification flashed before his eyes.

Quest Failed: Do or Die

Looks like you failed the quest, buddy! Lihng, the Avatar of Vanity, will now hunt you down and kill you. Best of luck staying alive and all.

That was it. The quest was over, and his time was up. Keith took a deep breath, not allowing himself to feel fear. She would have no idea where he was, which meant he still had time.

Jade slipped into the room a couple of minutes later with some crepes, fruit, and an assortment of pastries.

“We should really keep you around,” Bob said, snagging a bun that was nearly as large as he was.

“You heard the monkey,” Jade said, giving Keith a smirk.

Keith took his plate with a nod of thanks and ate his breakfast without a word. The sooner the day was over, the better. In fact, he began to wonder if he could talk Hunk into opening at midnight so he could finish up with his project and be on his way. Despite all the contingencies, Keith wondered if they should just leave the city now and come back in the morning.

He steeled himself and pushed that line of thought aside. It would do him no good. Besides, Lihng herself was an Avatar. She would notice any teleportation into the city, especially if another Avatar was doing it. Jade had told him she could sense Avatar teleportation if it was happening nearby.

He could always use his earring, but that would use the two precious charges he had each day, and he was unwilling to risk that if he could afford to take another route. He remained in the city, taking the time to meditate and calm himself as the day passed by.

Jade got them lunch and dinner, making sure no one was following her each time. Keith contacted Astrid to see if she’d spotted Lihng or any of her cronies but got a negative response. He wished Tac could give him a good idea of what was happening, but with so many unknowns and variables, the artificial mind couldn’t give him anything more than a 10% chance of being discovered before he escaped.

He and Jade slept in shifts that night, staying up and keeping watch, in case of an attack. Neither of them wanted to be blindsided by a level 85 Avatar. In fact, neither wanted to face said Avatar at all if they could help it. Despite the tension in the night, they made it to morning without incident.

Though he was tempted to leave immediately, Keith forced himself to wait an extra hour to ensure that traffic was flowing in the streets before exiting. He would stand out like a sore thumb on his own, but this way, he stood a better chance of blending in.

“Today’s the day,” Hunk said as Keith entered the smithy. “Have you thought of a name yet?”

Keith had had way too much time to think over the past few days, so he’d come up with a bunch of different options. In the end, he’d settled on a name he’d always liked and never used, due to the cultural differences on many of the planets he’d been forced into by the Trickster.

“Selena,” he said.

He’d wanted to call more than a few of his daughters by that name but had always been overruled. At this point, he may as well just give it to someone else.

“An odd name, but you’re the buyer, so it is your right,” Hunk said, placing a hand on the automaton’s stomach and closing his eyes for a moment. “It’s done,” he said, opening his eyes. “Now, let’s finish this job. Then we can bond her to you, and she’ll be yours.”

Keith didn’t know what the bonding process entailed but was as eager to get this done as Hunk was. He removed the final speck of Grandmaster Essence and pushed it into the cage. The final transformation wasn’t as dramatic as the first two, but it was the most noticeable.

Silver light flowed across Selena’s body, smoothing and refining the last of the imperfections. Her facial features came into clear focus, her silver-toned skin taking on an almost-realistic and organic look. Her cheekbones sharpened, and her lips became fuller. Her nose grew slimmer and more delicate, while eyebrows filled out above her eyes, which remained closed.

Hair flowed from her head, changing in color from the dark gray it had been to a silver-tinged white that flowed down to her shoulders. A pair of ears finished forming as the hair grew, perfectly tucked behind one of them, while falling over the other. The shape of her eyes changed as well, narrowing and slimming as they grew a bit rounder at the bottoms.

The curves of her body settled as well, and interestingly enough, her arms and legs took on more of an armored appearance, as though she were wearing a set of armor. The joints in her shoulders became more defined as caps flared a bit wider where her arms emerged, making it look like she wore a pair of pauldrons strapped directly onto them.

Her fingernails finished forming as the individual joins of her fingers appeared like those of her elbows or knees. Her abdomen split completely, a slim set of lines showing the separation, and the appearance of armored shorts appeared on her lower half. Her legs seemed a bit less armored, though lines still flowed down her thighs, and her knees looked to be capped in an extra layer of protection. Finally, her feet flared out into boots, with a rounded toe that was split over the first, but only partially.

“Okay, here we go,” Hunk said. “Cut your hand and place it over the open cage for the bonding process to begin.”

Keith had already been expecting to give some blood for this, so he’d had his sword ready. With a single slash, he opened his palm and placed it over the cage. Immediately, his blood began to flow as lines of silver-blue began to trace all of the joints on Selena’s body.

“Now stay there and don’t move until the activation process is complete,” Hunk said, taking a step back. “Stand back, miss,” he told Jade. “Keith needs to be the first thing she sees when she becomes conscious. It can be a bit traumatic, especially for the intelligent ones, so it’s best to give them some space.”

Jade was reluctant to move but did as she was asked as the automaton’s body began to jerk, the lines spreading up from her feet, past her waist, and up to her chest and arms. Keith’s hand remained where it was, blood continuing to flow from the wound long past when it should have closed up. His health was dropping, having lost more than 10% already and continuing to fall.

He wasn’t too worried. He was confident he’d be fine, or Hunk would have warned him.

He watched as the energy flowed to the tips of her fingers and crept up her neck, flowing over her face and making a final adjustment to her silver-gray jawline before flowing up to her eyes and vanishing.

The light faded for just an instant, then Selena’s eyes snapped open for the first time and her chest expanded as she began to breathe. It was something Keith hadn’t expected her to need to do, so it was a bit of a surprise. The automaton remained still for several seconds before tilting her head off the table, her hair remaining perfectly in place, despite the laws of gravity. She looked at him, her glowing blue eyes boring deep into his. Then, she spoke.

Keith had been expecting her to sound robotic, to have a tinny or distorted voice, or speak in a stilted manner that would give away her nature as an automaton. Instead, what came out was a voice so smooth and natural that if he wasn’t looking directly at her, he’d have assumed she was a normal woman.

“Can you tell me why I’m lying on this table, master?”

“Oh. This is going to be so fun,” Tac said as the automaton’s eyes looked into his.

Keith couldn’t have disagreed more. There was no way he was going to allow himself to be called master. It was way too creepy.
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Before Keith said anything to the newly born automaton, he examined her, pulling up her status. Interestingly enough, it looked almost identical to his in layout, with the exception of a few small changes. The biggest surprise of all was her level, which didn’t match many of her stats at all.

Status

Name: Selena

Bonded to Keith the Armageddon Behemoth

Race: Automaton

Class: None

Level: 1

XP: 0/100

HP: 190/190

MP: 40/40

STA: 160/160

Strength - 25

Vitality - 19

Endurance - 16

Agility - 50

Intelligence - 4

Wisdom - 16

Luck - 12

Skills

Passive

Phase Change: Beginner - I

False Charm: Beginner - I

Armorhide: Intermediate - I

Active

Brawling: Beginner - I

Blades: Beginner - I

Whitefire: Intermediate - I

Mist Breath: Intermediate - I

Equipped Items

Armor

N/A

Total Armor Rating: 100

Weapons

None

Other

None

Traits: Fireproof, Heatproof

“That’s quite the stat spread you’ve got,” Keith muttered.

At level 1, he didn’t have stats that could come close to touching hers, though many of his skills were a good deal higher, thanks to his inherent experience.

Selena smiled, her face seeming to light up.

“Are you pleased with me, master?”

“Please don’t call me master,” Keith said. “Just call me Keith.”

“Yes, Master Keith.”

“No, just Keith.”

“Yes, Just Keith.”

Keith glared at her, and she gave him the cheekiest smile he’d ever seen. She was messing with him.

Great. Another one with an odd personality.

Why couldn’t he ever work with normal people? He was already stuck with a cake-obsessed monkey and an artificial mind of questionable sanity.

Selena’s smile slipped as her eyes moved from him, catching sight of Jade in the corner. In an instant, she was up off the table, the movement smooth and lithe. Her hands raised, and her eyes glowed brighter as she grew hostile. Keith didn’t know how her skills would function yet, as he hadn’t had the time to examine her, but he knew that he had to diffuse the situation before anything bad happened.

“Stay behind me, master,” Selena said as a silver-purple mist began leaking from her lips. “Let me take care of this intruder for you.”

“Calm down,” Keith said, placing a hand on her shoulder. “This is Jade. She’s a friend.”

“Are you sure?” Selena asked, turning her head to look at him. “Because she smells funny. Also, I don’t like that tattoo she has. It makes me feel funny.”

The way she turned was a dead giveaway that she wasn’t human, as her neck craned far too much around to be natural. Her eyes were so wide and innocent that Keith had to wonder how impressionable she was going to be. He’d need to talk to Hunk about that.

She spotted Hunk an instant later, and her eyes narrowed once again.

“No one here is going to hurt me,” Keith said. “They’re all friends or allies. You can relax.”

Selena hesitated for another few seconds, then he felt her relax, the tense feeling of her shoulder vanishing as she stood straight. Her skin felt odd. While it looked almost natural, with only a slight hint of sheen, it felt like the imitation of skin, rather than a real one. It was almost like silicone, but tougher and more robust.

“Wow. You’re even cooler than I thought you’d be,” Bob said, hopping onto her other shoulder. “I like you.”

“A monkey!” Selena exclaimed, seeming delighted rather than hostile.

“I’m Bob.”

“My name is Selena,” she said, reaching up with one of her hands and scratching the top of his head with a finger.

Bob sighed in obvious pleasure.

“Master, do you have any treats I can give him? He’s so cute!”

“Yes,” Bob groaned. “Give me all the treats. I especially like cake.”

“Can I have some cake to feed Bob?” Selena asked, widening her eyes.

She reminded him of a child begging for a new toy. It was a very strange contrast to how she’d been just seconds before when she’d spotted Jade or Hunk, and different still from how she’d acted with him upon first waking up.

“Why don’t you play with Bob while I talk to Hunk?” Keith said. “I’ll be with you in just a minute.”

“What about the cake?” Selena asked.

“I’ll give you some cake to feed him later. He’s not supposed to have too many treats. We don’t want him getting too fat to hide during fights like he was before. It’s bad for his health.”

“Aww,” Selena said, seeming disappointed. “I’m sorry, Bob, I can’t give you any cake, but I can give you a belly rub.”

“Just keep doing what you’re doing,” Bob sighed.

“What’s going on with her?” Keith asked in an undertone as he approached Hunk.

Jade remained where she was, watching Selena with obvious interest.

“She’s a newly born automaton, so she’s very impressionable,” Hunk said. “She was born with preprogrammed traits, but they’re more like guidelines than anything else. In short, her personality is going to be very all over the place for the first few weeks. She’s a fully-grown adult as far as combat is concerned. She has a fine-tuned sense of danger, which was why she reacted so quickly when she saw someone she didn’t recognize. That’s only going to last for a few hours. Once she’s acclimated to the sight of other people, she’ll begin to relax.

“As far as interactions with other people, she’ll be a bit possessive of you until that calms down. Like I said, it’ll only be a few hours. A day, at the very most. She may act a bit childish at times, but that’ll fade over time. She’ll be extremely loyal to you, and you alone, as you’ve been bonded. Just be careful, how you speak with her, as she’s still a bit delicate at this stage and very impressionable, much like a child.”

“She didn’t act like a child when we were first interacting,” Keith said. “I’d say she was teasing me, if anything.”

“Like I said, her personality isn’t set in stone. This may just be her way of interacting with you for the time being,” Hunk replied. “Do you have any other questions about her personality?”

Keith shook his head.

“Good,” Hunk continued. “Something to keep in mind is that while she does have a health bar, she won’t die if it hits zero. She’ll only deactivate until she’s charged up again, and that’s going to have to be done manually by you. She won’t be able to take health, mana, or Stamina potions. She’ll need to receive a portion of yours to do so. The stronger she is, the more it’ll cost you to recharge her.”

“Will she regenerate on her own?” Keith asked.

“Not until she gets the requisite skill, which should come at around level 25. Even then, she’ll need to be at a certain threshold for it to kick in, until the skill becomes strong enough to support her, but no matter how strong it becomes, you’re still going to have to revive her, should her health fall to zero. The same is true for her mana or Stamina.

“She won’t need to eat or sleep, but she will likely try to imitate you for the time being until she realizes it on her own. She can eat and go into a form of stasis similar to sleep, but it is entirely unnecessary. She does need to breathe though. It’s how her power is circulated through her system. Without oxygen, her HP will plummet, and she’ll become inoperable until she’s brough to a space with an air supply and revived.”

“Is there anything else I should know about her?” Keith asked. “Skills, classes, or stat growth?”

“We gave her three Grandmaster level Essence to bring her to life,” Hunk said. “She’ll likely get extra points to the requisite stats per level, though I can’t be sure how many until her first level-up. You might be able to see that by delving further into her status, though. As her bonded master, you’re the only one who has access to her status, and no one else will be able to see her full details.”

“That’s a nice safety feature,” Tac said. “The more I hear, the more I can see how she’s such an awesome weapon. At first, I thought we just got another person to add to the group, but she’s basically immortal and will just keep getting stronger. Who knows? She might even be stronger than you one day, bro.”

“I’ll be happy once she can carry her own weight,” Keith replied.

He’d need to get her equipped with items and armor of her own.

“I noticed that under the armor section of her status, it came up as not applicable.”

“She can’t wear armor,” Hunk stated flatly. “But then again, she doesn’t really need to. Everything her body needs to protect itself is already built into her. I’m sure you noticed that she has an abnormally high armor rating already. That would partially be due to one of her inherited skills and partially due to her construction. I’d go over her skills in detail to get a better idea of how she’ll progress. I think⸺”

“Master, can we leave?” Selena asked, interrupting their conversation. “I don’t like this room. It’s cold, dark, and creepy.”

She was still scratching Bob, who had turned into a pile of fuzzy mush beneath her scratching fingers.

“You can go,” Hunk said. “You’ll figure the rest out as you go.”

Keith paid the man, thanked him for everything, then headed out of the smith’s private room toward the shop’s exit.

“Well, that was interesting,” Jade said, sidling up next to him, only for Selena to shove her from behind and grab his arm.

“What’s the big idea?” Jade yelled, whirling on the automaton.

“This is my spot,” Selena said, baring her teeth and clutching Keith’s arm a bit tighter, daring her to start something.

“Fine,” Jade said, rolling her eyes and moving to his other side.

Keith half-expected Selena to rush around and shove her again, but as soon as Jade was out of sight, she relaxed and released him.

“I still don’t like her,” Selena said, not bothering to lower her voice.

Keith sincerely hoped that whatever happened, she would learn to get along with the other woman. If Jade was going to be ferrying him around, they would be together a lot, and if Selena was constantly going to be this aggressive, it would make things difficult.

“You!”

The second they exited to the area behind the counter, a familiar-looking elf spotted him almost immediately. He took a single threatening step forward before Selena acted. She stepped in smoothly, snagged the man’s arm, then pivoted, slamming her hip into his and tossing him over her shoulder.

He hit the ground with an explosion of air, his eyes bulging for an instant. A second later, Selena’s hand – which had morphed into a sharpened spike – was plunging toward his left eye. Only Keith’s timely intervention saved the man from losing it. He doubted that she could have killed him, given their level disparity, but losing an eye would be permanent.

Keith caught the hand an inch from the man’s eye, the elf quivering in obvious terror. Selena turned her head, giving him a questioning look.

“We don’t attack people just because they’re a bit rude,” Keith said.

“If you say so,” Selena said, relaxing and standing to her full height.

The sharpened spike formed back into her hand in a blur of motion, and Keith told himself he would look further into her skills once they were back in Alchemist territory.

They turned to leave, but the elf apparently needed to get in the last word.

“You’ll regret this! You and your filthy, freak friend!”

Keith spun and drove a fist into the man’s nose, splattering it across his face and knocking him out cold. He was pretty sure he’d broken some teeth as well.

“I thought we didn’t attack people just because they’re rude, master,” Selena said teasingly.

“Some people just have it coming,” Keith said.

Then, without another word, he headed out of the shop.
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As soon as they were out on the streets, Keith hung right, then made his way to the alleyway he’d scoped out before coming here. He knew he wanted a quick escape as soon as they were done at the blacksmith. They got a few stares as they walked, with Selena being the likely culprit. She stood out, even in a place like this, but once they were off the main road, the eyes stopped following them.

Selena’s scowling and overt threats to every person who so much as glanced in their direction hadn’t helped matters.

“Are you ready?” Jade asked.

“I’ve been ready for days,” Keith replied.

He was glad his theory had proven right and that Lihng hadn’t managed to find him while he was there but was eager to get back to a place where he was surrounded by allies.

“I don’t like all these people,” Selena said, turning from side to side.

She was tense as a drawn bowstring and gearing up for a fight.

“You can relax. If anyone’s going to attack us, I’ll see it coming long before you do.”

“I know you’re amazing master, but I need to stay on guard in case anyone decides to sneak up on you.”

“Please,” Keith said. “I’m begging you. Stop calling me master. It gives me the creeps.”

Selena turned, looking a bit hurt.

“We’re bonded,” Keith said. “I don’t own you. Just call me Keith. Everyone else does.”

He technically did own her, but that wouldn’t exactly help his case. The automaton stared at him for several moments before her bottom lip quivered.

“Okay…K-K…K-Keith.”

It took her longer than he’d have believed for her to force his name out, like it somehow went against her initial programming or something. Her face darkened for a moment, almost looking like a blush.

“Yeah. I can call you that,” she said. “K-K-Keith. K-Keith. Keith!”

“Wow. Must be a real ego booster to hear someone say your name with so much excitement,” Tac said.

“Shut up.”

Tac snickered.

“I did it!” Selena said, standing up straighter and seeming oddly proud.

“Yes, you did,” Keith said. “And I’m happy.”

She beamed.

“Are you ready or not?” Jade asked, attempting to hide a smirk but not doing a good job of it.

“I’m ready,” Keith replied. “Get us out of here.”

The instant before the transportation began, Tac called his warning, but by then, it was too late.

The world spun around them in whirling, dizzying color. Keith felt like his head was being split apart as pain shot through it in agonizing waves. An instant later, he was spit out of the spinning world, staggering and dropping to a knee.

Jade appeared next to him in a flash, while Selena lay on her stomach before him. She recovered much faster than the rest of them, turning to her back and leaping to her feet with her arms raised and ready for a fight.

“Did you think that you could outsmart me by hiding in my own capital city?” Lihng asked, smirking in a very self-satisfied way.

Their teleportation had been highjacked. Instead of emerging in the guild hall in the Alchemist Capitol, they’d found themselves in Lihng’s throne room, surrounded by over a dozen level-75 fighters. That number didn’t include Lihng or her second, Kiara, both of whom were in attendance.

“Don’t move,” he told Selena as she tensed to leap at the nearest soldier.

“Why?” she asked, not taking her eyes off them.

She didn’t ask if they were enemies or not. She could tell they were.

“They’re too strong for you to fight,” Keith said simply. “Just stay there and wait for my orders.”

Selena looked like she wanted to attack but she did as she was told, remaining where she was, standing between Keith and Lihng.

“How did you do that?” Jade demanded, clutching her head and wincing in obvious pain.

“Did you think I wouldn’t sense another Avatar intruding into my domain?” Lihng asked smugly, examining her nails. “As soon as I did, I sent one of my best scouts to find you. It wasn’t hard to ascertain who you were, and once I knew you were here, it was just a matter of waiting. You see, here, in the epicenter of my Spirit’s power, I have complete control over all spatial transport. I simply commanded you to come to me.”

Lihng grinned, revealing a row of too-perfect teeth.

Keith had known this was a risk, but he hadn’t expected Lihng to be looking out for him until after the quest had failed. He’d known there was a risk of spies, as even his Sage-level skill couldn’t keep an eye on everyone in an entire city. It would have been too easy for someone to spot them and report their whereabouts to Lihng.

“So, what now?” Keith asked, remaining calm.

He had several backup plans, so he wasn’t panicking just yet. It would be pointless to use his banishment, as the epicenter of her power would be right here in her castle, but he had other means of escape, even if Lihng believed she could stop them.

“Now? Now I torture and kill you, of course,” Lihng said, matter-of-factly.

Selena raised her arms, her eyes blazing in obvious rage. Still, she remained where she was, her eyes locked right on the woman as though daring her to try it.

“And you think I’m just going to stand here and take it,” Keith said.

“Obviously not,” Lihng said. “But that’s why I have them,” she gestured to the soldiers surrounding him. “You might be powerful, but you’re only level 67, and your Avatar friend there is only 65. I can’t see how strong that other creature is, but she doesn’t feel very strong in my estimation, so I’m not overly concerned. I think I’m rather going to enjoy this,” she said. “Take him.”

Keith reacted without a second thought, pulling Rhinototh’s Fragmenting Big Bang from his inventory and throwing it in Lihng’s direction. The Big Bang exploded into hundreds of shards, which rained around the room, covering its perimeter in an instant and showering the floor in multicolored shards of light.

The soldiers hesitated for just an instant, but Lihng did not. In the second before the explosions began, she flung herself from her throne, and Keith felt something seize their ticket out of the dome. The teleportation out was supposed to be instantaneous, but it seemed Lihng wasn’t lying when she said she controlled all teleportation. It was a good thing he was prepared for that. A massive hand-cannon appeared in his hands as he switched places with Selena, using Lightswap to give himself a clear shot.

The item buzzed with power. The weapon was made of gleaming metal, with a crystalline heart set right at its center. It was the final item Farah had given him, and it was something special.

Mist Beast Crystal Heart Cannon

Quality: Mythical

Damage: 20,500 - 25,000

Requirements: Grandmaster-rank Bow-related skill, 1,000 Strength & Endurance

Restrictions: Bow Class

Effect: Fires a crystalline beam that inflicts 200% piercing damage. Ignores all armor and ongoing effects and cannot be blocked.

Additional Effects: 75% chance to inflict additional 10,000 - 12,000 Piercing Damage, 100% chance to inflict Stun, Heavy Bleed, and Mental Blight. 75% chance to amputate, 20% chance to Instakill. This weapon cannot be recharged.

Charges: 12/12

Value: 114 large gold bricks, 3 small gold bricks, 12 large gold bars

While it had fewer effects than his Mythical hammer, it specialized in a single area –overwhelming power. Keith depressed the trigger and a beam of crystallized silver and purple ripped through the air between them.

It slammed into Lihng, punching straight through her stomach and tossing her into the far wall. The backwash of power nearly threw him off his feet, though the instant the cannon’s beam slammed into Lihng, her hold over their teleportation disappeared. The world twisted around him as the chain reaction went off in a massive series of explosions.

Keith, Selena, and Jade appeared outside the castle an instant before a massive, multicolored fireball swallowed the entire area, contained by a transparent dome that flashed white as the explosion reached the edges of its containment field.

A whole slew of XP notifications flooded him, but Keith wasn’t paying attention as he triggered the Heart Between Worlds. The world twisted again as they teleported away, but just as they were leaving, he felt a tremendous force slam into his mind, as though someone far more powerful than Lihng was interfering.

Without a second thought, Keith triggered his prosthetic hand’s special effect for banishing Spirits. The entire thing happened so quickly that Keith acted without conscious thought. The world spun, and several dizzying seconds later, he hit the ground with an audible crunch, though the noise had nothing to do with him taking any damage.

Jade lay on the ground some ten feet away, groaning softly, while Selena lay right next to him, her eyes dark. It seemed she’d taken a hit on the way through, and her health had hit 0. A quick check of her status gave him a bit of a shock. Her level had jumped from 1 to 38.

She must have gotten some of the XP he did in that explosion, though he wondered how, as she hadn’t actually participated in the fight.

Groaning softly himself, Keith slowly pushed himself to his feet, taking in his surroundings. It was dark and gloomy, and a greenish mist hung over the ground. The area was covered in deadfall, and broken branches and dead leaves were abundant. They seemed to have emerged in the center of a fossilized forest, as the trees had long died, though they remained as they were.

Small vents in the ground continued to release the greenish mist, though Keith could sense no adverse effects.

“I don’t like this, bro,” Tac said.

“What in the world happened?” Keith asked trying to piece together the last few seconds.

It was all a massive blur.

“Well, there was an explosion inside the castle,” Tac said. “Then you tried to teleport away. Lihng knew she couldn’t stop you, so she called on her Spirit to do so instead. The problem was that you were still wearing your ring, so the Spirit couldn’t manifest and she leant Lihng a fraction of her power instead. Lihng managed to reach past the dome and interfere with the World Item, but your use of the Spiritual Forge dispersed the power completely. Quick thinking on your part, by the way. Unfortunately, you didn’t manage it fast enough, and you were thrown way off course. The item has also shorted. No clue how, but it’s currently on cooldown.”

In other words, they were trapped wherever they’d ended up.

“I don’t like this,” Bob said, hopping up onto Keith’s shoulder. “This place gives me the creeps.”

A low groan echoed through the forest, this one not coming from any of them.

“I feel like we’re being surrounded,” Jade said, pulling herself to her feet and clutching her head.

“Can you get us out of here?”

Jade concentrated for a moment, then grimaced.

“Something’s interfering with my teleportation skill,” she said. “I have no idea what it is, but I can’t seem to get it to work.”

Keith crouched, placing his hand on Selena’s stomach, wondering how he was supposed to refill her health. Thankfully, a notification appeared as soon as the thought crossed his mind.

Would you like to revive Selena? Current cost: 190 HP

It seemed her health hadn’t automatically gone up as she’d leveled, which meant that he could revive her for a relatively small cost this time. Keith mentally selected yes and felt the HP drain out of him as he pulled up a map.

It was just as he’d suspected.

Selena’s eyes flashed as she inhaled deeply.

“What happened?” she asked, looking up in confusion.

“We tried teleporting away, but it didn’t exactly work the way we wanted it to,” Keith said, straightening to his full height.

Loud crunching noises sounded all around them as figures began appearing through the green mists.

“This is like something out of a nightmare,” Bob groaned, diving beneath his cloak and hiding.

“What are those things?” Selena asked, leaping to her feet and raising her arms, ready to defend him.

A low groan came from one of the humanoid creature’s desiccated lips, the burning green orbs of light in its eyes seeming to drill straight into Keith’s very soul.

Wandering Cursed Undead

Level: 60

HP: 30,000/30,000

MP: 12,000/12,000

STA: 9,000/9,000

The creature was seven feet tall and looked to be a skeleton with black skin clinging to its bones. Lanky strands of hair hung around its face, and its mouth was open in a soundless snarl. They were everywhere.

“Well, it looks like we’re in for a bit of a fight,” Keith said, drawing his hammers.

A pair of daggers appeared in Jade’s hands as she put her back to his, her armor appearing on her body in a flash and violet-feathered wings exploding from the backs of her shoulders. Selena stayed in front of him, though the lines of power flowing across her body began to glow brighter as well.

They were heavily outnumbered and deep into enemy territory with no easy means of escape.

Keith’s grip on his hammers tightened as he smiled grimly. He’d been in worse situations in the past, but this wasn’t ideal. More of the cursed undead appeared, several of them hulking to well over nine feet tall.

Field Bosses.

It looked like they’d walked right into the middle of a swarm, and by the looks of it, there would be no running away. Sure enough, a quest notification popped up an instant later.

Quest Available: Please Don’t Eat Me!

Uh oh, someone just landed in the middle of an undead swarm. You can’t exactly talk your way out of this one, bub, so, you’re going to have to fight your way free.

Difficulty: SSS

Objective: Survive all 10 waves of undead

Rewards: 250,000 XP, 10 large gold bricks, 3 Legendary+ Potions, 1 Mythical weapon blueprint

Failure: Die

…this quest has been automatically accepted.

The notification vanished, leaving Keith to stare at the massive horde of undead closing in around them.

“Oh, poop,” Bob muttered.

Keith couldn’t have said it better himself.


Epilogue

Guzzlarian The Glutton dragged himself into the darkest room in the compound. It was not an easy thing. Normally, his Strength was enough to keep him going, in addition to several items that reduced the field of gravity around his massive bulk. Many had been broken in the fight with Keith, leaving him to do all the manual labor himself.

No one had come to help him, the streets having been abandoned during their battle. He was sure the guards would be here soon enough, and he’d wanted to be well out of sight before their arrival. He was sure Jade’s old men would make up some form of cover story, but he couldn’t concern himself with that now.

Groaning, he pulled his bulk up against the wall of the dark room, feeling agony the likes of which he hadn’t experienced in decades. Bones had been broken, organs ruptured, and some severe nerve damage had been done to his spinal column and legs.

He closed his eyes for several moments, the battle replaying itself in his mind. He’d been prepared. He had anticipated every move, and yet, somehow, Keith had managed to best him. The Glutton was under no illusions as to who had won that fight. Had Keith decided to stay rather than retreat, Guzzlarian would now be a corpse. He supposed that that was the difference between careful planning and true power. While he wasn’t lacking in that department, he just preferred a more elegant way of fighting to the brutish violence Keith seemed to prefer.

His breath wheezed in his chest as he removed the first of the items he needed to start the recovery process. It was a small canister that contained an aerosol spray to begin repairing his lungs.

The canister cracked and he inhaled deeply, coughing green smoke as he did. The burning sensation began immediately, but he ignored it, pulling a sandwich from his inventory and scarfing it down as his health continued to drop.

This curse was going to be the death of him if he didn’t get rid of it soon.

A dark chuckle seemed to echo through the room, but Guzzlarian ignored it, pulling a shining red vial from his inventory next and injecting it directly into the gaping stomach wound. Fire exploded in his belly, and he grunted in pain as it licked at his wounds. He ate some more, and the pain slowly subsided. The chuckle grew until he could no longer ignore it.

“If you’re just going to stand there and laugh, can you be a bit quieter? Healing takes a lot of concentration.”

A small bead of yellow appeared in the air next to him, glowing faintly in the darkness. It opened, revealing the shape of an eye. It was the very eye he’d used to keep tabs on his most loyal servants before they’d all been killed.

“I’ve never seen you pushed so far before,” the voice said, echoing through the room rather than emanating from the eye itself.

“I underestimated him,” The Glutton said.

“You never underestimate anyone,” the eye replied. “I would know. I’ve watched you for a very long time.”

“So why did I lose? Please, enlighten me,” The Glutton replied, stuffing a whole fish into his mouth, followed by an entire roast chicken.

Another vial came out, and he plunged it into his back. This time, he screamed as molten lava burned its way through his nerves, setting them ablaze from within.

“I do love seeing pain and suffering in others,” the eye said as Guzzlarian slumped, sweat pouring from his body and pooling around him.

It would take time for the damage to reverse itself. He figured it would be over a week, but he would walk again, so long as he could make the items he needed while he was down there.

“You never answered my question,” The Glutton said, stuffing another chicken into his mouth and crunching down on its flimsy bones.

“I wouldn’t call it a loss. It’s more of a draw, in my opinion. He got what he came for but was forced to retreat before he could finish you off. That means you get another chance to kill him.”

Guzzlarian grunted, chewing quickly and retrieving an entire cake. He’d been saving it as he hadn’t had a chance to get more, but after that spinal injection, he needed every drop of sugar he could get.

“I’m going to need more if I want to beat him. He won’t stay at the same level, while I need to.”

“Why not force a confrontation in Humania?” asked the eye.

“He won’t go for it,” The Glutton said. “Besides, from what my contacts tell me, there’s a new king, and Keith is somehow responsible for getting him on the throne. I wouldn’t want to take the risk. There’s only so much I can do if everyone knows who and what I am.”

“Then you’ll have to return to me,” the eye said. “The ambient mana in Beastland is far too weak for a true transference of power.”

“What will it cost me this time?” The Glutton asked.

“Double the last,” the eye said.

Guzzlarian grimaced. This being’s choice of payment was not an easy one to secure. Worse, he always received injuries while doing so.

“It’s going to take me some time,” he replied, hating the necessity of it all but knowing he needed the power.

“Time means nothing to me,” the eye replied. “I’ll be expecting you.”

Then the eye collapsed in on itself, leaving Guzzlarian alone with his thoughts and pain.

He couldn’t use potions, so he’d had to devise other ways in which to heal himself, using his curse to his advantage where he could. The process involved copious amounts of food, various poisons, and his body’s natural ability to fight them. It was horribly inefficient and tremendously painful. Where a normal person could swallow a potion, he had to go through a multi-step process to get the same result, and he hated it.

“Spirits,” he muttered, jamming a needle into one of his legs.

It wasn’t as painful as the spinal injection, but it still hurt. More food was shoveled into his mouth as he slumped back against the wall. If he injected himself with anything else today, he would overwhelm his body’s innate healing ability, and if he did that, he would die.

He couldn’t muster up the energy to begin constructing his way out of here, but he would soon enough. For now, he needed to sleep. That was exactly what he did, closing his eyes and allowing his mind to drift off. He wouldn’t get much, he knew. He never had since the curse had taken hold. He would wake with his stomach clawing in hunger, and only once he filled it would he be able to sleep again.

Someone was going to pay for all of his pain and suffering. Keith was obviously the one at fault here, but who had sent him? The answer was clear.

Jade needed to die. Once he was ready and able, Guzzlarian would see to it personally.

***

Opal lay on her back, feeling the artificial heat tanning her exposed skin. Jade had left her with a very specific set of instructions before she’d left with Keith, but she decided to take a few days for herself before diving back into the business at hand. She’d already subdued many of the local thugs and secured them a nice house near the edge of the city.

It had been an exhausting few weeks on the run, and now that Jade was back, she knew she’d be working overtime to pull a new empire out of thin air. No one would oppose them here, as the Fourliance was too large and disparate to a single organization to be running things, and the largest criminal organization in the Alchemist Faction had been destroyed by none other than Keith himself.

There were some traces of the Dark Swarm Guild left, but she didn’t anticipate any trouble in getting them to join the fold, especially once Jade returned and made a show of strength. From what she could understand, the only real problem was going to be Astrid, the leader of the faction. She apparently knew of their existence and would try and enforce things.

It was why Jade was already planning on leaving this city and setting up in a location that wouldn’t easily be found. For the time being, recruitment was the only thing on their list.

Opal was beginning to feel a nice sheen of sweat cover her body when a loud knock came at the door. She ignored it, but whoever was there was persistent.

“Just a minute,” she finally called, grabbing a towel and pulling it over herself.

The door opened after she told whoever it was to come in. It was a man, handsome enough, but definitely not her type. The pointed ears were a bit much for her.

“What do you want?” she asked, not bothering to hide her annoyance at being disturbed.

“I’ve been sent to tell you that there’s someone here who wants to speak with you. Someone important.”

Opal raised her hand, shading her eyes from the artificial sun as she fumbled with the small activation switch set into the side of the chair. The room darkened as it went out, and she sat up straight, clutching the towel to her chest.

“Who?” she asked.

“I can’t say,” the man replied, beginning to fidget nervously. “They want to meet in person. That’s all I’ve been allowed to tell you.”

Opal didn’t like this, not one bit. She wasn’t the superstitious type, nor was she afraid of confrontation, but one didn’t simply walk into an unknown situation because someone wanted to talk to them in private.

“I don’t know if I feel comfortable with that,” Opal said. “Tell whoever they are that if they really want to meet, they can come see me.”

“They said you might say that,” the man said, fishing in his pocket for a moment before retrieving a small circle of black.

Opal’s eyes flashed as she examined it and felt her breath catch in her throat. She remained like that for several moments before looking back to the man.

“Fine. I’ll come. But if this is an ambush, you’ll regret it.”

The man nodded, then waited for her. Opal rolled her eyes, then stood. This would ruin her outfit, but she had a couple of spares. She’d gotten tired of having to go through the tedious process of changing every time something important came up. That last emergency meeting with The Glutton, where she’d needed to field comments from that old geezer, had been it for her. She now kept a Garment Box in her inventory. It wasn’t as rare or powerful as Armor Boxes but was convenient all the same.

In a flash, she was dressed in a sleeveless shirt that clung a bit too tightly thanks to her perspiration, and a pair of tight-fitting pants. If she got into a fight, she could always pull her weapons, and in the worst case, she could use her emergency escape. If she didn’t have one, she wouldn’t have agreed to this meeting at all, item or not.

She followed the man out of her house and found a small tear in space, right next to her front door.

“After you,” the man said with a slight bow.

Opal grabbed him by the collar and shoved him through, following only after she saw no signs of blood. The world vanished in a field of black, only to reform an instant later as she emerged. She was at the edge of a darkened forest, and a single look over her shoulder showed her the wall of the city she’d just left.

It appeared she hadn’t been brought too far away.

The man with the pointed ears lay on his stomach before a tall woman, whimpering in pain. The woman’s foot had been pressing his face into the ground, but when she laid eyes on Opal, she relaxed and took a step back.

The woman gave her a bad feeling, like someone was walking over her grave. She was dangerous, in the literal sense of the word.

“Hello, Opal,” the woman said, her voice whispering out and seeming to flow directly into her ears, where it lingered just a bit too long to be natural.

“You seem to know my name, but who exactly are you?” Opal asked, doing her best not to shiver.

The woman smiled, her black-painted lips stretching to reveal gleaming white teeth.

“My name is of no consequence,” she said, and this time, Opal did shiver as a freezing cold seemed to creep up her spine. “I’m known better by my title, The Empress. Now, why don’t you step into my tent? We have a lot to talk about, you and I.”

A tent of pure darkness appeared as she waved her hand, and Opal felt a compulsion to enter overtake her. She tried to fight it, but it was like trying to fight the wind. Her legs carried her forward, one step at a time. The last flicker of light she saw came from atop the city walls, a lantern pushing away the gloom of the encroaching night.

Then her world was swallowed by darkness.


Keith’s Status

Status

Name: Keith the Armageddon Behemoth

Race: Ancient Sortie

Class: Mythic Hunter

Level: 67

XP: 677,108/1,170,000 (Reduced from 1,300,000)

HP: 18,770/18,770

STA: 17,130/17,130

Strength - 1,665 (Base 1,005)

Vitality - 1,877 (Base 1,197)

Endurance - 1,713 (Base 980)

Agility - 1,347 (Base 835)

Wisdom - 310 (Base 115)

Luck - 1,001 (Base 681)

Skills

Passive

Sage of War: Sage – V

Probability: Sage – III

Peak Health: Sage – IV

Hunter of Myth: Sage – III

Discerning Eye: Sage – II

Quick Learner: Sage – I

Punisher: Grandmaster – X

All-Terrain Psycho: Grandmaster – V

Prodigy: Grandmaster – II

Judgment: Grandmaster – I

Spirit Crafting: Master – II

Intimidation: Advanced – VI

Duo: Intermediate – IX

Massive Booster: Intermediate – I

Stacked Odds: Intermediate – X

One-Man Raid: Intermediate – V

Extender: Intermediate – VIII

Unconquerable Aura (Conditional): Intermediate – VI

Wood Carving: Intermediate – I

Active

Ancient’s Fury: Sage - II

Heatstance: Master - X

Hammerrang: Master - X

Armageddon Spear: Master - X

Speed Demon: Master - I

Magician: Advanced - VIII

Chronosphere: Advanced - VI

Shattering Snowflare: Advanced - III

Combustive Body: Advanced - III

Stone Chucker: Master - I

Equipped Items

Armor

Mist Fox Helm

Beastly Pauldrons

Sylverana’s Misty Breastplate

Mist Beast Bracers

Mist Beast Greaves

Sylverana’s Misty Pants

Beastly Mist Belt

Psychic Boots

Psychic Mist-Phase Cloak

Total Armor Rating: 6,015 (4,010 + 50%)

Weapons

Sacred Armament

Other

The Whisperer’s Endurer

Markorviel’s Ring of Regeneration

Hayshun’s Megan Mauler

The Diamond Mine

Hidden Ring of Affluence’s Praise

Trickster’s Ring of Negative Spirit

Terracotta’s Mithril Life Ring

Slinker’s Mithril Stamina Ring

Mithril Ring of the Conqueror

Quad-Element Raider

The Unconquerable Sylven

The Unconquerable Fortress (Socketed)

The Unconquerable Will

Dreadfish Totem

Salantoa’s Mighty Totem

Rhinototh’s Five-Pronged Star

Shard of Humanity (Socketed)

Mist Beast’s Vital Ring (Socketed)

Mist Beast’s Endurer (Socketed)

Sylverana’s Mist Token (Socketed)

The Heart Between Worlds

Traits: Fireproof, Heatproof

Active Skills

Heatstance

Level: Master - X

Your body becomes as tough as steel and is infused with the power of the sun.

Cost: 150 STA

Damage: 108-128

Armor: +60%

Additional Effects: 50% chance to use Sunstance instead boosting all effects by 25%. If struck by a physical attack, the attacker will take 10% of said attack as Burn damage.

Duration: 30 seconds

Hammerrang

Level: Master - X

Throw your hammer and it will return.

Cost: 150 STA

Damage: 135-155

Additional Effects: 50% chance to Stun, 20% chance to Cripple, 8% chance to Knockback, 5% chance to Crush

Chronosphere

Level: Advanced - VI

Command time within your sphere of control.

Cost: 325 STA

AOE: 18 feet

Additional Effects: +85 Agility, Enemies will move 15% slower.

Duration: 24 seconds

Magician

Level: Advanced - VIII

Perform a disappearing act.

Cost: 545 STA

Effect: Puts four feet of distance between you and a target, renders you intangible for 4 seconds. Damage increased by 8% for 4 seconds after becoming tangible.

Shattering Snowflare

Level: Advanced - III

Fire and ice join as one to destroy all in their path.

Cost: 1,200 STA

Damage: 480-569

Additional Effects: Staggers opponent for 6 seconds, Causes Burn or Frostbite debuffs. Causes heavy bleed for 5 seconds, 20% chance for secondary damage (Ice or Fire) to be inflicted.

Cooldown: 95 seconds

Ancient’s Fury

Level: Sage - II

Unleash the Fury of the Ancients.

Cost: 5,000 STA

Damage: 3,644-4,912

Additional Effects: Stuns all targets, 85% chance to cause Heavy Bleed, 45% chance to break bones, 10% chance to Obliterate.

Cooldown: 6 hours

Speed Demon

Level: Master - I

You’re a Speed Demon. I kind of feel like it’s self-explanatory.

Cost: 100 STA per second

Effect: Control of movements is increased by a factor of 2.

Additional Effects: +50% to Agility while active, pay an additional 100 Sta per sec to double speed further for 10 seconds per hour.

Combustive Body

Level: Advanced - III

Your body becomes combustive. Word to the wise, bodies weren’t meant to do that.

Cost: 300 HP per second

Damage: Variable

Additional Effects: Propel yourself up to 5 steps in the air, explosive shockwave, combustible punches, explosive body.

Armageddon Spear

Level: Master – X

Your strikes annihilate all in their path. Nothing can stand before you.

Cost: 6,500 STA

Damage: 4,000 - 5,000

Additional Effects: Invulnerable while striking, Shockwave on impact, +100% Armor piercing, 50% chance to shatter, 10% chance for allowed follow-up strike.

Unique Effects: Instakill on Pinpoint (first strike only) ignoring all ongoing effects.

Cooldown: 12 hours

Stone Chucker – Monster Skill

Level: Master - I

You can move rocks with your mind. Good for you!

Cost: 1,000 STA per second

Damage: 4,500-6,500

Additional Effects: Rocks strike with 1.5X the force of gravity. If physical materials are used, you can turn earth mage spells against them. Crushing damage on impact. 30% chance for stone to shatter and cause additional piercing damage.

Passive Skills

Sage of War

Level: Sage – V

You are a master of all warfare. Tactics. Armed combat. Unknown landscapes. While others might struggle in these areas, none are obstacles to the Sage of War, who thrives in all three. A Mythical figure of legend, the Sage of War embodies the best qualities of all warfare, while having the weaknesses of none. Enemies flee before you, while allies will flock to your banner. A Sage of War is the very Essence of perfection and has been known to overthrow countries in a matter of days. A skill of this kind has not been seen in millennia, as the requisite requirements are too great for all by the select few.

The following effects apply.

(1) 5% chance for enemy armies to flee (2) All weapons can be wielded with perfect form (3) Battle plans, wars, and battlefield tactics come with ease (4) Enemies will suffer a 10% decrease to all stats (5) All armed & unarmed damage is increased by 50% (6) Combat is streamlined & party members receive a 10% stat boost (7) Full mental communications (8) Fall damage is negated (9) Doubled movement speed on rough terrain, no matter the grade (10) 25% increased Agility in rough weather (11) Large-scale wars will always favor your side (12) Food & Water consumption halved for you & anyone in your party (13) HP, MP & Stamina of all party members recover 50% faster

Unique Effects: Active skill damage increased by 50%, Tactical thinking increased by 50% in battle, Counts as 3 skills for your Title, Warparty Leader empowers up to 5 chosen commanders with 15% of your overall stats

While the skill itself will no longer improve, reaching the peak of Sage has its advantages. Since this is a combination of 3 Sage-level skills, your rewards will be tripled.

*You may teach any of the following skills to others at the Advanced level: Bladed, Ranged, or Blunt Mastery, Martial Arts, Warmaster, Tactician & Ranger.

Peak Health

Level: Sage - IV

You have reached the peak of physical health. Stamina and Health will regenerate significantly faster. You will recover from wounds much faster and will take far less damage while in battle. Your Stamina will deplete at a significantly slower rate.

While the skill itself will no longer improve, reaching the peak of Sage has its advantages. Twice per day, if your HP would hit zero, it will instead stay at one point. Once per day, you can fully restore yourself to perfect health, bringing HP & Stamina to their maximum.

+100% Increased HP & STA regen, +400% Recovery speed, -50% Damage, -50% Stamina depletion

*You may teach this skill to others at the Intermediate level.

Quick Learner

Level: Sage - I

You have reached the peak of skill in advanced learning. Your constant thirst for growth and the pursuit of knowledge has pushed you farther than anyone could have dreamed. You can now confidently say that you’re the smartest guy in the room and no one will be able to refute that claim once you show them this!

The world is full of stupid people, though, so I can’t promise there won’t be some who will still try despite the proof staring them in the face, so don’t let your ego get the best of you. Egotistical scholars are often disliked.

While the skill itself will no longer improve, reaching the peak of Sage has its advantages.

+99% chance to learn new skills, +150% growth to all skills, +40% chance to learn higher-tier skills, +10% chance for a skill to skip to the next tier upon upgrade

*You may teach this skill to others at the Intermediate level.

Punisher

Level: Grandmaster - X

You were never one to allow your enemies to escape. You punish all with brutal efficiency. All of your blows strike twice as hard.

+200% critical, +200% damage if struck first, +1% chance to Instakill, regardless of level

*You may teach this skill to others at the Beginner level.

Discerning Eye

Level: Sage - II

You have reached the peak of skill in Discerning the world around you. You can analyze your surroundings, identifying anything regardless of level of skill advancement. Nothing will be hidden from you. You will spot hidden treasures and ancient secrets that others will miss. You can identify the true value of any item. You can always get the best price available at shops.

You can now see personal information about someone, delving deeper into their psyches. You probably don’t want this to get out, though.

While the skill itself will no longer improve, reaching the peak of Sage has its advantages.

*You may teach this skill to others at the Intermediate level.

Hunter of Myth

Level: Sage - III

You’ve achieved what few others have and become a monster hunter of such legendary proportions that you have been enshrined in the mythos of monster hunting forever. Now a Sage, you tower above all others. Other monster hunters’ accomplishments seem like nothing when compared to your own. They can only bask in your glory and beg for just a scrap of your Sagely wisdom.

While the skill itself will no longer improve, reaching the peak of Sage has its advantages.

+300% damage, +150% armor piercing, +500% Critical, 8% chance to Instakill anything below your level, Instakill any monster more than 30 levels below your own

Thrice per day, cast the skill Monster’s Bane to inflict level X400 damage over the course of 45 seconds.

Twice per day, cast the skill Lock to freeze a monster in place for 150 seconds.

Once per day, cast the skill Monstershock to halve a monster’s HP (cannot be used on World Bosses)

Once per day, cast the skill Age of Mythos to bring a slain Section Boss or below back from the dead to fight on your behalf. Section Bosses will remain for 60 seconds. All below will remain for 150 seconds.

Once per week, cast the skill Extermination to Instakill every monster in your vicinity (cannot be used on Section Bosses and above)

(XP values 5,000/Field Boss, 8,000/Boss, 12,000/Raid Boss)

*You may teach Legendary Monster Hunter to others at the Intermediate level.

All-Terrain Psycho

Level: Grandmaster - V

You are a reckless psycho without a license to kill, but guess what? You don’t care! You can drive any vehicle with four wheels, regardless of terrain or condition. Falls now do 85% less damage to any carriage you drive. Impacts now do 50% less damage to any carriage you drive.

+85% increased comfort, +70% Endurance to vehicle, +35% speed on rough terrain, +90% vision at night, Perfect vision in poor weather, +65% damage when ramming, +30% damage when hitting random bystanders, +15% damage when ramming monsters

*You may teach Rough Wagoner to others at the Beginner level

Judgment

Level: Grandmaster - I

Your judgment is impeccable in all things, whether in battle, on the road, or in social situations. Meditate for longer to gain greater results. Mental training can now raise active skills at half the normal rate.

+95% focus, +300% focus after 3-minute meditation, +500% focus after 15-minute meditation, +80% resistance to focus-related debuffs, +50% chance to not blunder in social situations, +20% chance to succeed in a skill breakthrough during mental training

Prodigy

Level: Grandmaster - II

You’re a prodigy in all things you do.

+25% effectiveness to all skills, +35% experience gain, +25% skill growth, +15% increased Agility during combat

*You may teach this skill to others at the Beginner level

Duo

Level: Intermediate - IX

All attacks have a chance to double in damage.

Current odds: 1/68

Massive Booster

Level: Intermediate - I

You’re really good at fighting multiple opponents and coming out on top. Guess this should make things more interesting.

Effects: Stamina and HP are doubled when soloing a group of 4 or more. Strength and Agility are increased by 5% when soloing a group of 10 or more.

Spirit Crafting - Spirit Skill

Level: Master - II

You have the ability to craft Elixirs that will permanently boost stats when consumed. You may craft Elixirs up to the Master level.

Automatic +6 to any crafted Elixir.

100% chance of success when crafting Novice-level Elixirs.

95% chance of success when crafting Beginner-level Elixirs.

65% chance of success when crafting Intermediate-level Elixirs.

35% chance of success when crafting Advanced-level Elixirs.

15% chance of success when crafting Master-level Elixirs.

Once per day, you may cast the skill Soul Infusion to infuse the Essence of a Monster into an inanimate object and bring it to life. If the object is unable to handle the strain, it will explode, causing level X50 damage to everyone within the 50-yard area of effect.

(See below for full list of known recipes)

Probability

Level: Sage - III

You have reached the peak of skill in probability. You have the power to predict the most likely outcome of any situation by weighing the facts as you see them. All situations will be streamlined, giving you access to a vast swath of information and likely outcomes.

All correctly chosen probabilities will increase overall effectiveness by 5% (stackable).

While the skill itself will no longer improve, reaching the peak of Sage has its advantages.

*You may teach this skill to others at the Intermediate level.

Intimidation

Level: Advanced - VI

You can scare people with your looks alone! (Yikes.) Your actions have taken you further down the path of being a scary, scary man.

Effects: 70% chance to force someone of a lower level to back down, 30% chance for someone to flee in terror, 8% chance for someone to soil themselves, 1% chance for someone to drop dead in terror.

Stacked Odds

Level: Intermediate - X

You’ve never been one to challenge weaklings or those below your level. Some might say you’re a bit of a masochist, while other masochists would say you simply enjoy the thrill of a challenge. Regardless, you seem to have a propensity of fighting those way above your own weight class.

Note: This skill does not work on non-intelligent races

10 Lvl Gap: -5% damage taken.

15 Lvl Gap: -8% damage taken, Stun-proof

20+ Lvl Gap: -10% damage taken, Stun- proof, 2% chance of skill reflection

One-Man Raid

Level: Intermediate - V

You’ve never been one to shy away from a fight, even when facing down a Boss monster fifty times your size with zero backup. Some would call you insane. Insane people would call you a genius. Most would simply stay far, far away from you. I don’t blame them.

Note: This skill only works when fighting Boss monsters

Solo: +25% to all Base stats, -15% to all damage taken, 2% chance of damage reflection

Team of 5 or less: +10% to all Base stats, -5% to all damage taken

Extender

Level: Intermediate - VIII

You seem to have a lot of short-range Active skills. Everyone knows that a balanced fighter doesn’t rely on a single form of combat. Luckily for you, you don’t have to!

Current Reach: 2.5X Arm Reach

Unconquerable Aura – Conditional

Level: Intermediate - VI

Alvin the Unconquerable had a super-scary glowy aura about him. Some people claimed it let him fly. Others said it made him invulnerable. Others still said it made him the strongest man alive. Now, you get one too! Only, this is a baby version. There are no handouts here!

Effects: While active, boosts skill damage by 15%, increases armor by 10%, will make you glow like a bonfire. This skill can be toggled on and off.

Note: This is a Conditional skill. If any of the requisite items are removed, you will lose access to this skill, though not the progress you’ve made in raising it.

Wood Carving

Level: Intermediate - I

You’re telling me you hacked a tree into a crude boat and you’re already at the Intermediate level? Something definitely seems fishy here.

Effects: +40% efficiency when carving wood, +20% accuracy when carving wood, +10% speed when carving wood

Title

Armageddon Behemoth – Unique Mythical Title

You have reached the rank of Sage for the eighth time. Are you planning on slowing down anytime soon?

Effects: Learning speed of skills is increased by a further 100%. This is an Evolving Title. Each additional Sage-ranked skill will add further effects, affect the rarity-rating, and might even cause the title’s name to change.

Current: (1) 5 additional stat points per level (2) New skills are guaranteed to be Intermediate or higher (3) Decrease experience needed to level by 10% (4) Active skill damage is boosted by 100% (5) Ability to dual-wield weapons of different types (6) Automatically counter sneak attacks (7) Active skill cost decreased by 50% (8) Other titles may be absorbed by this one (effects will vary)

Additional Effect: Active skills can be used continuously regardless of cooldown time.

Absorbed Effects: (1) Avatars deal 30% less damage (2) Immortality for 35 seconds per day.

Weapons, Armor & Items

Name: Mist-Beast’s Wrath – Unique Medium Armor Set

Armor crafted from the World Boss Sylverana the Mist Beast.

Pieces: 9 (Helm, Pauldrons, Breastplate, Bracers, Greaves, Belt, Pants, Boots, Modified Cloak)

Quality: Legendary+

Armor: +295 (Helm) +395 (Pauldrons) +750 (Breastplate), +445 (Bracers), +445 (Greaves) +525 (Pants), +415 (Belt) +425 (Boots), +315 (Modified Cloak)

Total Armor: 4,010

Requirements: 500 Strength, Endurance & Agility

Restrictions: User has at least 3 Master-ranked or higher skills

Modified Cloak Durability: 500,000/500,000

Effects: Can infuse armor with any of 3 effects. (1) Misty Armor will result in temporary intangibility, should a physical or magical attack make contact, for 5 minutes daily. (2) Psychic Armor will reduce the force of any incoming physical, or magical attacks by 75% for 15 minutes daily. (3) Psycho B Armor will inflict mental debuffs on anyone targeting you with an attack for 10 minutes daily.

Additional effects: Immunity from psychic and mental-based debuffs, immunity from crushing. All damage is reduced by 12%. 15% chance to ignore all damage. All damage taken is redistributed back into the armor, increasing Strength, Endurance, & Agility by 1% of that total for the duration of the battle.

Modified Cloak: This armor is equipped with a modified cloak, containing 3 distinct settings. The first is a set of psychic wings, allowing for flight at the cost of 5/Sta per foot of height/speed. The second is a series of tails. Designed to confuse and confound, enemy fighters will only have an 85% chance of hitting you if targeted by a ranged attack, item, potion, or trap. The third is a psychic engine, tapping into the engine will boost all stats by 10%, but will cost the cloak 5 durability per second it is active. If the cloak is destroyed, the set will be reduced to reflect the change, and the bonus will not be lost.

Perks: Light source, waterproof, self-cleaning, Soulbound, Temperature regulated

Set Bonus: +165 to all stats.

Value: 21 large gold bricks, 7 small gold bricks, 65 large gold bars

Name: War’s Hand of Devoured Souls – Mk. II

Quality: Legendary+

Item Type: Integrated Prosthetic - Hand

Effects: +90 Strength, +45 Vitality. Can devour Spiritual Essence.

Additional Effects: +25% to base damage, +150% Dexterity, +150% Stamina regeneration

Thrice per day, cast Devour to infuse the Forepaw with the power of the devoured souls within the hand. Damage is calculated as total Strength X40.

Once per day, cast War’s bond to infuse your body with the power of the War Spirit for 15 seconds.

Once per day, cast Spiritual Forge to forcibly dismiss a Spirit from your presence. That Spirit cannot return for 24 hours.

Once per day, cast Banishment to forcibly dismiss a Spirit’s Avatar back to the location of their Spirit’s anchor. That Avatar cannot move more than 100 yards from that area for the next 7 days.

Value: N/A

Note: This is a full-integrated prosthetic. It cannot be removed.

Name: War’s Regal Leg

Quality: Legendary

Item Type: Integrated Prosthetic – Leg

Effects: +50 Agility, +50 Endurance, breaks magical barriers.

Additional Effects: +10% to base speed, +75% Dexterity, -25% Stamina depletion

Once per day, cast King’s Kick to inflict Agility X50 Damage to a single target. If the target is a mage, all mana is instantly depleted.

Value: N/A

Note: This is a full-integrated prosthetic. It cannot be removed.

Whispering Wind

Quality: Mythical

Damage: 1,750 + Strength (1,000 + ½ Strength Single)

Requirements: Grandmaster-rank Hammer skill, Grandmaster-rank Heavy Blunt Weaponry skill, 800 Strength, Agility & Endurance, 1,000 Constitution.

Restrictions: Hammer-based Class

Effect: Thrice per day cast the skill Eightfold Blight to inflict 80,000 points of damage to all enemies within 30 Yards of the hammer. Twice per day cast the skill Whispering Burn to quadruple the hammer’s max damage for 180 seconds, Stamina remains frozen while effect is active. Once per day cast the skill Ghost Strike to strike at any target with a phantom blow for 100 times the hammer’s max damage.

Additional Effects: Can be used as a single or twin and recalled at will, 75% chance to inflict additional 900-1,100 Poison, Plant, Burn, Earth, or Light damage, 50% chance to inflict additional 900-1,000 crushing damage, 50% chance to inflict Stun. 45% chance to inflict Rayblight, 30% chance to burn, slow, poison or blight, 22% chance to blind, 20% chance to crush, 10% chance to Instakill.

Value: 186 large gold bricks, 7 small gold brick, 90 large gold bars

Sylverana’s Moon Scythe

Quality: Legendary+

Damage: Agility X2

Requirements: Sage-rank Swordmaster skill

Restrictions: Sword-based Class

Effects: Twice per day, cast Psychic Slash to freeze a target in place, and inflict 1,000 damage for every second they remain frozen. The blade blurs with illusion, giving the impression that there are multiples, making it impossible to tell where the real attack is coming from. Strikes deal mental damage as well, attacking the mind in addition to the body.

Additional Effects: +1,700 slashing damage, 50% chance to inflict Mentally Crippled debuff on strike, 50% chance to inflict Physically Crippled debuff on strike.

Value: 6 large gold bricks

Sylverana’s Mist Blaster

Quality: Legendary+

Damage: 1,000 - 1,350

Requirements: Sage-rank Bow skill

Restrictions: Bow-based Class

Effects: Twice per day, cast the skill Mist Storm to unleash a hail of illusory bolts that strike to the very soul, twice per day, cast the skill Psychic Whitefire to inflict Agility X40 damage to all targets within 25 feet.

Additional Effects: Psychic bolts are automatically slotted into the string when raised to fire, 100% chance to Paralyze for 3 seconds, 85% chance to inflict Terror, 45% chance to stun, 8% chance to Instakill, 6% chance to Instakill everything in a 25-foot AOE.

Value: 7 large & 2 small gold bricks

Sacred Armament - Set

Quality: Legendary

Damage: Strength + 750

Requirements: Sage rank in any skill

Restrictions: None

Effect: Right - Blows sap HP, MP & STA from target and store them. Left - Blows are empowered by stolen HP, MP & STA from right. Can be worn over armor and wielded in tandem with other weapons.

Additional Effects: Right is charged with electric damage. Left is charged with poison damage. 50% chance to inflict Paralyzed debuff, 50% chance to inflict Poisoned debuff, 10% chance to Instakill, 10% chance to Instakill every enemy struck upon Instakill activation

Value: 2,000 large gold bars

Name: Hayshun’s Mega-Mauler

Quality: Legendary

Item Type: Ring

Effects: +100 Strength, +75 Agility, +50 Endurance, thrice per day cast the skill Maul to crush a nearby target. Damage will vary.

Value: 2 large gold bricks, 45 large gold bars

Name: Dreadfish Totem

Quality: Legendary

Item Type: Belt Clip

Effects: +30 Agility & Luck. Five times per day, cast the skill Lightswap to switch places with a designated target, whether animate or inanimate.

Value: 2,765 large gold

Name: Markorviel’s Ring of Regeneration

Quality: Legendary

Item Type: Ring

Effects: +45 Vitality, 5X HP Regeneration, can heal 2,500 HP twice per day.

Value: 56 large & 1 small gold

Name: The Whisperer’s Endurer

Quality: Legendary

Item Type: Earring

Effects: +50 Endurance, doubles Stamina regen. Twice per day, refill Stamina completely if it drops below 10%.

Value: 54 large & 7 small gold

Name: The Diamond Mine

Quality: Legendary

Item Type: Ring

Effects: +110 Vitality. Once per day, cast Diamond Mine to intercept and refract any magical attack, dealing damage to all nearby opponents equal to half the total.

Value: 6 small gold bricks & 55 large gold bars

Name: The Unconquerable Sylven

Quality: Legendary+

Item Type: Ring

Effects: +175 Strength. Once per day, summon the Sylven to grant you greater strength.

Set: 1/3

Set Bonus: Unconquerable Aura

Value: 5 large gold bricks

Name: The Unconquerable Will

Quality: Legendary+

Item Type: Bracelet

Effects: +175 Vitality. Thrice per day, cast Will to restore 100% HP to everyone within 60 ft.

Set: 1/3

Set Bonus: Unconquerable Aura

Value: 5 large gold bricks

Name: Hidden Ring of Affluence’s Praise

Quality: Legendary

Item Type: Ring

Effects: +30 Strength, +20 Agility & Luck. Makes the wearer untraceable. Cast the skill Shroud five times per day to hide your presence from nearby enemies.

Value: 61 large & 1 small gold

Name: Trickster’s Ring of Negative Spirit

Quality: Legendary

Item Type: Ring

Effects: Prevents Spirits from appearing before you. Immunity from direct Spirit attacks.

Value: 1,650 Large Gold

Name: Mithril Ring of the Conqueror

Quality: Legendary

Item Type: Ring

Effects: +35 Strength & Agility. Once a day, cast Overdrive to double Strength and Agility for 30 seconds (Stamina drain will double).

Value: 37 large & 1 small gold

Name: Slinker’s Mithril Stamina Ring

Quality: Legendary

Item Type: Ring

Effects: +75 Endurance, doubled STA regen. Once a day, cast Stamina Block to use skills without cost for 60 seconds.

Value: 41 large gold

Name: Terracotta’s Mithril Life Ring

Quality: Legendary

Item Type: Ring

Effects: +75 Vitality, cast Heal Dome to restore 1,000 HP to everyone within the area of effect twice a day.

Value: 38 large & 6 small gold

Name: Quad-Element Raider

Quality: Legendary

Item Type: Ring

Effects: +35 Agility & Endurance, reduces damage from Earth, Fire, Wind and Water-based spells by 50%. Once per day, use the skill Raider’s Shield to absorb up to 10,000 points of damage.

Value: 55 large & 2 small gold

Name: Salantoa’s Mighty Totem

Quality: Legendary

Item Type: Bracelet

Effects: +50 to Agility & Endurance. Once per day, cast the skill Shard Sponge to absorb and redirect any attack back at its owner with dealing double its original damage.

Value: 2,988 large gold

Name: The Heart Between Worlds

Quality: World

Item Type: Earring

Effects: Twice per day teleportation of up to entire armies

Value: Incalculable

Name: Rhinototh’s Five-Pronged Star

Quality: Legendary+

Item Type: Pendant

Effects: Can socket up to 5 items of Legendary+ or below quality. All effects of the items will remain active and usable.

Sockets Filled: 5/5 (unconquerable fortress, shard of humanity, mist beast vital ring & Endurer, mist token)

Value: No less than 88 large gold bricks

Name: The Unconquerable Fortress

Quality: Legendary+

Item Type: Pendant

Effects: +175 Endurance. Once per day, use the skill Fortress to summon a fortress of stone in a designated area.

Set: 1/3

Set Bonus: Unconquerable Aura

Value: 5 large gold bricks

Name: Shard of Humanity

Quality: Legendary

Item Type: Pendant

Effects: +50 to all stats. Thrice per day, use the skill Humanity’s Hope to regain 75% of your max HP and deal the same amount as damage to all nearby targets.

Value: 61 large gold, 7 small gold

Name: Mist Beast’s Vital Ring

Quality: Legendary+

Item Type: Ring

Effects: +200 Vitality. Twice per day, cast the skill Damage Reversal when you take damage. All taken damage will be reduced to 0, and then added to your total Vitality, overcharging it temporarily.

Value: 4 large & 1 small gold brick

Name: Mist Beast’s Endurer

Quality: Legendary+

Item Type: Ring

Effects: +200 Endurance. Twice per day, cast the skill Drain Reversal to gain Stamina instead of losing for 30 seconds, overcharging it temporarily.

Value: 4 large & 1 small gold brick

Name: Sylverana’s Mist Token

Quality: Legendary

Item Type: Ring

Effects: +75 to Strength & Luck. Once per day, cast the skill Mist Coin. Depending on the outcome, one of two effects will activate. Heads: All targets in the area of effect will have their Stamina drained to zero. Tails: All targets in the area of effect will have their mana drained to zero. Potions and item effects will be unusable for 30 seconds after the effect’s activation.

Value: 5 large & 2 small gold bricks, 16 large gold bars


Afterword
 

What’s up, Super-People?! I hope you enjoyed book 8 of We Hunt Monsters. I know I enjoyed writing it! If you enjoyed it, please do me a huge favor and leave a positive review or rating. It really helps more than you can know. As always, I’ll leave the incentive for a longer book. So, if this book gets over 1,000 reviews/ratings, I’ll guarantee at least 160,000 words for the next. Book 9 is going to be a big one, and I can’t wait to write it. Lucky for you, it’s coming out right after this one!

Hope to see you all back again for the next!

If you love GameLit or LitRPG as much as I do, you should check out these amazing pages. You can keep up with your favorite genre of books, all while being part of an awesome community.

GameLitSociety

Spoiled Rotten Readers

LitRPG Books

You can check out my website for all the news on current and upcoming releases, blog posts, artwork on characters, and other exclusive content. You can also contact me directly through the site if you have any questions.

AaronOsterAuthor.com

Follow me on Amazon to be notified of all releases as they come out.

Author Page

You can support me on Patreon if you want some exclusive previews, benefits, and access to a full beta read of the books before they are released. You can also follow me on my various social media accounts as that is where I do giveaways and the like.

Patreon: Rise to Omniscience

Instagram: Aaron Oster

Facebook: Aaron Ostreicher

Facebook Fan Group: Aaron Oster's Supermage Army

A special thanks goes out to my awesome beta readers: DJ & Bryan Grieco.

Coming Next

We Hunt Monsters 9 (April 2024)

Series by Aaron Oster

Complete

The Rules

Somerset: Book One

Pendrackon: Book Two

Grempire: Book Three

Buryoku

Power: Book 1

Light: Book 2

Water: Book 3

Wind: Book 4

Fire: Book 5

Earth: Book 6

Darkness: Book 7

Weakness: Book 8

Spirit: Book 9

Beast: Book 10

Ghost: Book 11

Archfiend: Book 12

You can also pick up the series as a box set on Kindle or Audio!

Ongoing

We Hunt Monsters

Book 1

Book 2

Book 3

Book 4

Book 5

Book 6

Book 7

Book 8

Book 9 (April 2024)

Mayhem

Book 1 Coming Soon!

Book 2 TBA

End of the World

Book 1

Book 2

Book 3 (Series Finale 2024)

Rise to Omniscience

Arc One

Supermage: Book One

Starbreak: Book Two

Skyflare: Book Three

Solarspire: Book Four

Stormforge: Book Five

Arc Two

Silverspear: Book Six

Sandqueen: Book Seven

Sunscorch: Book Eight

Serpentlord: Book Nine

Soulstream: Book Ten

Arc Three

Stoneheart: Book Eleven

Book 12 Coming Soon

You can also pick up books 1 - 5 and 6 -10 as a box set.

Audio box sets are now available as well.

Land of the Elementals

Rampage: Book One

Emerald: Book Two

Origin: Book Three

Reign: Book Four

Book 5 (Series Finale) TBA

Shattered Kingdoms

Age of Ancients: Book One

Time of Titans: Book Two

Book 3 (Series Finale) TBA

All dates are only an estimate and are subject to change. Please check my social media for any and all updates.
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