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Chapter 1

 
Three days into our boat ride, I’ve come to the realization that I deeply dislike enclosed spaces that don’t allow any opportunity for advancement.
 
That’s not to say that this place is particularly drab or anything—far from it. If I were anyone else, I’d probably think that this ship is fantastic. It’s nearly a thousand feet from end to end and is chock-full of amenities. I’ve eked out some entertainment from their facilities, but it’s very clear that this is a luxury ship. Not an environment I thrive in.
 
At least the other two are enjoying it.
 
What little practice I’ve managed to get has been done entirely in our shared room, which Sierra has made clear that we’re not meant to break.
 
It reminds me entirely too much of learning how to use Bloodstep in the cramped prison room back at the site where I was born, except then, I actually gained levels.
 
Thanks to the advancements granted to me by my consumption of the demonic tree, I’m powerful enough now that my skills only level up with focused practice now—and the ones at the peak of Bronze won’t level any further through training alone.
 
Without any objectives to push my level forward, I’m limited to practicing without a partner. Killing and eating another passenger is also an option, but for now, I’ve tabled that option. I figure that gaining a level isn’t worth the trouble that murder would spark.
 
Still, I can’t say I haven’t been tempted to find some unsuspecting victim with no connections and off them where nobody else is watching.
 
At least I’ve gotten Disguise Self to level. The only other non-maxed-out Bronze-tier skill I have is Firearms, but there’s no shooting range on board, so… Disguise Self it is.
 
I’ve been using the skill nonstop for nearly eight hours now.
 
As it turns out, it
does have some interesting applications, especially when I use it to put on a mask of a person I haven’t met before. At first, I do my standard imitations. I try on Sierra’s face and body, then Sapphire’s, Marie’s, and even Adrian’s. The male body feels wrong on me, but it could be useful in a pinch if I need a disguise that looks nothing like me.
 
After that, though, I start trying more experimental things. Practicing the same old faces doesn’t progress the skill much, but esoteric ones like the body and composition of the other demon-babies, of the demons I faced, and even non-living things like the mattress I sit on—that helps. My skills like being used in new and different ways, it seems, and I’m happy to oblige.
 
Disguise Self advanced to level 10!
 
You are now significantly more able to imitate non-living objects. You have an unlimited number of usages, though mana cost increases per use.
 
Finally. Reaching the capstone does appear to increase its effectiveness, just as all the other Bronze-tier skills got when they reached their capstones.
 
Unfortunately, I don’t think I’m getting any closer to passing as a chair. While Disguise Self changes the apparent dimensions of my body, warping space in some way or another to make it seem accurate, I still need to be able to physically match the movements of the fake body, which means that complex inorganic objects aren’t something I can very accurately mimic.
 
Yet. Who knows what it’ll become when it advances to Silver?
 
If it advances to Silver, that is. That’s not going to be happening anytime soon.
 
I sigh, rearranging my body once more. I take on a more normal disguise. Short black hair, brown eyes, and a shape that resembles my own with slightly more generous proportions. Designed to attract just enough attention to be a notable persona without drawing enough to make people focus and realize the similarities between this fake and my true body.
 
Someone knocks on the door before I can switch to the next form.
 
“Yes?” I ask. It can only be one of two people, and Adrian is probably still out drinking.
 
“It’s me,” Sierra’s muffled voice comes across from the other side. I unlock the door for her.
 
Sierra takes a sharp intake of breath as I open the door to our shared suite. I catch the ever-so-slight whistle she makes, and I also catch the tense in her shoulders, the universal reaction to a surprising stranger.
 
“Right,” I say, dropping the Disguise Self. “I was practicing.”
 
“It’s quite good,” she replies, nodding approvingly. “I can’t even see through it without activating a skill. Impressive.”
 
I squint at her. “I don’t buy it.”
 
She stares back at me, holding my gaze for an entire four seconds before her stoic expression breaks, a smile slipping through the facade. “Yes, I can see through it, but I have to look. A cursory inspection reveals nothing.”
 
“Better than before, at least. It should fool the other poor souls on this boat.”
 
Sierra snorts in an entirely unladylike manner. “The others on this boat are likely blind to every skill we use. These are merchants and medics, not fighters, and they’re Zeroes. They won’t be trouble for you.”
 
“I have no doubt,” I say. Zeroes?
 
“Though if the military forces were with us, they would fall against a single one of us, even Adrian,” Sierra adds. “Even a couple of elites from the Whitestar Kingdom could flatten the Crowned Islands’ forces if they sneezed on them.”
 
I smile, remembering the carnage I wrought upon the soldiers sent to clear Ravendale. “I can see that.”
 
From her wording, it’s very likely that the ones in the Seven Kingdoms are going to dwarf me in terms of power.
 
“You’ll grow to the level where you can do the same to any of the nations in this wide, wide world of ours,” Sierra says. “I’m sure of it.”
 
“Maybe,” I say, shrugging. “What are you here for, anyway? It’s not that late in the night.”
 
“What, I can’t visit you?” Sierra asks, spreading her hands. The bronze bracelets are still there on her wrists, I notice, flashing angrily. I wonder what those are for.
 
“So you want to Blue Mage your way into some more magic?” I ask. “I have nothing better to do. I’m alright with it.”
 
“…Yes, that,” Sierra says, her cheeks flushing ever so slightly. “I would very much appreciate that.”
 
I tilt my head, indicating the bed, and she happily hops into it. I follow shortly after, shucking off the silk shirt she provided me earlier. I have a thin underlayer that I don’t remove—though from the heat in Sierra’s expression, I’m sure she’d like me to.
 
“Still blood magic?” I ask.
 
Sierra nods. “Still blood magic.”
 
She holds me close, and I hold her back as I send a Blood Echo crawling out from my back. The bloody copy of me brushes against Sierra’s warm body, but she doesn’t seem to mind. She lasts a full twelve seconds before dissolving now, long enough to stand and pace around the room before I have to start using Shape Blood.
 
By my count, four minutes and twelve seconds pass before a siren interrupts us.
 
“Warning: Titan sighting reported. Repeat. Warning: Titan sighting reported. Threat level: LOW. Course correction initiated. Estimated delay: two days.”
 
“Ah, broken gods,” Sierra mutters, clutching me tighter for a second. “Scintilla, then?”
 
Titans. My soul-amalgam fills in the information while Sierra holds me.
 
Not that there’s much to fill in. Even though there are no gaps in my knowledge, the amount I have is pretty slim. Beings of monstrous power that wander the earth, potentially anomalous. They act more like forces of nature than anything else. It’s easier to stop a hurricane than it is to even delay the path of a Titan. Observed number: sixteen. One confirmed dead. Total number: unknown.
 
Scintilla. Titan of the Nameless Sea. Surfaces two to three times a year. Average death toll per appearance: unknown, likely above ten thousand depending on the distance to the nearest shoreline. Primary attack method: large-scale water manipulation. Offshoots: various waterborne anomalies. Radius of direct influence: ten miles.
 
I would really appreciate it if I had that information lying around before I need it, but at least it’s buried within my mind somewhere.
 
“Just a sighting,” Sierra sighs. “We should be somewhere around a hundred miles away, judging by the announcement. Close enough that we shall have to fight the offshoots, it would seem.”
 
“Should we move, then?” I ask. Personally, I’m practically raring to fight something, anything, but I’m not sure if using Devour in front of so many people would be too conspicuous.
 
“Let me enjoy this a little longer,” Sierra tells me. “Adrian will handle the first wave when they get here. I know he will.”
 
I relent. I’m not sure what deal Sierra made in order to unseal her Red Mage class and save me, but it’s clear that she made some form of it. The bracers on her wrists tell me that much.
 
As does the screaming. She casts a spell around herself for silence every night, but even then, I can still catch the traces of it, see her convulsing in the night.
 
Sleeping is no rest for her.
 
Considering what she’s done for me, I can spare her a few minutes.
 
And, of course, I add, she’s more powerful than me. There’s no shame in bettering my position with an ally.
 
She closes her eyes and nestles into my chest, her lithe fingers wrapping around my back. Sierra looks so peaceful like this. It’s a far cry from her usual intensity. I don’t think she’s actually using her power to assimilate my blood magic, honestly, but this seems to be positive for her. I’m willing to let it continue.
 
I almost think that she’s fallen asleep when she opens her eyes a crack, her smile growing wider.
 
“Thank you,” she whispers.
 
Another five minutes pass before the first crash hits the boat.
 
“That may be our cue,” Sierra sighs, opening her eyes all the way. “You can stop providing magic to the blood if you’d like.”
 
I nod, thrusting a hand out to Devour my own magic, and I roll off the bed.
 
“Let’s get above deck, then,” I say. “Can you sense the attack?”
 
“It is likely minor,” Sierra says. “A hundred miles is far.”
 
“Still, it managed to hit the ship,” I reply. “Let’s see.”
 
We aren’t exactly hurrying on our way up to the surface of the boat, but we don’t waste any time either.
 
Adrian stands alone on an empty deck, holding a sword out as a watery cyclone spins on its side, spanning the boat from one end to another.
 
Slimy snail-like creatures crawl on just to be swept up by Adrian’s skill. Their bodies are comprised of some gel-like liquidy substance, and they tear apart as they enter the cyclone.
 
“Heya,” Adrian says, slurring his words ever so slightly. “Got monsters coming this way. Offshoots, the lot of them. Nothin’… nothin’ strong.”
 
“You need to lay off the day drinking,” Sierra sighs, holding a hand to her forehead. “I heard a crash. Will there be any others?”
 
“Mmm… mhm,” Adrian says. “Sense ‘em in the… in the water there. Swimmers.”
 
Swimmers?
 
Sierra lets out a long-suffering sigh before snapping her fingers. Red and blue energy pulses out from each of her fingers, expanding to encompass the deck in moments before then pushing out even further.
 
“Vessels in the water,” she reports. “Manned.”
 
That piques my interest. “An attack? Pre-orchestrated?”
 
“Yes to the first, no to the second,” Sierra replies. “There are always Titan opportunists. They rarely survive long. Would you like to do the honors?”
 
I peer over the side of the deck, staring into the water. Frigid salty water rains down on me, a deluge of magically manipulated water buffeting me as I look, but I remain unbothered. Adrian does his part to reduce it.
 
Three capsule-shaped devices are outlined in bright red as they cut through the water, approaching the ship at a dangerously fast rate. Sierra’s skill, I assume.
 
Objective: Defend the ship
 
Kill the pirates attacking your ferry.
 
Enemies killed: [0/12]
 
Reward: 600 XP + upgrade 1 Bronze-tier skill
 
At long last. The side of myself that I’ve actively suppressed for the past few days explodes outwards in full force, hungry for something, anything to fuel it.
 
I jump over the edge.
 
As I fall, I activate a number of skills at once. Blood Echo combined with Shape Blood creates a copy of myself that’ll hit my target with more precision and speed than I can imagine. Bloodpath ensures that I’ll make my way there without missing.
 
Soulknife grants me a weapon that will pierce any defense.
 
My echo smashes straight through six inches of water and another three inches of shitty steel before the water vibrates, some form of disruption enchantment disrupting the stability of the skill.
 
Not that it matters. She’s created a gap in the armor of one of the capsules, and it surfaces to make up for it, finishing its ascent just in time for the real me to slam into it, using my blood form to squeeze through the narrow hole my echo’s opened up.
 
I remanifest knee-deep in ocean water within a cramped cabin.
 
Inside with me are four humans.
 
They all notice me at the same time, but they react slowly. Far too slowly.
 
I turn to the man closest to me and jam my Soulknife straight through his heart, ripping it out by tearing it upwards until it exits through the top of his skull.
 
Enemies killed: [1/12]
 
I laugh at the ease of it all, relishing the horrified looks the other three give me.
 
“Finally!” I shout at them. “Entertain me!”
 
They can’t, not really, but hey—at least they’ll grant me some rewards in their deaths.
 
I begin to eat the pirate.
 




Chapter 2

 
My Diamond tier Devour is an offensive skill now, but it’s still stuck at level 1.
 
Its utility, however, is vastly improved from what I’ve grown used to. From Bronze to Gold tier, Devour required me to take time to stop fighting and physically take a bite out of my unfortunate victim.
 
At Diamond, however, crackling black and red magic tears parts of the pirate’s body, disassembling him into skin, blood, muscle, and bone, and then it dissolves those away, sending the essence flowing into my body.
 
Devour granted +102 XP!
 
These people aren’t very high-leveled, are they?
 
Temporary skill unlocked: Sharpshooter
 
When using this skill, you gain a 150% bonus to damage with ranged weapons. You are 100% less prone to distractions. Your accuracy is 50% better with ranged weapons.
 
Temporary attributes gained!
 
With my enhanced Mind (Speed), I examine the bloody wreck of a body. The corpse does, in fact, have twin revolvers holstered at the waist.
 
I use Phantom Shape. In this messy location, this cramped watery coffin of an underwater vessel, with the ocean pouring in and destabilizing my balance, it’s a cinch to use. With no skill-disruption fields or effects in play, it’s child’s play for me to create a second set of ghostly spider-limbs to pluck the guns right from the dead man’s belt.
 
Before I can fire, though, the other three in the vessel attempt to act. The water itself surges up and over me, and the liquid freezes in place as it splashes over my skin. Someone’s skill is trying to imprison me in solid water.
 
Another pirate draws a similar-looking pistol from her waist, but they’ve drastically underestimated me.
 
I use Shape Blood, sending the liquid remnants of their former comrade flying at all of them. The blood muddles the seawater a dirty brownish red, and it distracts them for a crucial second as I cast Bloodpath.
 
It doesn’t need to take me far—I just need to move far enough to escape the water I’m stuck in. Even unmoving water lets blood dissolve through it, and I only need a few drops of myself to make it through the barrier to remanifest myself outside of it.
 
The sound of the pirate woman’s gunshot echoes through the tiny capsule, deafeningly loud. With the visual and sonic chaos, they don’t actually notice that I’ve vanished from my location, leaving a bloody mess behind.
 
It gives me enough time to engage my own Firearms skill in conjunction with the temporary Sharpshooter.
 
I aim the revolver and pull the hammer back in one smooth motion, then squeeze the trigger.
 
My first shot misses as well, grazing the gun-wielding pirate’s scalp but not quite connecting lethally.
 
These weapons are significantly less powerful and less refined than the rifles I appropriated from the UCC. Is that just because these pirates can’t afford anything better, or is it because of a lowered level of access to firearms in general? I know I saw almost no usage of firearms in the Crowned Islands.
 
Whatever the case, this revolver is kind of crap. At least it fires in these conditions.
 
To her credit, the woman I grazed doesn’t even flinch even as the side of her head begins to bleed. She wheels on me, her movements made slower by the water, and she fires before I can finish priming my second revolver.
 
This time, she hits me straight in the gut. Pressure suddenly sucks at my torso as if a miniature black hole’s formed there. Proper pain follows a second later, but Pain Resistance makes it irrelevant enough that I truly do not care.
 
My second shot hits her square between the eyes. She doesn’t even have time to scream.
 
Firearms advanced to level 7!
 
Steady your aim and fire. When active, you gain a 140% boost to accuracy with firearms.
 
Enemies killed: [2/12]
 
I Devour her before her body can hit the water. Her body refreshes my temporary Sharpshooter, but I’m less interested in that than the other benefits the skill provides me.
 
Devour granted +89 XP!
 
Temporary attributes gained!
 
Though their attributes are nothing comparable to even the demons I fought in Ravendale, each death and subsequent Devour grants me a fractional increase in power. It’s temporary, of course, but I don’t plan on this fight taking longer than a few minutes.
 
Most importantly, the gunshot wound in my gut begins closing almost immediately. I use Shape Blood to punch it open just a little wider, allowing me to put a finger inside the wound to dig the bullet out, and then the flesh starts mending on its own, Devour filling me with stolen vitality.
 
The water is getting deeper fast, I notice—it’s up to my belly already. It’s also starting to grate against my skin, which is almost certainly the work of the still-surviving water mage here.
 
I shoot both surviving enemies.
 
Firearms advanced to level 8!
 
My first shot connects with a neck, my second with the final man’s chest. The increasing pressure of the water around my legs slackens immediately as the latter target falls, but the first lives long enough to throw a dagger at me.
 
Unlike the guns, I can actually react to the knife. I drop one of the guns, relying on a Phantom Shaped limb to catch it, and I reactivate my own Soulknife before the knife can hit me. Knifefighting guides my hand in combination with my enhanced mental speed. Though it’s too late for me to fully deflect it, I’m able to react and predict the blade’s path well enough that I can turn it aside, changing a potentially debilitating blow into one that strikes me in the shoulder.
 
I pull the dagger out of my body and throw it back at its sender.
 
Enemies killed: [4/12]
 
Devour granted 184 XP!
 
Temporary skill unlocked: Guided Blade
 
While this skill is active, you can telekinetically control a bladed weapon until it makes contact with another being.
 
Hm. Not incredibly useful, but not the worst skill I’ve gotten either. I can see where this might be useful at a higher level or tier than the dead man had, but as it is, it’s just a nice toy.
 
Temporary skill unlocked: Water Vortex
 
Target up to 2000 gallons of water. While this skill is active, a vortex slowly forms in the water, restricting movement and dealing damage to your foes.
 
The other temporary skill I gain is a little more interesting, but I know from experience that it’s not terribly powerful. The “vortex” I was trapped in was barely a hindrance.
 
Then again, the other pirates aren’t me.
 
Salty water sprays me in the face, knocking me out of my considerations as another hole pops open in the vessel.
 
Right. Speaking of those others, I should probably actually get to them instead of drowning with this… submarine? I’m not sure if that’s the right word for it.
 
Anyway. I have people to kill and items to take. I gather up as many guns and knives as I can see, and then I move.
 
Bloodpath takes me out through the leak, though it’s a little challenging to do when the pressure of the ocean is pouring in. The skill nearly destabilizes on my way out, but the vessel hasn’t sunk deep enough for the force of the water to be utterly crushing.
 
This skill is significantly stronger than its predecessor, and it shows in the way that I can actually stay in the air for an extended period of time now rather than reappearing immediately. It’s costly, siphoning away magic power hungrily, but my mana pool is significantly larger now after so many level-ups.
 
Still, I shouldn’t be using it for too long. Even with my enhanced magic, it’s a significant amount of power usage.
 
The situation appears to have changed, though not by much. There are still slimy creatures slithering through the water, but they largely ignore the pirate vessels for some reason. Do they have an enchantment on them that hides their vessels from the offshoots?
 
A memory that isn’t mine clicks into place. Titan offshoots—their spawn, in a sense—can be devastating to the surrounding countries, thanks in large part to their sheer quantity, but there shouldn’t be so many of them over a hundred miles out from one, and they shouldn’t be this directed.
 
One of the pirates is controlling them.
 
Both of the remaining vessels are still underwater, dark shapes just under the previously calm surface of the ocean. The last one sinks out of sight, the damage I’ve inflicted to it sufficient to allow it to flood entirely.
 
A quick scan around us tells me that we’re still something like a hundred feet from the boat itself, where Adrian and Sierra are defending. Red and blue lightning crackles through the growing water-cyclone. The magical effect dwarfs the ferry itself. Even as I watch, it vacuums up the slimy sea snail offshoots that stick to the side of the boat, leaving no monster untouched.
 
I turn back, painfully aware that every second I spend not attacking is a second where my magic pool drains. Still, I’m fresh up on magic thanks to the Devoured corpses. I have enough reserves to hold Bloodpath for a while.
 
Sierra or Adrian alone are probably enough to eliminate every last one of the offshoots. I doubt any of them hold true power.
 
Underneath me, one of the vessels surfaces.
 
I remanifest myself into my humanoid form, casting Blood Echo a moment after and using Shape Blood to use my duplicate as a temporary platform. It’s only slightly less draining than using Bloodpath, but it allows me the use of my human arms alongside ghostly Phantom Shaped limbs.
 
The top of the surfaced vessel pops open, and I meet it with four separate revolvers. These guns only hold four shots apiece, and I’ve already expended four shots. I should have enough for my remaining enemies, but I need to be careful.
 
With the help of Phantom Shape, Firearms, and my temporary Sharpshooter, three of my four shots land directly on target. The last hits the shoulder, but that doesn’t matter given the successful shots to my victim’s sternum, face, and gut.
 
Enemies killed: [5/12]
 
I drop downwards, dropping my expensive Shape Blood platform in favor of creating another Blood Echo. The bloody Evelyn drops faster than I do, and she drops straight into the newly-created opening.
 
To be completely honest, I have no idea why they even opened that. Why would anyone give their enemy an opportunity to freely enter their vehicle?
 
Then again, these people aren’t very high levels. It’s entirely possible they lack the equipment and experience to do anything else.
 
On the other hand, while my lived experience might not be that much, I was born with a dozen centuries of memories of war.
 
Though I can’t see the Blood Echo, I can sense her, and I hear the screams as my mirror manipulates its body, forming blades out of every limb and surface.
 
Slowly, the water around the newly-surfaced vessel starts to darken with blood.
 
Enemies killed: [6/12]
 
Before my echo can kill anyone else, though, it’s torn apart.
 
I raise an eyebrow, entering the Bloodpath for a moment to prevent myself from falling straight into the thick of things. Though I’m confident that I can handle everyone here, I’ve survived this far by only taking risks when they’re necessary.
 
The surface is metal, slick with seawater, and I almost fall off when I remanifest on it. It’s wide enough for me to lie down on horizontally, so I catch myself before I manage to completely slip off.
 
Another woman’s head pokes out of the vessel, and I fire twice, exhausting the final bullet in the first two revolvers I stole.
 
I’m less than five feet from the porthole that she exited from. At this range, Sharpshooter and Firearms mean that I can’t miss.
 
And yet she remains unhurt. I hear the tink-tink of two flattened bullets dropping and clattering on the metal beneath us.
 
A shield skill?
 
“Hey, chill,” she says, drawing a gun of her own as she exits the vessel entirely, swinging her legs out from the inside. “We’re not here to hurt you, okay?”
 
“What are you here for, then?” I ask, taking a step forward.
 
“Well, that…” A smile spreads across her face, unnaturally wide. “That’s for the emperor of the nameless to decide.”
 
I tilt my head, running through the possibilities. “Scintilla. The Titan.”
 
Her smile grows wider, and the impact of the ocean’s current against the vessel grows ever so slightly louder.
 
I trigger Bloodpath just in time to avoid the attack from behind me. Twisted fangs close on nothing but blood, and I melt downwards as a shark with four distinct mouths flops onto the metallic surface before falling back in the water.
 
I reappear behind the woman who’s managed to stall me, and I reactivate my Soulknife.
 
Her defenses protect her against bullets, but my knife targets the soul itself.
 
One clean strike severs her spinal cord. The next decapitates her.
 
Enemies killed: [7/12]
 
The lifeless head tumbles to my feet as her body slides into the water. It’s still smiling.
 
I start Devouring it as I peek into the vessel from which she’s left.
 
There’s still one pirate in here. His eyes widen ever so slightly when he catches sight of me.
 
“I surrender!” he shouts. “I—“
 
My first bullet turns his shout into a scream. My second silences him.
 
Enemies killed: [8/12]
 
This vessel, thankfully, doesn’t sink like the first one did. I have more than enough time to get to work on the bodies.
 
Devour granted +157 XP!
 
Temporary skill unlocked: Dominate Lesser Monster
 
Take control over a lesser being.
 
So, the woman was controlling the offshoot. Interesting.
 
Devour granted +61 XP!
 
Temporary skill unlocked: Acting
 
Oh, alright. That’s entirely useless.
 
I turn my attention to the other vessel, but it’s already retreating.
 
I chuckle, then activate Bloodpath.
 
At least, I try to.
 
Instead of the usual redshift that I experience, however, a crushing pressure overwhelms me. It’s an unfamiliar sensation. Though I can’t quite elucidate the difference, this isn’t nearly the same thing as the demon tree’s skill-dampening aura.
 
No, that was an active skill. This, on the other hand… this is a presence. Something is putting this out simply by existing.
 
My skill fails, but it doesn’t fail entirely. The world around me starts to fracture, red lines cracking through it, and portions of it begin to simply fall away, replaced by the vast emptiness of the void.
 
This isn’t real. Even if every sense tells me that, I know enough about anomalies and the Titans and the world to know that this is an illusion at best and a temporary manifestation at worst. It might be able to materially harm me, but not mortally. Probably.
 
More importantly, it’s wasting my time.
 
I sense the presence of a hundred thousand eyes watching me, which would probably have more weight to it if I cared about what the thing behind it has to say.
 
“Get on with it,” I tell the darkness. “I still have four people to kill.”
 
You are witnessed, says the being that can be none other than Scintilla, Titan of the Nameless Sea.
 
“Fuck off,” I say.
 
This situation does not exist, and if it does, it only does so within a pocket reality that has no influence over me.
 
You will die.
 
“I get it. Leave me alone.”
 
Images flash through my mind, a thousand scenes passing in and out of my thoughts in the blink of an eye. Myself, torn to shreds. The dream-mirror Evelyn slicing me to pieces in four thousand different ways. The loss of my ability to control my body. Scenes that only I bore witness to. Deaths I haven’t experienced. I see people I’ve never seen but who feel intimately familiar somehow. I watch myself perish by their hand.
 
Ashley, the noble who I tricked in the site where I was born, alongside a squad of nobles I’ve never seen. Two investigators with the power of a chained god behind them. Other beings formed in the same laboratory conditions I was.
 
“Eventually, maybe,” I mutter.
 
You will die.
 
The pressure upon me increases, as if the deaths are encroaching on reality, moving towards becoming a reality.
 
But none of this is real.
 
You will die.
 
“Not here, and not today,” I say. “You can’t kill me here.”
 
Then prove you are capable of becoming more.
 
Another set of images smash through my mind. These don’t feature me—instead, I watch the land itself scream. I watch kingdoms fall and rise and fall again.
 
I see the death of the gods. I see the world burning.
 
For a brief, fleeting instant, I see a strangely familiar woman.
 
I stare into my own eyes, and I realize with cold certainty that this Evelyn, unlike the other false echoes, is truly me.
 
“Break it all,” she says, “or be broken. Your choice.”
 
Then she flickers, and she’s gone.
 
Awaken, the Titan Scintilla says. The sheer weight of that word convinces me that it means more than just wake up, but the meaning separates itself from me as I gasp, in my body once more.
 
The last vessel has disappeared.
 
I sigh.
 
Looks like I’ve attracted even more interest than I thought I did.
 




Chapter 3

 
“Four of them got away,” I sigh, bunching up my undershirt and wringing it. Seawater splashes to the ferry deck, joining the rest of the slowly draining deluge. Adrian uses his skills to send the flood overboard, but there’s so much water here that I’m sure it’s going to be wet until the day we arrive.
 
The currents aren’t subsiding. Before we got into the fight against the pirates, the ocean was relatively placid. Now, despite the entirely clear skies, the waters shake under the boat, roiling like the seas are boiling over.
 
“Better four escape than we lose any of ours,” Sierra replies, patting me on the shoulder. Somehow, she’s avoided the worst of the water. “Let’s get you warmed up.”
 
I nod silently, surveying the ferry around me.
 
Adrian’s defense was more successful than I thought it would be. There are some signs of damage to the various parts of the boat’s exterior, but nothing critical looks to be broken. It’s not like I can tell, though. Of the plethora of skills that my soul-amalgam grants me, ferry engineering is not one of them.
 
“I doubt anyone’s going to be tanning out here,” I say out loud.
 
Adrian snorts. “They’re a bunch of cowards. Bet you anything these peddlers wouldn’t come out here on the calmest day.”
 
Sierra, in turn, offers a polite chuckle. “I’m sure there are those who will make use of all available amenities. I plan to, if you would like to join.”
 
“They have beer on the deck?” Adrian asks, shaking the water our of his hair like a dog. “I was having a drink when those shits came for us.”
 
“There are refreshments available,” Sierra says. “I’ll call for some.”
 
Sure enough, she’s able to locate a mildly shell-shocked attendant cowering within one of the most intact facilities above here. A bar? What kind of boat needs a bar on top of everything? It’s almost as nice as the one that the Baron frequented in Ravendale.
 
A fair number of the drinks on the wall have fallen, victims of the ferry’s sudden rocking, but very few of them seem to be broken. Shatterproof glass, I suppose. Quite practical of whoever designed the place.
 
The man behind the bar is half a head taller than Sierra, but his meek presence, cracked glasses, and rumpled suit make him seem smaller somehow.
 
“I’ll take whatever beer you can fish from that mess down there,” Adrian grumbles.
 
“R-right away, sir!” the bartender says, nearly tripping over himself in his hurry to grab a bottle. He comes back up with a nondescript bottle of frothy golden fluid, which Adrian takes without another word.
 
“A glass of sparkling sweet wine, please,” Sierra requests. Her eyes flick over to me. “Two?”
 
“Two,” I confirm. Alcohol doesn’t have that much of an effect on my demon body, but if the others are partaking, joining is an easy way to further ingratiate myself with them.
 
“Yes, madame,” the bartender replies.
 
I resist the urge to squint at him. There’s something ever so slightly off about the meekness, something that makes me think he’s Acting.
 
Just in case he proves to be a threat later, I Appraise him.
 
Hm. Level 14. That should be respectable—same level as me, even. Then again, is it really? Sierra has outright stated that I’m much stronger than I should be for my level, and everything I hear about the world beyond the Crowned Islands makes me think he might actually be quite low in the food chain.
 
Whatever his standing, he’s not strong enough to take me on right now, and that’s all I really care about.
 
“Your drinks, my ladies,” he says, pushing a tall glass of some fizzy dark purple liquid towards Sierra and me. “Payment is… not required. Your service is worth enough.”
 
“If you say so,” Sierra says, rising. “Come. You wanted to go outside, right?”
 
“Yeah,” Adrian replies, taking a swig from his already-open bottle. “Let’s hit it.”
 
As we exit, Sierra tosses a golden coin over her shoulder, not even watching as it lands perfectly in front of the bartender. Only I catch the sight of him giving her a respectful nod.
 
“So,” Sierra says as we exit back onto the still-slippery deck, “You encountered resistance.”
 
“‘Course she did,” Adrian mutters, swaying on his feet and stretching. “Nobody’d have lived otherwise.”
 
“I received a vision,” I say. “Scintilla came into contact with me. It bore witness to me.”
 
That stops both of them short, even the definitely drunk Adrian.
 
“Witnessed,” Adrian says. “Why? Why here? Why now?”
 
“I sense no immediate divine presence,” Sierra says, gripping her wineglass tight enough that her knuckles whiten. “Then one of them must have been a conduit or… something.”
 
“There was one that might’ve been,” I say, the word “conduit” triggering another bevy of false memories.
 
“Even then,” Sierra says, a note of worry obvious in her voice, “That means danger, Evelyn. Imminent, personal, extreme danger.”
 
I shrug, raising my glass and lightly tapping it against hers. “Let the danger come. That’s what I live for. Quite literally, I might add.”
 
Besides, it’s not like this is the first greater being to take note of me. I still have the Godsmarked and Voidtouched traits, neither of which I was even trying for. Something else out there wants its turn with my soul.
 
Sierra takes a deep breath in and clinks her glass against mine, mirroring my gesture. “I suppose you’re right. Since we aren’t running from a rapidly approaching Titan right now, I believe it is safe to assume that there is a deeper meaning. The whims of Titans are not known to me.”
 
I know it’s a significant thing to have been witnessed, though the details of it are murky to me.
 
Whatever. I haven’t received an objective with any stupid goals like “Kill a Titan,” so I’m assuming it’s not immediately relevant. If it forces itself further into my life, then I’ll worry. For now, I have another set of goals.
 
Goals that unfortunately currently involve Sapphire.
 
I have two objectives right now. One involves tracing down four people in the vast, unending ocean, which is patently impossible even with Locate Person. The other involves finding the same woman that’s left me in increasingly life-threatening situations, and that’s not a reunion I’m looking forward to.
 
Hopefully, arriving at the Seven Kingdoms will trigger the creation of new ones.
 
“Evelyn?” Sierra asks, poking my forehead. “You there?”
 
“Yes, sorry,” I reply automatically. “Just thinking.”
 
“Drink now,” Adrian slurs. “Think later.”
 
I look at him. He’s already halfway through his bottle.
 
Sierra laughs quietly and raises her glass, downing it in two gulps.
 
I drink. The flavor is sugary and bitter and rich all at the same time, dancing over my tongue like the sweetest blood I’ve ever tasted.
 
Though it grants me no experience, it tastes of promise.
 
“Not a bad choice,” I tell Sierra.
 
She just smiles back.
 
#
 
After the burst of excitement with the Titan and the pirates, the remainder of our trip is disappointingly smooth. There must be some kind of network in which information about the seas passes through because every tiny vessel that Sierra locates with her mile-long threat detection skill turns away from us as soon as they catch sight of the name of the ferry.
 
The Titan’s activity stops soon after, too. The captain warns us that Scintilla’s appearance may mean that the port city we arrive at will suffer, but I almost manage to forget about that warning thanks to the dullness of the wait.
 
Now that we’ve revealed some of our combat abilities, I’m more comfortable in displaying some of them in public. Adrian and I spar quite a few times on the deck over the course of the next few days, which most other people avoid for some reason. I manage to advance Knifefighting to level 19, increasing it about once per day, but progress is noticeably slower when it’s just sparring.
 
I wonder why I was able to raise it so fast when I sparred with him in the time bubble in Ravendale. Does the amount of danger I’m in directly correlate to the speed of my progression?
 
The sight of land in the distance is a welcome relief to me after over a week straight spent in a boat. This is a fairly large ferry—according to Sierra, it’s the largest the Crowned Islands has to offer—but with nothing to fight, I can’t help but feel suffocated here.
 
“Ah, this is us,” Sierra says. “Novarath, capital of Tsubera. The Sunken Kingdom.”
 
As more of the coastline comes into sight, I can say that it’s… honestly quite unimpressive. The aftereffects of Scintilla’s surfacing must’ve caught up to this place, because a solid half-mile of land is scoured clean of everything but dark, muddy sand. Another quarter mile after that is chock full of debris that vaguely reminds me of the scene in Ravendale after the demon tree tore everything apart.
 
There are a scant few buildings still standing, but they resemble a fishing village more than an actual port city. A handful of them lay scattered at the base of a cliff that seems to stretch across the entire coastline, but that’s all I see.
 
“First time?” Sierra asks as we depart from the ship. “You don’t seem very enthused.”
 
“To be completely honest, I was expecting something slightly grander,” I admit, taking a good look around. Even taking into account the damages that Scintilla’s inflicted onto this region, I can’t imagine I’ll find much here.
 
“It looks better up there,” Adrian says, remarkably sober for once. He does have a cigarette in between two of his fingers, but it’s unlit. “Trust me.”
 
“Up there,” I repeat. “The cliff?”
 
“Correct,” Sierra says, pointing at a gathering of people just past the edge of the fishing village. “The merchants and traders are likely going to take the assisted path.”
 
“And we’re not?”
 
“Of course not,” Sierra scoffs. “They respect power first and foremost, and nothing about accepting help from the weakest Tsuberrans gives the correct impression to these people.”
 
Sure enough, the other temporary residents of the ferry—most of whom I haven’t seen yet—set themselves on the rickety road to the village, each and every one of them lugging a heavy bag or car overloaded with goods.
 
Sierra and Adrian lead the way, both of them apparently familiar with this place. We diverge from the path, drawing quite a few confused looks from the Crowned Island traders, and the three of us find ourselves at the base of the cliff a couple minutes later.
 
“Broken gods, it’s so nice to not have to fucking cloak,” Adrian says, storing his unlit cigarette back into his pocket.
 
Water surges out from his spread palms, spilling forth and rising up into a cyclone under his feet. He rises, water surrounding his body as a thin layer of magical armor. Not the same skill he used on the ferry.
 
I do recognize it, and it takes me a moment to place it. Right. When he was using this skill against me, I wasn’t exactly fully present in my own mind.
 
Sierra, in turn, just uses her Personal Telekinesis.
 
“Do I have to use a skill?” I ask. Bloodpath would get me to the top of this pretty swiftly, but that feels like an unnecessary waste of magic power and blood just to… show off?
 
“Not necessarily,” Sierra says, hovering five feet above my head. “Just get there.”
 
I start climbing. Sierra and Adrian both easily outpace me, but physical exertion barely strains my body thanks to my enhanced stats, and it lets me build up more magic power instead of needlessly expending it.
 
The cliff isn’t particularly easy to climb up, but there’s no magical smoothness or dangerous monsters that obstruct my path. Sierra, at least, waits for me to catch up. Adrian, on the other hand, reaches the top of the five-hundred-foot cliff before I’m even halfway up.
 
I hear the water mage talking as I start on the latter half of my ascent.
 
“Yes—yes, they’re coming. I told you to wait, okay? Sierra’s taking a bit, and the other girl is fucking climbing.”
 
“Climbing?” An unfamiliar voice scoffs. “Who would climb the godsdamned cliff? Maybe one of the elders or the deranged shits on the lower levels, but you’d be out of your damn… mind…”
 
He’s just about to finish his statement when I reach up for another handhold and realize that there’s nothing further to climb. I hoist myself up, not even breathing hard as I get to my feet on the uneven granite surface of what I quickly realize isn’t just a cliff but a wall.
 
The guard (I think he’s a guard, at least) stands there slack-jawed for another second before addressing us. “Name and purpose, please.”
 
Sierra and Adrian give their responses, but I’m too busy staring at the city beyond the walls to say one of my own.
 
The cliffs hid the sight of what Novarath truly looks like, and it’s nothing like what I could’ve imagined. We stand on a makeshift wall about fifty feet long. Ahead of us, the cliff drops off sharply. I can’t see all of it from here, but the drop is far longer than the cliff is tall. Everything past the cliff is a crater, one that goes so far down that it has to be deep below sea level.
 
From that yawning abyss, buildings rise. None of them even come close to reaching the tip of the wall, but I can see a metropolis rising out of the pits. Clouds float through the city—it’s a bit surreal to be standing only five hundred feet above the ground and see them far below us.
 
The Sunken Kingdom.
 
“Evelyn,” Sierra says, gently prodding me. “Tell the man your name.”
 
“Right,” I say, coming back to my senses. “Evelyn Carnelian. Purpose, uhh… the same as theirs?”
 
I turn to Sierra.
 
She winks back at me. “That’s correct.”
 
“And your stated purpose is?” the guard asks, halfway between nervous and bored. It’s an interesting combination of emotions. I file it down mentally. I might copy it later.
 
“We’re here on a contract with the Lady Jade,” Sierra says. “We will be delving.”
 
“Voluntarily?” the guard asks, suddenly more alert. “How far?”
 
Sierra sighs. “All the way.”
 
#
 
Somewhere on the Nameless Sea
 
“Oh, fuck! I picked up a signal again!” Rin exclaims.
 
“Did you?” Sy practically jumps to his feet, the book he was reading forgotten.
 
The two of them ride on one of the seaborne vehicles they commissioned from home base. If they had an exact trace on their targets, Sy could have just teleported them all the way, but a Titan’s interference will destroy even the best-laid plans.
 
“Yeah, yeah!” Rin says, practically screeching in delight. “The water-fucker went back to the abyss, I guess. I can’t tell exactly where they are, but it’s getting clearer!”
 
“Then I guess we might be able to pack this up,” Sy says, adjusting his coat. “Destination?”
 
“Tsubera,” Rin replies. “Shoot for the capital, Novarath. We’ll be able to trace more clearly from there.”
 
“Got it.”
 
It takes Sy forty-seven seconds to stash the boat in his extra-dimensional storage. Rin keeps the two of them above water as he does so, utilizing her telekinesis.
 
“Can’t hold this for much longer,” Rin points out. “Let’s hurry it up.”
 
“Yeah,” Sy says. “Quick job. In and out.”
 
“That demon bitch’ll never see us coming,” Rin agrees.”
 
He clasps her arm, and the two of them vanish.
 




Chapter 4

 
“Welcome to Tsubera!” Sierra says, gesturing grandly at the metropolis around us. “The capital city of Novarath, to be precise.”
 
“You can drop the cheeriness,” Adrian grumbles. “This place is a shitheap.”
 
Getting around the city is harder than I first thought. Then again, I didn’t put much effort into that first thought, so…
 
Anyway, there are bridges everywhere. The buildings at the height we’re at have to be built on something; for the most part, that means they’re really tall. There’s not exactly ground to walk on, so instead, a complex latticework of bridges connects every building in some way or another.
 
Not all of them are on the same floor, which makes things even more complicated. Right now, we’re walking on a bridge on what Sierra terms “Level 411.” The building we’re going towards doesn’t have any other bridges on this level. Instead, its connections to other towers are a handful of levels higher or lower.
 
Our current position is near the top of the entire city. I wonder how we’re going to manage getting all the way down. The space below stretches so far down that I can’t see the bottom. There are enough bridges down there to block sight of pretty much everything, and of course, there are a lot of buildings that don’t tower nearly as high as the ones that we’re around.
 
I think I wouldn’t hit the bottom if I fell.
 
“Watch your step, Adrian,” Sierra chuckles.
 
“It was one time,” the Warrior-Hydrokinetic replies, crossing his arms grumpily. “Aw, come on, this again? Seriously?”
 
“This is the last time, I promise,” Sierra says, suddenly somber. “She will be gone from our lives after this.”
 
“Yeah, yeah,” Adrian says. “Whatever. Let’s just get this over with.”
 
I remain quiet, soaking in the information and the sights of the city around us. When I asked who we were meeting before, Sierra refused to divulge anything other than the fact that Marie is, in fact, involved with this.
 
That likely means Sapphire is, too. I don’t know how to feel about that.
 
The bridges aren’t the only way to get around, I notice. Some freely fly around under their own power, while others use vehicles that seem to not care about gravity. They hustle to and fro, each of them with a destination clearly in mind. People enter buildings and exit with purpose, as if slowing down for a single second will be the end of them.
 
I wonder what it’s like to be them, to know what they’re going to do next. To have expectations for what comes next rather than a burning need to improve and a pair of powerful people to follow.
 
“Here we go,” Sierra says, indicating the glass door in front of her.
 
Up here, everything is glass and steel, sharp corners and rounded edges and very clean. It’s almost sterile in a way that reminds me of the lab. Artificial.
 
I hope the rest of the city is different.
 
The glass in front of us is frosted, though I assume whoever’s in there can see us. Still, I dip my head, hiding my face in shadow, and I apply the final touches to my Disguise Self.
 
There’s a nonzero chance that there’s an enemy here looking for someone by my description. My figure is fairly recognizable—especially my eyes—and I’ve made my fair share of enemies in the Crowned Islands. I don’t want my disguise to be something that doesn’t match my actual body shape, though, since I know from experience now that disguises that don’t fit my body shape work perfectly fine up until I interact with anything physical.
 
As such, my usage of the skill is simple. Red eyes become an unremarkable brown, tied-back black hair gains a tinge of green at the tips, but my proportions remain largely the same. My face is what I change most, and even that’s mostly minor changes to make myself slightly less recognizable. Subtle changes, all of them, but in combination with a heavy amount of Acting, it adds up to create a new personality.
 
Unfortunately, there’s nothing I can do about the name. I don’t know how I reassigned the name “Evelyn” to my system in the first place, and thus I can’t replicate it. I also don’t know how to cloak my status from Appraise like Adrian and Sierra can, so if someone Appraises me and knows of me, there’s nothing I can do.
 
The doors swing open silently. A woman wearing a face-obscuring helmet and a black suit greets us.
 
“The Jade child,” she states impassively. “This way, please.”
 
She gestures inwards, and Sierra moves to follow, curtsying politely as she does. Adrian doesn’t make any respectful movements, so I don’t either.
 
The inside of the building isn’t anything terribly special. I notice a lot of little aspects of it, but they’re mostly boring. Succinctly put, it has the same cold style as the lab, if the lab were instead focused on doing business and receiving esteemed guests rather than dissecting living beings and putting them back together.
 
I digress.
 
Our destination is an unmarked brown door in a hallway full of unmarked brown doors. The lighting is uncomfortably bright on our way in, though it improves once we’re actually in the room.
 
A man and a woman are waiting for us in the room, which is larger than I would think from the outside. It’s also remarkably furnished—it looks more like a spacious conference room at a nice inn than anything from the lab like I would’ve expected.
 
The man is all business, a nondescript black mask with a bright purple marking over the left eye covering most of his face. His posture screams professional to me, far more than any of the guards at the site where I was created did.
 
The woman, on the other hand, is anything but. Her clothing choices are eclectic, to say the least, though the rainbow of fabric she wears does appear to be high quality enough to technically qualify for whatever standards they might have. Where her partner stands with his hands clasped behind his back, she lounges on a comfortable-looking chair, both her feet up on a desk.
 
When I try to Appraise them, the skill fails.
 
Ah. They are powerful, then.
 
“My name is Simon,” the man introduces himself.
 
“I’m Florence,” the woman says, making a face. “I don’t like that name. Call me Rin.”
 
They gave us their first names with no surnames. Is that a custom here? The knowledge that my amalgam grants me doesn’t give me much for cultural norms, so I’m a bit lost here.
 
Thankfully, I have Sierra and Acting to take the lead for me.
 
“Tourmaline, seven, green,” Sierra intones.
 
“Bronze, three, purple!” Rin replies, kicking her legs off the table. “Right. You’re the Jade kid?”
 
“That would be me, yes,” Sierra replies serenely. “I trust Marie has explained the situation?”
 
I’m tempted to take a look to see how she’s schooling her expression, but I’m sure she’s drawing on some skill like Acting to take her through this.
 
She doesn’t seem to be the biggest fan of her family, even with the mask she’s put on.
 
“You’re on loan to us to assist in clearing out an infestation on the sixty-second level,” Simon says. “I believe the instructions included that there was no need to guarantee your safety?”
 
“That is correct,” Sierra says.
 
“So if you die, it’s not our fault?” Rin asks brightly. “Great! Let’s get going!”
 
“Now?” Adrian asks.
 
“Now!”
 
Rin’s statement is addressed to Adrian, but her eyes land on me. For the first time this conversation, she actually looks at us, and her gaze is far more serious than her demeanor. Twin eyes glowing with purple magic stare straight at me, and the fear that she can see through my disguise pierces through me.
 
The first step to not being discovered is to hide.
 
The second is to distract.
 
“Excuse me,” I say, “Are you able to provide details?”
 
“I was going to ask,” Simon says, cutting in and pointing at me, “Who is this? Lady Jade’s statement involved two people, not three.”
 
“She’s an independent contractor,” Sierra says dismissively. “We paid good money for her to join us.”
 
“Why?”
 
“Can’t hurt to have someone that can take the fall for us if it comes down to it,” Adrian says before looking askance at me. “Uh, sorry. But you know your job.”
 
He’s surprisingly good at faking this. I have to wonder if I’m the only one with an Acting skill here.
 
“They say jump, and I ask how high,” I say with a shrug. “If you’re ordering them around, you’re ordering me around. I’d just like to know the orders I’ll be following.”
 
“Of course,” Simon says, nodding. “The teleportation circle to our destination is located nearby. I can explain on our way.”
 
I raise an eyebrow at that and whistle. A contractor would know the price of one of those. I don’t, but I can guess. “A teleportation circle? You don’t skimp on costs here, do you?”
 
“We’re just borrowing the place,” Simon says, flashing me a smile that doesn’t reach his eyes.
 
“This place is richer than the kingdom it’s in,” Rin cackles, getting up to throw an arm around my shoulder. “You aren’t wrong about that!”
 
Her eyes belie the playfulness of her statement, the glow growing slightly more intense as she stares at me.
 
Danger, my instincts scream, but she hasn’t done anything yet, and Sierra’s made it clear that she and Adrian need to follow through with this.
 
“Let’s get moving,” Rin says, humming lightly as she lets go of me and starts walking.
 
Simon sighs. “Follow her.”
 
As we walk, traversing a positively labyrinthine mess of hallways that all look the exact same, Simon narrates the task we’ll be executing.
 
“The sixty-second level is host to laboratories by a number of organizations that would prefer to remain unnamed. Nine days ago, one of those laboratories broke wide open, exposing the residents of the floor to a degenerative magical virus that spreads through sound. Containment efforts have locked the level off, but the virus has persisted within, hampering valuable research.
 
“Those who fall victim to it begin to experience symptoms thirty to forty minutes after infection. All hosts to the virus will invariably begin speaking through a system of screeches that have not yet been deciphered.
 
“Exposure is caused by listening to their makeshift language or by physical contact with the infected. The infected can and will attack anything that makes a sound that is not in their language. We do not yet know if an infection is fatal.
 
“You are to exterminate the infected to the last being. Do not speak. Do not listen. Kill anything that moves. That is all.”
 
“Woooow, well done,” Rin says, clapping slowly. “Great breakdown. We’ve got some custom-made sound-eliminating plugs for you!”
 
This actually does seem somewhat interesting. I’ll need to rely on Bloodpath and Misty Mirage if contact spreads it. Actually, I don’t know if the former skill even works—would a magical (and, presumably, anomalous) virus spread to infect me if I’m in my blood form?
 
The teleportation circle is located in a nondescript room with off-white walls, ceiling, and floor. It’s barely large enough for the five of us to walk around in, but there is, in fact, a very complex teleportation circle below.
 
“Before we go,” Simon says, “Equipment.”
 
He reaches out into thin air and retrieves a full-body bodysuit, then another, then another. I grow a little more impressed with each piece he retrieves.
 
Simon has the same kind of extra-dimensional storage space that Sierra does, then. Something similar, at least.
 
I take the bodysuit he offers me alongside the pair of soft earplugs. I’m still wary of Rin, but Simon just seems to want to get the job done.
 
Putting the suit on doesn’t take long. It covers my entire body from head to toe, and it’s thick enough that I won’t be ripping it on errant strips of rock or steel.
 
The plugs are a perfect fit for my ears. They’re magical, so of course they are, but even then, it still surprises me how natural it feels. All sound vanishes, and it catches me off guard how many little noises disappear. The air whistling through the building, the background hum of the machinery keeping this place running, all conversation… all of it, gone.
 
Simon and Rin direct us to where we should stand, pointing each of us toward a separate part of the circle. Their mouths move, but I can’t hear a thing.
 
Rin holds her hand out in a thumbs-up, cocking her head questioningly. Sierra nods, then Adrian follows suit.
 
I do the same, then blink.
 
In the fraction of a second when my eyes were closed, the world around me changed.
 
I stand in a ruined laboratory, eerily similar to the one where I was created. Broken glass dots the floor, and I look around to see a room full of shattered test tubes and suspicious liquid creeping over the floor. Here and there, I see bodies, none of them less than a week dead.
 
Is this another UCC establishment? Given the nature of the virus they described and the general construction of this place, I think it very well might be.
 
I can worry about that later. Right now, I have a more pressing issue.
 
I’m alone.
 
Was that an intentional part of the teleportation ritual? I wouldn’t be terribly surprised if it is because there’s no receiving circle on this level to guide the spell. The walls around me are fucked up enough that that might have interfered too.
 
Unlike the lab I was born in, this one isn’t buried in the earth. The building I’m in stretches out pretty far, but here and there, there are holes in the wall where I can see out, out towards the rest of the city of Novarath. The sixty-second level of it, apparently.
 
Sunlight doesn’t reach us here. Twenty feet above and below, a layer of solid steel walls off the level from the ones around us. Artificial light shines from fixtures here and there, but it’s not bright at all.
 
I don’t see any monsters. No “infected.”
 
Strangely enough, I haven’t received an objective for this task. One would think that something as basic as “kill the monsters” would have an associated objective, especially if it’s as hard as Rin and Simon made it sound, but my system hasn’t offered anything yet. There won’t be any rewards beyond what I can Devour, and even that’s made harder by the bodysuit.
 
With nothing better to do, I begin wandering the area, searching for an ally to communicate with or an enemy to fight. I keep my head on a swivel, the utter lack of sound preventing me from hearing where enemies might be.
 
As it turns out, I don’t have to wait long. Less than a minute after I start walking, Rin and Simon land right in front of me.
 
Where have you been, I ask, but I can’t even hear the sound of my own voice. All I can feel is some rumbling where my vocal cords are.
 
Simon’s mouth moves.
 
Rin’s mouth moves, and I see her laugh.
 
The revelation hits me like a train.
 
They didn’t put in the plugs.
 
They’re either not affected by the virus… or it doesn’t exist.
 
Acting keeps me from showing any signs of surprise.
 
A system notification blares up into my face before I can make a resolution on what to do.
 
Objective: Find Sapphire
 
Sapphire is coming to find you.
 
Distance: 49 miles
 
Oh, fuck.
 
I brush the notification away. That’s a fire I’ll need to put out at some point, but for now, I turn towards Simon and Rin.
 
No, I turn towards Simon. Where is Rin?
 
I whip my head around just in time to feel the blade slide into my back.
 




Chapter 5

 
Steel punches through the center of my back and out from where a human heart would be. The sensation of being stabbed in the chest is getting uncomfortably familiar.
 
This would be lethal if I was human. It’ll still be lethal for me, but not immediately.
 
Instinctively, I try to return to my Bloodpath, but I find I can’t. The world obstinately remains in shades of grey and beige, and my form remains ever so humanoid. My skin tingles, and I’m reminded of the brief moment before my dream copy tore me to pieces by ripping the blood from my veins.
 
I kick backwards as hard as I can, and my foot makes contact with something. A human body.
 
The utter lack of sound is disconcerting. I’ve been able to adapt to a lot of situations. This should be no different, but I guess I haven’t realized how much I’ve grown to rely on my senses. Without the accompanying grunt of impact, I can’t tell if Rin’s actually suffered any damage from my kick.
 
It gets me enough leverage to shove myself off the knife, which is how I learn that the blade is serrated. Rin’s knife glows softly as it tears through me, and she manages to twist the dagger even as I slide off it.
 
More blood than usual geysers forth from the open wound, and it takes me a moment to figure out why.
 
My Shape Blood is working slower than it should. I can’t control it well enough or with enough strength to plug the wound like I normally do, and my life drips out of me pump by pump. I put a hand to my chest to stem the flow, soaking my hand in crimson immediately, but I can’t stop the entry wound in my back from bleeding.
 
The pristine white bodysuit I’m wearing gets an impromptu splash of color.
 
I spin my head around, relying on my thankfully untouched Mind (Speed) to give me time to process things.
 
This is an ambush, and a cleverly plotted one at that. I knew there was something going on with these people, but I thought it would’ve been some vested interest in the contents of the laboratory here, not a plan to attack me out of the blue.
 
Someone else put them up to this. Whether that’s the UCC, the king of the Crowned Islands, or just someone with a bone to pick, I’ll make sure I kill them too.
 
Assuming I survive this, of course.
 
I hear no sound, and I assume nobody else can, so I can’t call out to Adrian or Sierra. Something they’re doing is dampening my skills, and I don’t know what it is. It could be the earplugs, the bodysuit, or even the lingering effects of the clearly magical dagger that Rin’s stuck me with.
 
On top of it all, they got the first strike in. I got one in return, and I can see Rin’s doubled over, but I don’t know how much that matters.
 
With my free hand, I draw a knife from the bodysuit’s belt. Just to check if it’s available, I try to use Misty Mirage.
 
The shadow of my blade travels a single foot out from my body before dissolving into harmless fog.
 
Great. So my skills are nearly completely shut down.
 
Simon continues to stare at me without a single emotion expressed on his face, while I think Rin is actually laughing even as my blood stains her face and bodysuit.
 
Energy swirls within me with nowhere to go as Relentless, the trait that only applies under what the system terms “impossible odds”, finally triggers.
 
My traits are still intact, then.
 
That means my mostly unused Voidtouched trait can still bypass defenses.
 
I stop holding my blood in and charge towards Rin.
 
Simon remains unmoving at the edge of my vision, but Rin laughs and laughs and laughs, not a single decibel of it reaching my ears.
 
I try to remove the earplugs with my bloodstained hand. Even with the blood, my grip should be stable enough to take them out, but one touch reveals that they’ve sealed themselves to the inside of my ears somehow, and I can’t Shape Self to change that with the suppression on.
 
Darkness creeps at the edge of my vision, but I ignore it, returning my free hand to stemming the flow of my blood.
 
Rin isn’t far from me. Three quick steps are enough to close the distance, and I lunge towards her with all the power I have in my body, using Relentless power to lend my dampened Knifefighting skills some strength.
 
The woman who stabbed me throws her head back in utterly silent laughter as my strike reaches with her vulnerable, exposed throat—and it doesn’t connect.
 
Rin vanishes once more, and then a knife plunges into my lower back and punches back out. The pain is sudden and sharp and completely unnecessary, and I’m swiveling around even as the attack connects.
 
She disappears before I can even finish turning, and she reappears directly in front of me, her dagger already poised to plunge into my belly.
 
This time, though, my barely functional Knifefighting enables me to see the course of the attack, and I redirect my momentum in a single instant, turning her blade aside with practiced ease.
 
With my free hand, I punch her.
 
At least, I try to.
 
For my efforts, I’m awarded with Rin vanishing once more.
 
I stab backwards blindly the moment she disappears from my sight, and the lack of defense costs me. Another strike lands solidly in my sternum.
 
This time, though, I feel flesh part under my knife, and I pump as much Relentless-boosted magic power as I can into my knife.
 
When I manage to turn around, I’m bleeding from six separate wounds—three entry, three exit—so I stop holding onto them as much. I need to focus on offense to have a shot at winning here.
 
To my surprise, Rin doesn’t immediately attack. She’s dropped her glowing blade on the ground, both of her hands clutching at a patch of dark crimson spreading at her gut. Her face, exposed thanks to the different type of suit they wear, hangs in a shocked expression of pain. I think she might be screaming.
 
A surge of vindication pulses through me, but I remind myself that this fight isn’t over yet. She might be halfway down, but Simon hasn’t even started to move yet.
 
And then the blood spilling out through her clenched fingers starts to reverse. The growing red stain begins to shrink instead, leaching out of the pure white of the rest of the bodysuit, and Rin sucks in a breath.
 
I dive for her blade, but it’s already too late.
 
Half a second later, five separate blades dig into my neck, penetrating to the bone and gripping it.
 
No, not blades.
 
Fingers.
 
My vision darkens further.
 
Rin readjusts her grip on me, tracing bloody rivers through my flesh as she turns me to face her.
 
Her wound is gone completely.
 
Up close, she truly does look deranged, which means a lot coming from me. Dangling dyed-purple hair frames her pale face, highlighting eyes filled with mirthful malice. The woman’s mouth moves, but once more, I hear nothing.
 
She must realize that I can’t tell what she’s saying, because I see her shoulders slump in annoyance. Rin turns her head, addressing someone else. Simon, I assume.
 
I try to struggle free, but her grip is iron and I’m losing strength rapidly. Relentless has a cap, it seems, and that cap is severely reduced by the apparent shutdown of most of my skills. It doesn’t help that I’m losing enough blood to kill a human every few seconds.
 
“—turn the damn thing off, Sy! It can’t be that hard!” Rin shouts. The sudden return of sound is a welcome shock.
 
“Sound suppression is off,” Simon—or Sy, apparently—calls from his location, having still not moved. “You can speak.”
 
“Oh, can I?” Rin asks, turning back to me. “Brilliant!”
 
“Why?” I ask. I don’t have Acting to draw upon, but I think the usage of the skill has taught me a few tricks. It’s hard to make myself look any meeker, though adding a quaver into my voice should help sell the illusion. “Why are you doing this?”
 
“Good question,” Rin says, shrugging. “Sy?”
 
“We have new orders,” he replies. “Remember?”
 
“If I didn’t, I would’ve cut her head off the first time,” Rin replies. “Anomaly girl, for what it’s worth, you landed a pretty nice hit on me. That might’ve killed me if I was a little weaker!”
 
“I—I don’t know what’s going on,” I try. “Why are you—“
 
“Cut the shit, escapee,” Rin says, flashing me an overly cheery smile. “You and I both know what you are.”
 
“It’s too human,” Simon says. I can’t see him from here, but with my hearing restored, I catch the slight rustle of fabric that indicates he’s crossed his arms. “I still think we should kill it.”
 
“When did I become the reasonable one?” Rin asks. “Sy, a fucking Overseer is coming.”
 
“Doctrine insists—“
 
“Doctrine means nothing to her, and you know that,” Rin says. “Come on. You know what she’s like. She won’t let us kill anything she finds interesting.”
 
Objective: Find Sapphire
 
Sapphire is coming to find you.
 
Distance: 46 miles
 
Ah, shit.
 
Simon sighs. “I know, I know.”
 
“Once she gets strong enough, we can kill it,” Rin says, her tone as light as if she’s discussing the weather. Her grip tightens around my bone, and my vision darkens even further.
 
But she’s not going to kill me? With no skills, I don’t know if even Demonic Heritage will protect me when she’s actively hurting me. Even if she doesn’t kill me, I think there’s a decent chance I’ll die of exposure if she just drops me right now.
 
“Do it, then,” Simon says. “I will be ready when things go wrong.”
 
“Sy, Sy, Sy,” Rin says, shaking her head. “Always so unbelieving.”
 
“Preparation for the worst trains discipline.”
 
“Yeah, whatever,” Rin says, shrugging. “You surprised me, anomaly. Keep it up and maybe you’ll put up an interesting fight.”
 
Keep it up? I didn’t even have my skills unlocked! I’m aware they ambushed me for a reason, but I find myself angrier than I should be at the implication that I’m not strong enough yet.
 
“Good luck,” Rin adds.
 
She turns, wrenching her body as white light suffuses her, and she throws me.
 
The wind whistles past me for a single second as I pass through the damaged laboratory in fast motion, and then I’m somewhere else and I can’t see a thing.
 
I smash into buildings as I fall, and the combination of my bones breaking and the extended blood loss finally proves to be too much. Darkness takes me.
 
The last thing I remember is falling.
 
#
 
I’ve really been spoiled. The last few times I’ve blacked out (which is a concerning habit in itself and probably something I should address), I’ve woken up to an ally or a friendly stranger caring for me.
 
This time, I wake up because something bites my hand off.
 
Pain lances through my body, but Pain Resistance in combination with my natural inclination to not bother with it means the warning signal hits me later than it probably should have.
 
I am, somewhat surprisingly, still alive. The wounds in my chest and back have closed, though I do appear to lack a right hand.
 
Again.
 
Seriously?
 
A decaying skeletal rat the size of a dog scurries away from me, covered with my blood. It’s dark enough in here that even with my enhanced night vision, I can barely make out its form where it sits not six feet away.
 
I tilt my head at it, then draw on Shape Blood.
 
Blood spears shoot out from my hand, spearing the emaciated beast through every part of its body that looks like it might hold vital organs.
 
My skills are back, and I can hear. When I raise my hands to my ears, I feel nothing but the slightly lacerated flesh there. I still don’t know if it was the plugs that turned my skills off or something else, but whatever the case, I’m no longer affected.
 
I… don’t really understand, but I have more important issues to deal with.
 
The darkness stretches on above me for a while. I can’t make out any shapes there, nor any ceilings. I can’t even see the bridges that characterize this city.
 
Am I on the bottom level? If there were ruined laboratories on the sixty-second level, I shudder to think what kind of monster might be on the first.
 
I glance around me, and I see the corpse of a rat as large as a dog. It’s freshly dead, and there’s too much blood around it. What killed this?
 
Well, if it’s fresh…
 
It looks disgusting, so I instead use the ranged Devour.
 
Devour granted +12 XP!
 
Temporary skill unlocked: Antimemetic Cloak
 
Induces amnesia of the user’s existence when the target looks away.
 
Oh.
 
I can guess who killed this now, and she’s standing right here stemming the bleeding from her missing hand.
 
I’m going to have to get that fixed, aren’t I. Inconvenient. This keeps happening!
 
Well, this thing doesn’t seem too much of a threat, but that skill is really potent.
 
I understand why when I try to activate it and lose nearly a third of my magic power in under ten seconds. Wow, that’s a high-cost skill. If I can get an enhanced, cheaper version of that down the road, I’d be nigh-unstoppable, but that’s not looking realistic right now.
 
There might be other things like this hanging around. There might be other beasts like this that I’ve already forgotten.
 
I should be glad that only one of them got to me before I woke up. I must’ve been out for a while. Several hours, bare minimum, since Demonic Heritage has had enough time to put me together.
 
I need to be careful.
 
New skill unlocked: Antimemetic Resistance
 
You gain a slight resistance to low-level antimemetic effects.
 
With the slightest exertion of will, the world turns red. This is a useful new resistance, but I can’t trust it to perfectly guide me.
 
But in my Bloodpath, I’m safe.
 
Objective: Exterminate the infestation
 
Kill monsters on the first level of Novarath.
 
Progress: 0%
 
A percentage bar? Not hard numbers? That’s interesting. The objective doesn’t tell me to kill everything here, either, which is a first.
 
We’ll see how this goes.
 
I set off aimlessly, secure in my Bloodpath. Thanks to Rin and Simon’s skill-eliminating magic item, I have plenty of magic power to draw from, and my Diamond-tier Devour is putting in work for keeping me fueled.
 
With Shape Blood going on at the same time, I’m able to somewhat map out my surroundings with scattered bits of my self.
 
This place is a dump. I mean that in a figurative and literal sense both—there are literal heaps of twisted metal scraps and broken buildings that must’ve come falling from up above, and streams of some unidentifiable liquid trace paths between the raised hills of garbage.
 
It takes me around four and a half minutes to find someone screaming.
 
Their form isn’t entirely human. Two legs, two arms, but they’re longer and have more chitinous flesh than what a person would. On their back, the fleeing figure has four more boney limbs, which I know can connect to form two dragonfly-like wings.
 
Deep dwellers. They have to be. Nothing else fits.
 
What is this one running from?
 
I find out a moment later when my blood perception impacts something invisible. It’s shaped like a wolf, I think, but I don’t really bother looking at the details.
 
Still in my Bloodpath, I careen into its path, forming a blade out of my self and slashing it upwards. As it makes contact with the monster, I return to my material form and slash out with a Soulknife. A moment later, I follow up with a Misty Mirage. I’m not taking chances on this.
 
As it turns out, it’s massively overkill. The monster howls in pain as my first attack hits it, and the Soulknife silences it. My misty echo lacerates a dead body.
 
It does not become any more visible when it’s dead, so I kick it a couple times to check.
 
Yep. Not moving.
 
Chittering behind me alerts me to the presence of the deep dweller.
 
I sigh. This better not be a problem.
 
Though I can’t quite make out the dweller’s features without my blood sense, I can see them kneel.
 
“What… are… you…?” they ask.
 
What, indeed, am I?
 
I’m the one who annihilated a town in an instant.
 
I’m a murderer of 213 living beings.
 
I am Evelyn Carnelian.
 
Response after response comes to mind, but in the end, I discard most of them. Dwellers aren’t likely to reply to anything that’s only affected the surface. Most of my accomplishments are moot in their eyes.
 
“I am death’s reaper,” I tell them, drawing on Acting to put a bit of extra power into the statement, “and I have come for what others have sown.”
 
I start Devouring the invisible wolf.
 
Devour granted +311 XP!
 
You have advanced to level 15!
 
All stats increased by 1.
 
You have gained 3 stat points.
 
Due to your actions, you may exchange up to 2 of your existing skills with skills from the following list.
 
Fireball (Silver)
 
Restore Self (Silver)
 
Electromagnetism (Silver)
 
Dominate Lesser Monster (Bronze)
 
Antimemetic Cloak (Silver)
 
Electric Shield (Silver)
 
A first step, but one of many.
 
You may choose to also evolve your class.
 
No. Absolutely not.
 
“I can feel you lurking,” I hiss at the remnant of a broken god lying within my soul somewhere.
 
The deep dweller looks at me in confusion, but I can’t be bothered. This is the straw that breaks the camel’s back.
 
Sapphire. The broken god. The demon tree. Scintilla. Sy and Rin.
 
I have had enough of enemies who outpace me, who direct where I go and what I do.
 
Fuck this. The system wants me to do what I do best; stay alone and kill the anomalies here, which will keep me in one place for long enough for the half-elf woman to reach my location.
 
“Dweller,” I say out loud. “Take me to your people.”
 
When I escape this place, I swear to myself, I will be able to break this city.
 




Chapter 6

 
“My… people?” the dweller asks, confused.
 
I activate a Blood Echo and end my control over her instantly, using Shape Blood on the resulting mass of fluid in order to get a general sense of what’s around me. There doesn’t appear to be anything around us, but I’m well aware that there are monsters here that I might not be able to perceive if I’m not directly looking at them.
 
Still, I’m generally confident enough in my perception to spend some time asserting my next steps.
 
“Yes,” I say, not bothering to hide my irritation at the dweller’s slow comprehension. It’s somewhat misguided—after all, it knows Common while I can’t speak a word of its language—but still, we’re wasting valuable time. “The other dwellers. Where are they?”
 
Unlike the reclusive, independent skyfolk, deep dwellers are a deeply community-based species. Their power grows when they are together, and the largest dweller groups have carved out continent-spanning empires.
 
Dweller groups are more than the sum of their parts. For a dweller, separation from its group is tantamount to death.
 
The burst of information is sudden and actually helpful. Edges of it have been lost, but I can tell that once upon a time, someone that wasn’t me learned about this species, and now their knowledge is mine.
 
“Monsters separated me,” the dweller says in broken Common, the limbs on its back fluttering nervously. “The pack there, I think.”
 
It gestures vaguely towards the space where it was fleeing from, indicating a span of the darkness so wide it may as well not have bothered.
 
I sigh. “Can you find your way back?”
 
“Danger,” it replies. “Danger in the floor.”
 
The dweller hasn’t denied its ability to find a path.
 
“I’m here to deal with that,” I tell it. “Show me the way.”
 
It chitters nervously, but it apparently realizes that talking to me in Dweller isn’t going to get it anywhere. The dweller’s insectile limbs twitch, but it starts moving.
 
You may choose to also evolve your class.
 
I glare at the message and will it to go away.
 
It fades out of existence, but it returns before I can even refocus myself.
 
I have more pressing matters to deal with, but the shadow of the divine thing that tried to steal my body is evidently still alive within me. I hope it’s not doing well.
 
It’s yet another addition to the list of beings that want me dead or worse, as if I don’t have enough of those already.
 
As I follow the dweller through endless piles of putrid junk, I keep a bead on our surroundings with Shape Blood, trying to make the most out of my one level in Antimemetic Resistance.
 
My newest level-up didn’t come with a milestone, which is a bit out of the ordinary when I got them at level 5 and 10. Then again, the milestone at level 10 was a false evolution that ended up kind of fucking me over, so… maybe I shouldn’t expect that pattern.
 
It looks like I’ve reached some sort of skill cap. Rather than offer me new skills for free, my level-up notification informs me that if I want new ones, I need to swap out the old.
 
I already know which skills I want to add. I’ve been desperate for a skill like Restore Self to use in combat, and if this Antimemetic Cloak is anything like the one the decaying dog-rat thing had, it’ll be incredibly useful for stealth. Electromagnetism is interesting as well, but the man I took it from never really showed me whether or not it was actually effective.
 
What skills should I swap out?
 
Antimemetic Resistance advanced to level 2!
 
The notification catches me off guard. Skills level up when they have an opportunity to be used, and resistances are no exception. Then that means…
 
I disappear into my Bloodpath, which does nothing for the dweller’s state of mind. It lets out a panicked screech, but it continues onward.
 
Increase the amount of blood. Maximize coverage.
 
Shape Blood enables me to sense my blood as well as manipulate it, and with my Bloodpath, I can add a significant chunk more to it.
 
The sense just isn’t quite good enough. I can tell where the blood is, but I’m not exactly sure what it’s contacting.
 
Thanks to my brief stint with extraordinarily enhanced stats in Ravendale, I actually know which stat can help me with this.
 
For the first time, I put all three of my free stat points into Magic (Meta), boosting it to 10.
 
The change is instant, though it’s less of a paradigm shift than I’d hoped it would be. Rather than a wholesale addition of a sense, it feels like a sharpening of what I already have. Blurred edges come into focus, and suddenly, I get the sense that I know not just where the blood is, but where it can go.
 
And there’s an awfully suspicious moving space where my droplets of blood can’t stick to. My eyes and ears tell me it’s empty, but this sense…
 
There’s nothing there.
 
Antimemetic Resistance advanced to level 3!
 
But if there’s nothing there, it can’t hurt to check.
 
I turn myself into a thousand spears and travel through the empty space—the space that should’ve been empty.
 
Another one of the dog-sized rats crumples to the ground, dead.
 
I reform next to the dweller, who hasn’t even shown signs of noticing what I’ve done.
 
“You… save me,” it says. “How?”
 
I raise an eyebrow. It’s smarter than it lets on, then.
 
“Doesn’t matter,” I say. “Keep it going.”
 
Devour granted +31 XP!
 
I get the temporary Antimemetic Cloak as well, but I don’t really want my impromptu guide to start panicking if it suddenly loses its only protection. I’m the only companion it has right now, and I’d imagine that it won’t help matters if I disappear.
 
And so we continue. As we travel, I manage to get Antimemetic Resistance up to level 5 as well as gaining just over 200 XP. The dweller manages to fight off exactly zero of the enemies that come its way. Once, I allow an antimemetic rat-thing to get close to it, and it just screams while flailing ineffectually at it.
 
For a dweller, separation from its group is tantamount to death.
 
You may choose to also evolve your class.
 
Every time I get distracted, the text comes again, and it’s not alone. A soft, crooning voice whispers the contents of the system-text at me, insisting that I let it in.
 
“Go away,” I tell it again, whispering so the dweller doesn’t hear me.
 
You are weak.
 
I nearly stop short when I hear the message, see the text splayed out in the center of my vision.
 
Whatever this thing is, this half-dead god that refuses to die even after I Devoured it again and again, it can communicate.
 
You are weak. As much as I want to ignore it, those words worm their way into my head far too easily.
 
Memories of the recent past flash through my mind. I think of Sapphire, a half-elf that may as well be a malicious goddess given the way she plays with my life; of Scintilla, a monster so far beyond my comprehension that even its presence overwhelmed me from a hundred miles away; of Simon and Rin, two people with an agenda I can’t identify that annihilated me in a fight.
 
I recognize disappointment, and I remove it. The thing in my head is trying to get to me. It’s trying to worm its way back inside me and take control just like it did the last time. I won’t let that happen.
 
The anger, however, I keep. Anger fuels desire, and my desire to improve is stronger than ever.
 
I don’t even realize I’ve killed another three rats until nearly-imperceptible blood paints the filthy floor of what my system tells me is Novarath’s first level.
 
As we continue traversing the mounds of junk, I think on what I want to do next.
 
I want to break the city, yes, but that stems from a deeper desire. What I want is to not have to follow the whims of beings that aren’t myself. Sapphire, the high-level ambushers she’s probably employed, the god in my head, the system itself… I want nothing to do with any of that.
 
In order to separate myself from that, I’m going to have to do a lot. The system has given me two pertinent objectives—it wants me to clear the anomalies on this floor and it wants me to stay put while Sapphire makes her way towards me.
 
While the anomalies are interesting, the lack of a reward on the objective makes me hesitant to pursue it.
 
Everything Sapphire touches burns.
 
I don’t want to get involved with either of them.
 
An inkling of a plan begins to form in my mind. If I’m not going to bother clearing the system quests, then everything will be on my own initiative. I don’t want to still be here when Sapphire and her goons inevitably come looking, and I want to break something.
 
You could be strong.
 
“That wouldn’t be me,” I hiss at the god-thing in my head. Why is it acting up now? Is there something about leveling up in multiples of five that trigger it?
 
I consider trying to communicate with it instead of just dismissing the message again, but I don’t actually know how to. So far, the thing hijacking my system hasn’t shown any sign of listening to me.
 
Before I can attempt to further converse with the message, the dweller I’ve been protecting chitters.
 
Up ahead, my blood makes contact with more living beings.
 
We’ve found the dweller’s pack.
 
I have to admit that I’m a little impressed by its navigation ability. Intellectually, I understand that one of the core facets of being a dweller is knowing one’s group, but there’s a difference between knowing and witnessing.
 
I’m surprised we haven’t encountered more monsters. Is the dweller’s group killing enough anomalies that they’re not really a problem?
 
A quick glance at my objectives tells me that no, I’ve not even made one percent progress on eliminating all the anomalies on this floor. Why the silence?
 
Maybe my Antimemetic Resistance isn’t high enough. That’s a chilling thought.
 
The dweller chitters once more, pulling me out of my thoughts, and the sound carries farther than it has before.
 
Its group returns the sound multiplied ten, twenty, a hundred times, the uniform swarm of them vibrating their limbs in unison. I can’t understand a single noise they’re making, but they seem pleased.
 
In the darkness, I can’t see all of them, but I have control over enough blood drops in the area that I can make out the general shape of things. They’re organized in a hexagon of hexagons, each of their steps synchronized with the others.
 
The term hive comes to mind. It really feels like I’m watching a single organism move.
 
The dweller turns to me. “Thank. You.”
 
And then it flits away like an iron shaving drawn to the world’s most powerful magnet, moving many times faster than I thought it was capable of. In an instant, it enters the marching structure of the rest of its brethren, and the entire hexagon of hexagons ripples as it does, each dweller adjusting its position as the new one joins.
 
It’s a little eerie, and that sensation only intensifies when all of them start chittering at once again. The buzzing sound of it has to be attracting any anomaly within the area, but it’s not like I can make it stop.
 
And then the group of… a hundred? Just about a hundred, I think. The dweller swarm starts to form words, words that I can actually recognize.
 
“Foreigner,” the hive chitters, a hundred voices uttering the same syllables at once. “Outsider. Protector of the lost. Reaper.”
 
“Dwellers,” I greet them back, raising my voice to match their volume. “What is this place?”
 
“The underneath,” the swarm replies as one. “That which is buried. A collection of things lost. A monument of discarded monsters.”
 
As a swarm, the dwellers have much more coherent Common than the individual one did. They really are different in groups. I think they might be sharing their collective knowledge, pooling it across minds. My understanding of the dwellers is limited as is. Not many people travel in these areas.
 
“The monsters hunt you,” I say. It’s not a question. Though I lack the proper information to say exactly how large a dweller community should be, I know enough about the species that I can tell that no thriving swarm would allow themselves to live in a lethal dump like this level evidently is.
 
“Once we were many,” the group confirms. “Now we are few.”
 
I sigh. Given the connection, I would’ve liked to use the dwellers in order to pull off a greater working of magic than I can manage alone, but the chances of using them as a force multiplier aren’t looking good. “What are your capabilities?”
 
“We build,” they say simply. “Foreigner. You fight.”
 
I cock my head quizzically at the latter statement, and then a wave of nausea sweeps through me, wobbling outwards from the center of the swarm not a hundred feet away.
 
This one is mine.
 
The nausea intensifies, but I push through it. As soon as I have enough of my senses put together, I prepare myself to enter the Bloodpath—and then I stop.
 
The swarm still hasn’t moved.
 
“Marked,” the pack of dwellers say. “By—“
 
Their unity crumbles for a second, disharmony sweeping through them as parts of the swarm finish the sentence with their own choice of words.
 
The gods. The void. A god. The Titan of the Nameless Sea. Itself.
 
You will not receive a second warning.
 
All of a sudden, the nausea disappears, the effect lifting immediately.
 
“Now you do something?” I hiss at the voices. Predictably, it doesn’t respond. “If you want me to be strong, then fucking help.”
 
“Apologies,” the swarm chitters. “We were unaware.”
 
“That how you treat all your visitors?” I ask, eyeing them warily.
 
Where are the anomalies? We’ve made such a racket that I find it hard to believe that none of them have come. I ask at much after the dweller group spends a full fifteen seconds just sitting there unmoving.
 
“We build to remember and to protect,” the group says. “The small ones fear us. The mother does not.”
 
The mother. From the sound of it, that has to be an anomaly too, right?
 
Hm. That gives me an idea.
 
“If I kill the mother,” I say, “Will you build for me?”
 
They deliberate for a grand total of seven seconds, chittering in Dweller, and I stand there patiently, thinking of my skills.
 
Enhance Bleed (Bronze) was replaced by Restore Self (Silver)!
 
Once per hour, you can activate this skill and heal yourself proportionally to the amount of mana used. Effectiveness increases by 10% per level.
 
I wasn’t really using the former skill anyway, and Woundshape combined with Shape Blood already functionally does the same thing. I don’t need it.
 
When the dweller swarm finally turns to me, their response is simple.
 
“Yes.”
 
Objective updated: Exterminate the infestation
 
Rather than eliminating every anomaly, you have been tasked to kill the source of the infestation.
 
Eliminate the Forgotten Queen.
 
Reward: 3000 XP
 
#
 
You may also evolve your class.
 
Oh, fuck off.
 




Chapter 7

 
You may also evolve your class.
 
No matter what I try, the text won’t go away. The voices, at least, only speak every now and again rather than remaining as a constant drone in my head.
 
I wonder if there’s any merit in listening to it. Last time, the thing in my dream space took over my body, but I was able to wrestle myself back. Now, I have even more skills to fight against it as well as a bevy of traits, and I’m more prepared.
 
Most importantly, I still have a soul this time. Soulpyre burns my soul energy to use, but it’s unique in that it doesn’t only need to consume mine. So long as I have fuel for it, whether it’s my soul or an enemy’s, the fire will stay lit.
 
Though all I have is conjecture for the time being, I think that the lack of a soul played a major role in my near-complete inability to fight back last time.
 
I still don’t want to risk it. Not yet. Not unless I need to.
 
Right now, I have an immediate goal.
 
Though the system hasn’t exactly had my best interests in mind this entire time, our interests are aligned here. 3000 XP will guarantee that I advance to level 16, and though I’m not sure if it’ll take me to 17 or not, it should get me close.
 
Also, it’ll gain me the deep dweller swarm as an ally and resource. Limited though they may be at the moment, they’ve still survived. I don’t know how effective they will be, but Sapphire is still gradually approaching, and I do not want to be here when she arrives.
 
Bloodpath isn’t enough to get me out of here, so I’m going to have to rely on the dwellers. They can build, and that means opportunities.
 
Putting my faith in someone else is an unfamiliar feeling. I don’t think I like it. Especially not with these dwellers, who have already demonstrated the capability and desire to overwhelm me and… add me to their swarm? I’m not exactly sure what their failed group skill would’ve done to me.
 
“Where is my target?” I ask them, not letting a hint of my thoughts show on my face. Acting does a lot on that front.
 
“Nowhere,” the swarm replies. “Everywhere. Search, and you will find.”
 
That is entirely unhelpful, which is about as much as I expected out of them.
 
“Will you be accompanying me?” I ask.
 
That gets me a disconcerted buzz from the hundred or so dwellers. “No. The mother… consumes.”
 
Oh, lovely. “Then where will I find you?”
 
In the darkness of the first level, I almost miss the characteristic glint of polished steel. Enough of my blood is scattered around the area that my blood sense catches the coin-sized lump tumbling end over end through the air before my eyes do.
 
I can’t tell which one of the dwellers threw it, but I catch it easily enough. Their aim is immaculate. It probably would’ve bounced off my forehead if I hadn’t sensed it with my dispersed cloud of blood drops.
 
The metal disk is almost uncomfortably warm in my hands, and I get the strong sensation that it wants something from me.
 
“Mana compass,” the swarm chitters, as if that explains anything.
 
Passing a bit of magic power into it creates a burning dot in my mind, just like how Locate Person operates. Even with my eyes screwed shut, I can identify the target.
 
They’ve packed a skill that tracks themselves into an item.
 
“Got it,” I say, turning around. “I’ll be back.”
 
They must trust me a lot. Why would anyone ever hand a stranger the ability to locate them in perpetuity?
 
Maybe the item stops functioning if they choose to disable it. Maybe they’re stupid and blindly put faith in strangers, which would explain their apparently diminishing numbers.
 
Maybe they’re just that desperate.
 
Whatever the case, I’ve got an objective to complete. The Forgotten Queen, that’s my target. I have no idea how to get to her. I don’t even know what she looks like.
 
It is kindred.
 
I sigh, stepping over a patch of broken rusty spikes as I crest yet another scrap heap. Around me, I have my blood sense checking for any creatures that might be sneaking up on me, but it appears that the “little ones” really do stay away from the dweller swarm.
 
“Are you going to be useful?” I ask the irritating system text. I know that this isn’t the primary system. I know that what’s waiting for me there is the creature that hijacked my mind before.
 
But if it wants to offer information, I’m not going to say no. I doubt anything it tells me is going to be fully accurate, but I don’t even know where to start here.
 
Then again, it hasn’t exactly communicated back yet. I don’t know if it can even hear me.
 
A goddess, broken but still powerful in its own right. You may also choose to evolve your own class.
 
“Stop fucking doing that,” I hiss. “Stop trying things.”
 
I’m half tempted to just go for it and accept the class evolution, taking my chances against my passenger. Given that Sapphire is only forty miles away now, that’s growing increasingly tempting.
 
Not now, though. For once, my passenger is actually being helpful. It’s actually communicating.
 
“If you know where it is, then guide me,” I say. “Show me the way.”
 
You may also choose to evolve your class.
 
I spoke too soon.
 
“Fine,” I tell the air. “I’ll find her myself.”
 
Not that I have any idea of where I’m going. I suppose I’ll operate like I did way back at the lab. I’ll wander around until I run into problems, practicing whatever skills I can as I go.
 
Antimemetic Resistance isn’t leveling up, but I hope that’s because I haven’t seen any monsters that hide from my perception, not because there are anomalies that entirely evade me.
 
As I walk through the heaps of ruined metal, using a thin cloud of blood surrounding me to serve as my eyes, I consider my skills and try to determine which one I should replace with Antimemetic Cloak.
 
The other skills I have to choose from are Electric Shield, Electromagnetism, and, of course, the classic Fireball. While they’re all viable choices, Antimemetic Cloak is just by far the superior option.
 
Antimemetic Cloak (Rare)
 
Tier: Silver
 
Become mundane enough to be part of the scenery. For up to 6 minutes per hour, you will appear entirely unremarkable to vulnerable onlookers.
 
It’s limited, and anyone with Antimemetic Resistance like I do is likely going to be able to break through it at a basic level. I’ll miss the defensive capabilities that Electric Shield could offer and the ranged attacks that the latter two would give me. I don’t have any ranged attacks stronger than Shape Blood and Misty Mirage, but the ability to just completely hide myself is just too strong to give up.
 
Which skill should I give up? I look down the list.
 
I think one of Stealth, Disguise Self, Paralyzing Bite,
or Firearms can go. I’m loathe to give up any of them, but of the list of extremely useful skills I have, those are probably the ones that I can afford to lose.
 
Antimemetic Cloak will eventually serve the same purpose as Stealth and Disguise Self. Paralyzing Bite is useful, but I’m getting into situations where I can’t viably bite my enemy more and more frequently.
 
Ultimately, I choose Firearms. It’s a Bronze tier skill at only level 8, and I haven’t had the chance to actually use a gun in a hot second.
 
Crucially, I know for a fact that I can pick up the skill again just by practicing with a gun. That’s how I got it in the first place, after all.
 
Firearms (Bronze) was replaced by Antimemetic Cloak (Silver)!
 
It’s not until I’m finished swapping out the skills that I realize I’ve been walking without any particular direction in mind for nearly five minutes, and I still haven’t found a single enemy.
 
Is it because of the dwellers? I reach into my pockets to feel for the item they gave me, and the location of the swarm pops into my mind. They moved in the opposite direction as me, which means I should be well out of the radius of their anomaly-repelling effect.
 
Why is nothing attacking? For that matter, why can’t I even detect anything running away? I don’t have that much blood, so the radius that my Shape Blood affects is only a couple hundred feet, but there still should be something.
 
They run from me. The Forgotten Queen will not raise her voice while you are weak.
 
Somehow, I’m not surprised. Irritated, maybe, but surprised?
 
I sigh. “You are the most useless divine being I’ve ever met.”
 
That said, I finally decide to bite the bullet.
 
I accept the class evolution.
 
#
 
The few lights in the darkness around me fade, replacing itself with a painfully familiar void.
 
A single star stares back at me.
 
The last time this occurred, I waited for what the system says was a total of eighteen years. My patience has not changed, especially since I know that time isn’t passing very quickly outside, but my tolerance for my passenger’s bullshit absolutely has.
 
I can’t control my blood in here. None of it was brought in.
 
But my skills work, and so do my resistances. Last time, I came in with a broken soul and a complete lack of ability to affect this broken place.
 
This time, I know what I’m up against.
 
“Manifest yourself,” I tell the air.
 
When it doesn’t respond, I activate my Soulknife.
 
Crushing pressure bears down on me, attempting to snuff out my skill like a candle, but I have something I didn’t last time.
 
Divine Resistance advanced to level 12!
 
The skill sputters in my hands, and the blade only half-forms, leaving me holding a broken golden dagger, but that’s more than enough.
 
Where the stars formed last time, ever so slowly creating the shape of my dream copy, the passenger did something. It exploited the broken parts of my soul to slip in and hijack the class evolution.
 
This time, I tear the void apart myself. It feels wrong to attack what should be my own soul using a weapon formed out of the same material, but I need to remind myself that the space I’m in isn’t truly part of me. It’s a trap that I’ve fallen for once.
 
Not this time.
 
My golden blade tears through the darkness, and the void around me bleeds.
 
Soulknife advanced to level 9!
 
It doesn’t bleed blood. Of course it doesn’t. The broken god in my head isn’t a being of flesh. If it was, it wouldn’t need to take my body.
 
Instead, it’s like the utter darkness of the void is a cloth covering the world beyond. Each slash tears darkness away, revealing the familiar sterile white of the room where my normal and broken evolution occurred.
 
Soulknife advanced to level 10!
 
Just as before, a twisted copy of myself waits beyond the darkness. Rather than waiting years for the stars to assemble themselves into her, though, I break the void bit by bit by bit until only fragments of the darkness remain.
 
You have grown stronger, my clone says. As before, her voice is not mine. It’s the same cacophony that it usually is.
 
This time, though, one of those voices feels louder.
 
“And you’re not touching me this time,” I reply.
 
Are you sure about that?
 
The overlapping voices screech, and the noise briefly stuns me.
 
My twisted copy disappears. At the same time, a hand comes to rest on my shoulder.
 
Twisting chaos snakes into my soul, a sensation that I’ve felt only once before.
 
This time, though, it’s slower. Rather than a sudden and total violation of my self, I can feel the tendrils trying to break through my defenses.
 
My defenses. I have those now.
 
I stab backwards with a fury that surprises even myself.
 
The blade connects with air, but the hand on my shoulder disappears.
 
When the fake Evelyn reappears in front of me, the sensation of its corruption dissipates as well. I watch as tendrils of black energy drift away from me, returning to the thing in front of me.
 
“Stop trying that,” I say. “If you’re going to offer something, then offer.”
 
It was worth an attempt.
 
I huff out an irritated sigh. A second here is practically no time at all in the real world, but this piece of shattered divinity is wasting my time.
 
I can show you the way to the Forgotten Queen. All you must do is give in.
 
And that, finally, is too much. The simmering mess of resentment and rage formed from the perfect storm of shit piled upon threats to my life.
 
“You forget your place,” I snarl, stepping towards it. The fake copy of myself doesn’t move. “You call me weak and yourself strong. You tell me that you’re my only hope.
 
“Both of us fell into this abyss, and I’ll remind you that only one of us clawed out. It wasn’t you. You can’t get to me anymore. You couldn’t even get to me when my soul was broken and I had nothing.
 
“And before you think you can outlast me, you can’t. I spent eighteen fucking years waiting for you to emerge last time, and don’t you dare think that I’ll spend any less time fighting you off if I need to. I can hurt you. I can hurt the place you live in.
 
“I will gladly burn my soul to a crisp if that’s what it takes to be rid of you. Try me.”
 
It tries me.
 
The fake version of me dives forward, vanishing into dark nothingness as it does, and I stab outwards. I don’t connect with it, but it doesn’t hit me either.
 
I activate Blood Echo. My clone steps away from me—then fades away, the artificial blood dissipating into thin air.
 
There is nothing in this space but you and I. No conjuration will succeed here.
 
That gives me more information than the broken deity thinks it does.
 
Just like with the Titan, this place is a construct of the soul. It’s not the real world. My copy can’t kill me here, and I can’t die. My magic doesn’t follow normal rules either, and neither does my stamina.
 
And it’s my soul that this place is anchored to, not the deity’s.
 
So I tear my skin apart with sharpened nails, slicing my arms to freely access my own blood. Though conjurations might not work in a place that doesn’t exist physically, the fluid is still part of me. This soul space will consider it to be part of me.
 
Which part of my amalgam even fed me that information? Why do I know more about souls now? This would’ve been useful a while ago.
 
Whatever. I have a god to subdue.
 
Shape Blood gives me a sense of space in the void and a method to attack my enemy, and I make full use of it. Somehow, it makes the area feel more real. While the two of us were kind of just drifting in a featureless space before, grounding the place with my extra senses changes something physically.
 
I step on a floor that shouldn’t exist, and the inferior copy of me tries to infect me again.
 
Divine Resistance advanced to level 13!
 
And again.
 
Divine Resistance advanced to level 14!
 
And again.
 
Divine Resistance advanced to level 15!
 
When I told it that I was willing to spend any amount of time here, I wasn’t lying. Yes, it’s an utter waste, and there’s no telling what’s happening to my body out in the real world.
 
But this piece of shit will never have a say in what I do again.
 
It tries again, and again, and again, and again. I don’t even bother keeping track of time. My system will catch up with it, I’m sure.
 
Divine Resistance advanced to level 18!
 
Its attempts start to blend together. Over hours, days, weeks, I learn its patterns. It manages to lay a hand on me several times over the course of our battle, but the infection never holds.
 
Divine Resistance advanced to level 23!
 
As time passes, it starts to get predictable. I start landing hits. I nick it once with the Soulknife, then again with a sharpened piece of my blood. Another time, it manages to wrap a hand around my neck only for me to Shape Self and grow spikes out through its fingers, paralyzing it for long enough for me to land a hit of my own.
 
It recovers from everything, which doesn’t surprise me. When I crawled out of the abyss back in Ravendale, I Devoured this thing over and over until it stopped moving, and it’s evidently still here.
 
The broken god won’t die, and I won’t give in.
 
You cannot win, it says.
 
“Neither can you,” I reply.
 
And so we fight and we fight and we fight.
 
At some point that could be three hours or days or years in, a memory flashes through my mind, unbidden.
 
There’s just one problem with gods. Powerful though they may be, they can never learn.
 
Divine Resistance advanced to level 30!
 
Sure enough, even as I adapt to its attacks, even as my defenses gradually rise, my foe never innovates itself.
 
I may not be able to win, but…
 
“Eventually, something is going to kill me,” I say. “Time passes differently in here, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t passing outside.”
 
Correct, the Evelyn-swarm says. It doesn’t even bother opening my clone’s mouth. Surrender, and we shall survive.
 
“Not seeing a reason to,” I grunt. “When the system threw me against a clone of myself to advance, she was superior in every way. You… are not her. You’re a pale imitation of it. You can’t even match up to me.
 
“And when I die, you’re going to go down with me. Don’t pretend like you selected a host because you were thriving on your own.”
 
I tap the bloody trails that my nails have dug in my arms. “This won’t kill me. You won’t kill me. So stop wasting my time, or the two of us are going to die together.”
 
It stops moving.
 
Nearly three hours later, it finally replies. It doesn’t even hold up the pretense of being me anymore, choosing instead to dissolve into a latticework of divine material.
 
I yield.
 
“Fantastic,” I say. “Now, do something useful before I decide to burn us both.”
 
It takes time to ponder on that too. Less than before, thankfully.
 
I will lead you to the Forgotten Queen.
 
I blink, and I am once again standing in the lowest level of Novarath. The void-spattered white of the soul space is completely gone now, replaced by much more mundane darkness.
 
I have found the Queen.
 
“Good,” I whisper, creating a Soulknife in my hand and studying its dim light. “Just remember this: you will never defeat me.”
 
Trait earned: Heretic
 
You have subdued a god, albeit one that is a shadow of its former self. You gain the Divine and Demonic magic affinities at stage 3.
 
New skills available!
 
You may gain up to one Gold-tier skill from the following list.
 
Smite
 
Bless
 
Retribution
 
You may gain up to one Gold-tier skill from the following list.
 
Corrupt
 
Soulrend
 
Abyssal Echo
 




Chapter 8

 
Oh, now this is interesting.
 
My passenger doesn’t react to the new skills, but this is… truly something.
 
Heretic is a trait, and it doesn’t seem terribly interesting at first. The others all do something passive, and they all have boosts that are constantly applied. This is a one-time benefit, not something that’ll last forever.
 
But granting me new affinities is incredible. Prior to the application of Heretic, I had two magic affinities, General and Blood. The former is at stage 1, while the latter is at 2 and still hasn’t advanced further despite me having a plethora of blood-related skills now.
 
This new trait has given me two new affinities at stage 3. That means that the pool of skills I have access to has just ballooned.
 
The power floor and ceiling of the skills I can receive have just been shifted upwards monumentally, and thus so has my overall ability. On top of all of that, a higher stage means I have more proficiency with this than my existing skills.
 
Levels aren’t the only number that matters.
 
You have advanced. When you are ready, I will lead you.
 
Somehow, my passenger seems… muted. It still speaks with the force of a thousand voices behind it, but the voices feel quieter, as if they’ve been beaten into submission.
 
I suppose, that in some sense, they have. I can’t deny that its newfound meekness pleases me.
 
Right. I assume that my passenger is still shoving away the perception-dodging creatures, because I don’t sense any of them with my blood.
 
It looks like gaining these two affinities has awarded me with one skill apiece from them. Both are Gold-tier, which is once again amazing.
 
I examine the list of skills from what I presume to be the Divine side first.
 
Smite (Legendary)
 
Tier: Gold
 
Embody the power of the heavens and strike with a focused blast of radiant energy upon a single enemy. Temporarily stuns target. Can be used independently as a ranged attack at distances up to 10 feet or as an addition to a melee attack. Damage increases against demons and beings with twisted souls.
 
Bless (Rare)
 
Tier: Gold
 
Draw upon divine favor. Touch an ally to imbue them with divine energy. Grants a +5 to all stats for one minute. Grants a minor amount of regeneration while active.
 
Retribution (Rare)
 
Judge those who strike you and return the favor. When you take damage, you may use this skill to reflect 100% of it back to the attacker.
 
Now this is a set of skills. Gone are the days of being able to easily throw aside half the skill list because of how abjectly useless it is. All three of these are extremely powerful skills.
 
Alright. Cost-benefit analysis. Smite is pure offense, Bless is an all-around boost, and Retribution is a defense that requires someone else to attack me. All three of them seem to be able to scale up with level, which is exactly what I’m looking for out of a skill.
 
Smite will likely increase its damage and range, while Bless will probably increase the numerical value of the boost as well as the duration. Retribution’s progression will almost certainly revolve around the percentage of damage returned.
 
I think I’ll go with Smite. It probably outclasses my current offensive skills by a fair amount. While Bless is theoretically the best, it’s significantly hampered by the fact that it’s to help an ally. I get that it’s a divine skill, so it’s meant to be used in a party, but taking it right now won’t help me at all.
 
Retribution is the worst by just a little bit. Though I imagine it’ll scale up a lot, I don’t really want to be taking tons of damage in order to deal damage of my own.
 
There’s still arguments to be made for either of the non-Smite skills, but every minute I spend dawdling here is a minute where Sapphire draws ever closer. If I regret it, I’ll just swap the skills out when I next level up.
 
New skill unlocked: Smite
 
That’s that done. Now, the Demonic side.
 
Corrupt (Legendary)
 
Tier: Gold
 
Spread demonic influence. The individual you activate this skill on becomes a vector of demonic corruption. Their access to the system will be modified. They will gain resistance to system-based skills. They will gain power upon consuming others. Inhibitions will be removed.
 
The last time I was offered Corrupt, it was as a special skill, but its abilities have been slightly toned down now that it’s a regular one. That holds interesting implications. I wonder if I can get Wraithfire as a regular skill with no cooldown someday.
 
Soulrend (Legendary)
 
Tier: Gold
 
Tear your opponent’s souls from their body, reducing their ability to recover. You may target up to five enemies within 100 feet; until the skill ends, you twist their souls. Alternatively, you may use this as an addition to a melee attack. Temporarily stuns enemy.
 
Abyssal Echo (Rare)
 
Tier: Gold
 
Force a shadow of the abyss upon your foes. Releases a shockwave that heavily disorients enemies and damages them with demonic energy.
 
Yeah, alright, it’s a little more cut and dry for this. I already know I’m not using Corrupt, since the last thing I need is more competitors. Abyssal Echo might have some interesting effects at later levels, but the skill description doesn’t tell me enough to convince me to use it.
 
Soulrend, on the other hand, reads like a demonic version of Smite that attacks the soul first and foremost. If there’s one thing I know about soul damage, it’s that it is genuinely crippling even if the target is immune to death by it. Experience has taught me that much.
 
On top of all of that, it synergizes with Smite. Dealing soul damage will make the divine-aligned skill deal increased damage. It’s a match made in… I hesitate to say heaven.
 
New skill unlocked: Soulrend
 
With my new skills selected, I return my attention to the space around me.
 
“Lead me to the Forgotten Queen,” I say. “Let’s get this over with.”
 
Antimemetic Resistance overridden!
 
My vision briefly flashes white, and I’m halfway to readying myself for another prolonged soul space battle when it fades just as quickly as it came.
 
Some of your skills are lacking.
 
“You keep on popping into my system text,” I murmur. “Could you at least warn me? At some point, I’m going to think you are the system.”
 
I don’t expect a response, but surprisingly enough, one comes.
 
Very well. Is this sufficient?
 
It really is subdued, huh?
 
“Yes,” I say, finally looking at what’s changed thanks to my passenger’s influence.
 
The darkness around me is illuminated with a soft, unearthly greenish-blue glow. It doesn’t take long to realize where it’s coming from.
 
A network of bioluminescent tendrils rain down from the sky, jutting down from the ceiling of this level far above. They move slightly, and the patterns make it look like there’s a hundred thunderstorms going on at the same time, each of their lightning strikes caught at the moment of impact and frozen.
 
Over a hundred feet above me, the Forgotten Queen’s glowing body covers the entire ceiling.
 
It connects to its children.
 
Connects… oh.
 
Those lightning-shaped tendrils. None of them touch down towards any point near me. There are no antimemetic monsters around me.
 
Every anomaly in here is linked.
 
“Right then,” I say, looking upwards. “I just need to kill that, huh?”
 
No time to start like the present.
 
I slip into my Bloodpath and begin my ascent.
 
My passenger is eerily silent for once.
 
It does, however, appear to be augmenting my instincts. I keep myself from spreading my bloody parts too wide. If the Forgotten Queen disrupts my skill or even takes control of it, which are both real possibilities from an anomaly whose powers are unknown to me, I’d rather be in as intact a form as possible.
 
Appraise fails. No surprise there. That’s been pretty consistent with demonic beings and anomalies, and this thing likely falls into one of those categories.
 
A hundred feet becomes seventy, then fifty.
 
The anomaly finally reacts when I’m within striking distance of it.
 
Tendrils linking the massive fluorescent mass of flesh with its anomalous offspring jump upwards from the ground. The others are coming.
 
At the same time, the blue-green flesh starts to smoke, emitting mist that’s the same color as its previously hidden body.
 
It quickly obscures the area around me, forcing me to rely on my blood-sense to keep myself oriented.
 
I think I’m about thirty feet away from its main body when the mist demonstrates its use.
 
Up until this point, the Forgotten Queen hasn’t demonstrated any abilities other than hiding itself in plain sight. I’ve honestly allowed myself to hope that that’s the only effective skill it has, but then my Bloodpath stops working.
 
I’ve gotten to the point that I’m no longer surprised when something can cancel this skill out. Bloodpath is strong, but it’s only Silver tier. Meanwhile, the enemies I’m facing definitely have skills that are above that. We’re not in the Crowned Islands anymore, and that means that Bronze and Silver tier skills alone just aren’t going to cut it.
 
What does catch me off guard is the fact that I don’t stop rising. My body feels oddly balanced, too, and that’s when I realize that I can’t feel the pull of gravity anymore.
 
Except it’s not just that. It’s not just gravity that’s missing—it’s something more. The rush of the air feels harsher than it should against my skin, and I realize what’s wrong.
 
The internal cohesion holding my body together isn’t there anymore.
 
My arms split from my body first, my tendons stretching and snapping as my softened body gives way. The flesh there starts to fall apart as well, the bones separating. The rest of my body starts to crumple in on itself as well, the various forces acting on it beginning the process of dissolving me.
 
I’m still in one piece, technically, but if this anti-cohesion field lasts much longer, I probably won’t be.
 
I resist the urge to chuckle, mostly because I know that doing so will likely not be good for my face.
 
I hope this works. If it doesn’t, I suppose this god is dying with me.
 
I push as much power into a single activation of a skill as I can, overloading the Silver skill with far too much magic.
 
And then I dissolve into blood.
 
The individual particles of my Bloodpath start to come apart just like my body was, but that doesn’t matter at all.
 
Thanks to my increased points in Magic (Meta), I can still use skills while in this state.
 
Shape Blood doesn’t work to create any form of blade. Instead, when I direct blood to create a solid shape, it just forms a larger, amorphous blob that starts to separate as well.
 
Though everything is tinted red on top of the existing bluish-green that the Forgotten Queen is so generously providing through some anomalous means, I can sense and see the presence of other entities in this place.
 
Whatever my passenger did to me, it’s drastically increased my resistance to the perception-blocking effects. I can see rats and tigers and deformed half-beats of all shapes and sizes, each of them struggling through the mist.
 
There’s dwellers hovering towards the Forgotten Queen, too. They all look the same, so I can’t tell if any of them are the ones that I’ve interacted with before, but there’s nearly a dozen of them here.
 
And they’re dying. While I have the Bloodpath to hide from the worst effects of this field, the dwellers and the anomalies don’t. Even though the former have survived on this level and the latter were birthed by the Queen itself, they all start to liquefy. Their bodies fall apart, and then the broken pieces vibrate apart. The pieces of pieces break as well, gradually increasing in intensity until each body liquefies into a bloody slurry.
 
It’s not the most pleasant to watch, but Shape Blood does eventually start working on the mess of blood. I suppose the restriction of the blood having to be outside the body stops applying when the body and blood are pretty much the same thing.
 
Though I can’t form a solid attack, I can still throw blood upwards. With no sense of gravity and no real vision of my target, I’m more than a little disoriented.
 
I do, however, have a lot of blood to work with.
 
If I can’t tell which direction to attack in, I’ll just attack in every direction.
 
The liquefied corpses of several dozen previously living entities swirl around me, courtesy of an enhanced usage of Shape Blood, and I push them outwards. Though it’s not a particularly powerful attack, it’s an attack nonetheless.
 
As it turns out, the direction that I thought was “in front” of me is actually directly up. I redirect every blob of blood I control towards it as soon as I’m able to.
 
They splash harmlessly against hardened anomalous flesh, but that’s all I need.
 
Each of them is a shitty attack, but they only need to be an attack to qualify for my two new skills.
 
I strike out with Soulrend first. Pure black energy strikes out from the disparate blood that I’m currently composed of, linking me and my attack for an instant, and then it leaves me entirely and coalesces on my target.
 
The sound of the Forgotten Queen screeching echoes through the level, annihilating what few remaining intact creatures still remain in its mist. I wonder if any of the dwellers below are suffering from it.
 
My Soulrend doesn’t do as much as I’d hoped. Though it audibly inflicts damage, I don’t see any signs of its lasting impact.
 
A god’s soul is not so easy to strike down.
 
We’ll see about that. I don’t have a mouth to respond to my passenger with, but I trust my thoughts to be enough to tell it off.
 
A moment later, I activate Smite for the first time.
 
When I was selecting them, I noted that the two skills I picked are pretty similar to each other. Activating them, however, feels nothing alike. Soulrend comes naturally to me, no more difficult to use than, say, Shape Blood.
 
On the other hand, Smite feels wrong. I have the affinity for it, and it’s at a higher stage than any other affinity I have, so I meet the qualifications. I have enough magic in my reserves to cast it. I have the desire.
 
But using it makes me feel as if I’m being torn apart from the inside out. Even in my blood form, it hurts me on a level so deep that I almost fear it indicates soul damage. It’s not, but the sensation is so close to the worst of it that it actually guides me to realize what’s happening.
 
Smite punishes those with broken souls, and mine has been broken and mended and broken and mended until it’s become unrecognizable.
 
I hope it’s not like this every time.
 
I watch as radiant white energy pierces the mist. Whereas the darkness of the Soulrend simply vanished into the anti-cohesion field and struck out at the Forgotten Queen, the Smite parts the blue-green clouds and illuminates the midnight darkness of the level, revealing the form of the anomaly above.
 
If my soul is broken, the Forgotten Queen’s has to be shattered. It’s an anomaly, after all. Something that rejects the system, refuses to be categorized by it.
 
Smite connects, and the light intensifies, burning with the force of a thousand suns behind it.
 
Earlier, I thought the Forgotten Queen was screaming.
 
Compared to this, that was a whisper.
 
The sound of its screech is so loud that it physically blasts my bloody form back, reducing it to mist and its component droplets. A hundred thousand different parts of me start to rain down towards the ground, disparate and torn, but I can pull myself back together.
 
If anything else was alive up there with me, it isn’t now. The weather down here is looking like a light shower of blood, gore, and liquefied corpse. How pleasant.
 
Above me, light and darkness coalesce on the same impact sight, and the Forgotten Queen writhes. For all its offensive power, for all its stealth, it doesn’t appear to be very resistant to my attacks.
 
Maybe a reminder of what even a humble little demonic girl can do is in order.
 
Smite and Soulrend detonate on each other, radiant white and overpowering black twisting and curling around each other before the two detonate.
 
Smite advanced to level 2!
 
Soulrend advanced to level 2!
 
For a brief, terrifying second, there is nothing at all in the space above us. For that instant, I stare into a void that is less than pure darkness, less than the empty soul spaces I’ve been in.
 
I stare into nothingness, and I get the distinct impression that something stares back.
 
The moment passes, and the Forgotten Queen lets out one final screech as my two skills strike it straight to its core.
 
When I reassemble myself, my body is only about half intact, but I’ll recover. With Demonic Heritage and my new Restore Self, getting back on my feet is much more doable than it has been before.
 
Above me, the ceiling begins to crumble.
 
Objective: Exterminate the infestation [COMPLETE]
 
Through a combination attack that exploits its greatest weaknesses, you have defeated the Forgotten Queen.
 
3000 XP rewarded!
 
You have advanced to level 16!
 
You have advanced to level 17!
 
All stats increased by 2.
 
You have gained 6 stat points.
 
Class evolution acquired!
 
Relentless Demon -> Divine Demon
 
Due to your actions, you may exchange up to 1 of your existing skills with skills from the following list.
 
Electromagnetism (Silver)
 
Dominate Monster (Silver)
 
Corrupt (Gold)
 
Bless (Gold)
 
Abyssal Echo (Gold)
 
Retribution (Gold)
 
You may also gain a random skill from your Divine or Demonic affinity.
 




Chapter 9

 
With one mockery of a god dead and another one subdued, I have much more power to bear.
 
I need to figure out what to do with it.
 
A glance up at the ceiling reveals that it’s starting to cave in. Pieces of rubble tumble from the dark stone above. Each building-sized chunk of brick and steel has the slowly-dimming flesh of the Forgotten Queen attached to it. As one falls past me, I realize that the divine corpse has woven itself into the material.
 
For a moment, I wonder if the entire city is going to fall on top of us. If it does, I’m going to have to dedicate my skills to surviving. I’m not entirely sure which of my new skills will be able to help with that, but I can improvise. It would be disappointing to lose the dwellers, but the fact that I’ve advanced in level and significantly in my affinities would more than make up for it.
 
As I use Bloodpath to dodge the falling debris, I rethink it.
 
This city is several hundred levels tall. If it were all built from the base, any major seismic event would knock the entire place down. There were quite a few monsters on the first level, and even the sixty-second level where I was ambushed had a bunch of laboratories. Though that turned out to be a distraction, enough of it looked genuine that I think that this entire monster infestation thing isn’t an isolated issue.
 
The point of this is that there’s almost certainly been something else that’s shaken the foundations of this city, and it’s still stayed standing. It has to be fairly old given the degradation of the material down here alongside the complexity of the city design itself. Essentially, I don’t think the destruction of one level is going to lead to a domino reaction with the whole city.
 
I should still hurry. There’s no telling whether the collapse here will be complete, and the anomalous spawn of the Forgotten Queen are all dead or dying. All I have left to accomplish on this level is to cash in on the favor I earned with the dwellers, and I’d rather not have them all die or run away before I can make good on that.
 
When I return to humanoid form, the disc that the dwellers offered me burns with uncomfortable warmth in my pocket. I retrieve it and push my magic power into it, and their location springs into my mind immediately.
 
Though the falling ceiling is obviously a danger, it’s not immediately threatening to me. At the very least, nothing falls fast enough to avoid my razor-sharp instincts. Anytime a chunk of concrete and rebar comes close to crushing me, I just melt into blood and drift away, unharmed. Even so, I have a couple close calls. Just to be safe, I put three of my recently gained stat points into Mind (Speed), raising the stat to a respectable 20.
 
The dweller group seems to have survived mostly fine. To be honest, I can’t actually tell if any of them have died. While I’ve been pretty focused on the anomalies, I haven’t paid any attention to the swarm. They all look exactly the same, which doesn’t help.
 
“Items,” I tell them without preamble. “You said you would build for me.”
 
A disconcerted chitter sweeps through the swarm at that. I get the feeling I’m about to be in for some bad news.
 
“The hive has been reduced,” they eventually say, buzzing in harmony. “The ability to build has been lowered. In these conditions… impossible.”
 
I look through the list of skills I’ve been offered. Everything I got for my first level-up is something that I already know about, so I don’t need to waste time looking through them again.
 
Of my options, Abyssal Echo is definitely the best suited to annihilating a group. Bless won’t buff me and Retribution requires me to get hit, while Corrupt just makes them more powerful with time. Electromagnetism is a viable second choice, especially since there's so much rusted metal just lying around in the form of scrap heaps and rapidly descending pieces of ceiling. Dominate Monster… I discard that idea for now. Probably not worth it, especially since they have mental skills of their own that might be able to counteract it.
 
I don’t know if the random skill will be helpful, but skills should never be actively harmful to their user. Divine or Demonic? I think the latter is more likely to churn out a skill that deals damage, but Smite has proven itself to be plenty powerful already.
 
Every thought passes through my head in a fraction of a second, but something in my expression or demeanor must change, because the swarm stirs with unease once again.
 
They chitter amongst themselves, communicating in Dweller, and I tense, ready to select my skills and attack. If it comes down to it, my Soulpyre will turn this place into the final resting place for every living being within—preferably excluding me, of course.
 
“We apologize for our failure,” the swarm buzzes. As one, the dwellers retract their wings, which I believe is a gesture of deference roughly equivalent to prostrating oneself on the ground. “We possess treasures that you may claim instead.”
 
Oh. That gives me a reason to not commit a massacre. “You have loot for me?”
 
Right. Keeping allies alive can have its benefits. Setting the cards I have in play on fire is extraordinarily tempting, but a bad hand is better than no hand at all.
 
“Show me,” I order.
 
“Yes, reaper,” the swarm replies.
 
Reaper. Huh. I don’t know if I like that name. Well, at least it’s better than “demon girl.”
 
I stop myself from picking my skills and wiping the floor with the dwellers’ corpses. Above us, the ceiling is continuing to collapse, but there’s no rumbling. Nothing indicates a total systemic destruction of Novarath, which I can take as a sign that the city is still intact.
 
Again, I’m not sure what to think about that fact.
 
A chunk of the ceiling falls towards us. I prepare to Bloodpath away, but I stick around to see what the dwellers are doing. None of them panic, and none of them even make a move to run.
 
Instead, a miniature scarlet sun forms above their heads, casting much of the level around us into nightmarish red shadow. The crackling magic energy grows, condenses, and releases itself, detonating upwards into a crimson pillar.
 
Magic meets concrete, and the former wins out easily. When the light clears, not even dust remains.
 
“Our great weapon,” the swarm chitters. One of the dwellers steps forward from the midst of the pack, holding a chrome rifle half the size of its body with reverence that would’ve suited a holy icon.
 
I take the gun from its hands. My Appraise is supposed to function on inanimate objects now, so I give it a shot.
 
Soulshard Rifle
 
Category: 1
 
Tier: Bronze
 
Current Charges: 2/100
 
Resizes to fit the user’s grip. Firing this weapon uses any number of charges to create a destructive ray of force. Power scales with charges used. In order to recharge this item, you must collect souls.
 
Okay, there are a few new pieces of information there. First of all, Category? I don’t remember that being immediately relevant, but—
 
It clicks into place, another latent piece of knowledge revealing itself. I thought I was done with reclaiming memories from the amalgam, but I guess not.
 
Though many in the secluded _________ nations ______ never elevate themselves to a level high enough for this to be relevant, you are different. Operations in this line of work may last for dozens to _________ of years. Pertinent information ____ as follows:
 
Category 0: Level 0 - 99
 
Category 1: Level 100-199
 
Category 2: Level 200-299
 
Category 3: Level 300-399
 
Category 4: Level 400-499
 
Category 5: Level 500+
 
Category 6: ________
 
Humans and human-adjacent creatures in the _________ region are naturally Category 0. This is not your failing. Over the course of your time here, you will _______ until you increase _________.
 
I gasp slightly as the memory exits my mind. Unlike the other ones I’ve thought back to so far, this one felt more visceral somehow. More importantly, pieces of it were missing. I want to chalk it up to soul damage and the complete regeneration of my soul from nothing, but previous memories weren’t missing pieces even when my soul was nearly completely gone.
 
Something else is afoot here, but I can’t tell what. Censorship? Stripping my memories of information I could’ve used?
 
While I’m burning to find answers, I need to focus on the current situation.
 
So the weapon I have is Category 1, which means it is significantly more powerful than anything I’ve seen so far—barring Scintilla, of course. I don’t know the power level of anything I can’t Appraise, but I myself am Category 0 according to that. That means that this is strong.
 
But the tier that Appraise declared it to be in is Bronze. My Bronze tier skills are useful, but they’re also by far the weakest of my repertoire. The gun didn’t act like a Bronze tier skill when it vaporized the concrete. Maybe being a higher Category means that it’s in a different league entirely, which changes my thoughts on a lot of things.
 
How many charges did that blast consume? There are two remaining, but I have no idea how much the dwellers just used. And how am I supposed to collect souls to recharge it?
 
Either way, this is powerful. Not enough to knock down a city—I think—but it’ll be a valuable addition to my arsenal. I wonder if charging this gun will prevent me from Devouring a given target. No way to learn but to try it later.
 
“Another item,” the swarm collectively says. “We have little need for it. The commissioner of this project perished long before this day.”
 
A pair of marbles the size of a fingernail sail out of the dark. Thankfully, the blood droplets I have in the air are enough for me to guide the marbles to me without making a fool out of myself.
 
Communication Stone
 
Category: 0
 
Tier: Silver
 
A paired set of stones that enable telepathic communication at distances up to 100 miles when active.
 
I raise my eyebrows. That’s a genuinely useful item… for a party. Which I’m currently not in.
 
Are Sierra and Adrian still alive? I’m too far down to find them with Locate Person, and they got sent into that ambush, same as I did. If they are, then I should probably find them. If not, then I’ll have to escape on my own.
 
That does raise the question of what I’m going to do next. I think over it for a second, considering my options.
 
For what might be the first time in my short existence, I think I’m going to choose reuniting with the group. Given the current state I’m in alongside the information my soul amalgam has just oh-so-helpfully provided me, I don’t think I’m powerful enough alone. Sierra’s true power is still invisible to me, but I know she’s significantly stronger than me with her Red Mage class.
 
I return my attention to the dwellers in front of me.
 
“Is that all?” I ask, putting enough force in my voice to sound dangerous but not enough to appear uncontrollably angry. “Two items? That’s it?”
 
“There is one more,” the dweller group replies uncomfortably. While there was some level of tension before, their group appears far more high-strung than they were before. Something is bothering them. “It is not meant for human hands.”
 
“Good thing I’m not human, then,” I reply casually. “If you don’t hand it over, I’m going to start killing you.”
 
These dwellers aren’t very powerful. A quick Appraise reveals that the bulk of them are many levels higher than me, with most of them in the low to mid 20s, but very few of them have combatant classes. Given the lopsided power I currently hold at level 17, I think I can burn them all pretty easily.
 
There’s a reason they never tried to destroy the being that I managed to kill in minutes.
 
The unease grows louder and louder. It takes me summoning my burning Soulknife for them to finally take action.
 
"Very well,” the swarm chitters nervously. “A drastic countermeasure, an item that is never meant to be used by a singular being. A last resort, intended to pit a disaster against a calamity.”
 
Unlike the last items, this one doesn’t come sailing out of the dark. Instead, as I watch through my blood sense, dweller after dweller passes along a disc-shaped tablet no larger than my fist, intricate spirals woven into it that I could never hope to replicate. I'm not exactly sure what it does, but it has to be powerful.
 
They handle it gingerly, as if dropping it will kill us all. Given the way they talk about it, I think there's a nonzero chance it will.
 
Around us, rubble continues falling. The dwellers evidently have more defenses than I was aware of, because more beams of light shoot up from the swarm, though these are a muted orange rather than the red of the Soulshard Rifle.
 
For my part, I just dodge. My Bloodpath is enough to keep me from getting annihilated by the falling debris, and not much of it lands close enough to me to warrant using it too much. I’m a touch annoyed that they’re not defending me as well, but it’s not like I need it.
 
Eventually, a dweller approaches me from the swarm, treating the tablet as if it’s made out of glass. It swaddles it like a baby, and I almost expect it to shatter in my hands.
 
When it hands it over, though, it’s cold stone and hard metal, just like the other items.
 
No warmth emerges from it. I can’t sense any overwhelming power, either. Even with my somewhat amplified sense for magic, it doesn’t feel like much.
 
It has to be hiding a major effect.
 
For the third time, I use Appraise.
 
Titan Caller
 
Category: 2
 
Tier: Diamond
 
Charges Remaining: ?/?
 
Activate this item to shake the world. When activated, this tablet awakens [Scintilla, Titan of the Nameless Sea]. The Titan this tablet awakens is set to the closest Titan to the user.
 
[Scintilla] will encroach on the position of the tablet and will continue towards it until it is within 1000 feet of the tablet. At this point, it will rampage for a time ranging between two and 72 hours before retreating.
 
I almost drop the tablet out of sheer shock.
 
“What the fuck,” I whisper.
 




Chapter 10

 
I think back to the unfathomably powerful being that dragged me into its personal world. I think of the overwhelming force that its mere presence in a soul space had, of the monsters it unleashed upon us even hundreds of miles away.
 
There is nothing in the description about controlling it, but the wielder of this item has access to what is essentially a nuclear strike writ larger.
 
Nuclear strike? When did I pick up that turn of phrase?
My amalgam fills in the gaps for me. My description seems accurate.
 
The primary downside, as far as I can tell, is everything.
 
Still, this is valuable. Up until now, I haven’t had an answer for some of the foes that’ve opposed me, most notably anyone associated with Sapphire.
 
I don’t know how powerful the two who’d ambushed me were, but I am reasonably sure they were less powerful than Sapphire, especially given the way they referred to some nebulous “she” above them.
 
While I’m not familiar with Sapphire’s power level, I can confidently say that the Titans are stronger. This item means I finally have the ability to turn a fight against her.
 
Not that I can use it without repercussions.
 
I check my quest.
 
Objective: Find Sapphire
 
Sapphire is coming to find you.
 
Distance: 39 miles
 
She hasn’t gotten that much closer, which indicates that she isn’t using instantaneous magical transport of any kind.
 
I have time. Maybe that’s time in the sense of hours, not days, but that’s more than enough to come up with a plan.
 
I should probably avoid sending a Titan barreling at this city. Novarath is a city of several hundred thousand, and the ramifications of killing all or most of them will set the entire nation on me. That’s a pain in the ass that I don’t particularly want to deal with yet. Not until I get stronger.
 
Also, I would probably die.
 
I shelve the thought for now, turning back to the dweller group.
 
“So,” I say, crossing my arms, “Do you have any more items for me?”
 
The swarm chitters, looking at each other and then back to me.
 
I sigh. That’s answer enough.
 
“No,” they eventually say as one. “What little we have remaining must be used in order to secure the safety of the hive. This is not yet the paradise we seek.”
 
That tracks. I wouldn’t want to stay here either, and they were a weakened tribe anyway.
 
Still, I send out droplets of blood, using Shape Blood as a makeshift detection tool. I don’t detect any extra stuff on them that I don’t already have. They have weapons, yes, but nothing that looks like a particularly powerful artifact.
 
The items they’ve given me are powerful enough. While I would’ve preferred more, the currently crumbling ceiling prevents me from keeping them here much longer.
 
I’m honestly quite impressed with myself. I’ve somehow managed to avoid killing a single one of them, even knowing they could still be hiding items from me right now.
 
“Then this is goodbye,” I say. “Remember me. The name’s Evelyn Carnelian.”
 
I can’t deny that it feels odd to end an interaction with monstrous-looking creatures without being arms-deep inside the corpse of one.
 
“Evelyn Carnelian,” the dweller swarm says.
 
They almost seem thoughtful, which is an impressive emotion to express when several dozen of them are speaking at once.
 
“We rejoin the great hive,” the swarm chitters. “We will remember you, Carnelian.”
 
Suddenly, dozens of iridescent lights illuminate the darkness. Each of the dwellers begin to glow, a glistening rainbow abruptly appearing amongst their ranks as they ignite with bioluminescent color. If Sierra were here, I’m sure she’d have some comment about how mesmerizing it is.
 
Just as quickly as it started, it stops. The swirling lights sink straight into the ground, and just like that, they’re gone. Idly, I wonder if they’re tunneling straight to the center of the world. The speed of disappearance is truly commendable. It almost looks like teleportation, but I do manage to catch the faint trail they leave behind.
 
They leave nothing in their wake, not even a hole.
 
Dweller magic.
 
I need to get going. The time I spent receiving the items and examining them was enough for the level around me to finish its structural collapse. It’s gone from chunks of stone, concrete, and rebar falling to the entire structure beginning to cave at once.
 
For me, this isn’t that much of a problem, but I’d still much rather not be buried alive under several hundred thousand tons of concrete. I reenter my Bloodpath, embracing the redshifted world. Thanks to the many dead anomalies around me, I have plenty of blood to fuel the skill with.
 
I climb, dashing from chunk of falling floor to the air to another house-sized chunk of debris, and I rise. I’m using up more magic power than I’d like, so midway through, I attempt Devouring the Forgotten Queen.
 
It’s a little more complicated to consume this creature than it was for other monsters. Even the demonic tree was a single being, rooted in one place. This monster, on the other hand, has its flesh sewn into the collapsing floor itself. Red and black magic streaks out from me, striking at one falling chunk of flesh and stone, and I Devour it.
 
Brick and steel crumble to pieces as I annihilate the divine flesh woven into the chunk of debris, but I barely get a dozen XP.
 
I’m in my Bloodpath form, so I can’t frown, but I would if I could. This is a piece of a shadow of a true god, but even then, that low of a return is surprising. I don’t get a temporary skill unlock either, which is even more confusing. Then again, it is an anomaly, and those have historically given me worse returns on my Devour.
 
The lack of an unlock is still weird. I wonder what the deal with that is. Maybe there’s another distinction between anomalies and divine anomalies? It’s hard to tell.
 
To be fair, the Forgotten Queen wasn’t much of a god. Yes, it was able to break physics, and yes, I had a near-perfect counter to it, but I was still only level 15 when I killed it. What kind of god falls to that?
 
Another memory from a life I haven’t lived bubbles to the surface, reminding me that killing one face of a god does not mean annihilating it in its entirety. The Forgotten Queen could easily be a leaf on a twig on a branch on a tree of the god it truly originates from. Even then, it still qualifies for the title of “god” thanks to its existence on that tree.
 
A baby god. I’d chuckle if I currently had a body.
 
Semantics aside, I just find it really disappointing that I didn’t get another overpowered level-up or skill from consuming the divine flesh.
 
I’ll make do with what I can get.
 
The crumbling ceiling reveals openings wide enough to fit my entire body through. Getting up with Bloodpath is a cinch.
 
As soon as I reach the second level, things start to look a little more familiar. Rusted towers rise from the ground, a dense latticework of bridges connecting them. They’re evidently not only attached to the ground, because the floor of the second level is the ceiling of the first, and very little of that is intact now.
 
A tower comes crashing down in the distance, too far for me to see but close enough for me to hear. In the dim, inconsistent light provided by several fresh fires burning in the broken ground, I catch a glimpse of a few of the bridges collapsing hundreds of feet away from me too.
 
Underneath me, mountains of human refuse, fallen ruins, and discarded trash fall, the Forgotten Queen’s demise setting the place crumbling apart. I wonder how much is going to fall.
 
I wonder if this’ll affect the people up higher.
 
Before I can think about that, though, I need to stay alive. I remain in my Bloodpath, expending blood and magic alike in order to stay afloat as the garbage-ridden surface beneath me crumbles away, the glue that was the Forgotten Queen’s flesh decaying into nothingness.
 
Despite the fires, I can’t see that far, so I rely on my blood sense. It’s quickly getting untenable. I’m out of extra blood from the anomalies, so Bloodpath is starting to consume the misty cloud that I’ve been using Shape Blood on. My sensory range is decreasing by the second.
 
And then something brushes against the edge of my blood-cloud. Something living, I can tell, shaped almost like a human. Half a second later, it’s gone.
 
Could it be a human? I activate Locate Person, glad for the low magic cost. It’s not Sierra. Not Adrian. Nor is it Sapphire, Simon, Rin, Marie, or anyone we incidentally ran into along our journey here. They’re out of range.
 
I’ve committed to not using the Titan Caller immediately, which means that I need to climb. I need to ascend all four hundred or so floors of this place, find my party, and get the fuck out. Failing that, I’ll find the assassins that backstabbed me.
 
That said, I still need to survive the ascent in order to think about rejoining other people.
 
I bring up my system notifications. I’m not entirely sure if I want to swap out a skill now, but I need to make a choice for the random free skill.
 
Skill type selected: Divine
 
Rolling for random skill…
 
New skill unlocked: Radiant Aura
 
Tier: Silver
 
Level: 1
 
Somehow, you have tricked the world into accepting you as a force of divine purity. While active, this skill reveals invisible enemies within thirty feet and inflicts fear onto simple-minded creatures. You can expend extra mana to gain flight while this skill is active.
 
Any demonic, anomalous, or soul-twisted being within the aura will suffer continuous radiant damage. Any divine creature within the aura gains mild regeneration. Increase damage, range, and healing potential with each level.
 
For a second, I worry that the aura will damage me, since it doesn’t exclude me from the effects, but the reappearance of the humanoid being in my range alerts me to the fact that I have a quarry.
 
Said quarry apparently thinks that I’m its prey, not the other way around. It clings to the underside of a rusted bridge, hissing. It’s less than fifteen feet above the floor that is rapidly losing any semblance of being a solid surface, and the broken, twisted bridge it hangs to looks as if it’ll turn to dust any second.
 
The towers on either side of the bridge creak, and enough of one of them is on fire to illuminate the being I’m facing.
 
It’s not human, but it might once have been. Now, its legs and arms are one and a half times too long, and its jaw unhinges to reveal a gaping maw twice the size of the rest of its head. Its eye sockets are empty and bleeding. Perhaps most disturbingly, I can see its spine sticking out of it, sharpened bones punching through exposed flesh. Somehow, that part is bloodless.
 
I think back to the anomalies that Simon and Rin told me about. Every good lie has a grain of truth to it, and if this thing has the power to infect me with sound or touch…
 
Even if it’s not the same anomaly, I don’t want to let it get started on whatever it’s doing. Its jaw opens wider somehow, and I act.
 
My new Radiant Aura explodes out from my body, a soft golden light emanating from every inch of my skin. Running it at the same time as Bloodpath is possible thanks to my enhanced Magic (Meta) stat, but the two of them put together will sap me of all my magic power in a matter of minutes, so I drop the redshift, returning to the fire and smoke of the material world.
 
I tank the extra magic cost to grant myself flight. It drains my magic faster than Bloodpath does, but it works. Translucent, glimmering golden wings spread from my body, and I suppress the temptation to laugh at the angelic design of the skill.
 
The creature is well within the radius of my aura, and the effect is immediate. Golden light starts to eat away at its flesh, soft radiance growing in intensity until it burns the creature’s flesh everywhere it touches. I pump my remaining three stat points into Magic (Power), and the increase in efficacy is immediate.
 
Even as its flesh burns away, revealing decaying muscle and twisted bones underneath, the creature screeches.
 
But I never hear the sound. My aura flashes bright, and something in the air distorts. I get the distinct impression that a being has just died.
 
Did my Radiant Aura kill its attack?
 
I respond immediately, unslinging the Soulshard Rifle from my back and firing. Using the item is odd—it connects into my mind when I squeeze the trigger, becoming an extra organ that I can control as easily as my breath. As far as I can tell, the only thing I’m changing with this mind-meld is the number of charges I’m using.
 
There’s only two charges in this weapon, so I use both. Unlike with the assault rifles that the lab had, this one completely lacks recoil, and having pieces of blood contacting my enemy makes it much easier to aim.
 
A muted yellow beam rockets forth from it, completely silent. Against the golden light of my aura, it’s almost invisible.
 
What isn’t invisible is the interior of the formerly-human monster’s skull. The beam is no wider than my index finger, but it punctures cleanly through my enemy. The energy of the impact creates a fist-sized hole straight through its oversized head.
 
As it tumbles to the falling ground below, I try to Appraise it. It’s probably an anomaly, so I don’t expect it to work, but—
 
Name: ???
 
Age: ???
 
Race: Human (Corrupted)
 
Class: Soundspawn
 
Level: 21
 
Last Used Skill: Spawn Infection
 
Unnamed, this creature once was human. Experimentation made it less so. The Soundspawn now survives by embedding its brood of viruses into the air and infecting others with it. Consumption not recommended.
 
It continues falling, and I dive after it. Even as I watch it die, the Radiant Aura I emit doesn’t stop burning its flesh away. It’s covered in more golden light than skin at this point, but that description that my upgraded Appraise gives me isn’t giving me much faith in eating it.
 
Why is eating non-baby creatures so much more difficult? Ugh.
 
I do have something I can do other than Devour it, though. Something I’ve freshly received, in fact.
 
The odd mind-meld sensation that activating the Soulshard Rifle brought on is still there, and I realize that there’s one more function I can gain from it.
 
A cap on the side of the chrome rifle pops open. Flexing my connection with it produces results immediately. Grey-white mist swirls up from the falling corpse, and it coalesces into a hidden chamber in my rifle.
 
Whatever magic the dwellers infused into this weapon, it enables me to check its status without using Appraise again, which I appreciate.
 
Charges: 2/100
 
Interesting. Two charges, not just one—was that because of the level? I fly up with my Radiant Aura, settling on a bridge that creaks under my weight before turning the skill off. I’m down to just over half of my magic reserves, and given that I haven’t even tried to Devour the corpse, I haven’t regained any of it. It’s too far gone now, probably buried beneath another ton of rubble.
 
I still have Merciless, which makes my magic usage significantly more efficient when I’m below ten percent of my overall capacity so long as I’m trying to kill something.
 
There’s a lot of levels above me. Vines crawl up long-abandoned towers, and the latticework of bridges is rusted beyond repair. I remember the sixty-second level being relatively intact, resembling much of what I saw of level 411. Nothing I can see is anywhere near that level.
 
I tread lightly, ready to activate a skill at any time if the bridge underneath me crumbles away.
 
Category 0. Am I really that weak? I’ve always known that there were stronger beings in the world, but to be so far down the ladder…
 
It does explain why the rifle is so effective. Even with only two charges, it annihilated the Soundspawn. Appraise tells me that the item is Category 1, which means that in terms of level, it’s at least an order of magnitude more powerful than anything I can bring to bear.
 
Come to think about it, I don’t know Sierra’s real level. Neither do I know Adrian’s. Though I was able to beat one of them, I’m abnormally powerful for my level, and he wasn’t doing his utmost to kill me. It’s eminently possible that they could be an entire category above me.
 
Levels are not all that matter. Categories, stats, skills—everything plays a part, but you will always stand a chance. Battles are not decided by the advancement of the fighter alone nor by their determination. The result is the only truth.
 
As always, advance.
 
The memory comes unbidden. I can’t track the source of the quote, but it rings true. Though I might be powerful already, I still have so much more to grow. I might be on par with people who are far higher levels than me, but there’s many more who outstrip me entirely.
 
Two of those are somewhere in this city, and I’m going to find them.
 
That said, I need to actually ascend Novarath first.
 
Objective: Find Sapphire
 
Sapphire is coming to find you.
 
Distance: 37 miles
 
And I need to do it fast.
 
I climb, alternating between my Radiant Aura and my Bloodpath as I ascend broken floors. Thanks to my level up, I’m no longer missing a hand, and Phantom Shape is still available to lend me a few extra when I’m running low on magic.
 
The Soundspawn isn’t alone. I find others of its ilk along with garden-store varieties of monsters I’d expect anywhere. There are fewer anomalies than I’d expect, and most of them aren’t actually that powerful.
 
I think I’m getting lucky. Nothing close to the level of the Forgotten Queen shows its face again, and I’m able to deal with most everything in my way with some effort. I Devour a few monsters to regain my magic along with some temporary stats, gaining a couple hundred XP in the process. Anytime I face a Soundspawn or anything else that Appraise tells me is unsafe to consume, I steal its soul for my rifle.
 
As I pass the floors, ascending bit by bit, I catch signs of human habitation. Nothing significant, and nothing living. Blood splatters are so common that they’re not worth mentioning. I spot a decaying corpse here, a months-old body stuck full of needles there. Once, I catch sight of two intertwined skeletons next to a long-dead campfire.
 
Eerie, but whatever humans were down here have been dead for a while.
 
The monsters, on the other hand, aren’t.
 
By the time I reach the underside of the sixty-second floor, I have twenty-nine charges in my gun, and I’ve managed to get Bloodpath to level 15, up from 12. Radiant Aura is level 7 now, thanks to all the Soundspawn I’ve threatened away with it.
 
The level was quarantined, but there’s more spaces in the metal floor blocking off the bottom than I’d thought there would be. Then again, I suppose I did manage to fall all the way to the bottom of the first level from here. Having gaps below makes sense, especially if whoever blocked it off really doesn’t care about dangerous shit getting free.
 
I find a gap in the metal large enough to slide a finger through, and I slip through with my Bloodpath.
 
Twenty-nine charges. Three-quarters magic capacity. About a quarter of the way to level 18. One skill left to allocate.
 
I activate Locate Person once I’m safely inside the entirely empty lab, expecting the same result I’ve gotten every other time I’ve used it.
 
Except this time, I get a hit.
 
Sierra is still alive, and she’s less than a thousand feet above me. Adrian is too.
 
So are Simon and Rin.
 
I unsling my rifle once more.
 
Time to get hunting.
 




Chapter 11

 
Sierra, Adrian, Simon, and Rin are all within a hundred feet of each other. They’re at the edge of the range of Locate Person, barely within range of my skill, but they’re up there somewhere. The “levels” underneath me have been ill-defined, thanks mostly due to the disrepair.
 
Interestingly enough, less than a quarter of the rusted towers have fallen. Evidently, very few of them are actually built on the ground. The city’s wide enough that I can’t see the walls of the crater that we’re in, but I assume that most of the towers are supported by either a connection to a wall or connections to other towers.
 
Anyway, the levels. I’m on level 62, but the only way I can tell that is because of occasional markings here and there, painted onto the sides of buildings and engraved into bridges. Some of the ones lower down aren’t marked properly. I’ve crossed a level marked as level 42 at least three times, which is a bit unfortunate.
 
That’s a lot of words to basically say that I’m not exactly sure how many levels are between me and my quarry. On average, each level seems to be between ten and twenty feet, but I’m not exactly sure if that rule holds higher up. I remember on level 411, a single level down was a pretty significant drop.
 
No use in memorizing a specific location, then. I’ll just have to deal with the fact that I’ll be losing magic power constantly by keeping a Locate Person active. I center it on Sierra, because I figure that if they’re being held captive, she’s the best person to free first. I’d rather not face the same people who ambushed me without any help.
 
Once again, I don’t actually know how powerful Simon and Rin are. They could be Category 0 like me, just much higher leveled. They could be a higher Category. They could even be on par with my power. Our fight (if you could even call it that) was so horrendously tilted in their favor from the start that there are no real conclusions I can draw from it.
 
Well, the point is moot if Sapphire gets here before I can get to them. I need to find a way up.
 
A brief few minutes of exploring around the sixty-second floor reveals that yes, there were actually laboratories here. They’re less neatly put together than the lab I was raised in, but I recognize a few pieces of equipment. I can’t tell what they actually do, but I recognize them. Nothing too important, I imagine. My amalgam would probably trigger a memory otherwise.
 
I do spot a few hand-held firearms. Nothing like the rifles I looted from other UCC members, but there are pistols here. I pocket one, holding another in a Phantom Shaped hand. There’s no time to train up a Firearms skill again right now, but it’ll be nice to have the opportunity later.
 
My quick sweep of the area reveals nothing else interesting. Simon and Rin were fairly thorough in wiping this place clean of any actual anomalies, it appears. I can’t find a single item that I can actually use past the low-level pistols, and even then, those are vastly outclassed by my Soulshard Rifle.
 
Once I’ve determined I’m not getting anything useful out of this place, I decide to go up.
 
The layered steel above the sixty-second floor is significantly better-maintained than the barrier below us. In order to get to this floor, I was able to slip through a crack. To leave, though, I need to break a hole.
 
When I use a charge from my rifle, the muted yellow laser collides with the metal and glances off. Blue sparks glint off from the steel, and I catch a barely-perceptible forcefield protecting the steel.
 
That surprises me. Was there actually something dangerous let loose here that required it to be shut down?
 
I shrug. Oh well. I can ask those questions when I’m out of here.
 
I crouch down low to the ground, aim the Soulshard Rifle carefully, and dial the number of charges I’m using up to 25. It’ll leave me with two charges in the bank.
 
An angry scarlet beam wider than the rifle is long explodes forward. A shower of blue sparks rains down from the ceiling, but the shielding effect can’t outpower twenty-five charges worth of souls pumped into a single shot. It smashes through steel like a hammer through an overripe watermelon.
 
When the light clears, there’s a smoking hole wide enough to fit a horse through comfortably. The edges glow red with heat, and the forcefield fizzles out around it, the pale blue fading away into nothing.
 
Hidden Objective: Collateral Damage [COMPLETE]
 
You have killed someone before you gained knowledge of their existence.
 
500 XP rewarded!
 
Hm. I know for a fact that I didn’t kill any of the people I’m looking for. The wording confirms that too. Awkward.
 
Well, I’ll take the XP.
 
A simple Bloodpath takes me through the hole I’ve made. I don’t want to Radiant Aura and fly through it just to accidentally burn a limb off, so the redshift it is. The now-unsealed steel is thicker than I thought it was—ten, twenty feet, maybe?
 
I come out on the other end to find myself next to half a steaming corpse.
 
Oops.
 
I take his soul for my rifle.
 
A brief look around the dingy little tower I’ve busted my way into reveals that the parts of the buildings in this region of the city are significantly better maintained than they were underneath the sixty-second floor. There’s signs of human habitation here, and rather than the dark expanse lit only by incidental fires, there are real electrical lights burning on windowsills, illuminating the labyrinth of towers and bridges.
 
This room I’m in has a single dirty porthole of a window on its door, looking out onto the area around us. Even through it, I can see that there are people around. Not many of them are on the bridges, but there’s a few of them wandering about, skulking around like they’re using Stealth skills.
 
I’m not going to bother killing them. I’m running short on time. Sapphire is growing closer with every second, and I don’t have a quest that can help me here.
 
Instead, I slip out with Disguise Self on, drawing on my own Stealth and Acting to avoid standing out too far.
 
The path up is a touch annoying to find. There are ladders, stairs, and elevators in increasing levels of rarity. I wonder how many people have died falling off the unprotected region.
 
Climbing is still fairly easy. If it comes down to it, I’m fully capable of just using Phantom Shape to grant myself some extra arms to clamber up the side of a tower with. I don’t want to draw undue attention before I get to my destination, though.
 
As I ascend the levels, I see more and more signs of human life, granting me a more complete picture of the city as I do.
 
Novarath is just like any city, complete with a seedy underbelly to balance out the nicer facade up top. The division is pretty clear here, contrasting the weird distribution that other cities in the Crowned Islands had. The lower you go, the worse it is. The person I accidentally killed lived in total squalor—his domicile had practically nothing for me to loot.
 
As it turns out, there’s crime here just like in any other city. Halfway between what I think are the 71st and 72nd floors, I watch a man push a woman straight off the side of a bridge, sending her tumbling to her death below.
 
Nobody is around to witness the event, so I take the opportunity to practice using Devour as an offensive skill. He’s not very strong, so he’s not able to resist after I take him down with a Paralyzing Bite.
 
As it turns out, using purely Devour is a much slower method to kill an enemy, but it gives me significantly more XP. By the time I’m done with him, not even bones are left.
 
Unfortunately, I also discover that I can’t take souls from something I fully Devour. When I Devoured monsters after killing them, enough of their soul was left to pull together a single charge from a few corpses, but this guy has nothing left.
 
Devour advanced to level 2!
 
Oh, finally. It really takes a while to level up Diamond-tier skills, doesn’t it?
 
On the 74th level, I find what looks to be a functioning elevator, and I’m about to step into it when I hear movement from the three bridges leading to the tower the elevator is on.
 
I don’t need to see them to know they’re trouble.
 
Level 21, level 19, and level 20, each of them wielding a nasty-looking knife. Even the low-level thugs here are higher level than the majority of people in the Crowned Islands. It’s really something to see.
 
“Well, if it isn’t a pretty little bitch,” the level 21 says. I don’t bother remembering his name.
 
“I think—“ the level 19 woman begins.
 
“Just get to the point,” I say. I shoot the level 19 straight through the heart with a single charge, watching as the life fades away from her eyes immediately.
 
Two charges left. I let the rifle begin charging from her body before she even finishes falling. In the meantime, I reach out with my Soulrend. Pieces of their souls flow from them to me, slowing them as they reach for their skills.
 
I revel in the increased power, and I activate my Blood Echo. The crimson Evelyn sprints towards the level 21, his reactions dulled by my soul-damaging attack.
 
“If you survive,” I say, still standing still as my copy slides a blade straight through the level 21’s gut, “You’re not going to have a good time.”
 
The level 21 explodes with power, throwing off the effects of my skill and dismantling my echo—and then I apply my Smite to him, annihilating his midsection in a flash of divine light.
 
My gun finishes recharging just in time for me to shoot the level 20 through the brain.
 
New skill unlocked: Firearms
 
Oh, so I can still get new skills. That’s good to know.
 
I absorb both of their souls into the rifle. Devour grants me a scant few XP after, and then I move on.
 
So much for going unnoticed.
 
This place is apparently frequented by more violent activity than I thought, because nobody pursues me after.
 
I wonder why.
 
It takes me just over ten minutes to finish making my way up to the building that Locate Person tells me Sierra is in. Unlike the other towers, this one’s bottom doesn’t seem to be anchored to another building. Instead, I see the words SPECIAL CONTAINMENT FACILITY emblazoned on the bottom of a capsule that connects itself to other towers with poles, not bridges. There’s no clear way in or out, and there’s almost an entire fifty feet between the nearest tower under it and the underside.
 
I don’t even bother looking around to see if anyone notices me before I activate Radiant Aura. Although it’s pricier than Bloodpath in terms of magic cost, I want to have access to my Soulshard Rifle if things go poorly.
 
I wonder what I look like. I haven’t entirely cleaned all the blood from my body, mostly because I can use it as a weapon and partially because I haven’t felt the need to. From an outsider’s perspective, my glowing wings must make me look like the bloodiest angel they’ve ever seen.
 
That’s not what real angels look like.
 
Ignoring the unbidden thought, I rise.
 
Similar to the quarantine-steel blocking the sixty-second floor in, I can see a faint blue forcefield shimmering around the edges of the isolated capsule.
 
This time, I have a plan for it. I only have three charges, but I think I only need one. I can see imperfections in the steel. There have to be slight openings where fasteners are bolted into the steel, and Bloodpath allows me to ignore all size constraints.
 
I fire a single shot from the Soulshard Rifle, watching as the laser-thin yellow beam screeches out from my weapon. Beneath me, I hear a couple of people screaming.
 
Sure enough, the field sparks. For just an instant, a tiny gap opens in the field, a section of it shimmering brighter and fizzling out as the load of my Category 1 weapon overloads it.
 
I take full advantage of the momentary breakage, firing off my Bloodpath. It takes me a third of a second to blitz my way through it. The steel is tighter welded than I thought—at some point, this place must have been airtight. Time and the elements has worn it down, though, and I find a point where enough rust has gathered on a screw for me to smash my bloody form into it and create an opening less than a millimeter wide.
 
When I’m this small, the world looks different. For a few moments, all I can see is red-tinted darkness. I slither through hard, layered metal, looking for a proper opening to fill.
 
Eventually, I manage to reform, my feet touching down on cold steel. Locate Person tells me that—shit.
 
My mind kicks into overdrive as I take in my surroundings. By my guess, I have under three seconds before the residents of this room find me.
 
Either the facility is smaller than I would have thought from the outside, or this is just one part of it.
 
I find myself in the center of a well-lit room, surrounded on all sides by transparent cages. There are monsters and anomalies locked in each of them. I recognize the Soundspawn from earlier, along with some other beasts I killed. There’s a praying mantis-like creature that I don’t recognize, along with a few other insectile anomalies, but that’s not what I need to care about.
 
In the bright, transparent cage directly in front of me, Sierra writhes on the ground. Black veins spread across her body, angrily pulsing with each screaming breath she takes. I think the glass or transparisteel is supposed to be sound-cancelling, but I can still faintly hear her.
 
The bracers that Marie gave her are pulsing bright.
 
Simon, Rin, and Adrian sit in the cold room around me. The backstabbers are both wielding their weapons. Adrian is not.
 
Objective: Marie’s monster
 
Kill your creators.
 
Targets killed: [0/32]
 
Reward: ???
 
The objective flashes in my mind. Were these two involved in my creation?
 
No. I don’t remember their faces from the book in the lab.
 
Blind rage annihilates the logical thought that was about to form. Sierra is dying right in front of us, and the people who almost killed me stand with their weapons drawn at the only person who could help her.
 
Paralyzing Bite (Bronze) was replaced by Abyssal Echo (Gold)!
 
Force a shadow of the abyss upon your foes. Releases a shockwave that heavily disorients enemies and damages them with demonic energy.
 
As soon as the skill swap takes effect, I use it.
 
Dark energy explodes out from me, striking out at Simon and Rin. I nearly hit Adrian with it too before remembering what I’m here for.
 
Two charges left in my gun. I fire once at Simon, then once at Rin.
 
I sense the twist of magic in the air that indicates an oncoming skill, and I realize what’s going to happen.
 
When I fought them without my skills functioning properly, Rin kept teleporting around.
 
I Siphon the skill away before she can teleport.
 
The look of utter shock on her face is almost worth the suffering I’ve been through.
 
It inflates my magic power, and I make use of it all with a pair of Smites.
 
Divine radiance explodes through the room, cracking the transparent material around us.
 
As it fades, I gaze onto the prone forms of the two that ambushed me. They’re both alive, proving their strength, but their armor is in smoking ruins. Neither of them are moving.
 
Belatedly, Adrian finally acts, drawing his sword and smashing it into Sierra’s cage once, twice, three times. Either the material is weaker than it looks or Adrian’s stronger than I thought, because it shatters to pieces with his last strike.
 
“Hi, Sierra,” I say. “Adrian.”
 
Sierra screams again. Adrian’s look of shock matches Rin’s.
 
I turn my attention back to the two quickly-recovering… adventurers? Sapphire subordinates?
 
Enemies. Enemies works.
 
I have a score to settle.
 




Chapter 12

 
The containment facility is only about thirty feet wide, so my skills are strong enough to rock the very foundation of this place. I have half a mind to take this fight outside, away from the still-prone Sierra, but I’m running out of time and magic, and my opponents are picking themselves up quickly.
 
I dive towards Rin first. I don’t know Simon’s capabilities, but I know Rin’s, and she’s mobile. I can’t let her get active. Siphon has a limited number of uses, and these two are durable. I’ve drawn blood, but neither of them are anywhere close to dead yet.
 
My Soulshard Rifle is out of charges, and I briefly regret not killing more people outside. I shouldn’t have wasted shots on level 20s, either—at level 17, with the array of skills I have, I’m definitely stronger.
 
Oh well. I still have a lot more in my arsenal, and there’s nothing like a good life-or-death situation to advance my skills.
 
The rage has largely faded, my head clearing enough for me to take a second to think about my next steps.
 
With the usage of Siphon, I now have nearly two-thirds of my magic remaining after using two devastating skills.
 
I dive towards Rin, taking advantage of the opportunity I’ve created for myself. With the amount of magic I have, I’m able to cast Blood Echo, Soulknife, and Phantom Shape at the same time. I’ve kept the mundane pistols I looted from the lab on the sixty-second floor, and now is the perfect time to use them.
 
Firearms advanced to level 2!
 
The crack-crack of the pistols is accompanied by the system whispering a notification into my ear. One of my shots goes wide, thanks in large part to the awkward position from which I fire the gun, but the other strikes true.
 
Blood spurts from the wound I create, but I’ve grown acclimated enough to the sight to know that the amount I draw is not enough.
 
The bullet hit her in the unarmored neck, right next to an artery. It should’ve drawn a ton of blood, but only a trickle comes, as if I’ve given her a particularly nasty paper cut.
 
She’s skilled. Rin is bleeding more heavily from the gut where my Soulshard Rifle struck, but it’s not fatal. Not yet.
 
I need to make it lethal.
 
My blood-copy dashes towards Simon, wielding a crimson fake of my Soulknife, and I do the same with my real body. I fire twice more. One shot for Simon, one for Rin.
 
This time, Rin’s shot misses. The one intended for Simon does hit, but it clinks off something metallic. Armor?
 
They’re both wearing the same bodysuits as they were when they ambushed me, so I guess there was some actual defensive value in those after all.
 
Soulknife will pierce past them. Voidtouched will make that doubly true. It looks like the trait only applies to my melee attacks and skills, because the bullets aren’t granted the same empowerment.
 
I bring my blade down in what should be a lethal blow, aiming straight for her heart, and she moves.
 
It’s not the same as her teleport. I can feel that skill before it forms, so potent is the energy required to create it. Rin is just insanely fast, even with her face half burnt off by Smite.
 
Simon starts to get to his feet.
 
Before anyone makes their next move, Sierra screams.
 
With the containing wall shattered, the sound is ear-piercingly loud. I couldn’t even hear the Soundspawn’s infected noise from its cage, but I could hear Sierra’s voice.
 
Now, the shrill shriek practically splits the air apart. It’s rather impressive, given the fact that she isn’t magically enhancing it at all. I feel a sympathetic pulse of pain—that nightmare-black pattern looks like it hurts, and she doesn’t have anywhere close to my level of Pain Resistance.
 
I’ll deal with it later.
 
Adrian flinches. So does Simon.
 
Rin does not.
 
She’s behind me in a flash, her magic building up and activating before I can even react. Not her teleport skill—she’s got another skill that allows her to travel short distances at absurd speeds.
 
This time, though, I have Locate Person running, and I’m not as off guard as I was last time. I activate Soulrend even as she swings a sword gleaming with magical energy at my neck.
 
The combination of Abyssal Echo and Soulrend must be enough to bypass her defenses, because she stumbles.
 
That crucial moment of hesitation is enough for me to press a pistol up to her eye with a Phantom Shaped limb.
 
I squeeze the trigger—and then Rin warps, her body simply vanishing from her location behind me. She reappears back next to Simon, stumbling. The damage I inflicted on her via Smite and the Soulshard Rifle is gone.
 
Rin is breathing hard, though, and I take that as the indication of magical exhaustion that it is. Adrian finally gets his act together, evidenced by the sudden flood that twirls around Simon and Rin’s feet.
 
I’m correct about Rin, it appears, because while Simon is able to break out of the effect with ease, Rin falls into the water.
 
Simon grunts, reaching into an extra-dimensional space.
 
I Siphon it, using the influx of magic power to amp up my Soulrend.
 
Using my fake limbs, I fire my pistols until I’m out of ammunition. It gets my Firearms skill up to level 5, and I manage to get a couple of actual hits off on Rin. Whatever skill she was using to minimize damage isn’t operating at full capacity anymore. Blood trickles down her bodysuit where I’ve hit her. Six shots, none of them fatal. They add up.
 
Sierra screams again, and the floodwaters briefly loosen up as Adrian gasps, losing concentration on his skill to get to Sierra’s side.
 
Simon, on the other hand, has acclimated. His eyes flash a dark purple, and I get the sense that something is watching me. A weight heavier than anything I’ve ever lifted crushes down on me, and bloody lines carve themself into my body.
 
Trying to cut me apart, is he? I don’t recognize the skill, but the effects look dangerous.
 
No matter how much he cuts me in my blood form, I won’t die. Too bad for him.
 
I enter Bloodpath and exit it by casting Misty Mirage and Blood Echo at the same time. I’m running low on magic, but I’ve kept these two on the back foot this entire time.
 
Simon reaches a hand out as if to activate another skill, and his eyes widen.
 
As he searches for something that can actually harm me, my twin skills sink into Rin’s back. That trick of hers takes a lot out of her, doesn’t it? Too much.
 
“Uncloak!” Simon shouts, trying and failing to hide his panic. “Uncloak!”
 
As I slither towards him in my blood form, I finally Appraise the two of them.
 
Rin’s… level 49. Simon is level 43.
 
Over double my level, but the only thought I have is that they’re still Category 0. Just like me.
 
If their hidden classes are as proportionally powerful to their uncloaked ones as Sierra’s and Adrian’s were, that’ll be a problem.
 
Of course, it’s a non-issue if I kill Rin first.
 
I apply a Smite to my Blood Echo’s strike, and the level 49 woman and Sierra scream in pain simultaneously.
 
I almost feel bad, but they did try to kill me first.
 
When I remanifest myself in front of Simon with a Soulknife in hand, pushing my Abyssal Echo to its limits, true fear spreads across his face. I take a precious moment to admire his terror and relish in turning the tables on these fuckers—and then power practically explodes from him.
 
I stab forward, and his entire form glows purple. Once again, bloody lines crisscross over my vision, but this time it’s so dense that I can’t see through it. Bloodpath protects me from the effects of the skill, and a wave of water crashes into him shortly after.
 
Simon rushes to his ally’s side, ignoring me and Adrian both, and I reappear right behind him.
 
“Fuck!” he exclaims with feeling, kneeling down at his partner’s side.
 
Appraise fails on his second class, but my Soulknife doesn’t.
 
He turns just in time to see my descending blade, and he meets it with a raised hand.
 
My enemy’s eyes open wide in surprise as the combination of Soulknife and Voidtouched blast straight through the forcefield he erects around his arm. I feel my knife cut into flesh, muscle, bone—air.
 
Belatedly, a crack of thunder sounds from the empty space where Simon and Rin were, air rushing to fill in the empty space.
 
I glance at the still-flooded space, watching as the pure, clean water dirties with blood.
 
An arm drops into the water, sending ripples spiraling outwards. I pick it up, confused for half a second before I realize that I managed to land real damage on someone associated with Sapphire for the first time.
 
Sierra screams again. With the fight over for now, the other side having run away like the fucking cowards they are, I make my way to my fallen ally, cradling Simon’s severed arm in mine.
 
I start Devouring the piece of him as I tread through quickly draining water. He’s not actually dead, so it’s less effective than it would be normally, but he was uncloaked when I took his arm. There have to be a lot of levels in here.
 
As I’m consuming it, using the ranged Devour so as to not disgust the other two too much, I kneel down next to Sierra where she still writhes on the ground. Adrian wipes away broken glass, keeping her from lacerating herself more.
 
“What’s happening?” I ask Adrian.
 
“Fuck me, it wasn’t this bad last time,” he replies, hand twitching at his side. “It’s backlash.”
 
“Backlash?”
 
“I’m not the one who should—“ Adrian starts, pausing as Sierra shrieks again. “Fuck. Sierra’s the one who’s actually good at this shit, I’m just—I’m just a student.”
 
“Sa—Someone is coming,” I say, eyeing my objective. Thirty miles until Sapphire gets here. “Not an ally. If you can help the situation along, we could really use it.”
 
I still haven’t killed any of the researchers who created me yet. I know their names and faces, but that alone isn’t enough for me to find them.
 
More importantly, we need to get out of here before Sapphire arrives. This situation was her doing. I’m sure of it. She’s been the driving force behind just about everything wrong in my short life.
 
The girl suffers from her power.
 
The sudden line from my passenger startles me. I almost forgot it was there.
 
“Backlash is common,” Adrian explains, having not heard that sentence. “I dunno the actual magical reasoning behind it, but there’s something to do with, uh, significance, and… weights? A region has a magical average or something, and going too far off that average gets noticed. Your magic acts up, and there’s something to do with dead gods? Fuck, it’s been a while since I got the explanation.”
 
From her power. Is Sierra that much stronger than everyone in the Crowned Islands? Is that why? Is it because her Red Mage class is absurdly higher-leveled?
 
“Simon didn’t seem too reticent about uncloaking,” I say.
 
“Normally, it harms you magically, stunts you for a bit,” Adrian says. “Not a problem for most. But Sierra has this magic item that Marie gave her. It converts it into, like, a magic plague? They didn’t tell me the details. They never do. It does something for the Jade family, and I have no fucking clue what that is.”
 
“How long?” I ask. “I know she’s been having problems at night. How long is this effect going to last?”
 
“I don’t know,” Adrian says. “They were trying to put us both into the cell, but then… shit, I don’t know. This has never happened like this before.”
 
Sapphire is twenty-four miles away. Is she getting faster?
 
“Alright,” I say. “Can you climb?”
 
The Warrior-Hydrokinetic stares at me like I’ve grown a second head. “Climb?”
 
As Devour continues streaming energy from Simon’s arm to me, his body part proving to be surprisingly tough, I gather Sierra in my arms. She bucks and thrashes, but it’s aimless and my Body (Strength) stat is much higher than it once was. With the help of Phantom Shape, I’m able to keep her from accidentally kicking her way out of my grip.
 
She does punch me in the face once, but she’s not invested in strength, and it shows. The strike barely hurts.
 
Behind me, the red-and-black magic of my Devour finally starts to strip skin from bone.
 
Devour advanced to level 3!
 
Really? It took so long to get it to level 2, and all it took to level it again was consuming one person’s arm? How tough is this guy?
 
Devour granted +4771 XP!
 
Oh. That tough.
 
You have advanced to level 18!
 
You have advanced to level 19!
 
You have advanced to level 20!
 
You have gained 9 stat points.
 
All attributes increased by 3.
 
General Affinity advanced to level 2!
 
Stealth (Bronze) has advanced to Stealth (Silver)!
 
Acting (Bronze) has advanced to Acting (Silver) and Imitation (Silver)!
 
Locate Person (Bronze) has advanced to Locate Person (Silver)!
 
Phantom Shape (Bronze) has advanced to Phantom Shape (Silver)!
 
Blood Affinity advanced to level 3!
 
Shape Blood (Bronze) has advanced to Blood Magic - Hemokinesis (Silver)!
 
Woundshape (Bronze) has advanced to Blood Magic - Woundweave (Silver)!
 
Shape Self (Bronze) and Disguise Self (Bronze) have advanced to Blood Magic - Shapeshift (Silver)!
 
Blood Echo (Silver) has become Blood Magic - Blood Echo (Silver).
 
Bloodpath (Silver) has become Blood Magic - Bloodpath (Silver).
 
Soulknife (Bronze) has advanced to Soulknife (Silver)!
 
The deluge of notifications scrolls across my vision. There are so many of them that the text almost takes up the entirety of my field of view before I toss them aside.
 
That’s a lot of advancement, but Sapphire is still getting closer. Interestingly enough, I think some of the upgrades there are upgrades I would’ve gotten had I picked Blood Mage or Assassin over Relentless Demon during my first class evolution.
 
Your affinities are advancing quickly.
 
Yeah, no thanks to you. I still don’t know if my passenger can detect my thoughts, but I get the impression that it’s amused.
 
“Come on,” I say. With my enhanced Phantom Shape, it’s much easier to carry Sierra. I hold her in physical and ghostly hands alike, and the increase in my Magic (Meta) stat means that I might be able to take her with me onto the Bloodpath.
 
“Right,” Adrian says, following me as I start carving a hole in the ceiling for lack of a visible entrance. “Where are we going, exactly?”
 
“Up,” I tell him, clambering through the hole. Above me, the city continues stretching on. Nobody seems to have noticed what’s just occurred here. “Out of the city. Anywhere but here.”
 
“Why?” he asks, following.
 
“Saph—Marie’s associate is coming after us,” I say. “Trust me.”
 
Adrian eyes me warily. Evidently, he’s a lot more hesitant to believe me than Sierra is. Our relationship has never been good. To be fair, I did only meet him a week or two ago, and my first interaction with him involved threatening his life multiple times.
 
“I dunno,” he says. “How do you know that? Sounds weird to—“
 
“I’m going,” I tell him. “You’re free to lie around the facility, if you’d like.”
 
“Oh, yep, alright, I’m coming,” Adrian says, changing his tune in a hurry. “Can’t hurt to relocate, I guess.”
 
There’s no true bridge linking the facility to any other location, but there’s six separate iron bars, each of them slick steel with no visible handholds on them.
 
I grab onto them all the same, using Phantom Shape to cling onto it. Adrian surprises me with his competence, though I suppose I shouldn’t be, given that I’ve seen the skill before. Jets of water propel him upwards. It drips away under him, trickling down into the abyss below. He really doesn’t care about being seen, does he?
 
If he doesn’t care, I won’t either. Unless something goes wrong, I don’t want to be in this city for any longer than necessary.
 
Entering the Bloodpath feels different now that it’s a subset of Blood Magic. More fluid, somehow, and my heightened Magic (Meta) skill means that not my entire body needs to enter it. As such, I keep Sierra material for the time being. I don’t know how this backlash interfaces with the skill, but I really don’t want to hurt her.
 
We advance upwards, Adrian with his hydrokinesis and me with my Bloodpath. As we continue further upwards, the area starts to get nicer and nicer. Windows are cleaner, there are fewer sketchy groups hanging around the bridges, and technology increases in frequency. The density of towers increases, and most of the bridges actually have railings on them now.
 
By the time we’re at the two hundredth level, we start finding elevators. Around then is also when we start getting weird looks from people walking around the towers. They seem less on edge here than they did further down, which is kind of a shame. Nobody offers themselves up as a free target.
 
Adrian and I step into an unused elevator, hiding ourself away from our surroundings, and he breathes a sigh of relief.
 
“Man, I hate this,” he says.
 
I do too. At least Sierra’s stopped screaming as much.
 
Still, carrying her is slowing us down a lot. There’s nothing I can really do about it, but it’s irritating.
 
Sapphire is only nine miles away. There’s no telling what she’s here for, and I don’t know who’s with her.
 
I can’t fight her. Not right now. I’m nowhere near powerful enough. Even Marie drastically overpowered me, and I know Sapphire outclasses Marie. Any of Sapphire’s associates are likely to be stronger than me.
 
As the elevator takes us higher, I sigh.
 
My complaint comes out as a whisper. “I need to get stronger…”
 
Adrian hears me and lets out a sympathetic grunt. He fishes around in his pockets, retrieving and lighting a cigarette.
 
You need more power. I will assist you.
 
My passenger’s sentence is accompanied by the sensation of something twisting in my system. It’s not exactly soul damage, but something there is changing.
 
Skill creation requested.
 
Affinity requirements met.
 
Experience requirements not met.
 
Category requirements not met.
 
Divine intervention enabled.
 
Experience requirements annulled.
 
Category requirements annulled.
 
Action requirements exceeded.
 
Special skill created: Carnelian Domain
 
Hidden Objective: One of a kind [COMPLETE]
 
You have acquired a Unique skill.
 
Come. Receive a taste of divinity.
 
Suddenly, the situation seems much more manageable.
 




Chapter 13

 
The hidden objective I received didn’t grant me anything. Nothing I can track, at least. Maybe it’s part of a larger objective that I don’t have access to yet. Something that my divine passenger can detect, maybe?
 
It irritates me, but the power of the Unique skill I’ve just received more than makes up for it.
 
One of a kind, huh? The thought amuses me, honestly.
 
“Something funny?” Adrian asks.
 
I look at him, tilting my head. Just a week ago, he definitely would’ve shrunk away. Now, though, he just coughs, caught a little off guard.
 
“You’re smiling,” Adrian says. “That’s all.”
 
“It’s nothing big,” I reply lightly, leaning against the side of the elevator. “Don’t worry. If someone comes for me, I’ll kill them all.”
 
“Broken gods,” Adrian says, taking a puff from his cig. “Evelyn, you can’t just be saying that shit.”
 
“I can, and I will,” I say. “What’s wrong with that?”
 
“Society has standards, y’know,” Adrian sighs, exhaling acrid smoke. “I know you don’t really have memories. Fuckin’ A, most people who spend too long talking to the Jades end up like that.”
 
“Really,” I say, inhaling the smoke he’s breathing out. “This smells like shit, by the way.”
 
“Tastes like shit, too,” Adrian replies. “And yeah, seriously. Y’know Sierra’s powerful. If she weren’t on our side, she’d be dangerous. The rest of the Jades are the exact same.”
 
“Are they?” I ask. I don’t really care that much, but more information on potential and future enemies is always important.
 
He seems much more relaxed now. The fact that the plague-like magical effect is dying down must be contributing to that. Sierra is still sweating uncontrollably, soaking her clothes through, and she bites her tongue so hard that blood has trailed its way all around her face, but she’s not screaming at the top of her lungs every few seconds anymore.
 
Adrian fixes his comrade’s sweat-matted hair, dragging clumped-up bits out of her face. He smiles sadly.
 
“Never thought I’d see the day,” he says. “Sierra’s always been the stronger one. It’s weird, being in this situation. I’m glad you’re here. Wouldn’t have known what to do otherwise.”
 
“How strong, exactly?” I ask, ignoring the part of his sentence that might be a compliment. “I still can’t Appraise either of your uncloaked classes.”
 
“Can’t say,” Adrian says, exhaling another cloud of smoke and making a zipping motion over his lips. “Soul oath. Binding. I can tell you that she had no business uncloaking in the fucking Crowned Islands. She has no business uncloaking in Novarath, either, even though her Blue Mage class is pretty under-leveled for the Seven Kingdoms.”
 
Soul oaths, huh. That’s not within the range of my amalgam’s knowledge.
 
“What is the power level here?” I ask. “I’m not familiar.”
 
The low-tension conversation has me itching to get moving, but I take solace in the fact that this elevator is rising fast. A porthole in the side reveals the outside world—we must have gone ten levels in about a minute and a half, which isn’t bad considering how much magic power it would’ve required from us. We’re not wasting time.
 
Still, my new skill aches to be used. It’s like a beast within me, roaring to be let out.
 
Peace, I assure it silently. You’ll have your time soon enough.
 
“It varies,” Adrian says. “Tsubera and the Whitestar Kingdoms are Category 0 with some exceptions. Oh, uh, Categories are—“
 
“I’m familiar,” I say, waving for him to continue.
 
Whatever method of transportation Sapphire is using, it’s getting faster. She’s five miles away now. I don’t think I’m getting out of here without her permission.
 
Well, if she doesn’t want it, I’ll deal. And by deal, I mean commit extreme acts of violence.
 
“They go all the way up to Category 2, and I’ve heard Sierra say that Marie says there are certain areas in some of the kingdoms where Category 3 monsters roam freely.”
 
“Not so sure about that one, are you?”
 
Adrian takes another long drag from his cigarette. “Like I said, Evelyn, I’m just a student. I’m way the fuck behind on everything. You might even be stronger than me now.”
 
I eye him dubiously, then attempt to Appraise him.
 
Name: Adrian Stahr
 
Age: 19
 
Race: Human
 
Class: Warrior/Hydrokinetic
 
Level: 8/[APPRAISE FAILED]
 
Last Used Skill: Water Magic - Hydrokinesis
 
[APPRAISE FAILED]
 
“I can’t even read your level,” I tell him. “I doubt it.”
 
Adrian takes another drag. “Level ain’t everything, Evelyn. You reached level 20 faster than anyone I’ve ever seen, and you’re more powerful than most people twice your level.”
 
I consider that. I could probably take down Noren without too much of a sweat now, that’s true. Still…
 
“Something’s been bugging me. I remember you saying that leveling from 7 to 8 was really tough, but your main class is obviously much higher than that. Sierra said she was a prodigy for hitting level 17 so early, but her Red Mage is apparently high enough to be in the wrong Category. Were you just lying to me?”
 
“Not exactly,” Adrian says. “Some classes start at higher levels, and it’s way harder to level up at lower levels—I’m talkin’ sub-50, here. Later down the line, you get quests that give you frankly stupid amounts of XP. Also, we’re not exactly your average humans.”
 
“How so?”
 
“Soul oath.”
 
I sigh. Figures.
 
Before I can formulate another question to ask him, the elevator dings softly. We’ve reached the top.
 
My Phantom Shaped limbs keep Sierra’s unmoving body from hitting the ground as we step out of the elevator onto the 375th floor. This tower ends here, it looks like.
 
“Keep holding her close,” Adrian suggests. “One of the reasons she chose Blue Mage was to help with backlash, I think.”
 
Come to think of it, she has been recovering ever since I took her into my arms. Is that a passive skill of hers? If so, it’s supremely useful.
 
We attract even more weird looks now that we’re on the highest floors. A scant few rays of sunshine manage to percolate down to the floor we’re at, but magical sunlamps make the entire place look like a perfect summer midday. People walk around with a purpose, their clothing by far the finest I’ve seen in this place so far.
 
It feels faker than the laboratory, somehow.
 
“Keep moving,” I urge Adrian. “We’re running out of time.”
 
He doesn’t need to be told twice.
 
We make our way up with stairs, escalators, and ramps, avoiding heavy usage of skills when we see well-armed security guards patrolling the towers around us. Appraise reveals that a few of them are even at the upper end of Category 0, which isn’t something I’m quite ready to deal with yet.
 
By the time we make it to level 415, the first one with access to the side of the crater Novarath is built in, it’s too late.
 
Adrian and I finally set eyes upon the clear blue sky, using our skills to make our way to the flat walls of the crater. They’re less heavily guarded than I thought they’d be.
 
When the guard nearest to us simply disappears in a flash of blood and heat, leaving not a trace behind, I realize why the city seems so poorly guarded.
 
Objective: Find Sapphire [COMPLETE]
 
Sapphire has found you.
 
1 XP rewarded!
 
She’s here.
 
I clench a fist at the reward. Even the system doesn’t seem to want me to succeed.
 
Sapphire lightning flashes through the cloudless sky. Thunder starts to roll towards me—and then it cuts off.
 
All the sound cuts off. I’m eerily reminded of the magical earplugs Simon and Rin stuck us with. The air seems to still. I can’t hear my own breath. My heart is silent where it beats within me.
 
I whip my head around on instinct, ready for a hidden blade to strike, but none appear.
 
“Adrian?” I ask. My voice still works, at least. She hasn’t taken that from me.
 
“Fuck,” he says, with feeling.
 
When I turn my head back, she’s standing there.
 
The half-elf is as unnaturally perfect as she was last time, her hair not even tussled from the movement and she’s not alone.
 
I raise my arms to strike her, and I find I can’t.
 
“Oh, Evelyn,” Sapphire practically purrs, tilting my head up with a finger. “How you’ve grown. You managed to avoid disappointing, this time.”
 
She kisses my forehead, raking my cheek with a single fingernail as she does. “A shame the same can’t be said for the Jade girl. Revealing her full strength against a pitiful demon in the Crowned Islands, my word.”
 
“Fuck… off,” I manage to grit out.
 
“Worry not, I will,” Sapphire lilts, a too-wide smile spreading over her face. “But first! Allow my erstwhile partner here to introduce himself.”
 
I lock eyes with the man she’s brought, and incandescent rage flutters through me.
 
This face is familiar to me. I know his name.
 
“Alexus Rylar,” he says as I whisper the same. “Scientist and soldier.”
 
The [0/32] of my objective to kill my creators hangs in front of my eyes, taunting me.
 
“What are you here for?” Adrian grunts, the words clearly taking effort for him to say.
 
“I am just here to check in on a dear friend,” Sapphire says lightly. “Alexus, however, simply made a request of me. One I deemed suitable to grant.
 
“Fear not, Evelyn, for I will return soon enough.”
 
Her smile grows even wider, and she cradles my face in one hand. Her index finger brushes over my eyebrows—and then it plunges into my eye socket, severing the eye stem.
 
Cosmetic damage at best, but the embers of anger within me flare into a blaze of hatred.
 
Sapphire tosses the eyeball into the air. “Do not disappoint me.”
 
The half-elf woman catches my eye and disappears as soon as she came.
 
She took my fucking eye. It’ll grow back with magic, but she took my
fucking eye.
 
Her skill was silent. Unlike Rin and Simon’s transport skills, not a single trace of magic formed to indicate that she was activating it, and nothing has been left behind except her comrade.
 
Alexus Rylar is a tall, thin man with greying hair, a full business suit, and long white gloves that look completely out of place on a businessman. Appraise fails when I target him.
 
“Doctor Rylar,” Adrian says, his demeanor shifting somehow. He sounds colder, and a tinge of distaste works its way into his words. “The fuck do you want with us?”
 
“The Stahr child,” Rylar says, sounding like he’s looking at a particularly interesting rock. “So you survived, after all.”
 
“No thanks to you,” Adrian says, sheathing his sword.
 
“Allow me to rectify that,” Rylar says, pulling off his gloves. “A test for the young lady cannot be accurately conducted with an interfering project.”
 
Oh, great. Now both of us have a reason to kill him. This skips the part where I need to talk Adrian into doing it, at least.
 
The man in question sighs, taking one final drag from his stub of a cigarette before tossing it aside.
 
“Uncloak.”
 
A geyser explodes from the rock where the crushed, burnt stub lands, water bursting with so much intensity that it splits the ground apart where it bursts out. A moment later, another one joins it.
 
Adrian throws his hands to either side, and pressurized blades appear as extensions of his hands. They smell like the sea.
 
Overwhelming power explodes forth from him, an odd sense of pressure accompanying his sudden attacks.
 
He’s different. He feels different. Adrian decloaked before, but that was to activate his secondary class. This… this is something else.
 
“Stay,” he orders. I don’t have anything better to do than protect Sierra, so I do.
 
I follow through on my suspicions, using Appraise on my ally once more.
 
Name: Adrian Stahr
 
Age: 19
 
Race: Human
 
Class: Warrior/Hydrokinetic
 
Level: 8/126
 
Last Used Skill: Water Magic - Blade of the Eternal Sea
 
Adrian has allowed his cloak to fully fall. He is a Category 1 Hydrokinetic, the result of intense physical and magical enhancement. Trouble comes to him naturally and supernaturally.
 
One… twenty… six…
 
The cringing doormat of an adventurer is six times my level?
 
A wave crashes against air, and suddenly we’re surrounded by a thick dome of water, one that barely excludes Sierra and me. It rolls onto and over Dr. Rylar, engulfing him entirely. Adrian dashes through his water faster than I’ve ever seen him move, his blade a bright outline in the dome.
 
Light barely percolates through the water, but I can make out Adrian’s figure as he slashes straight through Rylar’s body.
 
The man splits into two, torso and head separating from his legs. Before his blood can disperse into the water, the blade’s second effect comes into play. I watch as the water visibly distorts, extreme pressure bearing down on Rylar’s two halves. Flesh and bone crumples away under the force of the magic, and before I can even finish processing that, there’s nothing but slowly-dissolving chunks of meat particulate.
 
Water falls away to either side of us, the dome parting and pouring down over the edge of the cliffs. Adrian returns to my side, not even breathing hard. His hands are empty.
 
“What was that?” I ask, tamping down on my surprise.
 
“Fuck, that was stupid,” Adrian says. He raises a hand to the light, and I see the same dark veins plaguing Sierra running over his wrists. “I’m going to be useless for the next few days.”
 
Sure enough, when he tries to use another skill, a few droplets of water float up from his hand. Nothing else happens.
 
Alexus Rylar is a paste on the ground. He is dead beyond dead.
 
Except he isn’t. His smashed-up body paints the ground, but the objective I have, the one that tells me to kill my creators, hasn’t updated.
 
“He’s still alive,” I say.
 
“He—“ Adrian starts. He looks hard at the bloody paste, and part of it moves. “Shit.”
 
I pull on Hemokinesis, but it does nothing. Even at Silver tier, whatever Rylar is doing is overpowering it.
 
Blood and meat flies together, and half a second later, Rylar is standing in front of us, wearing the same drab suit that he was earlier.
 
What kind of overpowered healing skill is that? Restore Self and Demonic Heritage put together can’t even hold a candle to this. My skills don’t restore my clothing, either, but this guy’s apparently does.
 
“Quite impressive, I must admit,” Rylar says, completely unfazed. His gloves aren’t on anymore. “Perhaps there is merit to your survival after all. I will administer the test to both experiments.”
 
Both experiments? I was surprised enough by Adrian being this ridiculously powerful as well as his apparent familiarity with one of my creators, but he’s an experiment on top of that?
 
The world around us drifts away, the dark towers and blue sky drifting away, replaced by utter darkness. Only the cliff surface under us remains.
 
Rather than magical pressure, physical weight presses down on me. A little bit at first, then enough to knock me down to the ground.
 
“Welcome,” Alexus Rylar says, spreading his hands.
 
“Domain: Pressure Amplification.”
 
His voice reverberates, echoing over itself until all I can hear is gnashing, grinding gears that might’ve been speech.
 
The weight on my shoulders increases, and Adrian grunts too, falling on his face next to me.
 
“Shit,” the Hydrokinetic curses. “A domain? This fucker’s Category 2?”
 
Those are supposed to be Category 2 skills?
 
Before I can ruminate on that further, Rylar speaks. I can’t see him, but his voice permeates the entire space.
 
“Amplification: one.”
 
It’s not a terrible weight at first, but lifting myself off the ground takes effort.
 
“Amplification: two.”
 
I hit the ground again. This time, the weight presses down even harder onto me, as if I’ve attached lead weights to every inch of my skin. I can barely raise myself to my feet. I try to use Hemokinesis, but the blood just falls to the ground and dissipates.
 
“Amplification: three.”
 
If I couldn’t lift myself up the last time, I can’t even raise my hand this time.
 
Sierra screams again, and I start. I almost forgot she’s here.
 
Fuck. She can’t defend herself. I have a strong body, and I put another three points into Body (Durability) to enhance that, but Sierra doesn’t have access to the same body-enhancing skills I do.
 
She’s going to die if this keeps up.
 
Adrian cries out in pain, and I remember that I’m the only one here with a properly leveled Pain Resistance skill.
 
This is bad.
 
I hear my wrist break when I try to push myself up again.
 
“Amplification: four.”
 
Unacceptable.
 
Before Rylar’s special skill can enhance his domain any further, my passenger screams its displeasure in my head.
 
For once, I agree with it.
 
The weight on us is increasing even further now, and I have to shut out Sierra’s screaming and Adrian’s pained groans to even think.
 
Adrian said this guy is Category 2. That’s level 200, bare minimum. Over ten times as powerful as me.
 
But I have no other choice.
 
“Join me,” I rasp out.
 
I activate every skill in my repertoire. My blood magic falls to the floor, disabled by the domain. My aura permeates the space, but does nothing. My Devour has no target.
 
Use it all.
 
Divine assistance enabled.
 
Backlash probability: extreme.
 
Lethal backlash probability: moderate.
 
Divine assistance granted.
 
This may not occur again.
 
I hiss out an epithet. Over the sound of Sierra, Adrian, and the gear-grind of the domain itself, I can barely hear myself, but I’m counting on Rylar to be aware of what goes on within.
 
Every remaining stat point I have goes into Magic (Power), bringing it to 26, and I act.
 
Special skill: Soulpyre.
 
Burn them.
 
Special skill: Carnelian Domain.
 
Break them.
 
Blue-black flame sears out from my body in all directions, consuming the soul energy I’ve built up, and the domain around us burns.
 
Everywhere the flame touches, my second special skill takes hold. Darkness infuses itself with crimson light, and the swirling concoction beats back against the void of Rylar’s skill.
 
Carnelian Domain (Unique)
 
Tier: Bronze
 
Cooldown: 7 days
 
Your existence is contradictory. A bloody demon blessed by the divine, carrying a broken god in your mind. Enforce this contradiction onto those around you. While this domain is active, you have vastly enhanced control over blood, divine, and demonic magic. Using them together temporarily activates a magical effect that annihilates enemies caught within your contradiction.
 
Because no matter what aspect you add to the confusing concoction that is your self, there is more than one truth to you, Evelyn Carnelian.
 
You advance.
 
You kill.
 
I tear him apart in an instant, reducing him to atoms. Divine light sears his skin, demonic darkness strikes directly at his soul, and blood rips him apart as I enforce the paradoxical truth of myself over his.
 
“I am Evelyn Carnelian,” I hiss, expending every last drop of magic I have, ruining every attempt he makes to pull himself back together. “And you are in my way.”
 
Seven hundred and thirty-one seconds pass before the notification appears.
 
Objective: Marie’s monster
 
Kill your creators.
 
Targets killed: [1/32]
 
Reward: ???
 




Chapter 14

 
Hidden Objective: Giantkiller [COMPLETE]
 
You have killed a being that is more than 100 levels higher than you.
 
Reward: Trait enhanced - Relentless
 
Now applies in situations where your opponent’s Category outclasses yours.
 
Hidden Objective: Early Domain [COMPLETE]
 
Despite only being Category 0, you have managed to summon a domain without annihilating yourself.
 
5000 XP rewarded!
 
Hidden Objective: Backlash [COMPLETE]
 
You have used a skill too far above the magic level of this region. You will suffer for this.
 
5000 XP rewarded!
 
Hidden Objective: Divine Mark [COMPLETE]
 
You have successfully survived divine intervention.
 
1000 XP rewarded!
 
Backlash prevents an increase in level.
 
I realize immediately that my special skill comes with some hefty downsides.
 
For one, I can’t fucking level up.
 
For another, though I controlled its primary attack, the domain itself is dangerous passively, which wouldn’t be a problem if it weren’t for the fact that Sierra and Adrian were both in its range. Neither of them have suffered fatal damage, but they’re going to need time to recover. Even more time, in Sierra’s case.
 
And, of course, the system’s warning that there would be backlash was, in fact, completely warranted.
 
I can’t use any of my active magic, though my resistances and traits appear to remain active. I can barely move my lips to speak, and walking is totally out of the question. Pain courses through me as well, but between Pain Resistance and my innate ability to completely ignore it, that part’s less of a problem.
 
Some amount of time has passed since I killed Rylar, and it says something about what the backlash has done that I’m not entirely sure whether that time is measured in seconds or hours. The sun’s position hasn’t changed that much, so it probably hasn’t been terribly long.
 
Adrian is the first to stir. As the one suffering from what I presume is the least backlash, he gets up onto two shaky feet and surveys the surroundings.
 
After his water magic, Rylar’s Pressure Amplification Domain, and my two special skills, this place is a mess. The air still burns around us even though I’ve released my Soulpyre, and a solid fifty feet radius around us is blackened, aflame, and otherwise broken thanks to our combined efforts.
 
The Hydrokinetic’s face is a mess of burns, which is probably my fault. Every step he takes looks pained, which is probably not entirely my fault.
 
“Broken fucking gods, Evelyn,” Adrian says, coughing. “What the fuck? Like, seriously, what the fuck? Was that a domain? You’re level twenty! Gods, I—I need a smoke.”
 
Instead of grabbing a cigarette, though, he goes to Sierra. The Blue Mage’s symptoms have died down a little, which makes me think the containment facility she was in was exacerbating it.
 
Oh, that’s not all. Looks like the bracers have been damaged. It’s thanks to my skills, no doubt—there’s no mistaking the blueish burn and what looks like a combination of white and black energy still eating away at the bands.
 
She gains her lucidity slowly, over the course of minutes. Adrian talks quietly to her through the process, and I don’t bother trying to listen in. I still cannot move.
 
Eventually, Sierra rises. The black veins still plague her, just like they do Adrian. I don’t doubt that there’s a ton on me too.
 
“Thank—excuse me. Thank you, Evelyn,” Sierra says, clearing her scraped-raw throat midway through the sentence. “For saving me. Us.”
 
Sierra brings her lips to my forehead, kissing me lightly. I have to admit, it kind of amuses me that she just doesn’t care about the blood still seeping out from my broken eye socket.
 
“The—the body,” I croak out, barely able to get the words out. “Rylar’s. Keep it—intact.”
 
“Hate to break it to you,” Adrian grunts. “You didn’t leave much of a body.”
 
I don’t need a body to Devour. So long as I left some part of him in one piece, be it a smattering of blood or a bone or something, I can consume him. I can’t use the skill yet, but I need it. I need to grow my power until even Sapphire is crushed by the weight of my skills.
 
“I—“
 
“I got it,” Sierra says, getting up onto one knee and snapping her fingers. “Any remaining part of the body works, right?”
 
A pale blue screen shimmers forth from her hands, passing over the bloody, torn apart mess I’ve made of Rylar’s corpse. I can’t see all of it from here, but I catch the edge of her magic passing over the area where his body was. The blood disappears. Dimensional Storage? Her Personal Space? I can’t tell.
 
I manage an affirmative grunt. I’m surprised that she still has magic even with backlash worse than the both of us put together, but I suppose that her abnormally powerful class was her Red Mage one, not the Blue Mage part, since the last time I Appraised her, that was level 17.
 
“Well, seeing as we’re all fucking useless right now,” Adrian mutters, tapping the ground with his sword, “We should probably find a safe place to rest.”
 
“I take offense to that,” Sierra chuckles. “I still possess more power than you. I would still be considered a force in my own right.”
 
She starts coughing immediately after she says that, collapsing onto the floor. Sierra makes a sound somewhere in between a diseased cough and a cat choking on a cigarette, and she hacks up blood.
 
“Right,” Adrian says, sounding unconvinced. He draws his sword, the cold steel somehow looking unimpressive in the face of the earth-shattering powers that we’ve all been forced to display lately. He taps it against the broken cliff under his feet, sighing. “Good to see you’re doing better.”
 
Coughing up blood is doing better? Well, given the state I found her in, I suppose that’s true enough.
 
“I’d kill for something better than this fucking cig,” Adrian mutters, striking another one with a minor flame skill.
 
Where the hells does he keep getting those things?
 
“We can’t always get what we want,” Sierra says, her voice raw. “Gods. I shouldn’t be talking.”
 
“You really shouldn’t be,” Adrian says. “I gotta say, you’re the only damn person here who can do anything right now other than stab some shit real good, so I’d save that energy for something better.”
 
“I can… probably bite something,” I offer grimly. That gets a weak chuckle out of both of them.
 
After a few seconds, Adrian speaks again. “I can’t believe I’m supposed to be the responsible one here. The lady that Rylar was working with—“
 
“Sapphire,” I interject.
 
“You know her?” Adrian asks. “Okay, sure, Sapphire. She killed, like, three-quarters of the guards on the cliff. We have some time before someone starts to wonder why a solid hundred-foot chunk of the wall just blew up. What’s your backlash looking like, Sierra?”
 
“Bracers made it worse physically, but the magic is still here,” she says. “I can use it all if I need to, but I hope you understand why I shy away from using my Red Mage class.”
 
“I’m out for two days,” Adrian says. “Until then, I’m just properly screwed here. Level 8 outside the Crowned Islands… broken gods. Do you know of any safe houses around here?”
 
Sierra shakes her head. “Evelyn, do you know… how long your outage will last?”
 
“No,” I say. Talking is getting easier, but I can still barely move the rest of my body. “First time.”
 
The passenger in my head is silent. This is unknown territory for me, and the idea that it’ll last several days is… disconcerting, to say the least.
 
I’ve killed one of my creators, someone who was apparently vastly over-leveled for this region of the world. At this point, I know that taking a life of a man this significant has consequences. I’d much rather not be around to see those come down on this place.
 
“I can still move,” Sierra says, “Only myself, though. Can you?”
 
“Climbing is doable,” Adrian replies. “And yeah, I can help Evelyn along.”
 
“What?” I ask.
 
“Then we should start,” Sierra says. “I have the body—if you can call it that—in storage, now. If there is nothing else, it is best for us to get moving.”
 
“Alright,” Adrian says. The smell of cigarette smoke drifts closer to me. “Come on.”
 
He kneels beside me, and I feel rough hands under me.
 
“Here we go,” he grunts, lifting me up. “Sierra?”
 
“R—ugh, ready,” the woman in question replies. She hacks up more blood in the middle of her sentence, but she doesn’t seem to be dead or dying yet. “Here we go.”
 
I see her flutter across my vision, her telekinesis propelling her, and then I’m weightless.
 
“Hold on,” Adrian grunts.
 
I hear metal clink against stone, my perspective flipping end over end as I see the sky, the ground, the cliff, the sky again. We start slowing down as Adrian uses his low-level sword and mobility skills, grabbing onto the wall or stabbing his sword into the cliff. Sparks fly with every impact, and it jars my body awfully, but the pain is nothing.
 
Though I’m not entirely sure what we’re going to do next, I fully support the idea of getting the hells out of Novarath. Aside from whatever’ll happen in the wake of Rylar’s death, the city probably isn’t going to be happy about the majority of their guards dying.
 
We hit the ground later than I’d expect, though I’m a poor judge of distance while Adrian is carrying me one-handed.
 
“You still alive in there, Evelyn?” Adrian asks as we hit the ground, grunting as he bends his knees. “Would be a bit awkward to lose you now, y’know?”
 
“If you keep jostling this much, no,” I reply drily.
 
He snorts. “Sierra! Let’s get moving!”
 
I don’t bother keeping track of where we’re going. Situational awareness is good, but if someone attacks us now, I’m going to be useless. That’s just how it is.
 
Eventually, we make our way under a wooden roof, and Adrian deposits me with a huff. After a bit of fumbling around, he manages to set me on my back, and I stare up into a broken roof.
 
“Not the best accommodations, I must say,” Sierra says.
 
“You know the village talks,” Adrian replies. “If you wanted to sleep somewhere nicer, you shouldn’t have fucking uncloaked in a Cat 0 zone.”
 
“Understood,” Sierra says sardonically. “Remind me what you just did, again?”
 
Adrian laughs. “Yeah, yeah. Might as well have been playing with matches compared to our little experiment here.”
 
They haven’t even asked me anything about my existence as an experiment. That scares me, just a little bit. What kind of person just trusts another so blindly? I want to know more about their pasts, to identify what makes them tick, but they just… don’t care?
 
Or maybe they do, and they’re feigning their disinterest. I can’t tell.
 
“Well,” Adrian says. “I’d love to talk about next steps, but the two of you look just about ready to roll into the grave. I’m gonna see if I can’t dig up a med-kit somewhere. You should sleep.”
 
“I can manage mild healing,” Sierra says. “But yes. Sleep after.”
 
Sleep. That’s almost a foreign concept to me. As far as I know, I don’t need it.
 
I don’t plan on sleeping. I need to get my skills back. I… need to advance. I… need to…
 
My eyes drift shut.
 
My sleep is dreamless.
 
#
 
Sunlight is no longer drifting in through the holes in the wooden ceiling when I wake. My body twitches when I roll over, the aftereffects of the backlash still taking hold within me. At least I can move now.
 
I try to raise myself out of bed, which is when I realize that Sierra is right next to me, her chest rising and falling with a regularity that indicates unconsciousness. Her arms are wrapped around me, and she glows a soft, pale blue. The Soulshard I was carrying is on the other side of the room, leaning against a rooting wooden wall. My Communication Stones also sit right next to the dormant Titan Caller, both atop a small canvas backpack. I’ll pick them up before we go, though the sight of the Titan Caller makes my skin crawl.
 
My skills haven’t returned yet, though my body has healed thanks to Demonic Heritage. My last usage of Restore Self was, thankfully, strong enough to give me my hand back.
 
I extract myself from Sierra’s grasp, surprised at how quickly my ability to move has returned.
 
This vessel is stronger than expected.
 
Excuse you, I think. I’m a little more than a vessel, especially because I’m still the one piloting my own body. You’d do well to remember that, prick.
 
Sapphire did describe the experiment to create me as one that would create a “demon of unparalleled growth,” and I was the only survivor, as far as I can tell. That comes with some benefits, I suppose. If it removes my backlash faster than it should, I won’t complain.
 
“Oh, you’re up,” Adrian says, tapping his sword against the sandy ground. He’s wearing a silver mask over the lower part of his face, I notice. It’s not an object that I’m familiar with. “Broken gods, you’re recovering fast. Then again, could be the Category. You’re still a zero, so I guess it makes sense.”
 
“How long?” I ask. “What’s our status?”
 
Adrian unclips the mask from his mouth, shaking it out and coughing before shoving it into a cloth bag that’s definitely too small to hold it. The bulge of the mask disappears into nothing, and he stores the bag in his somehow-intact pocket.
 
“Relax,” he says. “It’s been, what, six hours? Six of the quietest hours Sierra’s had in a while, too. You got magic skin or something? She hasn’t been dealing with the backlash nearly this well until now.”
 
“That’s how long,” I say. “Status?”
 
“I heard a lot of shouting,” Adrian replies. “Some fighting, too. Not much of it spilled out past the city, though. They hit the fishing village, but they left in, like, fifteen minutes. Nothing of note here.”
 
“And where is here, exactly?”
 
“Not a safe house, but something similar,” Adrian replies. “Ask Sierra about it when she’s up. I don’t know the details.”
 
Speaking of which, the girl in question is starting to shake again. With nothing better to do, I take one of her thrashing hands in mine. Somehow, that seems to call her down.
 
Adrian shakes his head in disbelief. “I’m not even going to ask how that works. Sierra confuses the fuck out of me already, and you’re even worse.”
 
“You don’t seem to be very difficult to confuse,” I say, defusing the jab with a smile. Amalgam knowledge helps me with my humor, guiding me in the absence of my Acting skill.
 
The Warrior snorts. “Fair’s fair.”
 
We sit there for a while, Sierra’s warm hands in mine. Adrian explains that he has some food and water stored in his impossibly small bag, and he tosses me some dried meat to chew on while we wait for Sierra to awaken.
 
He’s not sure about our next steps either, so our conversation turns to different subjects.
 
“I wanted to see the world,” he tells me. “I still do, but broken gods, parts of it are scary.”
 
The world is bigger than I thought. When I ask him to name a list of places he’s been, it takes him nearly ten minutes before he’s done listing states, kingdoms, empires, and every other kind of polity under the sun.
 
“And I haven’t even seen a tenth of what it has to offer,” he adds, tapping his sword against the ground again. It’s a bit of a tic, I notice, the same way he drums his fingers against his legs when he’s feeling antsy. “I need to get stronger.”
 
“I can sympathize with that,” I reply, surprising myself with how genuine I am.
 
After that, he fishes around in his obviously magical bag, withdrawing a deck of cards. “You play?”
 
“I can learn,” I tell him, freeing one of my hands from Sierra’s.
 
The currently-only-Blue Mage stirs from her sleep about forty-five minutes later. In that time, I manage to win two games of what Adrian calls “drops.” I also lose twenty-seven, but that’s beside the point.
 
“You two look… remarkably alive,” Sierra croaks, not letting go of my hand as she sits up. “The hideout works, then.”
 
I gesture for Adrian to toss me a bottle of water, and I offer it to Sierra.
 
“Yeah,” Adrian says. “The shit with the item or whatever worked.”
 
Item? I wonder what he’s talking about for a moment, and then I realize that one of my resistances has been active this entire time.
 
Antimemetic Resistance advanced to level 6!
 
That would keep people from chancing upon us.
 
“You feeling alright?” Adrian asks. “I don’t want you to get hurt moving.”
 
“I feel like death,” Sierra replies, taking the water from my hand and drinking three-quarters of the entire bottle before she continues speaking. “We must move despite that. It is only by chance that one of the other Jades has yet to come to our location.”
 
“Shit,” Adrian says. “You’re sure?”
 
“Someone summoned a domain,” Sierra says, frowning. “I do not know how or why they did so in such a weak region, but it damaged my bracers. The Jades aren’t getting what they want out of this, and they can find me. They will find me.”
 
“The domain was me,” I say. “Where are we going?”
 
Sierra doesn’t even seem to register the latter half of my statement, instead turning towards me with her eyes wide. “Truly?”
 
I nod.
 
She takes her hand out of mine and throws her arms around my shoulders, squeezing me tight enough to make a human breathless. I… can’t really say that I dislike the sensation.
 
“That’s genuinely incredible,” she says. “I thought you managed to break through the first, but to overpower it—are you seriously only level 20?”
 
“Not for long,” I say. I can already feel the slightest hint of my skills returning to me. If that’s any indication about the rest of the system, then my XP will be coming soon too.
 
Sierra shakes her head. “Even the weakest domain should require ten times your level. I don’t think I can adequately express how completely bullshit you are.”
 
The sudden curse gets a cough of a laugh out of me.
 
I accept her praise with a nod. “I’m glad you made it out alive.”
 
“I’m glad too,” she says, leaning forward and planting a soft kiss on my lips. “Oh. Apologies. We have yet to set expectations for the relationship between us. I—“
 
“It’s perfectly fine,” I say, smiling. “I don’t mind.”
 
She’s a valuable ally to have, and somehow, the connection makes me feel more grounded. More like a person, despite the fact that I am not and never was a human.
 
“You said we needed to get moving,” I continue, changing the subject. “When? Where?”
 
“Right now,” Sierra says. “And… I don’t know. We need to lie low. I’d like to get far away from here, but any transportation outside of the Seven Kingdoms will be too easy for Aunt Marie to track.”
 
“Whitestar?” Adrian suggests. “If we don’t totally uncloak…”
 
The Blue Mage thinks on that for a second. “I think we can manage that. What time is it?”
 
“Sometime between sunrise and sunset.”
 
“Very helpful.”
 
Sierra uses a skill to create a floating blue screen in front of her, wincing as she does. “I think there’s a train further down the cliff we may make use of. Are our surroundings secure?”
 
“Think so,” Adrian says.
 
“Then we go now.”
 
We don’t waste a single second. This place is, in fact, not a safe house, and there’s no real resources here other than the cot that Sierra and I were sleeping on, so we’re able to just take off without having to pack anything up.
 
Outside, the beach is even more barren than I remember it. After hours spent in the underground of Novarath, it feels a little odd to stare upwards and see the infinite ceiling of the stars above us, but I adjust to the beauty of the sight quickly enough to keep it from affecting me.
 
The twin moons glitter over us as we make our way through the sand as hastily as possible. All three of us are inhibited in some way by the backlash, which makes it an awkward affair, but we manage.
 
According to Sierra, the train station’s a solid five miles away, so we have a fair distance to cross. Thankfully, nobody stops us. Whatever investigation is going on in Novarath, it’s either stopped or has turned inward. We stick close to the massive cliff face, exposing ourself to the top as little as possible.
 
As we walk, I feel my skills start to return.
 
Truly an abnormal existence.
 
It’s fragile. When I try to manifest a Misty Mirage, a shock of cold, soul-shattering pain flickers through me, and I disable the spell as quickly as possible. The backlash still isn’t gone, is it?
 
Still, it’s disappearing far faster than Sierra’s or even Adrian’s is. Maybe it’s because I’m part demon. Maybe it’s because of my passenger. Maybe it’s even because I’m only level 20, and I just so happened to use a skill that I definitely shouldn’t have access to.
 
Whatever the true answer is, I can’t deny that it’s helpful.
 
By the time we’ve hobbled a mile and a half, I’m able to create a Soulknife with no issues.
 
I think we’re around our third mile when the skills start to come naturally, my Hemokinesis functioning without issues.
 
“Sierra,” I whisper. The area around us is dark and completely void of any trace of human civilization, but the quiet feels sacrosanct. “Do you still have the blood?”
 
“I do,” she replies, equally as quiet. “Would you like it?”
 
“Please,” I say.
 
I’ve waited long enough.
 
As blood and mashed up corpse-bits fall from a soft blue panel, red and black energy meets it. Just like with Simon’s arm, it’s much harder to consume than anything else I’ve gotten used to eating recently, but I manage.
 
Bit by bit, I Devour Alexus Rylar’s corpse.
 
Warning: due to reduced body integrity, Devour has granted reduced XP.
 
Devour granted +102933 XP!
 
Calculating levels…
 
You have advanced to level 51!
 
Hidden Objective: Orders of Magnitude [COMPLETE}
 
Increase your level by more than 25 levels in one fell swoop.
 
Trait earned: Anomalous
 
“What the fuck,” Adrian breathes, “did you just do?”
 




Chapter 15

 
All attributes increased by 31.
 
You have gained 93 stat points.
 
General Affinity advanced to level 3!
 
All skills vastly enhanced. List abridged for brevity.
 
Special skill Carnelian Domain advanced to Silver!
 
Bronze tier skills have been elevated to level 25 Silver tier.
 
Silver tier skills have been elevated to Gold.
 
Gold tier skills have been elevated to Diamond.
 
Diamond tier skills have increased in level.
 
Skill name changes are as follows:
 
Woundweave (Silver) -> Hemorrhage (Gold)
 
Blood Echo (Silver) -> Blood Clone (Gold)
 
Misty Mirage (Silver) -> Ethereal Tempest (Gold)
 
Locate Person (Silver) -> Locate (Gold)
 
Soulknife (Silver) -> Soulblade (Gold)
 
New skill unlocked: Blood Magic - Blood Sense (Silver)
 
Skill bank created. Skill bank access will be granted in ??? levels.
 
Anomalous
 
Requirements: ???
 
You have broken a fundamental law of the world. System-based analysis skills are significantly less likely to function on you. Furthermore, ___ ___ ___ _____.
 
“I think,” I say, burning
with fresh power, “that things have changed.”
 
“No shit, things have changed,” Adrian says, his voice coming out in a harsh whisper. “Fuck me, I don’t even have Appraise on and I can feel the mana coming off you.”
 
“You don’t know how to cloak,” Sierra says. It’s not a question.
 
“I don’t,” I say, breathing hard.
 
The sensation isn’t wholly unfamiliar. I’ve been imbued with power before—huge level-ups, my class evolution, the Devouring of the demon tree. This, though, this is like all of that put together and massively amplified. Electric shocks course through my body, my fresh magic power exploding through my veins.
 
I inhale deeply. Exhale.
 
“Shit,” Adrian says. “You’re—fuck, my Appraise isn’t working, I can’t read your level.”
 
“Fifty-one,” Sierra replies, shaking her head. “She will not experience backlash, but an advancement this dramatic with no cloak will draw attention. And—”
 
The Blue Mage’s eyes widen, and she presses both hands to her mouth.
 
“Something wrong?” I ask, steadying my breathing.
 
“Your attributes,” she says. “There must be a mistake. Attributes this high indicate a Category higher than your own. High Category 1, at a bare minimum.”
 
“Convenient,” I say, clenching and unclenching my right hand.
 
I feel incredible, as if I’ve combined every single recreational drug under the sun and injected them into myself at once. Not that I have a perfect reference point for those, of course.
 
“Dangerous,” Sierra says, emphasizing the word. “With an advancement this significant, anyone with a half-decent sense for magic within ten miles will have felt the impact of your growth.”
 
“There’s something different about this,” Adrian says. “It was twisted, somehow. It reminds of an—“
 
“An anomaly,” Sierra completes. “Remember, Adrian, we are not the only ones that possess the capability here. The Coalition has its tendrils everywhere.”
 
“Fuuuuuuck me,” Adrian says. “Then what do we do?”
 
“If it’s not a problem yet,” I reply, “It’s not like we have many options. Let’s keep going.”
 
I don’t want to use too many of my new features yet. I’m confident that I can kill anything in my path, but even with the power coursing through me, the backlash still flickers underneath my skin. It would be supremely awkward to use one of my now-ridiculous skills just for the backlash to tear me apart from the inside.
 
“Nothing to be done about it, true enough,” Sierra says amicably. She holds up a hand, coalescing blue magic into a familiar marble shape. “I will prepare what I can. Adrian… don’t die.”
 
“Thanks for the fuckin’ encouragement,” the Warrior mutters. “Shit, Evelyn, you’re kind of scaring me. Can’t you cloak?”
 
“We established this,” I say. “No. Also, aren’t cloaks used to hide a class or your real Category? That’s what the two of you’ve been using them for, right?”
 
We’re still walking on the beach, clinging close to the cliff, but our voices are no longer the whispers they were. There’s no point in remaining stealthy when I’ve given the game away, I suppose.
 
Sierra shakes her head. “Not quite. I would show you, but backlash means I shouldn’t even try. Essentially, cloaking means hiding your power, whether that means one of your classes, your Category, your true level, or even your attributes. You may have noticed it with Adrian.”
 
I think back to Adrian unveiling his level 126 Hydrokinetic class. It caught me completely off guard, and his power seemed to balloon to the point where it had a physically tangible effect on the air.
 
“I did. It was rather dramatic. Is it a skill?”
 
“Nah,” Adrian says. He shrivels away into himself when I glance at him, but he’s apparently grown comfortable enough with me to actually speak to me instead of just running away. “That’d be too damn easy, wouldn’t it. You gotta figure it out yourself, the same way that raw mana sense is something that you train yourself, not with the help of the system.”
 
“It takes time to learn properly,” Sierra says.
 
“Time that we don’t have,” I reply.
 
“Be grateful that you don’t need to learn it properly, then,” the Blue Mage says, smiling. “Ready?”
 
“Oh, this again?” Adrian asks, sighing. “Yeah, good luck, Evelyn. This’ll be irritating.”
 
“Just a touch,” Sierra says, smiling slightly.
 
I push my enhanced senses out, though that doesn’t amount to much. Blood Sense is a new skill, and I don’t want to push it too much for fear of the backlash worsening. While Hemokinesis allows me to detect blood in the air, Blood Sense lets me sense what’s inside living beings as well.
 
Nothing but Adrian, Sierra, and me. That’s good, but the range isn’t that good and we still have a few miles to go. Anything could happen during that time.
 
“This is the incorrect framework for a proper cloak,” Sierra says, walking and talking and preparing magic at the same time, “But you may think of your magic as air. You live in it. You breathe it. Can you feel it inside you, around you, permeating through everything?”
 
I close my eyes, feeling for the magic within and without. I’m not entirely sure if the tingling sensation I find is what I’m supposed to be looking for, but I nod.
 
“Perfect. You may thus think of your general magical presence as a standard life. To exist with magic means breathing it in and out passively. Now, use a skill. Any minor one will do.”
 
Sifting through my list of freshly-improved skills reveals a laundry list of powerful magic, most of which I’m worried will be a little too powerful to use as a demonstration. I settle on Locate, which I use to find the gun I have stored in my pack.
 
“Focus on the magic. This, here, is like taking a deep breath. Feel it course through you as you activate the skill.”
 
The sensation is faint, but I think I can identify what she’s saying. There’s a hint of a cycle somewhere within me, something that processes magic in and returns a burning location in my mind.
 
“What you need to do,” Sierra explains, “is the exact opposite. Instead of inhaling deeper, stop breathing.”
 
I blink, taking that in. “Sorry?”
 
“Hold your ‘breath,’ so to speak,” she says.
 
“It’s really godsdamned uncomfortable,” Adrian murmurs, staring at the ground.
 
That sounds a little counterintuitive, and I’m not sure how I’m actually supposed to manage that, but we have time to try, I suppose.
 
“Actually holding your breath helps, I’ve heard,” Sierra says. “Again, the goal is not to create a flawless cloak, but to hide your current raw power from the discerning eye of any low-powered passerby.”
 
It feels utterly stupid to even try, but I inhale, and I hold a breath. At the same time, I reach for the threads of magic within me. That part’s easy—I’ve grown accustomed to doing so over my short life.
 
It’s much harder to force myself to let go of them.
 
My first attempt is a resounding failure. Adrian asks if I even tried. The second one doesn’t fare much better.
 
But by the time human civilization pulls into view again, I’ve figured it out.
 
“I receive an error in the level when I attempt to Appraise you,” Sierra says approvingly. “That part is surprisingly effective. I can see through a fair few cloaks with little effort.”
 
That’s probably because of my new Anomalous trait, but I don’t share that.
 
“You also don’t feel like you’re going to murder everyone within a mile of you,” Adrian adds. He seems more at ease now, which I take as a sign that the pseudo-cloak is working.
 
“That’s potentially a negative,” I reply.
 
I’m not sure why Adrian laughs at that, but I shrug and move on.
 
In the distance, the train station comes into view. It’s larger and nicer than the ones in the Crowned Islands, but not by much. The real variance comes in the tracks, which are steel and lack slats entirely.
 
We aren’t the first people to arrive.
 
“Ah, shit,” Adrian whispers, squinting towards the station. “Those ain’t station workers.”
 
“Halcyon family,” Sierra adds, a translucent blue circle obscuring one of her eyes. An information-gathering skill? “They’re supposed to be one of the upper-echelon clans in Whitestar. What are they doing here?”
 
I close my eyes, pushing my Blood Sense out. It’s challenging to do that while also maintaining the “don’t breathe” technique that Sierra’s offered me, but I manage.
 
“I assume these are not friendly,” I say. “I count twelve. Two dead or dying within.”
 
Sierra curses quietly. “That would indicate a lack of friendliness, yes. Hold on a second.”
 
The three of us crouch next to the cliff wall, our dark figures hidden from view. The train station’s still a solid quarter mile off, but a sand dune is all that blocks us from direct line of sight to them. I’m glad nobody’s looking our way.
 
The Blue Mage snaps her fingers, and one of her marbles bursts. A second later, thick blue lines swirl out into the air, vibrating and carrying the sound of conversation with them.
 
“…got a train incoming in fifteen,” a thick, accented male voice says. “Check those, too. Remember—you feel anything off, stick ‘em with one of these. You felt that same as the rest of us, yeah? Nobody comes in or out until we capture our prey.”
 
Are they… are they talking about me?
 
“I can’t tell levels,” Sierra says. “Not from here, not with only my secondary class.”
 
“You know I’m useless,” Adrian sighs. “Do we run, then?”
 
“Hey,” I say, tossing Sierra one of the two Communication Stones I still possess, “I’m not sure how these work, but they should let you talk to me. Figure it out.”
 
I stand up, and I start walking across the empty beach.
 
“Evelyn,” Adrian whispers urgently. “Evelyn, stop.”
 
“Shh,” Sierra says. “Adrian. Just watch.”
 
A quarter mile is one thousand three hundred and twenty feet. The exact distance between us and the twelve occupying the station isn’t quite that, but it’s close enough. While there were ruins of long-abandoned villages at irregular points along the sand earlier, the final stretch is totally empty. The station itself is well-lit, illuminating about five hundred feet out from the tracks.
 
They don’t notice me when I step into the light. I draw lightly on my Stealth skill, holding in my breath as much as I can. It’s… really irritating. Using a skill is like trying to pump oxygen through my body while also not allowing myself to breathe. I can’t use it at anywhere near full power, either. Annoying.
 
These twelve can’t be very powerful. My Stealth skill is Gold tier now, so of course it’ll be extremely powerful, but I’m barely even using it. Balancing it with this pseudo-cloak technique is too much effort, so it’s at a fraction of the power it should actually be at.
 
Someone finally notices my existence when I open the door.
 
It doesn’t even take a visual scan of the station to tell me where people are. Two of the… Sierra called them the Halcyon family, right? There are two Halcyon men flanking the double doors, both of them wielding shotguns. Another four are lounging around on couches, their busy chatter stopping as I enter. The remaining six are hidden behind various doors within the station itself, which is also where the twin bodies lie just out of sight.
 
“Greetings, traveler,” the man to my right says. I take him in quickly. Grey hair, middle aged. Level 41. More powerful than Noren, who significantly outmatched me when I was alone, but somehow, I don’t feel threatened in the slightest.
 
“The city’s been under threat, if you haven’t heard,” the one to my left continues. “For the next few days, we need to inspect anyone coming in and out, understand?”
 
Level 24. Pathetic.
 
Their uniforms remind me of something from Ravendale. I can’t pinpoint exactly what it is, and sifting through my memories confirms that whatever familiarity I recognize has nothing to do with Sapphire or Marie or any of them, so I don’t care much.
 
“Sure,” I say, trying to hold my breathing routine. The scent of blood is faint in the air, but I can just barely detect it. There’s something else, though. This place is kind of mildewy and more than a bit dusty. I must have kicked some up when I walked in. “What do you need me to do?”
 
“Just stand still,” the younger man says, shouldering his shotgun and placing a hand on my shoulder. “Lay down your arms, and there won’t be any trouble.”
 
As his hands wander over me, the level 24 apparently torn between trying to feel my skin and unsling my rifle, he steps forward and kicks up more dust.
 
“Evelyn,” Sierra’s voice says, straight into my head. “Can you hear me?”
 
“Yeah,” I reply, a warm thread of magic pulsing through me from the stone in my pocket. It’s remarkably easy to use. “Give me a—“
 
Enough dust finally makes it into the air, and I sneeze, losing my concentration.
 
The level 24 pauses, one hand on my waist, and his eyes widen.
 
“Arthur!” his grey-haired partner says. “Back!”
 
I sigh. “I suppose we’re doing this, then.”
 
The backlash has faded enough for me to be confident using my skills, at least a few of them. I have a lot of upgrades, and I’d like to try as many of them as I can.
 
“Evelyn, we see you,” Sierra says. “Adrian says, and I quote, ‘do not fuck up.’”
 
I close my eyes. As the level 41 brings his shotgun around, I act.
 
Hemorrhage. Formerly Woundweave and Woundshape before that, it now works on blood that’s inside people. I’m sure there are some that’ll be able to resist it.
 
The grey-haired man is not one of them. As I watch, pulling on magic as easily as I breathe, his brain explodes out through his eyes.
 
Hemokinesis. It’s Gold tier now, and it’s easier than ever to use as a weapon. Even as the older Halcyon tumbles to the ground, I shape his brain matter and blood into a scythe, decapitating the man still touching me in an instant.
 
Finally, I unsling the rifle, collecting both souls to charge it.
 
Abyssal Echo is a Diamond tier skill now, but I don’t want to annihilate everybody in this room at the same time. Doing so will mean I can’t test the rest of my skills, and I don’t want that. Thankfully, my enhanced Demonic Affinity means that I can easily modulate the skill.
 
The ten living men and women in the station with me crumple to their feet, screaming.
 
Ah, whoops. Maybe a little too much power on that one.
 
I retract the skill almost immediately. Even at a quarter power, its fresh upgrade to Diamond makes it extremely magic-intensive. It consumes a lot to use it.
 
And even at a quarter power, it’s extremely effective. The four people I can see are all dazed as shit—oh. Three of them are dazed. The fourth one doesn’t get up.
 
That’s a shame. I think that means I destroyed his soul. I can’t Devour him anymore.
 
“Broken gods,” I hear Sierra whisper. I don’t think she meant to say that.
 
Ethereal Tempest. The Misty Blade I stole from a low-level UCC guard has come a long way. It began as a lowly alternative to my knife. Now, white fog explodes out from me, filling the room in moments.
 
Knifefighting. At Gold tier, my prediction skill is extremely enhanced, but more importantly, I can control the knife within a limited radius of my hand. With Ethereal Tempest, I fill the room with magical slashing blades with a single knife, more than quintupling the power of a single blow.
 
Of the three that attempt to stand to face me, only one makes it all the way. One of them dies before she can even get to her feet, her throat slit. The other one falls apart when she tries to fire her gun, a misty strike separating her from groin to head.
 
The last one, to his credit, manages to get a shot off. Despite the mist my skill creates, it’s surprisingly accurate. A dozen pellets pierce straight through my gut, and the way they burn inside me tells me that the ammunition is magical.
 
Unfortunately for him, Restore Self is at Gold tier as well, and though I can still only use it once every three hours, healing myself from a shotgun blast is light work.
 
As the mist dissipates, I put the Soulshard Rifle up to my shoulder.
 
“Nice shot,” I tell the man, squeezing the trigger. With my freshly re-earned Firearms now at level 25 in Silver tier, I can’t miss. “Mine is better.”
 
I take his soul to recharge my gun. At the same time, I activate my second-oldest skill.
 
Devour. Now at Diamond, it can easily absorb corpses without me even having to come close to physically eating them. Black and red power washes out over the dead men and women around me, and the four who still have consumable souls dissolve away under my skill, bringing me up a couple thousand XP.
 
I saunter towards the closed doors.
 
Before I can get there, the entire wall crumples in on itself. According to my Gold tier Appraise, someone’s handling a massive chunk of metal with Electromagnetism.
 
I tilt my head, and I Siphon the magic away. Before the wall can come flying at me, the magic manipulating it stops.
 
At Gold tier, Bloodpath essentially enables me to disassemble myself. So long as a few drops of blood remain in this form, I should be able to pull myself together. I follow my Blood Sense, identifying each person remaining.
 
I use Soulblade to kill three of them, creating a proper spear. It’s actually worse for me to fight with the elongated blade than it was with the knife, but the extra reach will be appreciated, and it’s possible I could get a skill that involves spear fighting down the line.
 
Three remaining.
 
These ones feel different from the rest. More powerful. Appraise confirms it—they’re on the higher end of Category 0. Just hours ago, it would’ve been unthinkable to take even one of them on.
 
It won’t matter.
 
The first one summons a blizzard, dropping the temperature around her to absolute zero. As I watch, even the air itself freezes as her skill turns everything around her into fragile, breaking ice.
 
I kneel, finding a rock on the ground, and I throw it at her. Her skill freezes it in midair, and it shatters harmlessly against her rapidly-forming ice armor.
 
My Diamond tier Smite is much more harmful. When the light clears, nothing is left but steaming ash.
 
The next one sees me before I come, and a dozen knives slice straight into me before I can even react.
 
Shapeshift allows me to create external bones, armoring my throat before he can deal a potentially lethal strike. Though he’s hit vital areas, all he’s done is fuel my Hemokinesis.
 
I send a shower of blood flying out from me, so densely packed that even his speed can’t avoid it without running far away. I suppose he doesn’t even realize it’s a danger to him.
 
Soulrend separates his soul from his body when a sharpened droplet manages to make contact with his face.
 
The last man speaks, and I feel my will twisting as his skill worms its way into my mind—
 
I will not allow that.
 
And neither will I.
 
I stare him down as I use Devour, stripping away his skin, then his blood, then his muscle, his bones, and his clothes. Everything.
 
“That felt good,” I murmur, stretching as I begin to consume the corpses.
 
Sierra and Adrian finally arrive about a minute later. Adrian has a terrified look about him, one that very much resembles the one he had the first time I threatened him back on the first train we were on.
 
The Blue Mage’s jaw drops.
 
“Sierra, Adrian,” I greet the pair. “Let’s take that train, shall we?”
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Chapter 16

 
Cloaking sucks. I know it’s not real cloaking, and both Adrian and Sierra have thoroughly expounded on how much this is supposed to be irritating, but it’s incredibly counterintuitive. Though the train is largely empty, there’s still a few people alongside the conductor and whoever else is necessary to keep it going.
 
None of us know how to drive a train, so the option of killing everyone else is out. Plus, Sierra and Adrian told me that slaughtering innocents is “wrong” and that I “shouldn’t do it.”
 
Thus, I suffer in silence as the train drifts through seemingly endless sand dunes, holding my metaphysical breath and my real one alike, only allowing myself shallow inhalations to keep focus on the “cloak.”
 
There’s a couple dozen other people scattered along this train, but none of them are in the car we’re in, so we can talk freely. Presumably. Despite having leapfrogged so far in power, I don’t have any passive magic detection skills, so I can’t tell if someone’s eavesdropping.
 
Sierra, though, doesn’t seem to mind. She has a few scraps of cloth in her hand, taken from one of the more intact bodies I made back in the station, and she and Adrian have been turning them over and murmuring to each other practically the entire time.
 
It has been roughly fifteen minutes since we left the station. The guy who let us on looked like he wanted to ask us questions about our general disheveled state, but Sierra paid for us and he kept his lips shut.
 
“Do either of the two of you want to tell me what’s going on?” I ask casually, struggling to maintain the pseudo-cloak. It felt so much easier out there on the beach, but on this train car, squeezing up next to Sierra, it’s much harder. The question of holding my power in for hours or even days is also rather distinct from cloaking for fifteen seconds, which doesn’t help.
 
“You’re sure about this,” Adrian says, louder. He looks up at Sierra.
 
“Absolutely so,” the Blue Mage replies. “Our choice of destination has been reaffirmed.”
 
“Whitestar,” I say, pulling on my amalgam for information. Unfortunately, the thirty-two researchers who put me together neglected to include geopolitics information in the bastard soul they glued together.
 
Thirty-one, now. The thought makes me smile.
 
“Correct,” Sierra says. “Often known as the weakest of the Seven Kingdoms, they are known for their abysmal standing army—“
 
“Cut the history lesson, Sierra,” Adrian snarks. “Just get to the important part.”
 
She lets out a long-suffering sigh. “The royal family as well as the elite noble clans are exceptions. They largely operate within a small city, the only region in the kingdom where Category 1s can use their power freely. The Halcyons you so generously separated from life are one of those families.”
 
“Oh, shit,” Adrian says, his eyes drawn to something at the far end of the train car.
 
My hackles raise, and it takes everything I can to keep myself from accidentally dropping my pseudo-cloak. “What is it?”
 
“Drinks!” he whoops, standing from his cushioned seat across the table we sit at. “I’ll be right back.”
 
I give him my best glare. Without the aura of overwhelming power blasting from my body, it’s a lot less intimidating than I hoped. He giggles, the fucker.
 
“As I was saying,” Sierra says, taking one of my hands in hers, “The Halcyons are powerful—relatively. Compared to, say, Marie, their entire clan is practically nothing, but they pose a true threat to people on your level.”
 
“I’m following,” I reply, squeezing her hand like my amalgam suggests me to. “You’re saying we need to worry about retribution? Why are we heading towards their homeland, then?”
 
She shakes her head. “Retribution, we could deal with. This is different. This is their collaboration.”
 
“Collaboration with who?” I suspect that I already know the answer.
 
“Cultists,” Sierra replies. “Real ones, not the initiate children you saw in the fragments beneath Ravendale.”
 
“Demonic cultists?”
 
“Not just that,” Sierra says. “They worship all manner of those who shatter the system’s framework. That means demons, yes, but it also means anomalous beings that exist incorrectly. It means Titans.”
 
Even the word sends chills running down my spine. Does Sierra know about the Titan Caller? Does she know what weaponry we’re carrying towards them?
 
I wonder, for a second, why I haven’t destroyed it.
 
“I suspect Aunt Marie is involved,” Sierra says, heaving out a disgusted sigh. “This has her fingerprints all over it.”
 
“What is this?” I ask, and the sharp question almost knocks me out of the focused state. I take a shallow breath, holding it in, and I force myself to draw away from the threads of magic pulsing through everything, even myself.
 
“Apologies,” Sierra says. “The Halcyons were wearing the Mark of the Dead Gods in their robes. You are familiar with the UCC, I assume.”
 
“Unfortunately so.” I’ve shared pieces of my story with Sierra, learning the fact that the UCC’s apparently played a prominent and negative role in both our lives.
 
“Marie works with the UCC, and so I hear things,” Sierra says. “Including the fact that the cult designated the Deadmarked are one of the most difficult threats to annihilate. They are a disparate group, spread across almost every nation known to us. Aunt Marie says the Coalition despises them, but I swear she’s fascinated with them. Far too much.”
 
“I’m back!” Adrian announces happily, plinking down a tall glass filled with reddish fluid. “Some cherry-flavored spirit for me today!”
 
“Adrian,” Sierra admonishes. “I am in the middle of explaining.”
 
“Explaining is boring,” Adrian replies, taking a sip. “Gods, that’s foul. Fucking Whitestars. Anyway, Evelyn’s going to follow anyway, right?”
 
“If you provide me a reason to, yes,” I say. “Sierra, you said that we were running before. Now, you’re chasing someone down.”
 
“That is just about accurate,” Sierra says, her eyes flaring bright. “I don’t doubt Aunt Marie will be involved. She has exacted half a blood price from me, as have the Deadmarked. I plan to return that twice over.”
 
“Wow, so edgy,” Adrian mutters, taking another sip. “We talking about cults? Fuck ‘em.”
 
Objective: Eliminate the Whitestar Deadmarked
 
Through your allies, you have gained a new foe. Eliminate them before they can complete their domination of the kingdom.
 
Reward: 25000 XP, one-time-use skill
 
My eyes widen. “I received an objective.”
 
“Is your system precognitive?” Sierra asks, raising an eyebrow. “Mine is, but it rarely offers helpful information. If you’re mentioning an objective, I assume it must be.”
 
“It states that the Deadmarked are attempting to ‘dominate the kingdom.’ Political takeover?”
 
“Useful information, but expected,” Sierra says, sighing. “There isn’t much we can do other than continue on. Whitestar is still a couple hundred miles away.”
 
“A couple hundred miles…” I can’t help but let a hint of a whine to slip into my voice. The improper cloak has been difficult to keep up already. I haven’t even allocated any of my attribute points for fear that it’ll make it worse.
 
Sierra giggles, squeezing my arm and leaning her head on my shoulder. “I know, it’s hard at first. Proper cloaking takes much longer, however, and you won’t be able to learn it in a matter of days, even in the richest schools with a tutor a hundred thousand times more effective than me.”
 
I sigh. “You’re not making it any easier.”
 
Adrian downs another sip, coughing. “Broken gods, this is terrible.”
 
“Then stop drinking it,” Sierra suggests.
 
“It’s not like I have anything better to do,” Adrian says. “What else you want to do, absorb skills?”
 
“There is more to life than advancing and drinking, and you know it,” Sierra says, rolling her eyes.
 
“If you say so,” I say, gritting my teeth as I continue holding the skill in.
 
Sierra wraps her arms around me. It’s a little awkward thanks to the position we’re in, but she manages, and a deep, soothing calm passes over my body. A cool, minty sensation sets into my bones, as if someone has taken a cool towel and placed it over every part of my insides. It’s odd, but it’s pleasant.
 
That descriptor seems to apply to a lot of things these days.
 
“It’ll help,” she whispers. “Just stay still, and you’ll be alright.”
 
I do my best to relax. Sierra’s right. It does seem to help.
 
“Easy now,” she says, planting a kiss on my forehead. “You’re going to make it through.”
 
I let myself melt into her arms, putting the entirety of my focus on the cloak, and, by proxy, her.
 
“Broken gods, you two,” Adrian says. “Won’t you get a fucking room?”
 
“They appear to lack those here,” Sierra replies, her voice drier than usual.
 
“Ugh, alright then,” Adrian says, standing. “I’m going to see if I can find someone to gamble with.”
 
“I’m running low on money,” Sierra calls, her hand not straying from my back. “Waste not, want not.”
 
“Yeah, yeah,” the Warrior says, stepping towards the door at the back of the train car.
 
Before he can open the door, though, it opens on its own. Though my position is awkward, I can see him back up a few steps in surprise. He reacts viscerally, stumbling back in full-body shock.
 
“Why the fuck are you here?” he asks.
 
“Nice to see you too, Adrian,” a gruff male voice replies.
 
Sierra sits up. “Oh, dear.”
 
#
 
UCC Site-188-A
 
“Gods damn it all,” Rin says, not for the first time. “How did this happen?”
 
Sy stares at her dejectedly, flexing the prosthetic that’s replaced his left arm. None of their healers possess any skills that can restore lost limbs, which Rin thinks is an utterly stupid limitation. She’s sure that there’s those who can easily heal this type of wound elsewhere, but Rin and Sy aren’t in the privileged class of operator that get the top-tier treatments.
 
“We should’ve killed her when we had the chance,” Rin huffs.
 
“Orders are orders, Rin,” Sy says, heaving out a deep sigh. “Besides, it’s not like high command knew that she would quadruple in power.”
 
“I should’ve decloaked,” Rin says. “You should’ve decloaked. We shouldn’t have let her go.”
 
“She was about to kill you,” Sy grumbles. “I saved your life.”
 
“Wouldn’t have needed saving if they’d just let us kill her,” Rin asserts. “And don’t tell me they didn’t know. Clearwater was sighted not two hours after we ran! You know just as well as me that Overseer—“
 
“Shhhh,” Sy says, suddenly serious. “A hundred thousand eyes and even more ears, Rin.”
 
She sighs. “Do you know the status of the assignment?”
 
“Passed up the line,” Sy replies. “It’s out of our hands. The Jades took it.”
 
Anger flashes in Rin’s veins, fierce and bright. It takes everything she has to keep herself from activating her Timeslip, decloaking even though she knows this site is in a Category 1 region.
 
“The fucking Jades,” Rin hisses. “No wonder they—“
 
“Don’t make me remind you again,” Sy mutters.
 
“What are we looking at, then?” Rin says, directing her anger to a more productive outlet. “Any assignments for us?”
 
“Nothing at the moment,” Sy replies, clenching his fist. The bedroom they’re sharing at the site underneath Novarath isn’t particularly large, and every motion he makes with the prosthetic is loud enough to echo through the bedroom. “As it should be. Rin, you took damage that would’ve been instantly lethal on anyone else. You need time off.”
 
“I need,” Rin says, staring at the ever-increasing web of scars across her body, “to kill something. A bloody, demonic little bitch of a something.”
 
“I understand,” Sy replies, nodding. “You know there’s nothing we can do about it, right?”
 
Rin nods, falling back into bed.
 
You weren’t strong enough.
 
She closes her eyes.
 
You failed again.
 
She tries to shut it out.
 
Your comrade suffered for you.
 
But the voice that sounds suspiciously similar to her own won’t stop.
 
You are not enough.
 
And the hunger seizes her, an old, familiar sensation that she’s long since thought she’s defeated.
 
“No,” Rin says, standing up. “We have credentials. I have her trace. She can’t get away from us.”
 
“Rin, you can’t—“
 
“I can, and I will.”
 
Rin rises, and she almost decloaks immediately, but even the blinding hunger of failed ambition can’t damage her mind enough to do so here, now.
 
When she decloaks, it’ll be to kill the bitch that hurt her Sy.
 
“I’m going,” Rin says, beginning her Timeslip.
 
“You know protocol,” Sy begins. “You know—“
 
“I am going.”
 
At the last second, Sy grabs onto her arm, and he follows.
 
The two of them vanish from the Site. Their absence is recorded, along with everything else in the site.
 
Destination: The Wastelands, Whitestar Kingdom.
 
Magical limit: Category 2.
 
#
 
Zelin, Capital of the Whitestar Kingdom
 
“Greetings, Lady…”
 
“Kane. Lady Ashley Kane. It is my greatest pleasure to meet you.”
 
She hates this, hates all the formalities of court life. It was soul-draining in the Crowned Islands, and it’s no less boring here.
 
At least she can reveal her true strength here. Nobody in the Crowned Islands was even close to matching her in her Noble Archer class, let alone the original Arcane Archer that she’s held in secret for far, far too long.
 
“Lady Kane,” the Whitestar-native noble sitting across from her says, his eyes widening. “I must apologize. You have… changed, since you were last here.”
 
“For the better, one would hope,” Ashley says. “I am not quite the child I was last time.”
 
“Forgive me for assuming,” he replies, cutting through the customary three rounds of greetings and meaningless chatter that Ashley assumed he would stick to, “but you have come to this great kingdom for a reason, have you not?”
 
“I have indeed,” she replies. “Twenty-two years ago, I saved your life.”
 
“For which I am infinitely grateful, of course,” the noble replies. His eyes grow sharp, and Ashley recalls seeing the same emotionless, calculating look in his eyes when he killed his brother, corrupted as he was by the demons that’d sprouted in Whitestar that day. “What do you want?”
 
“I am following a threat to my kingdom,” she replies. “One that I have personal interest in. A demon. An anomaly. One that tore through a city-drowning demon in the matter of minutes.”
 
“Your kingdom,” the noble mutters, almost spitting the word. “Lady Kane, I know you well enough to know that can’t be your only motivation.”
 
“She was stronger than me,” Ashley admits. “Stronger than me, and less than a quarter of my level. I don’t know what happened that day, but she could’ve fought you.”
 
“Then why do you seek her? What is your plan upon arrival?”
 
“She was stronger than the me I can present in the Crowned Islands,” Ashley says. “Now, I have my true class, and I have allies.”
 
“Allies soon to include me, I presume.”
 
“If you so choose. You owe a blood debt.”
 
“I am an honorable man,” the noble says. “I cannot, however, accept a plan that will simply get me killed.”
 
“You are not the first I contacted,” Ashley confesses. “I have a tracker. Nyssa, an elf. She heard of a disturbance in Tsubera, followed by the killings of twelve Halcyon men on a train bound for this kingdom. She does not know I am coming for her. She does not know we will be waiting for her.“
 
Ashley extends a hand.
 
The noble across leans forward. The cold look in his face has redoubled, and there’s an odd flicker of desire in his eyes.
 
“You had my attention,” Arthur Halcyon, scion of his clan says, shaking Ashley’s hand. “Now, you have my interest.”
 




Chapter 17

 
Adrian draws his sword, his low-level Warrior class still enabling him to quickly unleash his blade despite the general lack of skills he must otherwise have.
 
The voice, still at a distance where I can’t associate it with an owner, just laughs. “Come on, Adrian boy. You know you can’t hurt me with that toy.”
 
“Fuck off, Zil,” the Warrior spits. “Evelyn, be ready to drop it.”
 
The laugh repeats, louder this time, and Adrian backs up a step, still gripping his sword so tightly that the knuckles on both his hands turn white.
 
“Zil” steps in for the first time, and I scan him in a second.
 
Name: Azaril Halcyon
 
Age: 72
 
Race: Human
 
Class: Berserker/[CLASS CLOAKED]
 
Level: 87/[LEVEL CLOAKED]
 
Last Used Skill: Find Allies (Gold) - lvl 28
 
Azaril Halcyon. Known as “Zil” by some and “spare me” by many. Openly bears the Mark of the Dead Gods. Has previously come in contact with allies Adrian Stahr and Sierra Jade.
 
[ATTRIBUTES CLOAKED]
 
The information that my upgraded Appraise offers me is rather useful. Rather than telling me that it failed, it tells me what Azaril has cloaked, and it offers me surprisingly prescient information about how he relates to my party.
 
Also, Halcyon? That name is familiar. Sierra mentioned the people holding the train station were from that family. Is he here because of my massacre?
 
Azaril himself is a monster of a man, at least seven feet tall with a battle-hardened body. Scars mark every inch of the skin he exposes, though that’s not much considering his layered, weathered leather armor. His full black beard frames a mirthful face that wouldn’t be out of place in the center of an all-out tavern brawl, and he looks much younger than his seventy-two years.
 
Most importantly, he has a sigil emblazoned on his armor and branded on his cheek. A stylized pair of letters made to look like an eye.
 
He’s Deadmarked.
 
“Azaril,” Sierra greets him, any hint of warmth in her voice fading away into a frigid void. “What a coincidence.”
 
Level 87 is monstrous, and that’s his uncloaked class. I could easily take him as he is right now with my special skills, but Soulpyre still has eight days of cooldown left while my domain has just under six. Without those two, I’m not entirely sure if I can take him down, even with my massively over-enhanced stats. His second class is sure to be much stronger, right?
 
“You’re lucky I haven’t blown your brains out yet,” Adrian warns.
 
“You didn’t the last time, boy,” Azaril rumbles, rubbing his hands together. “I’m glad you’re still alive. And you, Sierra… you appear to have lived as well.”
 
I breathe shallowly, preparing to unleash my skills. He doesn’t look like he’s about to attack, but Adrian’s half a second from lunging at the tall, broad stranger and Sierra’s accidentally summoned wisps of blue magic around her head.
 
“It is ever my pleasure to see you,” Sierra says with open distaste. “Has your cult tracked us to this location already?”
 
“They have not,” the mountain of a man replies. He eyes the countertop that Adrian got his drink from, grabs a bottle at random, and starts downing it. Azaril chugs half the forearm-sized bottle before he speaks again. “I work alone.”
 
“You said that the last time, you fucking cultist shithead,” Adrian says. “You’re supposed to be locked up. I saw you getting dragged off to a containment cell.”
 
Azaril snorts, drinking the rest of the bottle before tossing it aside. “With friends like the Coalition, you lot don’t even need enemies. Who’s the new girl?”
 
“The Deadmarked broke you out,” Sierra accuses.
 
For a moment, I see anger flash across his eyes, but it disappears just as quickly as it comes, replaced by the same uncaring mirth as before. “Child, I am not working with their cult.”
 
“Then why are you here, Zil?” Adrian shouts, pointing the sword at Azaril’s throat. “What do you want with us?”
 
“History?” I ask Sierra.
 
She looks at the scene, considering. Despite the venom in her words, she still hasn’t drawn a weapon and hasn’t used a skill. That either means she doesn’t think he’s going to kill us or he’s powerful enough that resistance won’t matter.
 
I hope it’s the former.
 
“…History,” Sierra says, eventually. “He hurt Adrian more than he did me, to be completely honest. Adrian looked up to him.”
 
“You still smoke those Lisheerin cigs?” Azaril asks. “I heard they came out with a new design sometime last year.”
 
Adrian lowers his sword an inch. “You—you still collect?”
 
“‘Course I do, boy,” Azaril says, inverting a section of his armor to reveal a bandolier filled with something that looks like trading cards. “Had to restart my collection after the marked fucks burnt my house to the ground.”
 
That brings the fire back into Adrian, and he places the sword even closer to Azaril’s throat. “Zil. Get the fuck out of here.”
 
“Look,” Azaril says. “I’m not here to hurt you.”
 
“Fool me once,” Sierra says, “shame on you. Fool me twice…”
 
“I need someone I can trust!” Azaril bursts out, saying the words so fast they slur into one another. “Please. They took everything I have.”
 
“Who’s they?” I ask. “The Deadmarked, I presume.”
 
“Who are you?” Azaril asks. “I know Adrian and Sierra, lass. You’re a fresh face.”
 
Adrian snarls, thrusting his sword forward.
 
The tip of the metal screeches against Azaril’s throat, and the sword warps.
 
“My boy,” Azaril sighs. “I told you that wouldn’t work.”
 
“Stop fucking calling me that!”
 
“You were asking me who I was,” I say, interrupting their argument before Adrian can make another useless attack. “Correct?”
 
“Yep,” Azaril says. “Sorry if I’m wrong, lass, but you look like you couldn’t box a twelve-year-old kid, let alone a—“
 
I let my cloak drop. If there’s consequences, I’ll deal. Just like I always have.
 
“Whoa there,” the Berserker says, his eyes widening. The look that strikes him is something between recognition and awe. “You’re a powerful one, aren’t ya?”
 
“I’m an ally,” I say. “Who are you?”
 
“Zil,” Adrian says, intercepting Azaril before he can speak. “Is a piece of shit. He wormed his way into our good graces ages ago and had the fucking gall to spend years with us before backstabbing us and leaving me to die.”
 
“That wasn’t my choice,” Azaril grunts, a hint of shame crossing his expression. Before he can defend himself further, his eyes widen. “Hold it. You were in the Crowned Islands, weren’t you?”
 
“How the fuck do you know that?” Adrian asks, striking Azaril with his sword once more. Zil’s neck does not budge. “Were you following us?”
 
“I didn’t know,” Azaril replies. “Until now, that is. Those islands are the only safe place in the whole wide world with a limit below Category 0, so I figured that’s where you hid. That said…”
 
He stares at me. “What was your name again?”
 
I stare back, drawing on my vastly-enhanced Acting to guide my response. “Evelyn. What business do you have with my allies, Zil?”
 
This man is powerful, I can tell that. He could be useful as an ally or as food, though the latter doesn’t seem feasible at the moment.
 
“I was about to say,” Zil grunts, massaging his temples, “Hate to admit it, but I need allies.”
 
I tilt my head. “Sierra and Adrian do not appear to be your allies.”
 
“Yeah, you know what happened to your fucking clan?” Adrian asked. “She just killed a dozen of them as easily as breathing. You think you’ll stand a chance against her?”
 
Zil definitely would, but I don’t mention that.
 
He springs out of his seat at the mention of his family, and Sierra actually actively summons magic. She doesn’t fire any of it, but a swirling mass of sky-blue energy roils in her hand.
 
“The Halcyons,” Zil breathes, “are no longer my people.”
 
“Oh,” Sierra says, her magic intensifying. “Is that true?”
 
“If they were, would I come to you?”
 
As they bicker, I close my eyes, drawing on my Blood Sense. Azaril—no, not Azaril, Zil, that’s what Acting says I should think of him as—is powerful, and I’ve completely uncloaked. Given the fact that the Halcyons controlled the train station, it’s eminently possible that they have some form of influence over the train as well. I need to pay attention.
 
“There’re people coming,” I mention offhandedly. That gets the attention of all three of them. “Can we skip to the part where we get over our differences and accept the help of the level 87?”
 
Sierra glares at Zil, but she relaxes quickly enough. Adrian doesn’t sound happy with that, but he lowers his sword. Maybe it’s settled in how ineffective he is without his Hydrokinetic class.
 
“You have a sharp eye, lass,” Zil says, raising an eyebrow. “A sharper bite, if ya believe the rumors.”
 
“Rumors?” I ask. This isn’t the time to be having a conversation. My Blood Sense tells me that three are approaching our train car from the side opposite the one that Zil entered through. One is coming from behind him, and that target is coming fast.
 
Zil grunts an affirmative. “I’ve heard a lot, the past few days. An old acquaintance of an acquaintance told me about this being that shouldn’t have been able to exist in the Crowned Islands. One that took out a city on its own.”
 
I tense, preparing myself to attack both Zil and the rapidly approaching unknown. Given the people I’ve been dealing with recently, the fact that I’m part demon hasn’t been a particularly important sticking point, but this is someone new. Is he about to attack me?
 
“At first,” Zil says, lumbering to his feet, “I thought it was one of you two tearing your cloak off in a playground, but the description didn’t fit. The cause of it was entirely unknown, but now…”
 
The giant’s gaze settles on me.
 
I meet his eyes.
 
“They’re calling it the Crimson Rain,” Zil says, cracking his fists. “They’re calling you the Blood Reaper.”
 
With that declaration, he stands, power coursing through him. Sierra summons magic as I do, ready to fight back no matter how fruitless it might be—but his target isn’t me.
 
Zil turns one hundred and eighty degrees, swinging his arm with such force that the punch seems to shatter the air itself.
 
I barely have enough time to Appraise the newest arrival before the air-cracking punch lands.
 
Level 45. Lucius Halcyon.
 
That’s about as far as I manage to read when the information simply stops, the Halcyon’s head cleanly separating from his shoulders and crumpling inwards. Gore splatters across the entire train car, though I use Hemokinesis to keep it from dirtying our clothes.
 
“And,” Zil adds, wiping bloody brain matter and bone chips on a satin-lined couch, “They’re coming for you.”
 
“Very impressive,” I say, nodding towards the mess he’s made. “There are three more of them.”
 
Not that they’ll be any threat to me. I track them with Blood Sense, locating all three of them in the next car over. They’ve completely evacuated that car of the scant few civilians who were there—convenient for me.
 
“Stand back, Adrian,” Sierra warns. “You’re not powerful enough for this yet. Evelyn, keep casualties to a minimum. Please.”
 
“Got it,” I say, lining up my skills. These three are strong enough to resist my Hemorrhage from this range, so I can’t just turn them inside out.
 
I can, however, line one of them up through the wall and fire a three-charge blast from my Soulshard Rifle. At the same time, I activate Abyssal Echo, focusing the entirety of the Diamond tier skill on the other two.
 
One of them dies without even knowing that I’m attacking him, his entire head obliterated in an instant by the fist-sized yellow laser that explodes from my rifle. The other two just freeze up. Neither of them even manage to scream before the demonic spell rips into their cores, twisting their magic until it consumes them.
 
Trait earned: Killer V
 
Requirements: Kill 250 beings that possess levels
 
“I’ll be right back,” I tell the three of them, stepping towards the next car. Zil follows me.
 
“Shit,” he blurts out when he sees the messy corpses. “You’re only Category 0? Blood Reaper doesn’t even start to describe ya.”
 
I shrug, activating Devour. Consuming these three finally gets me to level 52, which doesn’t do all that much other than raise all my attributes again and increase the pool of points I have to 96.
 
I’m ridiculously strong as is, and I’m not sure which ones I want to invest in most at the moment, but I distribute sixty of the points, giving twenty apiece to Magic (Regen), Body (Strength), and Mind (Speed), all of which have been critical in my continued survival so far.
 
“So,” I say, gesturing towards the cult mark on his face. “Why don’t you tell me why you’re actually here?”
 
“Like I said,” he replies. “I need help.”
 
Unfortunately, despite my Gold tier Acting, I still don’t have any way to determine if someone is lying.
 
I sigh. “With what?”
 
Adrian and Sierra filter into the train car, carefully stepping around the corpses I’ve made. Neither of them make a move to attack. Maybe Sierra’s talked some sense into the Warrior.
 
“What else?” Zil says, spreading his hands. The aisle we stand in is narrow enough that he accidentally crushes the side of two cushioned seats in doing so. “The Deadmarked. The Halcyons.”
 
“Looks to me, Azaril Halcyon, that you’re still on their side,” I reply.
 
He grimaces, then unlaces his armor, revealing a remarkably brawny physique underneath.
 
And a long, silver scar that traces its way from his left shoulder to his right hip.
 
“They did this to me,” he says. “All in the name of power.”
 
Adrian bristles at that, but Sierra quiets him down.
 
I’m not entirely sure what their entire story with him is, but given that Sierra has yet to raise arms against Zil, I think I’ll go with the route that keeps a strong ally on our side.
 
Besides, I think our goals might be aligned here.
 
“In the name of power,” I repeat. “I have an objective to destroy them. Would you care to enlighten us on what to expect?”
 
“Oh, that’s easy,” Zil says, putting his armor back on. “They’re making a Titan.”
 




Chapter 18

 
“And I’m a fucking Cat 5,” Adrian says. “That’s bullshit.”
 
Zil shrugs. “You can doubt me, boy, but that’ll go away right quick when you see what they’re doing.”
 
“I still don’t—“
 
“Hey,” I tell Adrian. “We’re not exactly alone on this train, so let’s table that. You’re going to spend the next however many hours complaining about how you can’t trust Zil. Sure. I’ll kill him if he steps out of line.”
 
I don’t even need Acting to show death in my gaze. I’ve gotten good at scaring Adrian just by looking at him, and he shrinks back once again, unwilling to contest me.
 
“Ha!” Zil shouts. “Good luck with—“
 
“Shut up,” I tell him, waving a hand. “Before Adrian changes his mind and we waste even more time.”
 
There are more people coming, filtering through the train cars ahead of us, but they’re a fair bit off. None of the skills we used were really loud, so I doubt they’ll notice anything wrong until they find the mostly-Devoured bodies.
 
“We have a few minutes before the next wave arrive,” I say as casually as I can. “I will deal with them when they get here. Before that happens, Zil: explain.”
 
“I say what I mean, and I mean what I say,” the burly Berserker says. “They are making a ritual that’ll make a Titan. I’m no magic man. I can’t tell you anything else.”
 
“Then we have to stop it,” Sierra says.
 
We could just ignore it. The thought of fighting a Titan is one of the rare things that sparks genuine terror in me. Creating one shouldn’t even be possible, but a good enough copy would still be more than I’d like to take my chances with.
 
Running is sometimes the better choice, I’ve learned.
 
“When and where?” Sierra asks.
 
Zil grunts. “Not yet, but soon. They’ll be in the Wastelands. They can’t hold the ritual anywhere else.”
 
Objective: Eat the (Titan) baby
 
A ritual begins in the Whitestar Wastelands. Whether it will create a true Titan is yet to be seen, but one thing is clear: there is an overwhelming amount of potential waiting to be consumed.
 
Kill the creation before or after it is empowered.
 
Reward: 500,000 XP + ??? (Secondary reward unlocked upon completion of ritual)
 
Now that’s a reason for me to get involved. After I hit level 50, the XP it requires to increase each level doubled, so five hundred thousand is less than it seems, but that’s still easily twenty to thirty  levels alongside a potential secondary benefit.
 
The system’s fucked me over in the past, mostly with respect to matters involving Sapphire or anyone involved with her. Sierra said that this plan has her aunt’s fingerprints all over it, but I get the feeling that I now might be powerful enough to handle some of what Marie was throwing at me in the Crowned Islands.
 
Besides, wouldn’t it be a kick to her teeth to break her plan apart?
 
I can’t let emotion take over me, but the rewards are more than enough to justify it.
 
“Then we go to the Wastelands,” I say. “The Deadmarked and the Halcyon clan is working together there, right?”
 
“Sure fucking seems like it,” Zil says. “On that note, we’ve got company.”
 
Irritating. I’d try to use my newly upgraded Acting and Imitation skills to get out of this situation, but that would mean passing up the chance for XP.
 
“I have this,” I say.
 
My Blood Sense is a bit muddled—someone must have a way to block it.
 
It doesn’t matter.
 
By the time the first one of them enters the door, making eye contact with me before slowly realizing the dissolved bodies of her comrades lie at my feet, my Abyssal Echo is already working on them.
 
Five, six, seven of them make it into the train car, each of them stunned by my skill. The eighth, surprisingly, manages to overpower it. He forms a golden bow in his hand, draws it back—but my Mind (Speed) is high enough that time slows down to a crawl. I Siphon the skill away.
 
“Radiant Recurve,” I murmur. “I like the sound of that.”
 
At level 20 in the Diamond tier, Siphon enables me to mimic the skills I’ve nullified, and so I do.
 
The arrow takes him in the throat, and the Smite finishes the job.
 
I saunter towards the rest of them, acknowledging the panic in their eyes with a simple nod before executing each of them with my fingers. With Body (Strength) now at a remarkable 72, my own hands are deadly weapons, carving through flesh like a hot knife through butter.
 
Their deaths don’t even get me halfway to the next level. Disappointing. It appears that the higher level I get, the less XP lower-level beings grant me.
 
“You can come in now,” I call to the people behind me.
 
At this point, Sierra and Adrian are mostly unfazed. Zil, on the other hand, laughs heartily, the slightest tremor entering his voice. “Blood Reaper indeed!”
 
“Yeah, yeah,” I say. “No killing innocents, right?”
 
“Please don’t,” Sierra says. “It’s not our way.”
 
Although I don’t agree with her reasoning, I agree with her conclusion. The civilians on this train are likely barely worth any XP, and killing them will just be more trouble than it’s worth. As I’ve learned recently, murdering someone leads to consequences. I should probably be more wary of that.
 
“I’ll handle this, then,” I say, stepping over rapidly dissolving bodies to get to the door to the next car over.
 
I use Ethereal Tempest, creating a barrage of misty weapons, then Hemokinesis, providing more substance to the skill, and I strike upwards.
 
“If you could punch the ceiling, that’d help,” I tell Zil idly.
 
He laughs even harder at that, and he punches the ceiling. I swear I feel the entire train vibrate from the impact. Metal crunches under his fist as if it’s nothing but paper to him, and half the ceiling flies off.
 
My skills remove the remainder. I hear screams in the carts further down. Didn’t evacuate them that far, huh?
 
Someone bangs on the door between cars.
 
This is going to be annoying.
 
“Hey, listen up,” I say. “We don’t want it to be known that we were here, right?”
 
“That is correct,” Sierra says. “Especially since it appears that you have gained some infamy.”
 
“Follow my lead, then.”
 
I explain my plan as I smear the blood on my fingers all over my face and clothes, tearing up my shirt just a bit and adding a bit extra gore to my body for dramatic effect.
 
When I step into the next car, my posture has changed, as has my body. If I’m following Acting correct, I should look just like a terrified, shell-shocked young woman. Shapeshift makes me significantly less conspicuous.
 
Keeping in lockstep with the skill’s suggestions, I open my eyes too wide, my head flicking around as I limp towards the other passengers. At the same time, I “hold my breath,” doing what I can to ease myself back into the pseudo-cloak.
 
“H-help,” I stutter, blinking a few too many times to force my eyes to tear up. “T-the monster—the men in the back—the guards—“
 
“Shhh, it’s going to be okay,” Sierra says with feigned softness, stepping in alongside Adrian. She puts a hand on my shoulder, and a useless blue glow appears around me. I use Hemokinesis to give the impression that my nonexistent wounds are closing.
 
Zil steps in last, his head almost bumping against the ceiling. He stands to his full height, crossing his arms. “Passengers, do not fear! There was a bandit attack on the train, but rest assured! They are not coming back!”
 
He is remarkably bad at acting.
 
Still, the passengers are scared and he’s a big authority figure.
 
“Remain calm!” he orders, and the passengers start whispering amongst themselves, shouting, and basically doing everything other than remaining calm.
 
People start to stand up, demanding answers, and Sierra answers them. All of her answers are total bullshit, of course—nobody’s “still investigating” the back, since they’re all dead. The non-answers she and Zil provide are enough to silence the crowd some, though I catch more than one person muttering something about “the Halcyon toughs bringing trouble.” That’s an unexpected side benefit.
 
All in all, it goes without a hitch. When we return to the car whose ceiling we destroyed, nobody tries to enter the room.
 
“Well,” Zil says. “That was an exciting entrance.”
 
The rest of us just look at him.
 
“Anyway!” he shouts, a little too loud. “We’re not going to get to the Wastelands on this train. Lucky for you, I know a way to it.”
 
Sierra puts her face in her hands, and Adrian just sighs, walking to the other side of the trashed train car as the night air whistles above us.
 
“What’s the way?” I ask.
 
“If he ever says ‘lucky for you,’ you know he’s about to do something stupid,” Adrian calls to me.
 
“You have any better ideas?” Zil asks.
 
“To my great dismay, no,” Sierra says.
 
And that’s how we find ourselves standing on the twisted edge of the shattered ceiling just about six hours later, the sun slowly rising to the east. We’re still traveling through mostly-empty sand dunes, but the ocean is nowhere in sight and neither are the cliffs that mark Tsubera’s boundaries.
 
The only sign of civilization for miles around is something that might be city walls on the horizon. Either that, or it’s the glint of the sun off a particularly reflective patch of sand. Our path goes nowhere near it.
 
“We jump,” Zil explains, gesturing off into the distance. “That city’s a border town. They’ll have transport to the Wastelands.”
 
“You have got to be fucking kidding me,” Adrian sighs. “Do you have any plans that don’t involve—“
 
Zil jumps off the side of the train, leaping so far and high that I almost think he has a flight skill.
 
Adrian follows, which honestly surprises me. His jump is nowhere near as powerful, but he rolls gracefully on the sand, slowing to a stop maybe twenty feet from the train tracks.
 
Sierra makes a face, stepping daintily off the edge of the train. A blue disk forms under her.
 
“Join me?” she asks.
 
I do so gladly. The speed of the train means we take a few extra seconds to join them. It continues chugging along without us, soaring off into the distance.
 
Compared to the first time I jumped off a train, this is much easier. I have so many mobility skills that the drop down isn’t anywhere close to threatening me, and the attributes for my durability are high enough that I’m fairly sure I could face plant into the desert and still be fine.
 
“That city has to be three or four miles away,” I say. “We’re walking?”
 
“That’s right,” Zil says. “Keep up.”
 
He takes off, kicking up so much sand that it almost looks like a train is driving through the dunes.
 
“Fucking hell,” Adrian grumbles, sprinting off after him. He moves at barely half of Zil’s pace, but he goes anyway.
 
Sierra and I look at each other. I could use Bloodpath, which would require a lot of magic power but will propel me there pretty fast, but I think Sierra has another idea.
 
“Hey, uh, Evelyn,” Sierra says, her cheeks reddening. “I have Personal Telekinesis, but I can’t use it on you. Also, I lost your Blood Magic again, and…”
 
Given how forward she’s been up until now, her embarrassment is a touch uncharacteristic.
 
I grin. “You want to carry me?”
 
She averts her eyes. “If you allow it.”
 
I lean into her open arms. “To the border city, then.”
 
#
 
The Wastelands
 
“They’re not here,” Rin grouses. “I predicted too far.”
 
“Of course they’re not,” Sy replies, putting his face in his hands. “You have to start thinking before you do these things.”
 
“Then do you want to go back?”
 
“We’ve already violated protocol,” Sy sighs. “We may as well commit.”
 
He doesn’t want to admit that he wants that demon dead just as much as Rin did. She’s been working with him for far too long for someone to almost snuff her life out like it’s a candle. Sy knows that if he follows the proper protocols, he can bring a detachment of UCC soldiers to contain her for further research.
 
But that’s not what he wants. Here, he can unleash his full power. Here, the limit is Category 2.
 
Protocol states that any operator who engages with an anomaly that threatens their lives or the organization is permitted to use lethal force. Protocol states that any operator who’s involved in a life-threatening operation against a hostile anomaly—even one that’s not been permitted to execute—can approach the situation in whichever way they decide is best.
 
Protocol states that any punishments from broken protocol will be nullified if a sufficiently threatening anomaly is neutralized.
 
The standing order for A-CI-1926 is to bring it in alive, but a dead anomaly is better than one running in the wild.
 
Which makes it rather frustrating that they’re not engaging in combat yet.
 
“Can you track the anomaly?” Sy asks. “I’ll recon the area.”
 
Rin nods an affirmative as Sy closes his physical eyes, opening his Arcane Eye. His sight expands, encompassing the entirety of their dingy hotel room, then the entire building. Then the hastily-constructed village.
 
Then a mile around them. Two. Three.
 
Soon, his sight encompasses half the area that the Whitestar natives call the Wastelands.
 
He sees neither head nor tail of the targets that he and Rin are chasing, but hidden away in a larger city about fifteen miles away are people that he recognizes.
 
Not in the sense of having spoken to them, but as one of the few assigned to clear the Crowned Islands’ UCC sites, part of his duty has always been knowing the few relevant people from that godsforsaken place.
 
“Rin,” Sy says, still in his Arcane Eye, “I found something.”
 
“Good,” she complains, “because I don’t have the trail. I went too far.”
 
“It’s not the demon,” Sy says. “It could be nothing.”
 
“Show me, show me, show me!” Rin says, popping up from the bed, excited. She grasps his hand, and he passes the snapshot of another city to her.
 
The familiar stomach-twisting sensation of her Timeslip grips him, and then they’re elsewhere.
 
As soon as they arrive, eight separate weapons train themselves on the pair of them.
 
Before any of their potential foes even try striking, Sy’s already scanned all of them. Rin surely has, too.
 
“Oh, you’ve got us into a fuckin’ riot now,” Rin says, grinning. “I see what you’re doing, Sy.”
 
“Who the hells are you?” asks Lady Ashley Kane, their obvious leader asks.
 
“Peace, Lady Kane,” Arthur Halcyon replies. “They have not fought us yet. Travelers, what is your purpose?”
 
“A bunch of guys from the Crowned Islands, huh?” Rin asks, looking around.
 
“And a Whitestar elite,” Sy confirms.
 
“No trade here. No reason why you lot should be here in the Wastelands,” Rin says.
 
“Unless you’re hunting,” Sy completes.
 
“You’re a sharp one,” the Halcyon says, nodding. “I will ask again. What is your purpose?”
 
“I can smell a demon’s traces on you,” Rin declares, spreading her hands. “Why don’t we talk about how we’re going to kill that bitch?”
 




Chapter 19

 
“I’m impressed,” I say. “The kingdom of Tsubera already set standards low, but this is just desolate.”
 
“In fairness,” Sierra replies, “The Whitestar Kingdom is not exactly known for their wealth, and the Wastelands in particular are generally regarded in the same manner as an exclusion zone. It stands to reason that the towns leading to it are in similarly poor shape.”
 
“Exclusion zone?”
 
“Means ‘stay-the-fuck-out,’ usually,” Adrian supplies.
 
“This place is limited to Category 2,” Zil rumbles, folding his arms. “Used to go with Allison all the time, back before.”
 
Allison? That’s an unfamiliar name, though from the looks on Sierra and Adrian’s faces, they recognize it.
 
“The Wastelands are a shithole,” Adrian says. “Nobody in Whitestar wants to build anything permanent there.”
 
I suppose that makes sense. According to the information they’ve provided me about the Seven Kingdoms, Whitestar is the weakest, with the majority of the kingdom limited to low Category 1. That means that there’s unlikely to be many Whitestar individuals who are Category 2, and so the Wastelands have too much potential power hidden within them. If there are monsters on that level or even malevolent visitors in the area, it stands to reason that no outpost would last that long.
 
“Except the godsdamned Halcyons,” Zil says. “Come with me.”
 
The “village,” if I can call it that, is a disparate mess of shoddily constructed buildings, none of them higher than a single story. I don’t see any train tracks here, nor do I see really any signs of human life.
 
“Where do we go from here?” I ask. “There’s no train, no roads, and no people.”
 
Ah, scratch that. There are people, and a quick scan of the area with Blood Sense reveals their positions.
 
“It’s fucking hot out, if you haven’t noticed,” Adrian says.
 
I haven’t noticed. I probably should have, but the combination of my resistances alongside my unique physiology lessens the impact of desert heat. Compared to the sensation of wraithfire burning my soul away, the summer sun is nothing.
 
“They’ll be inside,” Zil says. “You new here?”
 
“What do you think?” I reply. “No, I’ve been in the Wastelands plenty of times. I’m just asking questions because I want you to tell me.”
 
Acting allows me to take on roles now, going far beyond just mimicking a single person, and it guides my hand too. It tells me that it’ll probably be easier to deal with Zil if I increase the amount of sarcasm I use, acting kind of like Adrian does when he’s not terrified of me.
 
Zil snorts. “The sun’s harsh, lass, even if you don’t think it is.”
 
“I do,” Adrian says, cutting him off. “Get us to where we need to be before I die of heatstroke.”
 
The burly Berserker leads the way. “Border towns don’t always have names, but they always have a way into the Wastelands.”
 
“You spent a lot of time there, huh,” I say. “Not much else to do with your life?”
 
“These are good hunting grounds,” he defends himself. “Now shut up and follow me.”
 
He leads us through the mess of a village as if he’s been here a dozen times before. If I didn’t know better, I might think he’s a local leading us into a trap.
 
…Do I know better?
 
Just to check, I use my Blood Sense. The people around us aren’t moving that much, and I don’t see anything that immediately screams ambush. Still, it pays to be wary.
 
As it turns out, there is no trap. Zil leads us to a hastily constructed structure that only differentiates it from the rest of the shoddy construction with a spiral icon emblazoned on the side of the building.
 
The inside is devoid of other people, but I realize what the point of this place is immediately.
 
Back in Novarath, Rin and Simon took us to a room with a teleportation circle in it to quickly get down to the sixty-second level. This one looks much the same. An arcane pattern has been carved into a large chunk of steel that comprises the floor under our feet. Unlike last time, though, this one isn’t glowing.
 
“Teleportation circle,” Zil declares. “The border gates, that’s what I liked calling ‘em.”
 
“It’s not active,” I say. “Are we just going to stand around waiting for something to happen?”
 
“That’s exactly what’s going to happen,” Zil replies proudly. “The gates open once every twelve hours for ten to thirty minutes. I have no clue when they last opened and no clue when it’ll open again. Call me over when it lights up. I’m going to go get shitfaced.”
 
“This town has a tavern?” Adrian asks, raising an eyebrow. “Border looked shit enough to not even have people.”
 
“Any place worth mentioning has somewhere to drink,” Zil says. “Want to come?”
 
“Fuck you,” Adrian says.
 
“Suit yourself.” Zil turns and strides straight out of the building, hitting his head on the doorframe as he does. The entire structure shakes with the impact as if it’s about to collapse on top of us.
 
Adrian lasts about three and a half minutes before he gets frustrated.
 
“Take the stone,” Sierra calls to him as he leaves. She tosses him her Communication Stone. “Evelyn will contact you when it ignites.”
 
“Gotcha,” he says, half-grumbling. “Fuck me, this is stupid. I shouldn’t go.”
 
He goes.
 
“Adrian’s really a big drinker, huh?” I ask. “The cigarettes, too. Is that going to be a problem?”
 
“Hm? Oh, no,” Sierra says. “It’s not entirely my place to say, but to summarize a rather long story, we all have our coping mechanisms. There… used to be more of us.”
 
“More of you,” I repeat. Up until this point, I haven’t even had a glimpse at Sierra’s past, and the morsel of information reminds me how hungry I am to know more.
 
“Two people alone do not make an effective party,” Sierra says. “We began our journey with more than thrice that.”
 
“I’m sorry,” I say, unsure what a proper response is. Sierra is my ally, and I’ve grown to care for her, but I wasn’t created to feel sorrow or sympathy.
 
“It’s in the past,” she says, waving it off. “We can discuss a topic this heavy another day. I’m just glad we have some time to rest.”
 
“True enough,” I say, letting the facade I’m putting up for Zil slip. “It’s been a taxing few days.”
 
It really has been. Not just a few days, either—it can’t have been more than two months since I was created, and far too much has happened in that time. My life has been the lab, then the train, then Ravendale, then the boat away from the Crowned Islands, then Novarath, and now the Wastelands of Whitestar.
 
Sure, we’ve taken some time off, but even now, we’re still on our way towards another fight. Even for me, it’s starting to grate. For a human that wasn’t meant to advance and fight and advance and fight, I can see where it’d get exhausting.
 
“Gods, what a few weeks,” Sierra says, brushing my hair out of my face. “Do you plan on living like this forever?”
 
“Yes,” I reply automatically, then reconsider, placing my index finger on my chin.
 
Every fiber of my being screams at me to advance, to never stop. I have to keep going. I need to…
 
Do I really have to? Of course I will, but it doesn’t hurt to examine what I do and how I think, especially when I know for a fact that I’ve been altered by the people who created me as well as my passenger.
 
Speaking of which, the broken deity hasn’t said anything since we got on the train. I wonder what brings it out.
 
I shake my head, bringing myself back on track. Yes, I’ll continue leveling up, but nothing, not even a machine, can go on forever without any time to recuperate.
 
“Not quite that simple, eh?” Sierra asks, nudging me. “Whatever your interface with Aunt Marie has led you to believe, well, it was a process for me too.”
 
“You too?” I ask.
 
“I’ve been active for a few more years than I care to count,” she says. “This last trip was supposed to be a relief. Supposed to be.”
 
“And you haven’t thought about slowing down?” I ask. “Bumping into me can’t have helped that breakneck pace.”
 
“At the end of the day,” Sierra says, “I suppose we’re not that different, you and I.”
 
“Yeah,” I say, “I guess so.”
 
“You’re powerful,” Sierra says. “I can’t deny that I enjoy that.”
 
We sit together in silence for a few minutes. She takes my hand, and I play around with my Hemokinesis, granting her a sliver of my strength.
 
“Shopping,” she says. “We should go shopping sometime.”
 
“Hm?” I ask. “What brought that on?”
 
“I’m simply thinking,” Sierra says. “There’s a few things I’d like to do, but Adrian abjectly refuses to do much but drink, smoke, and play cards. He used to be more outgoing, but…”
 
She leaves the rest of the sentence unsaid, but I get the idea. There used to be more than the two of them.
 
“Shopping, then,” I say. “What do you figure for that? What do you even get?”
 
“Clothes, food, entertainment,” she says, waving a hand. “There are nicer places than Whitestar where we can find those, of course, but I have a long, long list of items I’d like to buy.”
 
“Like what?” I ask.
 
I’ve been in a single store, one single time. Clothing hasn’t even been on my mind. At first, I just stole from dead bodies. That Medic in the town near the lab lent me some clothes that I promptly ruined, and I’ve been using Sierra’s ever since with the exception of that one time in Ravendale where I got a new dress.
 
Which I also ruined.
 
“You look pretty in any color, but you always end up wearing red,” Sierra says. “There exists a market that sells dresses meant for your style of combat. Something that doesn’t stain. Preferably something that protects you, too.”
 
“They sell those?” I ask.
 
“Places not named the Crowned Islands sell everything,” Sierra says, leaning back into the wall behind us. “If we had the right potions and weapons, so much would’ve been easier. Unfortunate that this is how it turned out.”
 
“You’ll have to show me,” I say. “I haven’t seen, well, basically anything besides blood and death.”
 
“There’s a lot more to the world than that, Evelyn,” the Blue Mage says, smiling softly. “Mountains and valleys, vast oceans and alleys. Cities that stretch so high and wide that they seem to shatter the sky itself. Casinos so indulgent that Adrian could whittle away three lifetimes there, restaurants that’ll make you see heavens and hells alike. The roads we can take are many, and I want you to see all of it.”
 
I smile back. Even knowing that I’m supposed to be focused on advancement to the detriment of literally everything else, I can’t help but feel a sense of warmth at the idea of seeing everything this world has to offer with her.
 
“After we eliminate those bearing the Mark of the Dead Gods and their insane experiment, we’re going shopping,” Sierra decides. “The First Kingdom has a truly amazing district. We haven’t been there for years.”
 
“Alright,” I say. “It can’t hurt to decompress sometime.”
 
We sit in comfortable silence for a while longer, giving Sierra more time to gain more skills with her Blue Mage.
 
“Forgive Adrian,” Sierra says. “He’s sensitive. Zil—Azaril, I suppose—he means well.”
 
“Does he now,” I say. “Adrian certainly made it sound like he wants you dead.”
 
“It was a complicated series of events,” Sierra says, sighing. “Zil did not wind up on the same side as us, but he also believed that we were at fault for the death of his wife.”
 
“Oh,” I say. “I see.”
 
“Don’t mention it around him,” she adds hastily. “It’s a sensitive topic.”
 
“I’d imagine.”
 
“One thing to be aware of,” Sierra says. When you fight alongside him—“
 
The array of runes under us ignites abruptly. While I assumed it would gradually appear like most of the other magical illumination I’ve seen, this one immediately sparks into existence full force.
 
I curse, activating the Communication Stone. Though I feared it would be hard to use, it’s really intuitive. Passing raw magic from my body into another object is easier than I assumed it’d be—it’s like starting the activation of a skill and capping it before it can fully activate with any form of actual power.
 
“Adrian, get over here,” I speak, my voice reverberating through the stone and further beyond. “Get Zil.”
 
“Moment,” I hear a slightly slurred voice reply.
 
By the time he and Zil back just about fifty seconds later, both are somewhat red-faced and carrying half-empty glasses of some kind of alcohol.
 
“You have got to be kidding me,” I huff, slipping Acting back on. “Please tell me you can still find a way to activate this, you shit.”
 
“‘Course I can,” Zil says. “Takes more than this to bring me down.”
 
He reaches into one of the many pockets in his leather armor and withdraws an unassuming metal rod maybe four inches long. When he kneels down, bringing the rod closer to the active circle, it begins to glow the same color.
 
“This here’s a key,” he explains. “Stay close.”
 
As he brings it further down, he seems to encounter some amount of resistance in the air. Zil grunts, setting his drink on the ground as he struggles to bring it closer. Sweat beads on his face as the rod gets brighter and brighter—
 
And then we disappear.
 
#
 
The Wastelands
 
“They just used a teleportation circle,” Sy says.
 
“Oh, shit,” Rin replies, jumping to her feet. “I’ve been waiting.”
 
“The ambush is set?” Lady Kane asks, one hand twitching at her side.
 
“Of course it is,” Arthur says. “Now all we need to do is wait.”
 




Chapter 20

 
Teleportation doesn’t work the same way across every skill or ritual, I’m quickly realizing. The ride into the Wastelands is as instantaneous as the other teleportations I’ve experienced, but it’s a lot rougher, as if my insides have been scrambled, taken apart, and put back together in the span of a microsecond.
 
The other three stumble as they appear, but I manage to keep myself steady.
 
My attributes are ridiculously high now, and slightly lopsided at that. My Mind (Speed) is so high that I’m able to take in our new surroundings before Adrian can even finish his first disoriented step.
 
Before I even take in the room itself, I send blood flying from my body, drawing on Blood Sense at the same time. I’ve been ambushed one too many times to enter a new area without checking for hidden blades aimed at my back.
 
There’s nobody but us in this building. I can detect people a few hundred feet out, but the flow of the blood is sedate, which means that they’re not engaged in anything heart-pounding, like, say, an ambush. I keep a metaphorical eye on them anyway.
 
A series of Locates is my next step, even though the now Gold tier skill requires a fair amount of magic. Locate: Sapphire Clearwater, Marie Jade, Florence aka “Rin”, Simon aka “Sy”. Though I don’t know the latter’s full names, the combination of the more advanced skill and my increased proficiency in Magic (Meta) should bridge the gap.
 
Nothing. They’re not within three miles of us. Thanks to the massive amount I dumped into Magic (Regen), overspending on skills is less of an issue, allowing me the increased range on Locate. I’ll gain back the expended magic power in a few minutes.
 
After confirming that nobody’s hiding around a corner to attack us, I summon a Soulblade anyway, splitting it up into eight separate manifestations of the defense-bypassing weapon, each of my spider-like Phantom Shape limbs holding one.
 
When an entire second passes and nothing attacks us, I finally allow myself to relax.
 
Compared to the squalor of the border town we just emerged from, our destination is practically a palace. Rather than a single dusty house that looked like it wasn’t even finished with construction yet, we appear standing on a similar rune in a spacious room with golden walls. Paintings of people I don’t recognize line the walls, and enough furniture to seat twenty men is laid out around us—wait. I do recognize one of those paintings.
 
The face… I’ve seen someone similar before. Very few others have that same complexion and silver hair, but it’s not quite the same as the one I remember.
 
“Aurora Callen,” Sierra says, tracking my gaze to the painting. “Alexander Callen, her son, is currently an active specialist… somewhere. It has been a while since I saw him.”
 
Callen. I’ve seen that name before.
 
I close my eyes, the memory of a page of faces flashing through my mind.
 
White hair. Gaunt face. Haunted eyes. A simple name tag.
 
Demon Specialist. Alexander Callen.
 
One of my thirty-one remaining creators.
 
Suddenly, this excursion has gotten actually interesting. I didn’t get a chance to interrogate the last one, given that he was actively attempting to kill us. I’d like some answers as to why I exist in the first place, alongside an explanation of what I was made for. Sapphire clearly has some idea, but I refuse to take guidance from her of all people.
 
That’s something I can deal with when we get there, though, because we still have a task to complete here.
 
“Where are we?” I ask. “No ambush in the area, as far as I can tell.”
 
“Should be the Halcyon outpost,” Zil says, wiping sweat from his brow. “Unless I forgot. Shit. Wait a second.”
 
The Berserker reaches into his armor, drawing a pair of almost identical metal rods. One of them—presumably the one he used to get us here—is still softly glowing. Zil inspects them for a second, looking at the bottom.
 
“Yeah, okay, not the blood pits,” he says. “We’re in the right place.”
 
I hear Adrian’s palm meet his forehead. “You fucking moron…”
 
He seems to be warming up to the Berserker. Good for him.
 
“Have you been here before?” I ask.
 
“One too many times,” Zil grumbles, rolling up his sleeves. “Follow me.”
 
I don’t sense anything that looks like it could be a ritual. The last time I even felt a Titan’s presence was Scintilla’s, and that was from almost a hundred miles away. When it brushed against my mind, it was overwhelming in its power. Even when it wasn’t stealing me away from the real world to tell me that it was watching me, I could feel its presence in the water.
 
Nothing like that presents itself this time. Are we even in the right place?
 
As it turns out, the teleportation circle isn’t in an isolated building. The doors are unlocked, and we step out into a richly decorated hallway. The ceiling stretches high above us, intricately decorated with a bunch of art that I really don’t care about.
 
“It’s rather unguarded,” Sierra comments, keeping her voice at a whisper to minimize attention.
 
“I ain’t supposed to have the key,” Zil replies. “They won’t be watching.”
 
The key? Oh. The rod he used to trigger the teleportation circle. I see.
 
Zil seems to know his way around, and we follow him. I stay on high alert the entire time, my eight extra limbs still holding a Soulblade while my two human arms carry my Soulshard Rifle.
 
I must look like I’m raring for a fight, which I suppose I am. No matter what I do, I can’t shake my nature, it seems.
 
“Here,” Zil says, indicating a hallway that splits off from the one we’re already walking through. “Be careful. Try not to stand out.”
 
The Berserker is seven and a half feet tall, rippling with muscle, and he’s asking us to not stand out?
 
“You try first,” Adrian mutters.
 
One and a half minutes later, we encounter our first guard.
 
“Azaril Halcyon,” Zil says, holding out the still-glowing rod. “You can check it for yourself.”
 
The guard does so silently, their face hidden behind an opaque black visor.
 
They hand the rod back to Zil a moment later, nodding. “The others?”
 
“Guests,” the Berserker says, surprisingly formal. “We have an audience with Lord Arthur.”
 
Although I can’t see the guard’s expression behind the visor, I get the impression that they might be frowning. “There is no—“
 
Zil places his hand on the guard’s shoulder. He’s towers two feet above the guard, who can’t be an inch taller than me. “New here?”
 
Silence, then a nod.
 
“Trust me.”
 
I find the single fiber of trust I’ve managed to extend towards him burn away in an instant.
 
They know his name. Zil claimed that the Halcyon clan backstabbed him and left him for dead, but the reception he just got from this guard contradicts that.
 
Sierra and Adrian haven’t reacted, so I don’t immediately jump to attacking both Azaril and the guard we’re passing by, but I do prepare myself, every lethal skill I have ready to boil over.
 
As we walk further into a comically long hall decked with enough decorations to make any noble blush, Zil finally decides to stage whisper to us.
 
“I’m still officially part of them,” he says. “Any executions they do within the family are off the books. Goes double if they fail. They haven’t wiped me from the records.”
 
His face twists for a second, but he schools it quickly.
 
I do not relax, since I find it hard to believe that the Halcyon family attempted to kill him and just… forgot to remove him from their support network.
 
“Could you maybe stop holding your knives there?” Zil asks, not even turning. Does he have a danger sense?
 
“No.” My response is curt.
 
“Don’t kill him yet,” Adrian says, running a hand through his hair. “If he dies here, we’ll be lost.”
 
“Understood,” I say, keeping my Soulblades active.
 
Zil stiffens, though I can’t tell if it’s because of the threat I currently pose to his neck, back, and legs or if it’s something that I can’t see. Given the fact that he wasn’t panicking about my weapons, it’s probably the latter.
 
“What is it?” Sierra asks.
 
“He’s… here,” Zil says. “The excuse was bullshit. We just needed access to the control room, but… the Halcyon scion is here.”
 
“You can tell?” I ask.
 
“Family thing,” Adrian and Zil say at the same time. The Warrior makes a face.
 
“The key,” Zil explains. “I can feel it.”
 
“Fucking hells, Zil, you’re trying to get us killed,” Adrian hisses. “Sierra, we should leave. Evelyn, do whatever you want.”
 
Wow, that’s rude.
 
“Is Arthur still the scion?” Sierra asks, ignoring our partner.
 
Zil nods. “I’ll talk some sense into him. Failing that, I’ll bullshit a way to get through. He’s reasonable.”
 
“Then we continue. Adrian, how close are you to recovery?”
 
“Maybe one more day,” the Warrior grimaces. “I’m still pathetic right now.”
 
“Be ready to run, then. I have blood to repay.”
 
We continue, following Zil, and soon we stand in front of a massive pair of gilded double doors. They glide outwards on their own, not even creaking as they unveil an unnecessarily ostentatious room about the size of the entire inn we stayed at in Ravendale.
 
It’s empty. This could easily be a banquet hall, the tables long enough to seat at least a hundred. Freshly-cleaned teleportation circles lie unused and dimming alongside the walls. The room is lined with intricately designed arcane machines, each of them carrying a dozen seats and pulsing with magic, but it’s all empty, dust settling over magical patterns. 
 
Except, I realize, for one single seat. The hall seems to be designed to slowly draw the eyes towards a single unassuming chair at the center of it maybe two hundred feet back.
 
There’s one other person in this entire room, sitting alone with no guards. He looks young. No older than Adrian.
 
He looks like Zil, if Azaril chose a significantly less physically-inclined class. Though the absurd height and muscles aren’t there, the same jolly disposition seems to run through him. In this man’s case, though, my demonic eyes can pick out details that make him seem sharp where Zil tends strong.
 
“Welcome,” the man declares, standing from his seat, “to the Halcyon outpost. May I know your names?”
 
My Appraise succeeds.
 
Name: Arthur Halcyon
 
Age: 65
 
Race: Human
 
Class: Guardian of Time/[APPRAISE FAILED]
 
Level: 99/[APPRAISE FAILED]
 
Last Used Skill: Contingency
 
The scion of the Halcyon clan, one of the most powerful in the Whitestar Kingdom.
 
Zil opens his mouth.
 
Sierra reaches into thin air, retrieves her staff, and fires a skill that I now recognize as Obliteration Ray.
 
A painfully bright sky-blue laser screams through the air, lancing straight and true across the room. It smashes into Arthur’s chest.
 
His eyes widen, but he doesn’t even have time to cry out before he’s reduced to a bloody mist.
 
“What the fuck!” Zil shouts.
 
“You know who I am,” Sierra says, stalking towards the bloody stain that was Arthur. “You know the ritual you tried to perform.”
 
“Shit,” Adrian says, gripping his sword tighter. “Shit, shit, shit.”
 
“Fucking—WHAT?” Zil shouts again. “This is not how this was supposed to go!”
 
#
 
Sierra reaches into thin air, retrieves her staff, and fires a skill that I now recognize as Obliteration Ray.
 
A painfully bright sky-blue laser screams through the air, lancing straight and true across the room—and it stops, frozen in the air.
 
A skill?
Contingency. It must be. I can feel that something has changed. Something has been undone.
 
Arthur Halcyon takes three steps to his left before snapping his fingers. Abruptly unfreezing, the laser tastes nothing but air and steel.
 
He spreads his hands. “Let’s have a discussion, Zil. Sierra. Adrian. And a perfect stranger. I do believe we started off on the wrong foot.”
 
“Fuck you,” Sierra spits, raising her staff.
 
“Die,” Adrian adds helpfully.
 
“Halcyon,” I say. “No relation to Azaril Halcyon, I’m sure.”
 
“First cousins, believe it or not,” Arthur says. “And you are?”
 
“Evelyn,” I say. “Evelyn Carnelian.”
 
“Pretty name,” he says.
 
Sierra fires again. This time, the laser doesn’t even get close to her target.
 
“You should know,” Arthur says, flicking his hand to one side. Once again, the ray misses, twisting around him. “The same trick won’t work on me twice.”
 
“A discussion,” I say. “What about?”
 
If this is the scion of the Halcyon family, I have reason to believe that he’s involved with the two objectives I have. Domination of the Whitestar Kingdom and the creation of a baby Titan. I hold no ire against him for that, but it does mean that he is part of the path towards advancing myself.
 
“I had hoped,” he says, “that we could have a civilized discussion about what happens next.”
 
“You’re making a fucking Titan, Arthur,” Zil says, spitting the name. “What the fuck were you thinking?”
 
“You should’ve stayed dead, Azaril,” Arthur bites back, each of his words dripping venom. “I was here to invite you to our future. Even you, cousin.”
 
“Future?” I ask, as probably the only one who doesn’t immediately want him dead. “Do explain.”
 
Sierra, Adrian, and Zil thankfully hold their fire for long enough for me to have an actual conversation. None of them look happy about it, and Sierra has to actively hold Zil back with strands of magic, but they keep themselves back.
 
“Of course,” Arthur says, slowly walking forward. “Inome. The Nameless Titan. The newest, and one that is not yet complete. We have already succeeded in drawing power from its nascent form.”
 
“And this benefits me how?” I ask. “What do you get out of gaining our cooperation?”
 
“I’m offering you power,” he says, “In exchange for staying out of our hair. It is a fragile operation, you know. A fraction of a false step kills when it comes to Titans. Interference makes an already difficult operation far more complex than it needs to be. Given your tendency to increase complexity, I hoped for a peaceful resolution. I offer you the world in your hand in exchange for a scant few days of peace.”
 
I consider it, thinking of the insane power that Scintilla had just by witnessing me. If I had even a portion of that, I could be a god amongst men and keep my options open to continue advancing until I can devour the Titans themselves.
 
Something about this doesn’t sit right with me. With my enhanced mental speed, it takes me only an instant to figure out why.
 
This deal is good. It’s too good.
 
And…
 
“Your tendency, you tell me. I’m supposed to be a perfect stranger?”
 
A flash of realization crosses his eyes, and I know I have him.
 
Zil recognized me. If not on sight, he knew who I was by my reputation and my raw power. If someone who’s supposedly been excised from the family is able to identify me, even if he’s been following me, what can someone with an actual information network do?
 
Of course Arthur knows who I am.
 
“Well then,” he says. “I had hoped to spend some more time explaining. It is oh-so-entertaining to monologue. Alas.”
 
#
 
“And this benefits me how?” I ask. “What do you get out of gaining our cooperation?”
 
I blink. Arthur Halcyon is nowhere to be seen, and something is off.
 
Pop.
 
My Blood Sense, still active this entire time, triggers, notifying me of another presence.
 
Pop.
 
Another.
 
Pop.
 
A third.
 
Four. Five. Six. Seven. Eight. Nine.
 
The freshly-cleaned teleportation circles weren’t free of dust because of a magical effect or vanity.
 
They were prepared.
 
Locate: UCC operator Florence “Rin,” last name unknown. One hundred feet.
 
Locate: UCC operator Simon “Sy,” last name unknown. Eighty feet.
 
As I look around, I spy a familiar hunting coat, a bow, a slim figure that reminds me of the lab.
 
No, not the lab. The containment zone around it.
 
I search my memory.
 
Locate: Lady Ashley Kane. Ninety feet.
 
The litany of skills I’ve been preparing, all of them so close to boiling over all this time, lie ready for me to use. All the distrust I held for Zil, all the tension I held in my body… I can release it now.
 
As the three others with me fall into their fighting stances, I throw back my head and laugh.
 
I laugh and laugh and laugh, the room filling with the sound. For a brief, eerie moment, nobody does anything.
 
Thirty-six unspent stat points go straight to Magic (Power).
 
“Oh,” I say, still laughing. “You are so fucked.”
 




Chapter 21

 
By placing all of my unspent stat points into my Magic (Power) attribute, I increase it from an already-powerful 58 to 94, easily my highest stat.
 
This place has the limit of Category 2, I know. That means that I am against people with classes that have the potential to be up to level 299, which would vastly outclass me as I am right now.
 
But if they had one of those, they would only need to send one person.
 
I may only be Category 0, but at level 52, I’m told I have the stats of someone over triple my level.
 
And I have
items.
 
Appraise works fast enough to tell me the levels of the people around me. Some of them—Lady Kane, Rin, Simon, and one person I don’t recognize—still have cloaks applied to them. It surprises me that Rin and Simon are both hiding secondary classes; I thought they were expressing their full power earlier. Something to keep in mind.
 
The other five, however, are not so successfully hiding themselves.
 
Nyssa Elridge. Half-elf. Level 166 Ranger.
 
Alvin Carnell. Human. Level 105 Champion.
 
Silver, no last name. Skyfolk. Level 99 Celestial Knight.
 
Gold, no last name. Skyfolk. Level 99 Celestial Mage.
 
Lyril Slyson. Human. Level 122 Echo Bard.
 
Just as I suspected, not a single one of them is actually Category 2. One of the four that are cloaked might be, but I doubt it.
 
There is strength in numbers, and each one of my attackers is individually more powerful than almost every foe I’ve faced up until this point. For anyone else, this would surely be the end of the line.
 
Fortunately, I am not anyone else.
 
Relentless energy infuses my body as I finally allow my skills to explode out of my body. With the boost, my Abyssal Echo looms across the battlefield as if it’s a physical shadow, each of my enemies facing full-force demonic wrath as the entire room darkens ominously.
 
Abyssal Echo advanced to level 2!
 
No time like the present to advance. The system really does seem to like it when I’m in life-or-death situations.
 
Every single person in the room, even my allies, stumbles back under the sheer pressure of my magic, and why shouldn’t they? The amount of raw power I can bring to bear now is almost half again what I had just moments before, and it’s almost five times as much as I did when I last fought Simon and Rin. That doesn’t even begin to touch on the skills.
 
Silver and Gold, the skyfolk, don’t seem as affected by it as the others, and it’s not until I see the golden aura spreading around their bodies that I realize why.
 
Their classes both include the term “Celestial.” They have divine-aligned classes.
 
They surround themselves with Divine Protection, which I know is uniquely effective against magic with demonic affinities, thanks to my own paradoxical Heretic trait.
 
The protection they provide is beginning to spread to the others. Unacceptable.
 
Both of the faceless four-winged skyfolk are visibly struggling to hold their shared skill together, which I crack a smile at. Level 99, nearly double my level, and they can barely handle blocking a single attack from me.
 
I close the distance in a matter of moments, my vastly enhanced Body (Speed) stat enhancing my Bloodpath. The world only turns red for an instant before I close the fifty feet between us, leaving a trail of blood dripping behind me.
 
They react slowly. Oh, they’re so slow—their Mind (Speed) stat is dwarfed by mine, and even as Silver draws her sword and Gold sends a Divine Strike bursting forward from her hand, I put my Soulblades into action.
 
Up this close, I can make out the finer details of the skyfolk pair’s figures. As with most, they lack a face, and their metallic skin is entirely flawless, as if each one of them was carved out of a precious metal. Their bodies are uncannily perfect and smooth, lacking most of the defining details that a human or elf has.
 
Which makes killing them all the more jarring.
 
My Soulblade bypasses defenses. Voidtouched allows for the same. Though Silver manages to deflect one of my weapons with her sword, she can’t stop the other seven.
 
Skyfolk don’t bleed. They break.
 
Before she can complete her swing, the light around the silver-skinned skyfolk dims. The light within her follows a moment later, and as she begins to collapse, my kill counter ticks from 258 to 259.
 
Less than a second has passed since I started acting.
 
I turn my attention onto Silver’s… partner? Sister? I’m not sure what they are to each other.
 
That’s about when the arrow catches me in the back, knocking me flat on my face.
 
Time seems to speed up I hit the ground. The shaft is long, penetrating nearly half a foot out through the center of my chest.
 
Gold’s attack goes wide, and though she has no eyes to widen, I see the change in her body language as she realizes what I’ve just done.
 
Using this much speed is tiring, I realize. I’m not going to be able to just blitz through every single one of them, especially when one of them—Nyssa, the Ranger, I think—is capable of keeping up.
 
The arrow pulses with magic, which is the only warning I need to Siphon away its power. I do not want to know what effect it would’ve had on me.
 
With the extra power, I attempt to Hemorrhage Gold before remembering that skyfolk have no blood inside of them.
 
Instead, I rip the arrow out of my chest, wincing as the barbs on the shaft slice through flesh and muscle, and I use the blood and gore it’s torn out of me to guide my throw, Hemokinesis accelerating the arrow.
 
It smashes straight into the still-stunned Gold, her barrier weakened thanks to the death of her partner, and I activate Smite.
 
She has all of a quarter second to react before her own magic affinity devours her from the inside out.
 
259 increases to 260.
 
I wheel around, Devouring Gold and dragging Silver’s broken soul into the Soulshard Rifle. Consuming her advances me to level 53 and almost 54, which advances all my attributes once more, alongside beginning the regeneration process, closing up the nasty wound the arrow caused me. I slam my three free points into Magic (Power), bringing it up to a hefty 98. Body (Durability) hits 50, which must be a milestone of some kind because I actually feel the shift in my body, the way my skin is malleable but now holds the durability of a steel wall.
 
Seven remaining.
 
Sierra has a bright blue shield surrounding her and Adrian, which makes sense. I don’t think she can freely use her second class yet, and neither can the Warrior. Right now, they’re pretty much tissue paper.
 
Zil, on the other hand, is living up to his Berserker name. Formerly seven and a half feet tall, he towers at what must be half again his height. He glows with condensed power, and I realize the reason I haven’t been taking as much fire as I could’ve been is because Zil has been drawing their attention.
 
Half a dozen arrows stick out of his now-bare chest, though none of them seem to have taken much effect on him. As I watch, one of them explodes, and it barely even takes a chunk out of his flesh despite the fact that, as far as I can tell, it detonates inside of him.
 
Name: Azaril Halcyon
 
Age: 72
 
Race: Human
 
Class: Berserker/Guardian of Self
 
Level: 87/251
 
Last Used Skill: Self-Embodiment (Tourmaline) - lvl 94
 
Azaril Halcyon. Known as “Zil” by some and “spare me” by many. Once, he was one of the Halcyon family’s Guardians. Though he has relinquished the title, the power remains his.
 
I’m not the only monster here.
 
“Now we’ve got a real fight going,” I mutter, a grin splitting my face despite myself.
 
Sierra’s staff is the only equalizer for her right now, since she only has access to her Blue Mage class thanks to her uniquely painful backlash. Adrian has even fewer tools.
 
That means it’s me and Zil against the remaining seven, each of which are massive threats in their own right.
 
The three whose capabilities I’m wholly unfamiliar with—Nyssa, Alvin, and Lyril—finally act. Nyssa disappears from sight, while Alvin imbues his sword with a skill that Appraise tells me is called Victor’s Fury.
 
Lyril strums a lute and speaks.
 
“Special skill: Rebounding Echoes.”
 
Ashley, Rin, and Simon join their voices together as he casts his skill, one after the other.
 
“Special skill: Starfall Barrage.”
 
“Special skill: Reality Break.”
 
“Domain: Omniscience.”
 
A number of things happen all at once.
 
Lyril’s skill duplicates each of his allies, giving them ghostly copies that cast lower-power versions of the same special skills.
 
Ashley’s Starfall Barrage is five arrows fired from five separate bows. Each projectile fractures into a dazzling array of starlit bolts as they fly, and it looks as if an entire galaxy is being thrown at me.
 
Rin’s Reality Break tears the world apart as it travels, ever so slightly slower than Ashley’s arrows. Cracks of infinite darkness shatter the air, spiderwebbing across the distance between her and me, and I recognize what she’s created. The void between worlds is laid bare as she rips a hole in the fabric of space, intending to shatter me along with reality. With Rebounding Echoes, half the room is thrown into darkness immediately. Tendrils of unreality reach towards me from all sides.
 
Last and unfortunately not least, Simon’s Omniscience domain washes over us instantly, expanding far faster than even I can react despite my ludicrously high Mind (Speed). The portion of the room not already affected by Reality Break tints sepia, and an uncomfortable sensation crawls over my skin as I get the sensation that I am being watched. A million invisible eyes manifest themself in the air, and they are all focused on me. Not a single part of the combined attack even targets my allies, not even the man nearly five times my level.
 
For the first time this fight, I realize that I might be outmatched. If I had Carnelian Domain or Soulpyre, this would be a different story, but those don’t come off cooldown for a week.
 
What will you do now, subjugator of gods?
 
My passenger speaks for the first time this fight, and I grit my teeth.
 
I’ll survive this. I have to.
 
Relentless energy floods my veins like it never has before, slowing time down to a crawl.
 
The Reality Break is going to reach me first, but it’s not that skill that worries me most. After all, I’m Voidtouched. I have survived the absence of reality before, and I can do it again.
 
No, the honor of most threatening skill goes to the Starfall Barrage. Hundreds of miniature meteors ignite the sepia-tinted darkness, surrounding me on all sides. Even without Appraise, I can sense the power. A single one of those could destroy this entire room if not directed, and there’s at least three hundred bolts aimed at me.
 
I activate every skill I can think of. I attempt to Hemorrhage all of my foes, trying to draw on my advanced power to break through their defenses, but rather than easy access to their interiors, I find myself totally walled off.
 
Not in every case, though, which is plainly obvious when Alvin, the Champion, begins to stumble, his brains exiting through his ears.
 
Time still moves so slowly for me that I don’t even get the notification that my kill counter has gone up before I change tactics.
 
Hemokinesis is obviously not going to be enough—I know from experience that Rin is fast enough to dodge almost anything I throw at her. Knifefighting is similarly useless.
 
I attempt an Ethereal Tempest, but compared to the attacks soaring at me, it’s slow. Too slow.
 
My skills tick up in level as I try using them, but none of my attempts so far have been fruitful.
 
Bloodpath has advanced so far that I’m able to dodge backward, but the sense of danger hasn’t diminished a single bit. I create a Blood Clone, sending her towards the falling star-bolts, but even that doesn’t change enough.
 
With a start, I realize why. Simon’s special skill: the domain. He’s guiding them. No matter how much I move, the skills follow. I can try to out-speed them, but they’re accelerating even as I run from them, attempting to reposition.
 
I begin to Siphon the domain and the barrage alike, but it’s too slow. Those are special skills, not regular ones, and the difference in power is staggering.
 
All twenty-one of the charges from my Soulshard Rifle go into a single shot, a red obliterating ray that hurts to look at. The shot from the Category 1 weapon collides with a cluster of star-bolts—and the Reality Break intersects it, nullifying the attack.
 
Fuck.
 
As my focus turns from winning the fight to escaping with my life, I see Azaril move.
 
Even with my subjective time sped up as much as it is, he’s fast. Fast enough to use a skill. Fast enough to speak, albeit still in subjective slow-motion.
 
“You bastards,” he growls, growing even larger with every passing fraction of a second. “You made me do this.
 
“Domain: Perfect Self.”
 
Just as before, the domain washes over the entire space in an instant, so fast that even I blink and miss the transitory period.
 
The sepia tone vanishes from the land around us, replaced by a soft golden light reminiscent of the skills that the skyfolk were using when I killed them.
 
Alvin finally finishes dying, and I watch as the kill counter ticks from 260 to 261. Six left.
 
I wonder what this domain—
 
Zil’s domain washes over me, and I suddenly feel refreshed. My wounds begin to close—not all the way, but they close. The sensation is akin to having a luxurious meal followed by a long, decadent bath and a nap in a soft feather bed.
 
Even my soul feels better, which is a rarity.
 
Reality continues to shatter as skills fly towards me, but suddenly, Zil is here, standing over me with his arms outstretched as if he’s challenging the attacks.
 
As time begins to speed back up, my Mind (Speed) stat incapable of holding incredibly enhanced perception for too long, Zil shouts out another skill.
 
“Tremble in fear, cowards, for I will always Hold the Line!” he declares, his skin glistening gold as energy explodes around him.
 
It’s not going to be enough. I can feel it instinctively. Hold the Line is powerful, but the amplified echoes of the others’ special skills will overpower him.
 
But I don’t need to protect him anymore. Now that the special skills aren’t guided by the Omniscient Domain, I can Bloodpath around them, dodging and weaving through arrows that shine with the light of the sun.
 
One of them explodes when I get too close, and I barely turn into my blood form quickly enough to avoid being entirely blasted away. As it is, it still manages to take my left arm—again—and half of the leg.
 
The excess power from this domain will serve.
 
What?
 
The relaxed sensation fades from me, my new wounds making themselves known as spots of discomfort in my body, and power drifts into my core. It reminds me of my Devour skill, except there’s nothing to—oh.
 
My passenger is absorbing the energy Zil’s domain grants us, and it’s putting it back into my skills.
 
It is an inefficient conversion. This will only work once.
 
It doesn’t need to tell me what “this” means. It knows that I know.
 
Power surges through me even as the first true pain I’ve felt since the first time my soul burned courses through my veins, and I allow it to explode outwards.
 
Zil’s domain fades away, and the battlefield is plunged into darkness and blood, lit only by Ashley’s stars.
 
It’s an imperfect casting because it should be impossible. It won’t hold for long. It’s nowhere near the full power it could have, and the backlash from this system-defying act is likely to destroy my soul.
 
Reality Breaks, and I redirect the tears.
 
The Starfall Barrage rains down upon its owner, the divine energy changing control.
 
Redoubled Echoes shatter like glass under a torrent of demonic energy.
 
Of six, three die within instants. I cannot properly sense the remainder, so taxing is this bastardization of a skill.
 
My passenger laughs, and I laugh with it.
 
Only one I gain full control over this tenuous piece of work do I vocalize it.
 
“Special skill: Carnelian Domain.”
 
The words taste like blood and ash and victory.
 




Chapter 22

 
An Unnamed Anomalous Fragment
 
Rin emerges into the fragment clutching her chest, gasping for breath. She can still feel the demonic corruption seeping into her skin, the way the divine light seared her from the inside out as her blood rebelled against itself. Even with all her protections, her blood boiled and her skin burned.
 
She is high Category 1, on the edge of breaching Category 2. Sy’s midway into Category 2. Before that—that monster tore her apart, Rin actually thought their plan was flawless. With so many Category 1s providing special skills and Simon using his domain, she thought there was no way a single demon could escape. Their intel told them that her allies were weak.
 
Yes, that turned out to be wrong. Yes, another Category 2 appeared, and yes, he broke Simon’s domain.
 
But it wasn’t him that tore Rin to shreds. It wasn’t him that stood there and laughed as Rin’s greatest attack turned against its owner.
 
Rin is out of special skills now. Reality Break is the only offensive skill she used, but both her Backup and Worldshift activated upon her death three seconds in. She shudders, wondering if anyone else has survived.
 
“How could a Category 0 use a domain?” she wonders aloud, her voice trembling. “Let alone one like… like that.”
 
The void surrounding her is silent.
 
[Perhaps Clearwater played a heavier role in her creation than we were initially led to believe.]
 
The intrusion into her thoughts sends her heart leaping into her throat, and she almost begins Ennui protocols before she recognizes the timbre of the voice.
 
“Shit,” she swears softly, running her hand through her hair. Rin unclips a particular hairpin delicately, holding it in both hands even though she knows it can survive almost anything she can.
 
Rin’s special skills are powerful. She can bend space and time, especially that which relates directly to her, and so she has contingencies for her death, ones that can send her hurtling into her body as it was a day ago, a week ago, a year ago.
 
Every last one of those contingencies has triggered thanks to Evelyn Carnelian. The demonic corruption reached so far that every backup newer than the body she had three years ago is no longer usable, and bringing back a form that old requires more power than Rin can give.
 
If she dies again in the next ninety-nine days, she isn’t coming back.
 
But even then, not everyone is so fortunate to get skills like hers. Sy, too, had backups, but no way to restore his body.
 
So instead…
 
She turns Sy’s phylactery over in her hand, then hugs it close to her chest.
 
[I survived roughly seven seconds past your demise.] Sy’s voice in her head is an odd mixture of embarrassed and regretful. [At least one of our associates successfully escaped. All the rest are dead.]
 
Rin doesn’t need the reminder. She really, really doesn’t.
 
[This was an unnecessary battle.] Sy sighs, taking in a deep breath. [I have suffered soul damage. It is possible I will not be restored to a proper vessel.]
 
Rin’s breath catches in her throat. Her Sy, potentially lost forever.
 
And it’s all her fault.
 
An unnecessary battle, Sy says. He’s not wrong, and it hurts.
 
The two of them were assigned by Marie Jade to ambush the Carnelian girl and send her to the bottom of Novarath. A task given, a task accomplished.
 
It was during their secondary containment of the Jade daughter that the demon girl had come back, taking Simon’s arm with her.
 
“And what did I do next?” Rin asks herself softly. She knows.
 
She sent herself and Sy hurtling at the demon, abandoning all pretense of it being a mission. She chased a personal vendetta.
 
Now, Sy is dead.
 
[Not quite dead.]
 
He’ll never walk again. An array of good people are dead, fueling the demon’s growth even further.
 
Rin reaches deep within herself, searching for righteous anger, the same wildfire of rage that she burst into when she first set after Evelyn Carnelian, and all she finds is shame.
 
[It’s okay, Rin. We all make mistakes.]
 
Sy might as well be talking to a brick wall.
 
Carefully, Rin places the pin back into her hair, ensuring its concealment. She sits down on her fragment of land, the one she personally forced into stability in this endless, floating void. She was so proud when she managed to get it.
 
Today, it feels like a prison of her own making.
 
[We work for the UCC. Death is a natural part of our work.] Sy’s voice already feels quieter. How long does she have with this remnant of him before he’s gone forever?
 
Rin tucks her knees to her chest, buries her face in her arms, and begins to weep.
 
#
 
The Wastelands
 
Ten seconds after my domain fades away, my soul shatters.
 
It doesn’t even concern me at this point. It’ll put itself back together eventually, and the amalgam’s knowledge doesn’t leave me even when the soul isn’t intact. I won’t get any new information until I reassemble myself, but between my subdued passenger and my Soulless trait, I won’t even feel the effects of lacking a soul.
 
Thankfully, I remembered to avoid damaging my allies. After the trial and tribulation of the past couple of days, my sense of self is stronger than ever. I didn’t lose myself at all when activating what should’ve been an impossible domain.
 
My access to that skill is likely going to be restricted for a good long while after this, but I won. I faced impossible odds and I won.
 
You cannot advance until you restore your soul.
 
Right, that’s an annoying part.
 
“Sierra!” I call out. “You there?”
 
The somehow still-intact pale blue sphere of force dissipates in an instant, revealing a beaming Sierra and a slightly terrified Adrian.
 
“Good work, new friend!” Zil booms, clapping me on one shoulder. I hear the bone fracture.
 
“Thank you,” I say, glaring at him as Demonic Heritage puts my shoulder back together. “Sierra, could you collect the bodies again? Thank you.”
 
“I have already begun,” the Blue Mage says.
 
Adrian looks a little green around the gills, but he manages a smile. “Thanks, Evelyn. You really saved our asses. Again.”
 
I wave it off. I’m not looking for praise.
 
“At least two of them got away,” I say. “One of them must have resurrected.”
 
After the fight, my kill counter went to 265, then back to 264. It took me a second to figure out why.
 
Zil snorts. “After that show, even I’d be shitting my pants coming back to fight you.”
 
“Done,” Sierra declares. “Avoid my death, and you’ll have a room full of corpses to consume.”
 
“You’re getting a little too cavalier about that,” Adrian says.
 
The room is scoured clean now that Sierra’s collected the bits of those I’ve killed. Only now that the fight is over do I realize that I’ve turned the previously golden room black for hundreds of feet, killing every one of my enemies that stayed around to test their mettle against my domain. Four bodies await me once my soul is intact again.
 
I have an idea for how I can accomplish the latter part.
 
“This isn’t over,” Adrian says, recollecting himself.
 
“No,” Zil agrees. “It isn’t. That may have been an elite force, but Arthur wasn’t there. He has to be guarding the Titan experiment. If we hurry, we might have time.”
 
“Do you know the way to the Titan?” Sierra asks.
 
The Titan Caller, almost forgotten, buzzes lightly against my skin from where it rests between my tight-fitting leathers and my back, a Shapeshift binding it to my flesh.
 
Zil grins. “How do you think I found you?”
 
He leads the way, and we follow.
 
“Hey, passenger,” I whisper. “How much of my soul can eating a dead Titan put together?”
 
You have lost sight of what is possible.
 
“Oh,” I say, grinning as Zil indicates another teleportation circle, seemingly the same as the rest. “I think we left that behind a long time ago.”
 
Zil touches a stolen key to the ground, and we disappear.
 
#
 
Anomalous Fragment 013-WHITESTAR
 
“Broken gods, Lady Kane,” Arthur says. “What happened?”
 
“I’ll tell you what happened,” the archer growls, stalking towards Arthur where he stands. “You weren’t there.”
 
“I’ve said time and time again, my powers are insufficient to redirect the flow of a battle with so many moving pieces,” he says, studying Lady Ashley Kane.
 
The noble is dangerously beautiful and powerful, especially for someone from the Crowned Islands, but recent events have marred her skin. One of her legs is missing from the knee down, replaced for the time being by a mana construct, the majority of her face is wrapped in bandages, and her entire body is covered in what appear to be burns at first glance but must be something else.
 
“You lost.” It isn’t a question.
 
“We did, Arthur,” Lady Kane says, spitting the word. She sighs, and the anger melts out of her. “I apologize. We were overwhelmed.”
 
“Overwhelmed? How? Even with the exile on their side, you outnumbered them nine to two. The other two were nigh-powerless.”
 
“She had a fucking domain,” Lady Kane growls.
 
“You’re lying,” Arthur accuses. “Our best estimate of her was low Category 0.”
 
“Level 53,” Lady Kane replies, growing incensed once more. “I tell nothing but the truth. She had a special skill. She overwhelmed the outsider’s domain. Nyssa is dead. Alvin is dead. Silver and Gold, those poor souls, are dead. If you were there, you could’ve—“
 
Arthur doesn’t want to spend time calming her. He’s a man of solutions, not of arguments.
 
With only her in the room with him, it’s simplicity itself to Rewind a couple seconds.
 
#
 
“She had a fucking domain,” Lady Kane growls.
 
“A special skill, then,” Arthur muses. “She will not have it again before the project is complete.”
 
“The project,” Lady Kane sighs, closing her one visible eye. “I hope you understand what you’re doing. I came to fulfill my obligations to my kingdom, not to participate in heresy.”
 
“Why not leave?” Arthur asks. “Come join me. I will grant you power beyond your wildest dreams. The Carnelian girl will be but a whisper of wind to you.”
 
“We are allies of convenience, not friends,” Lady Kane says. “Power tempts. The power of the Titans does not.”
 
She speaks disdainfully, as if she’s speaking to a man who’s ensured his own death. Arthur decides to ignore the insult.
 
“Yet your obligation is unfulfilled,” Arthur points out, trying another tack. “The demon walks free.”
 
“So she does,” Lady Kane says. “I will reassemble. I can find more people.”
 
“And when you find them?” Arthur asks softly. “How long will that take? Do you think she will not have her domain again by then?”
 
The lady does not respond to that.
 
“Ashley,” Arthur says, using her given name to imply familiarity, trust. “I can help you. With the Titan project, we will annihilate her, and you can return to your kingdom, task completed. I will spare no expense to see you restored to your full power.”
 
“What stops her from just leaving?” Ashley asks. “Nobody knows what the Blood Reaper wants.”
 
“She wants allies, that much is clear,” Arthur says. “She wants power. We have two surefire ways to draw her, and both can be accomplished in one masterstroke.”
 
The archer eyes him. It’s eerie, being stared at by a single accusatory eye, the only unveiled part of her face, but he doesn’t let it show. Nobles never do.
 
“I’m listening,” Lady Kane finally says.
 
“Two of her allies are weak, and the Titan requires sacrifice,” Arthur says. “Capturing one of them to sacrifice and one to use as bait is entirely within—“
 
Lady Kane turns to leave.
 
Arthur sighs and Rewinds his fragment once more.
 
#
 
“So she does,” Lady Kane says. “I will reassemble. I can find more people.”
 
“I wish you the best of luck,” Arthur says, saluting ironically. “You will always find my door open.”
 
“I wish I could say the same,” Ashley says, falling forward.
 
She’s out of the fragment before she can hit the floor.
 
Arthur sighs. Another ally lost.
 
A meaningless loss. He has more than everything he needs.
 
The Guardian of Time takes a step forward, and then he, too, is gone.
 
#
 
Anomalous Fragment 001-WHITESTAR
 
The Titan slumbers.
 
You are witnessed.
 
Its brethren refuse to let its rest be dreamless.
 
You will devastate.
 
You will kill.
 
You will witness.
 
It turns over, killing seventeen mortals in the process.
 
Its time has not yet come. Those who seek to make its existence so have yet to draw the power it needs to even begin awakening.
 
“Inome,” a mortal says. The Titan feels an insect touch its skin. “I come with an order, and a sacrifice.”
 
Annihilate.
 
Kill.
 
Subjugate.
 
The screams of its brethren tear through the Titan’s mind, but before it decides to eliminate the mortal at its side, new memories pass through it. It has only received memories a scant few times before. These are delectable and pretty, unlike the harsh screams of the others.
 
A female demon carrying a lesser version of a deity far lesser than the one the Titan will become.
 
It should be insignificant. It should be a mortal that even the nascent Titan will ignore.
 
And yet, the Titan hungers.
 
“She will come to you,” the tiny mortal croons. “And when she does—“
 
For once, a mortal echoes the commands of the Titan’s brethren.
 
Consume.
 
Devour.
 
Assimilate.
 
“—until there is nothing left, and you will be my perfect creation.”
 
Arthur Halcyon leaves the fragment unharmed.
 




Chapter 23

 
Sudden changes of scenery have become commonplace recently, but this one is more off-putting than the rest. The lurching sensation that teleportation gives doesn’t let up as we enter, and I quickly realize that’s because we’re still moving.
 
Not that you’d think that if you just saw where we are. Claustrophobic wooden walls surround us on all sides, the surface a wild mixture of wood types that seem to meld in and out of each other with no sense of reason or rhyme.
 
Beyond the wood, I feel vaguely uneasy. It’s a familiar sensation, and I realize where I remember it from.
 
“This is a fragment,” I say.
 
“Yep,” Zil says.
 
“The Halcyon family has access to them,” Sierra explains. “I was not aware of this one’s existence.”
 
“I think I’m gonna throw up,” Adrian says, steadying himself against a wall. “Why’s the place spinning?”
 
I raise an eyebrow, looking at Sierra, then Zil. Both shrug.
 
“I don’t know where the Titan experiment is,” Zil admits. “But we never change the way we enter the labs.”
 
“We?” Adrian asks. He looks like he has a few choice words to add to that, but he stumbles, breathing deeply.
 
The unsteady movement of the hallway doesn’t shake me at all. Sierra and Zil both seem fine, too.
 
Poor Adrian.
 
Once again, Zil leads the way, though he seems less sure of where he’s going now than he did before.
 
“The labs are always changing,” he mutters when I ask him where he’s taking us. “It’ll take a while to figure out where the center is.”
 
“Sierra, do you have anything that could help?” I ask.
 
“If I had my Red Mage class, yes,” Sierra says. “Unfortunately, I don’t. Adrian?”
 
“I think I’ll be back up in a few hours,” the Warrior replies, still looking green around the gills. “Maybe some slight usage now, but I don’t know.”
 
“Oh, that reminds me,” I say. “How do magic limits work for fragments?”
 
“I just punch things,” Zil grunts. “Not my problem.”
 
“Fragments tend to be unlimited,” Sierra says. “That does not, however, mean that the effects of backlash are negated. Using high-Category magic is possible here without experiencing it, but entering with backlash still prevents you from using that class.”
 
“Got it.” So Adrian is still going to be useless and Sierra is barely above “liability” status. Even a few weeks ago, that would be enough for me to abandon them or try to take their power for their own.
 
But I know what they can do now, and like it or not, I’m attached to them now. I’ll keep them alive, and in return, they’ll do the same. Eventually.
 
We travel through a maze of winding wooden hallways. This place never gets wider, and we’re forced to walk single-file, barely squeezing through the narrow spaces. Sierra keeps one hand on my shoulder, keeping her from accidentally bumping into me, and I use my Blood Sense to ensure I don’t hit Zil.
 
The lack of other life here is congruent with what I remember from the last fragment.
 
On second thought, I can’t rule out the existence of life here. I don’t know if Blood Sense even works on anomalies, and it’s entirely possible that something exists without blood.
 
Despite my altered physiology, which should be enough to counteract the constant movement of the wood within this fragment, my head begins to ache.
 
That’s not a good sign. I focus on it immediately. It’s not a health condition—it can’t be. Restore Self doesn’t even do anything when I attempt to use it.
 
“Be careful,” I say. “There may be enemies nearby.”
 
Sierra nods.
 
Adrian almost vomits.
 
You possess sight. Use it.
 
What is that even supposed to mean? I can see, but—oh. The passenger sees something I don’t, which almost definitely means it’s antimemetic.
 
I thought I would be alright, given the level of my Enhanced Antimemetic Resistance, but the prompt from my passenger indicates otherwise.
 
Instead of just passively relying on the resistance, I draw on it, channeling magic power into the aspect of myself that allows me to see past existence-veiling skills, and I see.
 
I blink, and the environment around us is different. There’s no abrupt change—instead, I finally see what I’ve been missing this entire time, recontextualizing the space we’re in.
 
The walls are crawling with white worms, snaking their way through the wood as if it doesn’t even exist. Discoloration persists in the walls where they pass through them, which explains the wild mix of colors and wood types. The already-tight corridor is packed with them, covering almost every inch of the surface from the floor to the ceiling.
 
And they’re crawling on us, slithering in and out of our skin just like the wood. Even as I watch, one pokes its slimy head out through Zil’s back.
 
“Shit,” I say. “Antimemetic worms. Stay still.”
 
I activate my Radiant Aura, belatedly remembering that if any of my three allies have any demon or anomaly in them, it’ll hurt them too.
 
Thankfully, they don’t. Instead, my Gold tier aura burns the worms where they come into contact with the divine light, excising that which exists beyond the system from the mortal plane.
 
The worms resist the skill for a second, but they’re blown away quickly enough. They spill out of the surfaces they slither through when they die, their life force burning away in moments. A dozen of them flop out from each of us, and thrice that perish from the walls. For a brief moment, the hallway ignites with a radiant bonfire.
 
“Ew,” Zil says. “Gross.”
 
Adrian is behind me, so I can’t see him, but I hear him vomit.
 
Their deaths must be removing the antimemetic effect that permeates them.
 
“Antimemetics,” Sierra says, not quite veiling the disgust in her voice. “I should have realized. Second Sight.”
 
I glance back at her just long enough to see her eyes glow a lustrous blue before returning to normal.
 
“The passive skills that would allow me to see properly are locked,” she admits. “Foolish of me.”
 
“Is everyone okay?” I ask. The question feels strange coming from my mouth.
 
“No permanent damage,” Sierra says. “If they were here for longer, maybe.”
 
My Radiant Aura is still active, and it burns a way forward for us as we continue. The worms really aren’t that tough, and the walls ignite with bright, burning light as the monsters sizzle away, flopping out of the walls and disintegrating.
 
“If there are demons here, I’m killing them,” I say. “It’s good for my soul.”
 
As it turns out, Devouring anomalies doesn’t work. The antimemetic worms don’t even start to put my soul back together.
 
At least the headache is gone.
 
After I waste a few of them, I start capturing their souls. Anomaly souls work differently, but I’m still able to get thirty charges in my Soulshard Rifle by the time our situation changes.
 
It takes a while, but Zil eventually manages to find a place where the corridor widens.
 
I’ve been using Blood Sense every corner, and it’s only when we get here that it finally triggers on something.
 
Multiple somethings.
 
“Four ahead,” I say. “One of them looks human. I can’t tell what the others are.”
 
“This isn’t the right lab,” Zil says. “Fuck. They had a few dozen of ‘em when they tossed me out.”
 
The area in front of us is completely different compared to the corridors. Wood abruptly cuts off, replaced by cold steel and concrete. It’s not perfectly seamless, and I can feel the pull of the void where the lab isn’t perfectly connected.
 
It’s not as big as I thought it would be. There’s only one room, though it’s as large as the one where I was created. Rather than bloody test tubes, I see three steel coffins large enough to fit four Zils in, bolted to the ground at even intervals through the room. A single scientist paces across the coffins, tapping a notepad as he examines some display on each of them.
 
As we step into the lab, I Appraise him. At least, I try to.
 
And he looks up, his glasses catching the glint of artificial light.
 
My skill breaks. It breaks. I know what happens when I try to Appraise anomalies. The skill fails. The system tells me it fails.
 
This time, it simply fizzles out into nothingness.
 
But I don’t need the skill to know who I’m looking at. From this distance, my demonic eyes are good enough to catch sight of him.
 
His face is familiar because I’ve seen it in more than one place. First, a faded book of researches, and again when I saw his mother in a painting at the Halcyon outpost.
 
And that silver hair is recognizable anywhere.
 
“Alexander Callen,” I whisper.
 
“That is indeed my name,” the man in question says, catching the quiet whisper even fifty feet away. He speaks with an accent that I don’t quite recognize, and it makes everything he says sound harsh, grating. “Who might you be?”
 
Alexander Callen, Demon Specialist, takes his glasses off, revealing two glossy black orbs instead of eyes. They flash as he sweeps his vision across us, and I feel the sensation of magic lightly brushing over me.
 
“Azaril Halcyon. I see your family is no better than the Crowned at ridding themselves of their trash.
 
“Sierra Jade. Adrian Stahr. A pleasure to see you again.
 
“Evelyn Carnelian.”
 
He frowns as he looks at me, and the black void of his eyes flash, as if the darkness within them is ready to jump out.
 
“EV3, of the Crowned Islands operation,” he says. His tone is a mixture between curiosity and disdain. “You still live. And you are—“
 
I fire 25 charges from the Soulshard Rifle. A searing crimson beam explodes forth, wider than my torso. This many charges is enough to blow up an entire level of Novarath, I’m reasonably sure.
 
But the light fades and Callen is still standing there. One of his eyes looks slightly redder now.
 
“An interesting item,” he says. “Not of your make. Not of ours.”
 
I Bloodpath forward as Sierra activates a skill of her own, and Zil begins to grow in size.
 
Callen clicks his tongue. “There will be none of that. Domain: Silence.”
 
Blood melts back into flesh as my skill breaks. Sierra’s magic fades away as if it was never there.
 
The color fades out of the room, leaving everything a shade less vibrant than it was before.
 
“Domain: Perfect Self,” Zil replies.
 
I glance sidelong at him. He can use it again that fast?
 
Except nothing happens. I can’t sense a single iota of magic emerging from his body.
 
“EV3,” Callen says, shaking his head. “How disappointing.”
 
Rather than attempt to use a skill, I draw a knife, sprinting forward. Callen keeps walking towards me as I run.
 
“Look at you,” he says. “Your growth meets expectations, but look at you.”
 
He snaps his fingers, and I freeze, every muscle in my body locking up.
 
“Crowned Island project zero: the limitless demon. Subjects referred to as EV. Experimental Variant. One survivor confirmed.”
 
I open my mouth to curse him, but no words come out. My passenger is as silent as I am.
 
Callen waves me away, and I fly back, slamming into a steel wall behind Sierra.
 
“The goal of the project was to create a being that would stop at nothing to advance itself,” Callen says, clicking his tongue once more. “One that would only interface with others in order to use them, break them, and consume them. And what do we have instead?”
 
He gestures with his fingers, and my head moves of its own accord, forcing me to look at Sierra, then Adrian, then Zil.
 
“Allies.”
 
Callen holds a hand out, and my Soulshard Rifle flies towards him. He catches it, glaring at it.
 
“Allies.”
 
The man who was labeled as a “demon specialist” picks his clipboard back up, scribbling notes on it.
 
“The amalgam,” he mutters loudly enough for all of us to hear it. None of us can produce a single sound, though. We could hear a pin drop in here. “It must be the amalgam. Too many unfiltered memories, perhaps. Nothing else could have induced such undefined behavior.”
 
Callen scribbles for a while, then looks back at me as if he’s just remembered I’m still here. I don’t paint a very intimidating figure—my spine broke when I hit the wall, and Demonic Heritage isn’t healing me at all, thanks to his domain.
 
“If it were not for the committee, I would fix this myself,” he says. “You should thank your lucky stars that Clearwater was the lead. As it is, however…”
 
Adrian vanishes with a pop.
 
“Allow me to demonstrate why bonds hurt you, EV,” he says, gesturing as if he’s beckoning someone forth.
 
Sierra flies towards him as abruptly as I flew away, coming to a sharp, sudden stop right in front of him.
 
From my position half-slumped on the ground, I see him caress her face. Black lightning sparks from his eyes, lancing over the Blue Mage.
 
And Sierra screams. The Silence doesn’t stop her. Her scream is unmistakably shrill, and it does not stop.
 
The sound chills me to the bone, and I realize that she means more to me than a sack of flesh with XP attached to it.
 
Her pain affects me, and I struggle to keep my emotions in check. It should be easy. She’s just a temporary ally. I care for advancement more than anything else, and that includes any relationships with humans.
 
It’s harder than it should be.
 
Sierra’s screaming abruptly stops, replaced by the same dull pop that took Adrian away.
 
“Sadly, it appears that my colleagues here have use for living material,” Callen says, shaking his head. “There will be nothing fruitful accomplished here.”
 
I have never wanted to kill anyone more. Not Noren, not the demon tree, not Marie, not even Sapphire.
 
I will see him dead.
 
“I suppose this jaunt is compromised,” Callen sighs. “Very well. I have no further use for this fragment.”
 
He looks upward, and then he, too, vanishes.
 
The Silence remains, but the pressure settling on us has lessened drastically. I can move now, and I can feel my spine mending itself as Demonic Heritage works its magic.
 
I cannot, however, use any of my active skills.
 
From the chagrined look on Zil’s face, he can’t either.
 
“I’m going to kill him,” I snarl.
 
I want to rip his intestines out and shove them down his throat. I want to shatter his bones and devour what’s within. I want to tear him apart from the inside out.
 
White-hot rage burns through me, and I have nothing to use it on.
 
“We will,” Zil assures me, his voice surprisingly soft. “First, we must—“
 
Click. Click. Click.
 
The opaque lids of the coffins click open.
 
Pop.
 
Callen’s influence makes itself known one last time. Zil’s face flashes with surprise for a single instant, and then he’s gone too.
 
And three figures rise from the coffins, each of them twenty feet tall and swirling with so much black-and-white energy that I can’t make out their silhouettes.
 
None of my skills are active. These monsters are bursting with power. Their very existence shakes the stability of this fragment. Each lumbering step they take sends cracks splintering through the lab, threatening to unveil the void beyond.
 
This is an impossible fight. I should run.
 
Earlier, I sensed them through their blood.
 
The burning rage within me condenses, and I grip my knife.
 
“If you bleed,” I whisper, my spine clicking back into place, “I can kill you.”
 




Chapter 24

 
Anomalous Fragment 001-CALLEN
 
“Run the data back,” Specialist Alexander Callen says, snapping his fingers.
 
The air hisses at him.
 
“Hurry,” he snaps, glaring at the wall. He flicks an index finger, and the entire wall shudders as he Realigns its insides. He’s been told it’s quite a painful process.
 
Not that the demon held within can voice its displeasure. Once he acts, it will be subdued until Alexander gives it another order.
 
“Show me,” he commands, and this time, the wall begins to shift.
 
This demon is new. It will take weeks to break it in. Three months at most. At the end, it will listen like the rest.
 
A quiet hum starts as the demon’s broken body projects information into the air, a hundred thousand disparate points connected by nodes of varying thickness. They’re the specialist’s design.
 
Alexander steps into the thick web of data, absorbing it into his mind as he does. Once there, the memories will start to degrade over time, as they do with all human beings.
 
The demon, however, will be unchanged for as long as Alexander wills it. It is a perfect storage device.
 
Project 0, EV3. When Callen closes his eyes, he can almost see the scene he left in his wake, perceive the pain and murderous anger painted clearly on the experiment’s face.
 
“It shouldn’t have a face,” he mutters to himself. “Not like this.”
 
The experiment could’ve been used as an infiltration unit, true, but it clearly was not performing its tasks in there.
 
He thinks back to its expression just before he departed the fragment. The pain for comrades that it should not have made is regrettable, but the anger? That, he muses, is what he was searching for.
 
A sudden surge in the ambient mana is the only warning he has before another person enters his personal fragment. Hidden behind twelve layers of the Aqus continent’s finest protection and an additional three different types of demonic corruption, no mere mortal should be able to break in here.
 
Which is precisely why Callen is not worried. Either this is a demon—unlikely, but easy to deal with—or one of the few people he trusts.
 
“Clearwater,” he greets the half-elf. “You almost disrupted my data recollection. Do not do that again.”
 
She flashes her vestigial fangs at him in a smile. “I will. Nice to see you, too, Alexander. I told you to call me Sapphire.”
 
“Yes, yes," he says, waving her off. Alexander steps out of the cloud of information, focusing the entirety of his attention on his deadly leader. “The Crowned Islands experiment is failing.”
 
“It is not,” Sapphire disagrees amenably. “Her power is still lacking, yes, but she was a newborn when we left her. Through her trials, she has developed quite a repertoire. Even as a Category 0, she can utilize special skills. She has a domain. We are succeeding.”
 
“Succeeding in power, perhaps, but not purpose,” he says. “Breaking category standards is the starting point, not the entirety. Project 0 was supposed to use everything it can to increase in strength. It was supposed to be a killing machine. One that devoured entire continents. Instead, it walks with a disgraced Halcyon and two of the last survivors from the Hex fallout were.”
 
“One of those survivors is a Jade.”
 
“I know,” Alexander says, irritated. “I would not dare kill an experiment. Marie has nothing to worry about.”
 
“You are concerned that Evelyn is not serving her purpose as a test subject,” Sapphire tells him as if that’s an entirely natural direction for the conversation to take, dragging her hand through the air.
 
The air is torn to shreds everywhere her fingernails go, the motion of her hand creating patches of void within the fragment itself.
 
“Reality bleed,” Alexander reminds her with a sigh. “Professionals have standards.”
 
Sapphire looks at him, then her hand. “Oh. Fortuitous that I am no professional, then.”
 
She closes her fist, and the patches in reality close.
 
“Its development—“
 
“Is stunted for a number of reasons, but it is no failure,” Sapphire says. “Connections multiply the strife. Double, triple the threads to pull on. Ever since fate”—she puts so much weight on the word that it’s clear she was involved—“was so kind to push so many volatile parties together, I have not been forced to intervene to induce conflict. She has managed it on her own.”
 
She snaps, and a display of her own appears, showing a long list of names. 264 of them, Alexander counts in an instant.
 
264 deaths. Still unsatisfactory, but… less so.
 
“I understand your struggle,” Sapphire says softly. “If you so desire, I can grant you access to the program once more. You will be quite excited to learn that she has a target that she will stop at nothing to destroy.”
 
“It is a demon, yes?” Alexander asks. “I will rejoin the experiment. I have some ideas for what we can do.”
 
Sapphire just smiles.
 
#
 
Anomalous Fragment 004-WHITESTAR (alias 092-CALLEN)
 
Though I have no access to magic that extends past the threshold of my body—which, by the way, is incredibly irritating, especially since this is the second time someone’s done this to me in as many days—my attributes are active, as are my resistances and my traits.
 
Three lumbering giants crush their way towards me, annihilating the coffins they were stored in. Their strides are forceful enough to break the steel in front of them, sending shards flying towards me. I dodge them easily.
 
I assess the situation as well as I can in the limited time I have before I’m forced to engage.
 
Weapons: four mundane knives on my body, the Soulshard Rifle with five charges remaining on the other side of the room where Callen threw it, and the currently-useless Titan Caller stitched into my back.
 
Enemies: Appraise is offline, so I have to rely on my more mundane senses. I have some level of magic sense left, thanks to one of my magic attributes, so I can feel the pressure they output. It’s not evenly balanced. Their extremities and faces exude a reasonably fierce amount of magic, but their torsos are almost silent. I assume their attacks will come from the limbs. They’re deceptively fast, too—though their steps seem slow, each successful stride takes them over twenty feet in any direction, annihilating whatever’s in there path.
 
Environment: there are lab desks decked with magical technology scattered throughout the room, but the bulk of them are stuck to the sides. They’re clearly not usable as cover, and I doubt they will have any shutdown mechanisms, especially not ones that work once the giants are out of their coffins. I know enough about this area to understand that I need to keep as many of them intact as possible, lest I lose my only way out of here.
 
Distances: fifty feet to either wall. Forty-five to the nearest lab station. A hundred feet to the closest white-outlined silhouette of a giant. One hundred seventy-five to the farthest. One hundred sixty feet to my rifle. Time until I have to take a fight: five seconds.
 
I can work with this.
 
The giants are fast, but in short bursts, I can be faster. In the time that the closest one covers thirty feet, I make it forty-five, using my enhanced agility to get behind one of the terminals.
 
It’s covered in arcane text, and my amalgam is damaged right now, so I can’t read more than half of it. From the parts I can read, though, I glean that this terminal regulates temperature in this section of the fragment. Useful in a lab setting. Useless now. I know what teleportation and dimensional travel runes look like, though, and this has none of them, so I’m pretty confident I can destroy it. Sixty percent sure.
 
…okay, maybe fifty. I reach into the metal, my vastly enhanced grip from my 73 Body (Strength) enabling me to crush pieces of the shaped steel. I’m careful to avoid the parts that I can’t read, just in case those turn out to be important.
 
Test one: observe how the giants react to external stimuli.
 
The thought comes to mind, unbidden. It describes what I’m about to do, but it’s not exactly the way I would’ve put it. For a heartbeat, I fear that I’ve picked up another passenger, but then I recognize the slight otherness of the thought as one that originated from the amalgam. There are still thought processes from the damaged soul structure floating around in my head, it seems.
 
There’s a chair attached to the terminal, and it’s bolted to the ground. With about thirty feet left between me and the first giant, I tear the cushioned steel from the floor, ripping bolts and warping steel with my raw strength, and I throw the chair.
 
It’s almost half the size of my body, but to the void-colored white-outlined giant, it may as well be a toy. My aim isn’t perfect, but it’s good enough. The steel smacks the giant in the shin as it takes a step, and a hollow ring sounds out from the impact.
 
The sound is distorted, as if it’s echoing inside the void giant’s body. It may very well be, given that the chair splinters into three pieces after.
 
It’s not all for naught, though. The giant was halfway through a step when I caught it, and now it stumbles, catching its balance by sprouting a new set of flailing arms midair. Before it can set its foot down, crushing me, I dash away, ripping out a chunk of rune-engraved steel and wires as I do.
 
Test two: observe the effects of applying runic stimuli to a giant.
 
Again, that analytical line of thinking. I can guess what kind of soul that came from. Even if I don’t tend to like researchers, I am glad for the help organizing my thoughts.
 
Now, though, the second giant is about to reach me. Despite its size and apparent lumbering speed, it’s surprisingly dexterous, adjusting its footfalls to match my hasty dodges.
 
No time for caution. I throw the mess of runes and wiring at the second giant as the first one recovers and the third approaches. It sparks as it flies, and I see the runes activate. Nothing dramatic happens midair, though I do sense a warm breeze emanate from the far end of the room.
 
My stolen runes shatter against the giant’s leg harmlessly. Unlike the first, I don’t catch this one midair, so its balance isn’t shaken.
 
And it punches, striking out downwards far faster than a being that large has any right to be. I avoid it at the last second, kicking away with both feet as its fist—which is the size of my entire body—smashes the floor. Metal whines under the force of the strike. Steel dents.
 
Steel breaks.
 
I don’t know exactly how thick the floor and walls are in this lab, but I can get a general idea. Not thick enough.
 
Shrapnel grazes me alongside the familiar stomach-dropping sensation of direct exposure to the void. It draws blood, which I only have enough control over to keep from exploding out of my body, and the ground ripples.
 
The aftershocks are much easier to dodge than the punch, but no less destructive. While the giant I’ve mentally labeled as number 2 withdraws its fist, I spring forward, using a rippling wave of shattering steel as a launchpad.
 
Test three: observe the effects of my weapon on a giant.
 
I withdraw two knives, one for each hand, and my old friend Knifefighting springs to life. A lessened version of it, thanks to the Silence, but I suppose it’s confined enough to my body that I can still make use of it.
 
With it, I gain an innate sense for my own spiraling path through the air alongside the most likely action from my enemies.
 
As I spin, I slash out towards the outstretched wrist of giant two, putting as much force as I can into the blow.
 
Hitting it isn’t like hitting a human being. It feels as if I’ve just tried to slash a marble statue open. No wonder the chair broke on impact.
 
Before I can assess the damage, I pivot in midair, shifting my weight so I can jump off the strangely tough skin, and I narrowly avoid the third giant’s leaping strike. Its fist buries itself into the ground as well, breaking through all the way to void once more.
 
Each strike’s creating five-to-ten-foot craters, all of which lead straight into the nothingness that exists outside fragments. I wonder if I can use that.
 
More importantly, I really need to avoid getting hit by those attacks.
 
With my Mind (Speed) and Body (Strength) high, I’m able to artificially replicate extremely high dexterity, slowing down my subjective time so I can attempt to lodge both knives into the third giant’s arm. Giants two and three have intersecting arms right now, and the position is awkward for them. I need to capitalize on this.
 
Once again, it’s like trying to stab a statue. Still, I get just enough purchase to alter my trajectory, sending me pirouetting high upside down towards the ceiling. As I fly upwards, I look down, gauging the wounds I’ve made.
 
Surprisingly, I’ve drawn blood. It’s white, not red, but it’s blood all the same, dribbling down from the wounds I’ve made. I have to admit that the sight is heartening.
 
It’s not enough. These daggers are cold steel, enough to end any human’s life, even one with a higher Category than me, so long as it hits the right place.
 
But these aren’t human. These aren’t any species I’m familiar with.
 
My pirouette ends as I see an opportunity and take it, throwing both of my arms around giant three’s bowed head like I’m trying to hug its neck. I arrest my momentum midair, throwing myself into the giant’s flesh, and I hold on. It’s smoother than I thought it would be. Keeping a grip is a challenge.
 
There’s less magic concentrated in this part of its body, I sense. I try stabbing it again, but the flesh is no softer here than it was elsewhere. I barely make it half an inch in before my knives go no further.
 
That’s when I see giant one running towards us, ready to barrel straight through the intertwined giants and me.
 
I’m physically outmatched here. Though I have a slight edge in agility, they’re almost as fast as me. They’re far stronger than I am—they’ve proved that by punching holes through what appears to be several feet of solid steel without a hitch. My weapons don’t hit them.
 
But I don’t give up so easily. I’m making it out of this fragment, and I’ve never let anything like impossible odds stop me.
 
The Relentless flame burns dully, downsized by the Silence domain still set over us, but I draw out every bit of it I can, staring the incoming giant down.
 
Think, Evelyn. I was born fighting, and back then, I didn’t have anything like my domain or my special skills or my myriad of lethal magics to fight. All I had was my head and viciousness. This is the same as that, just… a little bit scaled up.
 
I draw on Mind (Speed) once more.
 
Fact: these monsters are either unaffected by the void or have a resistance, because my Voidtouched attribute is doing nothing to get past their innate defenses.
 
Fact: the defenses are innate. Multiple vectors of attack have revealed the same result, whether I attacked a part of the body that glimmers with magic power or one that’s completely dull.
 
Conjecture: the magic is fueling their attacks. I’ve only seen the punch attack so far, but I know for a fact that they are empowering them. That power is not void, because while they’ve opened pathways to the nothingness around the fragment proper, the edges of the steel are not tinged with the purplish-black effect that I’ve come to associate with that aspect of my power.
 
Their skin is as hard as steel past the outermost layer, but I’ve seen them punch straight through that material like it’s nothing.
 
I hope this works.
 
As I watch giant one dive towards us, winding up a punch, I leap, throwing myself up and over giant three’s bowed head. Giant two isn’t in a position to react, blocked as it is by the one I’m currently riding.
 
It’s a tough maneuver, but since when have I shied away from those?
 
Now that I’m in the air, there’s not much I can do to influence my trajectory. All I can do is believe that my plan will work.
 
It’s been a while since I relied on a tactic over simply overwhelming power. It’s been a while since I’ve faced something without the crutch of my special skills.
 
And it’s exhilarating.
 
I land on the backside of giant three right as giant one lands its punch right where I’m at.
 
Or rather, where I was.
 
Giant three punches its brother straight through the head.
 




Chapter 25

 
???
 
Adrian wakes to the uncomfortably familiar sensation of being buried alive. For a minute that stretches on far too long, memories flash through his mind.
 
#
 
“Help me,” Jasmine screams out, reaching for her lover’s hand. Adrian reaches back, and they clasp hands just as the rest of the building collapses on them.
 
The only part of her the search and rescue team finds is her hand, still cupped in Adrian’s.
 
#
 
“Help me!” a little boy begs, buried underneath the rubble. Adrian manipulates water, clearing away debris to pull the kid out, still nursing his own injuries. Two hours later, Adrian learns that the boy has survived and is recovering in the hospital. His father, who they find less than five feet under the child, succumbs to his wounds.
 
#
 
“Help me!” cry a thousand voices. Healers tend to the dying, ignoring those who are already dead but don’t know it yet. Adrian can do nothing but direct the flow of traffic through the overcrowded hospital. There are not enough healers. Never enough.
 
“There will be fewer when all is said and done,” a new voice says, high and feminine. Adrian never gets a look at her face.
 
He does, however, hear the click of the detonator.
 
#
 
“Help me,” Adrian echoes, his voice hollow. Nobody hears him.
 
He scrabbles for purchase, but there is none. He is sealed in a metal capsule, and it is full of him and fluid.
 
The Hydrokinetic, supposedly the master of this element, begins to drown.
 
#
 
“Help us,” the earnest blue-eyed girl says, the words unclear to his ears as the suffocating fluid fades away. “My name is Sierra.”
 
Adrian’s eyes do not work properly. They show him the scene, then a different world full of life he could never imagine. Then, the bodies. Jasmine. The father. The patients.
 
“This is Jess,” the girl says. “Beaumont, Kenneth, Christopher, Rias—apologies. You must still be adjusting. Aunt Marie says the tests malfunctioned. You almost died.”
 
Blind rage suffuses him. A test. A test?
 
He summons the slowly-draining fluid from the capsule and—
 
#
 
Adrian shakes himself out of the recollection by biting his tongue hard enough to taste metal. He knows how it ends. That one day—the worst day of his life, bar none—once controlled him. Now, it merely defines him. He will not allow it to do more.
 
He is sealed in a metal capsule, and it is full of him and fluid.
 
The Hydrokinetic, powers sealed by the backlash, begins to drown.
 
Not that he can. He knows that if whoever brought him here wanted him dead, he would already be dead. If they wanted him dead painfully, well, Adrian knows a dozen better ways to do it.
 
No, the fluid-filled tube that connects to his mouth, invading its way down his throat—that’s keeping him alive, no matter how close to death he feels. It’ll continue doing so until the fucks who captured him have a use for him.
 
Bitterly, he wonders why he’s even here. Why is it him that’s left? Jess was more powerful than him. Beaumont too. Both of them broke out of their tubes then, and given the amount Adrian advanced in the last year, they could break out of here now if they weren’t gone.
 
He bets that Sierra’s already out.
 
And here he is, useless once more. A level 8 Warrior with backlash that prevents him from accessing the only real power he has. A burden once more. He slowed Sierra down in the Crowned Islands. He couldn’t protect her in Ravendale, and he couldn’t help Evelyn. He’s nothing but baggage.
 
Adrian hangs his head and waits for death.
 
#
 
???
 
Sierra wakes up screaming.
 
She doesn’t stop for a long while.
 
Nobody is around to hear her.
 
When her throat is hoarse, she stands. “Is anyone there?”
 
The silence of the empty expanse around her coffin is answer enough.
 
#
 
Anomalous Fragment 004-WHITESTAR (alias 092-CALLEN)
 
The giant’s fist is effective beyond my wildest dreams. Rather than leave a dent in giant three like I hoped it would, it completely shatters the giant’s head, white gore exploding across a void-black body.
 
I worry that the giant will be able to function without the head, but that fear proves to be misplaced when giant three takes a single unsure step forward and begins to collapse. Both of its brothers are intelligent enough to get out of the way as it falls, avoiding a potentially fatal entanglement in its limbs, but I don’t.
 
Devour doesn’t work outside my body. The red and black magic fades the moment it gets more than a few inches from me, which is a shame. The addition of a range to the spell was one of my favorite aspects of it. While I’m not opposed to eating bodies, Devour as a ranged skill is significantly more convenient for collecting XP.
 
But if my hypothesis is right, I don’t have a second to waste. I sprint along the falling body before it even hits the ground, careful not to slip and fall on its overly smooth body. It still keeps the steely skin upon its death, but there’s just enough give in the skin for me to stick knives into it and use them as handholds. It becomes less necessary as it falls, the blood splattering everywhere, and I slow myself to a stop with twin daggers before either of its brothers try to attack me.
 
And I return to the basest form of consumption. I eat the blood.
 
Devour still works at incredibly close ranges, and direct consumption works. I can’t identify the actual practical differences between types of magical pressure, not with my magic sense as vague and undeveloped as it is right now, but I can taste them.
 
This giant has demon blood in it, and I rejoice in the sensation of my soul slowly returning, the patches from my disallowed second use of a special skill slowly mending.
 
Except the process is going slower than it should. Sure, I’m not using Devour at its full Diamond power, thanks to the still-active Silence, but it shouldn’t be moving this slow.
 
That’s when I realize that the other two giants are consuming the fallen one as well. They stand still, massive white circles appearing on each of them where their faces should be, and pieces of the dead giant tear off and flow into them. With each passing second, they get stronger.
 
I’m not stupid. I have no way to counteract them, so I slurp up one last bit of demon blood and run.
 
Even if I can’t get the full bevy of benefits from it, it’s enough to restore my soul after the latest round of abuse I’ve put it through. I advance to level 54 easily, granting me three additional free stat points as well as one to every attribute.
 
New levels aren’t granting me skills anymore. Is that because my level is so high now that my advancement is primarily focused on increasing my attributes?
 
The latter stages of any Category will see different forms of progression. Then, you will be preparing for your ascent to the next stage, whereas the first segment of the next Category’s advancement will be dedicated to delivering on the foundation you have created.
 
Another lecture. My soul’s repaired enough to give me flashbacks to lives I haven’t lived, which is promising.
 
The surviving two giants are growing larger and faster, which is not.
 
I’m forced to end my drain of the dead giant’s body early when one of the still-living ones pulses with power. My magic sense is strong enough to identify the sudden burst of energy focused in giant three’s face, and I dodge just in time, slapping two points into Body (Speed) as I do. Proportionally, it’s not a huge increase—59 to 61—but that extra edge enables me to barely clear the void-flecked beam of white energy that bursts from the giant’s blank face.
 
The last point goes into Magic (Power) as soon as I land.
 
99 ticks over to 100.
 
Objective: Paradigm Shift
 
You have raised an attribute above level 100. Do the same for the rest.
 
Attributes raised: [1/8]
 
All of my stats have ballooned before, but this is completely different. While every increase in an attribute has reflected itself in the state of my body, the increase from 99 to 100 is a threshold that I’ve just broken through, and I feel the innate magic within me start to compress into my core. A star forms within me, bursting with power and heat and blood and killing intent,
and it burns.
 
Pain is no obstacle to me, but it hurts even through my Gold tier Pain Resistance. For a regular being, this would be the end of the fight.
 
Thankfully… well, you know the rest.
 
The star within me burns bright and hot, and my veins light on fire, my upgraded magic tracing new channels through my body.
 
It’s not an instantaneous process. I start sprinting away from the two remaining giants as my body reforges itself in a mixture of divine and demonic fire, dodging another void-tinted blast of white energy as I do. This one hits the ground, and the steel simply disappears. There’s no explosion, no dramatic noise. Just… nothing.
 
As the magic continues to reshape me, the heat spreads through my body, the protostar forming within me spreading its influence to all of me. My heart pounds, the sounds of the room replaced by rushing blood. My magic needs an outlet. I’m full to bursting with it; any longer in this state and I’ll pop like an overinflated balloon.
 
I scream as I activate my Hemokinesis, and even that is infused with the power of my internal star.
 
And the Silence bends against my cry. It does not break, but blood explodes out through my pores, multiplying and hardening under my will. Up until now, the blood has acted as a third arm, ever so natural to control, but now it bucks like an unruly horse, trying to throw me off. My freshly-carved veins protest as I wrest the blood back into submission, and then I send a spear of it at the giant that’s closer to me.
 
To my surprise, it penetrates. My Hemokinesis acts far faster than it has before, sending the sharpened blood towards my opponent at supersonic speeds, and it breaks the impossibly smooth void-black flesh.
 
My blood falls apart a moment later, too far from my body for me to keep control of it against Callen’s still-active Silence.
 
The giant is weakened, though. I have a chance of actually winning now that I have my magic back, and I prepare to face the two of them with twin Soulblades in hand.
 
I’m about to throw caution to the wind and dash in when the healthy giant blasts its brother in the back. Three void-empowered blasts of energy emerge—one from its face, two from its massive hands—and it eviscerates the other experiment in an instant.
 
It’s too far for me to Devour. Even with my speed, I can’t get there in time.
 
Because the one remaining giant is consuming it first. Unlike my skill, this one’s form of Devour is utterly black, tinged with white specks. Pieces of its brother’s body flow into it, and I watch as the giant grows larger, pulses with more magic.
 
A few weeks ago, I would’ve tried to fight this, no matter how outclassed I am. Sapphire would want me to fight this. Callen probably would too.
 
Fuck that. I want to test my upgraded power, but a fragment that’s actively falling apart is not the place to do it. During the course of our battle, the giants have already obliterated a solid fifth of the room, and it’s beginning to lose integrity. Cracks spread through the floor, widening with every reality-shaking step the ur-giant takes.
 
It’s still newborn, and it’s already managed this.
 
Why even bother with me?
 
Because it will be unstoppable.
 
Because nothing will be able to grow like Project 0.
 
The voice that my amalgam recall’s is Sapphire’s. My skin crawls.
 
The giant bellows, magic gathering across its entire body. The star-like flecks of white coagulate, forming radiant discs of energy on its body.
 
Thanks to the increase in Magic (Power), my resistances have been baked into my body, infusing every part of me.
 
And it enables me to see a skill that is so effective at Gold tier that it even managed to work its magic on its owner.
 
Well, either that, or I just forgot it was there. That would be… significantly more embarrassing. I can’t tell which it is, and I suppose it doesn’t matter.
 
Whatever the case, I can’t use it fast enough. As the giant prepares to annihilate me and half the lab behind me, I trigger my Antimemetic Cloak.
 
Even at Gold tier, this skill is finicky. While the rat-things under Novarath were able to use these with abandon, I have a lot of restrictions. The skill is expensive to use, so much so that I don’t think I can keep it up for more than ten minutes, even with my vastly enhanced mana pool, and almost any large action will break it. I can’t attack or use movement skills for fear of breaking the fragile effect.
 
But it works. It works better than I could’ve imagined. The giant’s faceless head turns, sweeping the room, and it pauses. The magic it’s gathered starts to die down immediately.
 
Instinct tells me to try to kill it. To put everything I have into one surprise attack and slaughter the one remaining obstacle in my path.
 
Logic tells me I can’t, and I trust that far more when I know who’s responsible for building my instincts. Silence still suppresses my skills, even if it can no longer cancel all of them out.
 
“I’ll be back for you,” I promise, carefully avoiding the cracks in reality as I make my way around the lab.
 
I grab my Soulshard Rifle, worried that the action will trigger the giant’s perception and break my cloak, but it goes off without a hitch.
 
Hurry. I don’t have enough magic to warrant even a second of wasted time, so I start looking around at the terminals. With my soul back to at least partial functionality, my amalgam is able to provide me enough information to make sense of most of the runes. It’s not perfect, but it’s more than enough to get a working idea of what I’m dealing with.
 
Unfortunately, there’s nothing conveniently labeled “Titan Ritual” or anything of the sort. I find multiple terminals that have runic descriptions of other fragments and/or spaces in reality that they can deposit me in, but none of them seem right.
 
I need to minimize the amount of time I spend fragment hopping. Theoretically, I could just jump to another fragment or facility and try again, but every second I spend here is a second that the ritual progresses.
 
It’s a second where Sierra could be dying.
 
I’ve worked my way through three-quarters of the intact terminals, barely avoiding a fall into the void when I trip over an invisible segment of something, when something catches my eye.
 
TRANSPORT CIRCLE: ________ HALCYON CONTAINMENT FRAGMENT — IMPRISONMENT AREA __________
 
Though I can’t read every rune, I can get the gist of it.
 
An imprisonment facility. Sierra and Adrian were sent to one the last time we ran into people that were sent by my creators. Would they do the same thing twice?
 
Yes, I decide. They would. Callen didn’t want them dead. He wanted to test me.
 
His words float back through my mind as I read the instructions on how to use the ritual circle.
 
Allow me to demonstrate why bonds hurt you.
 
If I enter this fragment, I’ll lose time. I might entirely fail to stop the new Titan from being created, if that’s even possible. I’ll lose the chance to kill the giant here. I’ll lose the chance to Devour the newest Titan before it can even be born. I’ll lose the chance to advance.
 
Every fiber of my body should be protesting for me to leave them behind. I should be happy to lose my allies, ready to take down the world myself if need be.
 
But that’s EV3, the demonic being that was birthed into a world of blood and broken glass.
 
I am EV3, but I have moved past that form in every way that matters.
 
And I do have the urge to just move on, to leave Sierra and Adrian and Zil behind and strike out on my own. On many levels, I do want to abandon my bonds. I want to advance, to leave the people I’ve befriended—and, in one case, more than that—to focus on myself and myself only.
 
That instinct, however, is not me. That primal desire is something that was instilled in me by scientists in lab coats that wanted a perfect little weapon.
 
Well, that backfired, didn’t it? Vindictive anger fuels me at the thought of every last one of them looking at me and thinking that I’m defective.
 
I can’t accurately describe the sensation that’s coursing through my body right now because nobody ever taught me what it is. None of the people who created me taught me how to be a person. I did that, copying mannerisms and bodies and stealing from the amalgam until I pass as human.
 
And Sierra taught me what it truly means to have allies. She’s the first human being I ever saw as something more than a bag of flesh that can give me XP.
 
She deserves to be more than an afterthought in my story.
 
“I am Evelyn Carnelian,” I whisper, knowing nobody will hear me. “I decide what I am.”
 
I cast one last regretful look at the now-immobile giant and push my mana into the ritual.
 
I’m coming for you, Sierra.
 




Chapter 26

 
Anomalous Fragment 010-WHITESTAR (alias “Imprisonment Area — Grey”)
 
Azaril Halcyon watches his cousin from the wrong side of a containment cell and sighs.
 
"Arthur,” he says impassively. “You look sick.”
 
He doesn’t, of course, but Arthur’s always reacted harshly to having his appearance insulted.
 
This time, he barely budges. Zil raises an eyebrow.
 
“I have little patience for your games,” Arthur says.
 
“What are you here for, then?” Zil asks, leaning back in the single steel chair provided to him. “Is it to gloat?”
 
“Of course not,” Arthur snaps. “You were the scion once, Azaril. You know as well as I do that base acts like that are beneath us.”
 
“And you’ll do it anyway,” Zil replies. “Prick.”
 
He holds the wave of righteous anger back. Though he prides himself on being a passionate man, even he knows when to stop. As a child, he visited every facility the Halcyons had to offer. This one—Grey—saps his power. He’s a mere mortal within this cell, thanks to some magic shit that Zil could never be bothered to learn more about.
 
“I am offering you a way out,” Arthur says, composing himself. “The experiment will continue despite the pitiful attempts to interfere. The party you infiltrated is gone. Within hours, they will serve a far nobler purpose.”
 
“So you’re gonna sacrifice ‘em,” Zil says. It’s not a question.
 
“They are powerful catalysts,” his cousin says, nodding. “Zil, the family still misses you.”
 
Zil snorts, remembering the sensation of cold steel sliding into his back. “Fat chance.”
 
“You have a role to play,” Arthur says. “One that would further our clan, but not one that you need to be alive for. All you have to do is take my hand, accept my offer, and you will have everything again.”
 
“Everything,” Zil says, tapping the bottom of his chin thoughtfully. “And all I need to do is glue myself to a Titan.”
 
“The process is far more—yes,” Arthur says, cutting himself off when he remembers that Zil isn’t going to entertain his jumble of scientific explanations that’re meant to convince Zil that yes, this is safe. Yes, this doesn’t violate a fundamental law of humanity. 
 
“You know my answer,” Zil says, turning away.
 
Though he might not have the best grasp on many subjects, he knows enough about the world to know that Titans are a scourge. To try to benefit off one is akin to killing for sport. Dishonorable.
 
“Sierra Jade. Adrian Stahr. Evelyn Carnelian, also known as Project 0, EV3.” Zil can’t see him, but he can hear his cousin pacing. “They will be dead within hours. All three are already in captivity. There is nobody coming for you. I would advise you reconsider.”
 
Zil turns in his seat, thinking. If he doesn’t bend the knee, he’s likely dead. He knows how this goes. Every prisoner gets a plea deal of some kind—because there’s still a use for them. If the family actually could do what it wanted with Zil alive or dead, he would have never woken up to see the inside of this cell.
 
They still have a use for me. Somehow, that grated more than the fact that he’d let himself get captured.
 
Then again…
 
“Arthur,” Zil says.
 
“Yes?” his cousin replies, already halfway through his ritual to abandon this fragment.
 
“You’ve always been a shit liar.”
 
The ritual freezes. Arthur turns to face Zil again.
 
“Guardian of Time, hmm? So you get to make up for that. You get to try again and again and again until someone believes you. Except you can’t turn me back. You can’t try again without letting me out.”
 
“You dare accuse—“
 
“I saw Sierra and Adrian disappear, so you’re probably right on the money about that. Evelyn, though… you know they call the Blood Reaper back in the Crowned Islands?”
 
“You have already failed, Azaril,” Arthur says coolly, regaining his composure. Zil can see the cracks in the facade, but that doesn’t make his words any less painful. “Allison is dead because of you. I congratulate you on failing to protect another party.”
 
White-hot anger surges through Zil, and he throws the chair at the translucent cell wall. The steel crumples even in here. Even without enhanced strength from his skills, Zil has always been powerful.
 
“She is coming for you,” Azaril snarls, anger fueling his every word. “She’s beaten you once before, and she’s going to do it again. You think you can beat her? I’ve done my research. You’re just the last in a long, long list of names of people who thought the same. You’re already dead. You just don’t know it yet.”
 
Arthur doesn’t even look at Zil, and he completes the ritual.
 
But his hand trembles, ever so slightly.
 
Azaril smiles, and he waits.
 
#
 
???
 
By the time the pain wears off, Sierra realizes where she is. It’s an uncomfortably familiar sensation, staring into unforgiving darkness as thick, all-encompassing fluid chokes her to the point of near-death.
 
Panic threatens to overwhelm her, but that sensation’s an old nemesis. She knows how to toss it aside now, learned ways to control her mind that Adrian still hasn’t.
 
Containment capsules. Though she can’t see outside of it, she knows that this is designed to hold nascent experiments. Back when she was merely a low-level Red Mage in the slums of a city that no longer exists, she was captured in one of these.
 
Then, it held her perfectly. The capsule was created for her, molded around what she could do, and it suppressed her magic just enough to prevent her from breaking free.
 
This one isn’t like that. Sierra has grown in the time since that life-changing day. Change is one of the few constants in life, and it is one that she has chosen to love.
 
She closes her eyes against the wet darkness, and she begins to absorb the magic around her.
 
#
 
???
 
By the time half an hour has passed, Adrian has gotten tired of waiting.
 
There’s only so much time any human can wallow in despair before they start thinking. For some, that leads to a deeper spiral. Adrian knows this. He’s seen it.
 
For him, though, the sensation is one of shame.
 
He remembers Jess taking the fall for a botched mission, executed on the spot by a high-ranking fae. He remembers Kenneth, who saw a Titan on the horizon and chose to run towards it. He remembers friend after friend after friend. Death after death after death.
 
Back then, they talked quite frequently about what they wanted out of life. As members of a black site operation from an organization that controlled many but was known to few, Adrian, Sierra, and the rest hadn’t had homes to return to. They had no apparent goal in life other than sporadic commands from the hidden branch of the Coalition.
 
They varied on their answers. Jess wanted to see the world. Kenneth wanted to find himself on top of it. Sierra wanted—still wants—to grow and see everyone grow with her.
 
Adrian never had an answer, but they could all agree on one thing.
 
By the time they were dead and buried, they promised to leave their mark on the world.
 
What have I done? Adrian asks himself. I followed. I waited. I was outclassed.
 
And eventually, he realizes that he can’t die here. Not without a fight.
 
Half the fight is already won when he makes the decision to act. He’s sure Sierra has already started moving, but if she hasn’t found him already, she won’t for a while. Adrian needs to do this himself. He wants to do it himself.
 
All this time, he’s been cast in shadow. Sierra’s always been stronger than him. By chance—chance that he strongly suspects wasn’t just random luck—they met the one person in the Crowned Islands with the potential to surpass him in days, even as a Category 0.
 
What kind of life will he have led if this is where he dies?
 
Adrian turns his attention inwards. As a Warrior, he’s useless. He hasn’t even reached level 10 yet, thanks to a lack of really good quests for him to advance.
 
While in the Crowned Islands, he was able to cloak his Hydrokinetic class enough to prevent backlash. When he attacked Rylar, though, he mismanaged his power. If he were stronger or weaker, he could have either ignored the backlash or avoided it entirely. Now, any use of his true class risks damaging his soul; earlier, it was simply impossible to use, but after a night and a day of recovery, he has reached the state of it only being an extremely poor decision.
 
Adrian hesitates.
 
I do that a lot, he thinks bitterly. If I didn’t—
 
He stops himself before he can spiral down the laundry list of regrets he holds.
 
And he takes control.
 
“Hydrokinesis,” he says, his words bubbling out soundlessly.
 
Magic smashes through his soul, harsh and unforgiving, and he feels it begin to eat away at him. Adrian ignores it.
 
This capsule is meant to protect against attacks from the inside. It’ll be effective against him if he just tries to break out.
 
So Adrian doesn’t fight it. Instead, he feeds his soul to his magic. Fluid Form, he thinks, and his body melts away. Evelyn has a similar skill, he knows. It’s far more versatile and powerful.
 
But Evelyn isn’t here. Sierra isn’t here.
 
Adrian slips out through the fluid filtration system, passing his dispersed body through microscopic gaps so he can pool out on the flood outside of the capsule.
 
Time is ticking.
 
He begins to reform, brutally aware of the countdown he’s begun.
 
There are decent odds he dies here.
 
Better make it count.
 
#
 
Anomalous Fragment 010-WHITESTAR (alias “Imprisonment Area — Grey”)
 
The first impression I get of the prison fragment is monochrome.
 
The second impression is a bullet to the face.
 
What surprises me the most isn’t the odd design of the fragment—it’s anomalous, of course it’ll be weird. It isn’t even the bullet. I’m more surprised that nobody tried an on-teleport ambush before this point.
 
It’s the fact that even though I don’t perfectly avoid the shot, it doesn’t even penetrate my skin. The steel shell crumples against my flesh, and a second later, I hear metal clink against the floor. I feel the impact like a hefty punch straight to the gut, but I do not bleed.
 
The guard who shot me is using a non-magical gun.
 
So this is what a high durability stat offers.
 
It takes around three and a half seconds to turn him into ammunition for my gun, which is quite a fair bit stronger.
 
This fragment is weird. I haven’t been in all too many of these places, but they’ve all had quirks. This prison fragment is built entirely of black-and-white material. Even the color of the dead guard’s blood seems to fade away.
 
And it looks like my skills don’t work everywhere. I use Blood Sense alongside Hemokinesis, using it as a way to map out my surroundings, but there are areas that my blood enters and simply fails. Skill suppression, it appears. How irritating. I’ve dealt with enough of that for three lifetimes already.
 
I don’t know how much time I have, and I don’t know if any of the people I’m looking for are actually here. The guard I just killed was Category 0, which either means that this place isn’t heavily guarded or it doesn’t need to be. I have a sneaking suspicion that they might be relying on the skill-dampening areas to hold people here.
 
Whether or not that’s the case, I have to move fast. Every second I waste is one where my allies might be dying.
 
For the first time, I properly use Blood Clone. It’s similar to Blood Echo—it’s a crimson copy of myself that I control with an extremely limited sensory suite. Unlike the echo, though, the clone costs a ton of mana to cast but not as much to maintain. I order her to search in one direction while I travel in another, both of us manipulating the blood around us to identify anything that looks relevant.
 
It takes longer than I’d like. Every time there’s a dead spot, I have to slow down to check it with my eyes instead of my magic. The first few I find are empty cells, populated with a single chair, a bed, and not much else. Locate doesn’t work to identify anything within the magic-less cells, so I assume that I won’t be able to use it to find whoever might be hidden here.
 
As I get deeper in, I start seeing corpses. None of them have decayed, not even a bit, but I can tell that they’re dead, their glassy-eyed expressions seeing nothing.
 
I hope I won’t find Sierra in one of these.
 
The structure of this prison confuses me, but with some careful application of blood, I’m able to mark a path for myself. Advancing deeper in reveals more guards, which is a bit irritating. Fortunately for me, applying an Antimemetic Cloak allows me to get past most of them, and a quick combination of a Soulblade to the neck and a Smite is able to one-shot most of them.
 
I entered this fragment with 264 kills. Within ten minutes, that number is 280. They’re not very powerful, and they don’t grant me much XP, but I do manage to make it to level 54 by the fifteenth kill. More importantly, the usage of some skills that I haven’t had as much of an opportunity to use before is crucial for leveling them up, rounding out my suite of incredibly lethal powers.
 
Some of the cells I pass have live people in them now. I don’t recognize any of them, and they don’t perceive me. A few of them panic when my Blood Clone passes them, but most don’t react. They look hopeless.
 
I ignore them.
 
Eventually, almost the entire area except a narrow hall is full of the anomalous anti-magic rooms. It’s unnerving, the way my awareness is almost entirely cut off.
 
There is a single person guarding the cell ahead of me. Category 1, looks like.
 
I’m not in the mood to have a long fight. He still hasn’t seen me thanks to Antimemetic Cloak. I don’t think I can kill with a single use of Smite, even with my skills as inflated as they are, and I’d rather not give him the chance to use a special skill, which it looks like Category 1s can just do.
 
So I shoot him. My Soulshard Rifle has almost fifty charges in it now thanks to the courtesy of just over fifteen kind (and now very dead) souls. I use twenty-five in the blast.
 
“Gods above,” a familiar voice says from the cell. “What the hells?”
 
Okay, looking at the small pile of bloody ash on the ground makes me think I might’ve gone just a little overkill.
 
I send my Blood Clone to wipe it up, leaving no trace of the dead man behind.
 
“…Evelyn?” Azaril says.
 
Not my first choice, but better than Adrian. Zil knows the fragments. I’ll take him.
 
“Hi,” I tell him, walking into view of the cell. He doesn’t respond.
 
Oh, right. I instinctively turned my skill back on after annihilating the guard here.
 
I turn it off. “Azaril.”
 
His eyes flick to me. “A stealth skill. What are you doing here?”
 
“Looking for people,” I reply, looking around him. The cell wall is a translucent gray glassy material. From the inside, it must be impenetrable.
 
I shoot it open.
 
“Handy weapon you have there,” he says, the artificial humor failing to hide the relief in his voice. “You planning to use it somewhere else?”
 
“Hurry up,” I say, jerking a finger outside. I let the Blood Clone collapse into nothingness, absorbing my blood back into my body. She’s served her purpose. “I don’t know how much time we have left.”
 
“Right,” Zil says, gingerly stepping over the still-cooling melted glass and exiting through the hole I made. “Just so you know, Arthur was here less than an hour ago.”
 
“Arthur… oh. The Guardian of Time.”
 
Zil makes a face. “That’s correct. If he’s gone from the facility, then that means he’s gone to the ritual site. Our time remaining is almost certainly measured in days, if not hours.”
 
“Let’s get moving, then,” I say. “Have your skills returned?”
 
“Yeah,” Zil replies. “Once you’re out of the greyest areas, there’s less dampening.”
 
“Less?” I ask. “I haven’t noticed any decrease in effectiveness.”
 
Zil shrugs. “Then you’re not paying much attention.”
 
I don’t bother thinking about it too much. “We’ve got a Titan baby to kill, don’t we?”
 
“We do.”
 
“Then lead the way.”
 
He strides off in the direction opposite the one I came from, and I follow.
 
Less than thirty seconds in, I hear another, slightly less familiar voice. A woman’s, run ragged by damage to the vocal chords.
 
“You… seek the Titan?”
 
I don’t want to bother with listening to a faintly familiar stranger, but Zil stops in his tracks when he passes the cell.
 
Reluctantly, I do the same.
 
“The clock is ticking,” I remind him, then look within.
 
The woman inside the cell looks to be on the verge of death. Bandages wrap half her body, one of her legs is replaced by a magically-reinforced prosthetic. A single eye is all I can see of her face.
 
“…who are you, again?” I ask.
 
A tear forms, and she blinks it away.
 
“My name is Lady Ashley Kane,” she says. “Arthur Halcyon turned his back on me. On my kingdom.”
 
She reaches a burnt hand out, and I make the connections.
 
They were working together. Her and Arthur and Rin and Simon and all the rest. She was one of only three that escaped with her life.
 
“Please,” the woman that failed to kill me says. “Let me kill him.”
 




Chapter 27

 
“I still don’t like this,” Zil says. “She could backstab you at any moment.”
 
“And I’d kill her. I’m not finding a compelling reason to care,” I reply. “Hurry up.”
 
Ashley remains silent.
 
Though it cost my Soulshard Rifle a handful of charges to break Zil out of his cage, he apparently has enough knowledge from his Halcyon days to unlock Ashley’s cell. It took some convincing for him.
 
Honestly, I’m not entirely convinced myself for entirely different reasons. With every step we take towards the exit, the temptation to kill and eat Ashley grows stronger. Though it’s not quite as strong as it might be with someone completely defenseless (like, say, a baby), it’s a fact that I grievously wounded her. She hasn’t recovered very well from that.
 
It would be so easy, a voice whispers. I can’t tell if that’s me, the researchers’ implanted commands, or the subdued divine passenger, but I suppose it doesn’t really matter.
 
The worst part is that it’s correct. Even if she tries to activate a special skill, I can make her forget I exist. A single blast with every charge in the Soulshard Rifle would do it. A Soulblade-Smite combo would be overkill. Hells, if her power is weak enough right now, I might be able to just Hemorrhage her.
 
But I can’t copy her special skills, even with my upgraded Devour, and she did spare me once upon a time. I can’t tell which one of those factors matters more to me at the moment, and that concerns me.
 
I shake the thoughts from my mind, attempting to tamp down on the hunger to no avail.
 
It must be showing on my face, because Ashley shies away from me, turning away when I make eye contact with her.
 
She claims to have worked with Arthur in the interest of securing the Crowned Islands from me. At some point, they had a falling out over the topic of the Titan, which Ashley doesn’t seem to like in the slightest. Apparently, she was trying to undermine the project when Arthur captured her.
 
I don’t know how much of her story I believe, and neither Zil nor I have ways to detect if she’s lying, but more firepower is always welcome.
 
“Hold onto me,” Zil says as we round a corner.
 
The grey hallway terminates abruptly, another one of the now-familiar rune circles marking the ground here.
 
“Where does this one go?” I ask, using Shapeshift to temporarily create a third arm to hold onto him with. Both of my other hands are occupied. One of them holds an overly long Soulblade while the other carries my rifle—if Ashley acts against us, I’ll have her dead in a second.
 
“The Grey facility is not my family’s only prison fragment,” Zil says. “But it’s the hardest to escape from. Our only exit is to another prison realm. From there, we can burn a path to the Titan’s fragment.”
 
Ashley gingerly places a burnt arm on Zil’s lower back, wincing as she moves. I still have yet to see her in combat, so I don’t know if she can even shoot right now.
 
The hunger burns brighter than ever, and I almost take her head off right here and now.
 
“No time to waste,” Ashley says, her voice raw.
 
Reality fades away, replaced by a new one.
 
#
 
???
 
Objective: Escape the fragment
 
Kill your way out of this fragment. Reward increases with the number of personnel eliminated.
 
Reward: 5000 secondary XP
 
“Play stupid games, win good prizes,” Adrian mutters to himself, swiping the quest notification aside.
 
5000 secondary XP is, to him, insane. At the thresholds that his Warrior class demands, it will propel his secondary class halfway through Category 0. If he gets enough kills, he may be able to leapfrog it entirely. There is a non-zero chance that Adrian can push himself to Category 2 if he escapes from this fragment.
 
Not that it really matters. Without access to a truly world-class healer, Adrian is going to have a broken soul in a matter of hours. He might be able to survive without one—for a time, at least—but he’ll be useless for far longer than he would if he just suffered through the backlash. Advancing a Category won’t mean anything if he can’t do anything with it.
 
Still, he does need to get out of this place. None of this matters if he just dies quietly. If he goes, he wants to go out with a bang.
 
Adrian is a touch surprised that he’s so alone. Thanks to the fact that his soul is slowly cracking, his Aquaperception doesn’t function as well as it could, but there’s still nobody around for a few hundred feet. There are pipes and shit going everywhere, which Adrian is tempted to use as transport. He has no idea where to go, though. There’s no conveniently labeled map here.
 
One thing’s for sure—this is one of those “anomalous fragments” that Sierra and Evelyn have discussed so much. Adrian hasn’t been in many, but the distinct sense that something is deeply, fundamentally wrong has persisted through every last one he’s been in.
 
He ends up deciding to take to the pipes, using his Fluid Form to glide through them as easily as breathing. Adrian doesn’t know where to go whether he walks or swims, so he may as well take the faster method of transport.
 
It’s hard to navigate, and he quickly regrets his choice. The plumbing goes into the walls, not quite following the layout of the building, and it doesn’t seem to adhere to the traditional laws of physics either. The pipes twist and wind seemingly at random, and it takes him precious minutes to figure out how to stick closer to populated parts of this fragment.
 
When he catches hints of conversation, he locks himself in place, eavesdropping on the people underneath his current location. In his Fluid Form, he exchanges much of his human senses for raw power, so he can’t hear them that well, but he makes out enough.
 
“…lost contact… the grey facility,” one voice says.
 
“Fuck,” another one replies. At least, Adrian thinks it’s another one. His hearing really isn’t good in this form.
 
Lost contact with the grey facility? That means something—or someone—is interfering with these people’s plans, right?
 
Adrian can guess who that is.
 
That aside, these people definitely count as personnel. He supposes this counts for the quest. Should he act? Wait for someone else? Move on?
 
You hesitate too much. Sierra’s voice crosses his mind, unbidden. It is undeniable that you have power. Join us. We can guide you.
 
And they had, but where are they now? Sierra is elsewhere and the rest are dead.
 
Adrian has to act.
 
The thought doesn’t exactly reaffirm his resolve, but it’s enough of a kick in the ass for him to get moving.
 
Hydrokinesis, he thinks, and the gushing not-quite-water fluid around him roars to a stop under his will, the sub-skill of Water Magic taking hold immediately.
 
Aquaperception tells him that there are two sources of water in this room. Unfortunately, he can’t tell where people are with this skill, so he’s going to have to guess.
 
Doubt touches his mind for a single, paralyzing second, and Adrian forces it away.  Now is not the time for caution.
 
The pressure in the pipe has been steadily building thanks to the stopped chunk of liquid, and with a single burst of will, Adrian harnesses that pressure, bursting a fist-sized hole through the inch-thick steel of the pipe.
 
When a vessel gives an inch, the ocean takes a mile.
 
Moments after the first hole appears, the entire pipe crumples. Adrian spills out of it alongside a torrent of liquid, dropping his Fluid Form as he does.
 
He has only a matter of moments to make sense of what’s going on, but his Mind (Speed) stat isn’t too shabby.
 
There are four people in the room, each of them wearing full-body containment suits. Two covered pools of water are the only other relevant feature in this room, both of them containing what appear to be unconscious bodies.
 
Adrian winces at the sight, reminded of the state he was in just minutes ago, and he whispers a silent apology as he casts his magic.
 
Water Magic - Wave Crash.
 
As the containers explode outwards, the water within them tripling in volume and shattering the transparent steel, Adrian closes his eyes.
 
He thinks of the choices he’s made. The weight of what he’s about to do. These people didn’t attack him. As far as he knows, they haven’t done anything wrong.
 
But because of his quest, he’s condemning them to death, and that’s his choice. It’s one of the first true choices he’s made in years. Maybe the first he’s made that matters.
 
I think I could use it now.
 
The weight of the act fills him, and so Adrian feeds it to the sea. He reaches deep within, drawing on one of his many remaining untapped wells of mana, and he fuses it with that sensation.
 
Special skill: Water Magic - Blade of the Eternal Sea.
 
Special skill: Water Magic - Tempest Strike.
 
The second special skill just slips out, almost unbidden. An instinctive activation, but it’s one that Adrian welcomes.
 
He’s not sure what’s changed, but this execution of his skills feels different. As the room floods and blades made from the primordial ocean form in his hands, he realizes why.
 
Adrian’s always felt like a rowboat amidst a storm, letting the roiling sea take him wherever it pleases. Whether those winds are made by Sierra or his own skills, he’s been content if not happy with that so far.
 
Now, he is the sea.
 
Tempest Strike takes effect, and Adrian steers it, driving himself into one, two, three, four people. With water crashing over the entire room, his blades vastly increase in power.
 
Adrian’s temporary ocean sweeps the bodies away before they can hit the floor, submerging the room.
 
He returns to his Fluid Form to exit the flood, reemerging outside. The flood follows him, splashing out into the hallways and spreading further.
 
For the first time in a long, long while, he feels strong.
 
“There you are,” a familiar voice says.
 
Adrian blinks, coming out of his reverie. “Sierra?”
 
“I found you with Locate,” the currently-only-Blue Mage says, hovering about the knee-deep water. “Looks like I was late to the party.”
 
“Do you have a way out?” Adrian asks.
 
“I think so,” Sierra replies. “You ready to go?”
 
He’s tempted to fall in line, just like he always does. He’s tempted to let Sierra do all the thinking. It would be so easy to just be the same follower he always is.
 
But right now, that feels wrong.
 
“Yes,” Adrian replies, controlling the water around him. His Blade of the Eternal Sea is still active, he realizes, and so he sucks the flood into it, empowering it further. “Where are we going?”
 
Sierra tilts her head, her eyes glittering.
 
“What is it?” Adrian asks. “We need to meet up with the other two and make sure they’re still alive. Take revenge if they aren’t.”
 
“You look different,” Sierra tells him, patting him on the shoulder. “It’s a good look.”
 
Adrian’s spent a long few years following in Sierra’s footsteps.
 
This time, when she starts off towards their escape, he walks alongside her.
 
#
 
Anomalous Fragment 001-WHITESTAR
 
The morsel is coming closer, but it is not close enough.
 
Consume.
 
The Titan’s slumber is nearing an end.
 
Annihilate.
 
Its brethren and the mortals of this false reality alike seek to wake it, desiring the power it will soon develop.
 
Devour.
 
Even now, a small group of mortals enter this shard of reality, bringing a litany of sedated beings with them.
 
“We’re missing some,” one of them says. “Where’d they go?”
 
“Don’t ask questions you don’t want to know the answers to,” another replies.
 
Though it should not care about the matters of beings so far beneath it, this intrigues the Titan.
 
Missing. Is the demonic female with the broken deity one of those that are not yet here?
 
The mortals begin a ritual before the Titan can roll over in its sleep and crush them. It watches.
 
Over the course of an hour, they cast magic across the sedated individuals and the reality alike. It bores the Titan, who still hungers for a meal that is realities away from it.
 
Until, at the end of their ritual, the mortals act.
 
In an instant, forty-eight sedated beings die, and the fuel from their deaths enters the Titan.
 
At the same time, the mortals and the Titan’s brethren begin chanting the same harmony, all of them driving it with one singular purpose.
 
Awaken.
 
It cannot do so now. Not when the sustenance it was promised has yet to deliver itself. Not when it is incomplete.
 
Awaken.
 
No. It refuses.
 
Awaken.
 
The demonic female jumps realities again. It is further away now.
 
Awaken.
 
This is unacceptable.
 
Awaken.
 
If it will not deliver itself, then the Titan will find it and consume it on its own. It hungers, tempted by the promises of power and satiety.
 
Awaken.
 
Inome, the Nameless Titan, opens its eyes, and every surviving mortal in its shard of reality dies.
 
Moments later, the entire shard follows.
 
The Titan leaps through connected shards, breaking each of them as it arrives. Its control is poor, and it knows that it is sending them spinning into the anchored reality that its brethren thrive in, but it does not care.
 
It was promised power, and nothing will deny the Titan its wishes.
 
Ten shards between them become nine, six, two, none.
 
As it emerges, the demonic female makes one final jump, accompanied by two other insignificant beings.
 
Before she disappears, Inome witnesses a single sentence.
 
“Ah, fuck,” Evelyn Carnelian says. “It’s here.”
 
She spirals towards the anchored reality, and the Titan follows.
 




Chapter 28

 
The first word that comes to my mind is fuck.
 
The second, mysteriously, is incomplete, and I’m left scrambling to figure out why as the impression fades.
 
A single moment seems to stretch out into infinity as reality shatters and the endless emptiness of the void encroaches on our slice of reality, granting me more time than I would ever want to stare into the face of my death.
 
It hurts to look at, but the Titan’s visage draws my eye and holds it, trapping my vision in a single spot. Appraise fails to work on it, because of course it does, but I can tell just from the pressure it exerts that it is powerful. Even its presence alone outclasses any blow the three of us can hope to put up.
 
The nameless Titan’s body shimmers with heat, a thousand heart-shaped scales oscillating through colors of the rainbow. Its very existence breaks the reality around it, crushing concrete and wood and a dozen antimemetic species to ashes just by virtue of occupying the same space. I can’t make out where its face is, and every last one of its vibrant scales oozes with the malice of a cold glare.
 
It has to occupy at least half of the fragment. Even as Zil shouts out a panicked command, recasting the teleportation ritual on the circle we currently stand on, more of the Titan comes into view, utterly obliterating everything in its path.
 
This isn’t even an attack. It’s just moving.
 
Paralyzing pressure bores down on me, threatening to root me to the ground and make this half-reality my grave, but my resistances are stronger than they have any right to be.
 
At last. A being of true power.
 
If I die, you die too, I think to my passenger. Though the voice in my head is inaudible, this proclamation feels greedy, as if it’s reaching a hand out and hoping the living wall in front of me will reach back.
 
The void smashes into us as the Titan advances, and its vibrations increase in intensity. A patch of its scales turns a pitch black, and the heat emanating from them is so fierce that it’s a wonder none of us have burns.
 
And it’s still hundreds of feet away. The only way I can tell is by referencing the remaining intact structures between the Titan and us, because it occupies the entirety of my visual field past that point.
 
It hungers, and that desire ripples out into the open air, stronger than I’ve ever felt it. Everything this creature does, it does in spades. The all-encompassing urge to devour rips into me, outclassing anything I’ve ever felt from my amalgam, my own thoughts, even my divine passenger.
 
So this is what has come of the primordials.
 
What could possibly be incomplete about this?
 
Zil finishes screaming out the verbal part of his ritual, connecting a fistful of rods down to the circle we arrived onto—and the runic power within it fades. Blank cracks run through the runic pattern, spiderwebbing out through the steel, and the text warps, garbled into illegibility.
 
The unstoppable wall that is a living being and must somehow be unfinished in some way, any way, expresses its desire once more.
 
Demon. Witnessed.
 
Unlike the last time I had the displeasure of being directly addressed by a Titan, this one occupies the same chunk of reality I do. When images assail my mind, magic assails my body in kind. The newborn Titan forces me to witness myself die in a hundred thousand different ways. It shows me death after death after death, and the very act of doing so is almost too much for my body to handle. Organs fail, crumpling under raw pressure, and I Shapeshift to create stopgaps. Even using skills is harder now. Of course it is.
 
Alongside the physical effects, however, is the realization that these images have even less of an effect on me mentally than the Titan of the Nameless Sea’s. It’s like I’m watching someone tear apart a doll fashioned in my likeness, painting the stuffing within a shade of crimson that doesn’t quite match blood.
 
Is this what my instincts were screaming me about? Is the lack of creativity, the Titan’s inability to communicate in the same way as its brethren, is that what the incompleteness stems from?
 
In part, maybe. But that doesn’t feel like the full answer.
 
Not that it will matter. The heat’s intensity ramps with every passing fraction of a second. Zil and I have no issue with it thanks to our resistances and body-empowerment skills, respectively, but Ashley is already on the ground, screaming in pain.
 
The deafening roar of the Titan’s scales drown her out.
 
I ready myself to fight, but every instinct in my body tells me to flee. Even the damnable voice that tells me to advance no matter the cost tells me that this is not a fight I can win. This is a Titan. It is to me as I am to a bacterium. It won’t even register my death.
 
Except it will. Because it spoke to me. Because Scintilla spoke to me. They want something out of me, and I’m not dying until I figure out what it is.
 
There’s nowhere to run, which leaves us with one option.
 
And one choice is the same as none.
 
I activate every skill I have, determined to fight to my last.
 
Blood Magic, every form of it. Knifefighting alongside Soulblade, infusing the tip with Smite and Soulrend alike. Stealth and Imitation and Antimemetic Cloak, for what little those are worth. Radiant Aura, though even I know the Titan’s aren’t demonic. Siphon, on the off chance I can steal even a fraction of its overwhelming presence. Abyssal Echo, even if the Titan has a mind far beyond mine. Ethereal Tempest, to redouble every flea-bite attack I can deliver. Every last charge in my Soulshard Rifle goes into a single attack, creating a devastating red beam that would obliterate even Zil if he took a direct hit.
 
Speaking of which, Zil and Ashley join me, the former gritting his teeth through the pain and the latter creating a bow made of pure purple energy even as she screams. I’m paying too much attention to my arsenal  to focus on what they’re doing, but Zil triples in size and glows with power as Ashley fires a single arrow that is almost as painfully bright as the Titan.
 
Even a single cell can kill a living organism, given the right conditions.
 
But these are not the right conditions.
 
My blood sizzles as it slithers through the air, and it simply ceases to be when cracks of void break the reality that hundreds of gallons of my crimson fluid is governed by. My Soulblade extends ten, twenty, fifty, a hundred feet, but it shatters like brittle glass when the very tip touches the Titan’s surface. The combination of the demonic and the divine actually manages to connect with a scale, briefly discoloring it, but the Titan doesn’t so much as flinch. Siphon fills me with enough magical power to keep going even after my barrage, but the pressure ratchets up. I may as well be trying to drain an ocean with a straw. Twisting its mind might have an effect, but if it does, it’s not one I can see. My storm of swords simply evaporates, empty void claiming white mist. My Soulshard Rifle’s blast is soaked up by a single scale, which flickers for a moment before returning to normal.
 
Zil’s attack is no more fruitful, but Ashley’s attack—which I recognize now as a special skill—carves out a reality for itself, reassembling just enough space in the broken void to bridge the gap, and it detonates with a thunderous crash, striking the same hut-sized heart scale I did. The scale flickers, discolors, goes dark.
 
All of that. All of that for a single scale amongst hundreds of thousands. The Titan slows for a single instant, then continues on. It’s not fast, thank what gods may exist, but it is inexorable, and there’s only so much reality left in this fragment.
 
Incomplete, I realize. Its speed. That’s another part of the puzzle. Scintilla, Titan of the Nameless Sea, crossed hundreds of miles in hours. This one is newborn, and so its speed is hampered.
 
Not that that’s enough.
 
“Hold on!” Zil shouts as the three of us retreat as far as we can. “I have one more trick, then we’re fucked!”
 
“We’re walking corpses,” Ashley replies, her voice hoarse. “You just haven’t accepted that yet.”
 
She bites down on her tongue hard enough that blood trickles out of her mouth, her body convulsing, and I use Phantom Shape to keep her up, creating extra limbs to support her walking.
 
There is still a non-zero chance she tries to kill me here, but I highly doubt she’s thinking of that. Ashley’s stated desire was to secure the Crowned Islands from outside threat, and this Titan probably takes precedence over me.
 
“Domain: Perfect Self,” Zil says as we run, barely winded. His voice quavers as another wave of raw killing intent washes over us, but the same soothing sensation as before washes over us. “Special skill: Self-Integration - Ritual.”
 
The Guardian of Self’s eyes light up a bright, arcane blue, unnatural light glowing from his enlarged body, and I watch as runes carve themselves into his arms in fast motion. It happens so fast that un-enhanced eyes might miss it, but I catch it as an entire ritual circle applies itself to his body.
 
I recognize these runes. They’re the same ones that the Titan’s very existence broke earlier.
 
“I can only try this once,” he says, scooping Ashley and me up with his hands like we’re babies. He pauses. “If it doesn’t work, I’ll be dead, so I guess I shouldn’t care about that.”
 
Zil glows brighter, every piece of the ritual glowing blue and bright. It’s slower than it should be, I feel, thanks to the way the Titan’s presence makes casting skills feel like swimming through molasses.
 
The stomach-twisting sensation of teleportation infuses the area once again, less stably than it has before.
 
Reality shatters around us as the Titan approaches and Zil grunts in effort.
 
Our travels through teleportation circles have felt as if we’re on a boat in the midst of a thunderstorm. This must be what happens when someone is thrown overboard. Reality twists and warps around us as Zil’s spell attempts to take hold in a fragment that no longer exists, targeting a reality that may well not be there either.
 
I see flashes of other fragments. I recognize some. At least, I recognize what they used to be.
 
This isn’t the first pocket reality the Titan has broken.
 
Incomplete, I think once more as we tumble through nothingness. This is what an incomplete Titan does.
 
Can I use that knowledge? Is there any weakness I can exploit?
 
You are witnessed.
 
Images flash behind my eyes once more, snapshots of gore and violence flooding my mind once more, but it’s different this time. This time, I’m more resolved. The corpses I become look like they could actually be me. Some of them are me.
 
And I’m not alone.
 
In each and every image, I stand in front of a shimmering wall of scales.
 
Before I can make heads or tails out of the vision, Zil’s ritual completes, slamming us uncomfortably into our target reality.
 
Every time we’ve traveled between fragments, we’ve gone from ritual circle to ritual circle.
 
This time, we appear three hundred feet in the air.
 
We’re back in reality. The real reality, not one of the mockeries of one that the Halcyon family captured for their own use. No trace of the void permeates this place, and I can see for miles around us.
 
Beneath us are the Wastelands, which are no longer what I remember them to be. In the hours since leaving them for other realities, waste has been added. A lot of waste.
 
The pieces of the shattered fragments I caught glimpses of are scattered haphazardly on the sand beneath. Much of it is burning, and dead monsters, experiments, and humans decorate the grounds like morbid cake toppings. I recognize pieces of the grey facility, still monochrome in the real world. I wonder if they maintain the same properties out here that they did in their chunk of anomalous land.
 
I activate Bloodpath as we fall, and Zil lands safely with Ashley in his hands. Compared to everything we’ve been through, a fall is nothing. We arrive on the hellhole that is ground level without further incident.
 
Locate, I request immediately, searching for two targets in particular. If the Titan has ruined the set of fragments, it is eminently possible that it knocked the prisons out of their existences too. That would mean—
 
The skill locates Sierra immediately. Adrian is right next to her, and they’re moving.
 
“Zil,” I say. “Regroup. Now.”
 
He doesn’t question me, thankfully, and he joins me as I Bloodpath to the first allies I’ve made.
 
To my surprise, Sierra tackles me in an embrace as soon as I materialize in front of her. She looks wholly intact apart from a slash across her stomach, which I also wasn’t expecting.
 
Even more shocking is the fact that I wish we had more time. I want to properly embrace her back, to catch up on her story, to express the bubbling emotions within me.
 
I can’t even take the time to evaluate what that means about me. Fuck.
 
I look into Sierra’s eyes, and my words catch in my throat.
 
“Sierra,”I manage to say say.
 
“Evelyn,” she replies, burying her face into my shoulder. “You’re okay. Of course you are.”
 
“Sierra,” I repeat. “There’s a—“
 
“I know,” she says. “It hit our fragment. Sent us spinning here. It won’t be long before it emerges again.”
 
“We need to get the fuck out of here,” Adrian says, a Blade of the Eternal Sea in each hand. “Like, now.”
 
It won’t matter, I realize. The Titan wants me. It wants me so bad that it linked minds with me, witnessing me in its broken newborn speech.
 
Why?
 
It seeks completion. It seeks me.
 
Not for the first time, I wish I had a way to excise my passenger from my body.
 
“I can’t run,” I say, closing my eyes and thinking. “Wherever I go, the Titan will follow.”
 
“Take who you can and evacuate,” Zil tells Adrian. “There are hundreds in the Halcyon fragments. Leave before the Titan comes. We’ve only got a handful of minutes.”
 
The Titan is stronger than me. In its current state, I can’t even affect it. It’ll crush me, I know. This isn’t something I can just run from. It chased us through realities, and even if its speed isn’t great yet, it will be.
 
But it’s incomplete, isn’t it? That thought is still nagging at me. It’s unfinished. Eating my passenger will make it complete? That can’t be it.
 
It’s not a full Titan. The realization isn’t the crystal-clear resolution I need it to be, but the pieces click into place. The existing Titans shake the world when they surface. This one shook a world, yes, but it was a world in a bottle. It can’t match its brethren. Not in speed, not in power, not in presence.
 
That leaves me with one extremely shitty option.
 
I use Shapeshift, unearthing the item I’ve stored deep within me.
 
“Sierra,” I tell the woman in my arms, “You should run.”
 
Her eyes widen as she takes in the circular tablet I pass into a ghostly hand, Phantom Shape bringing it between us.
 
“Run.”
 
I pass my mana into the Titan Caller.
 
Around us, the world begins to rumble.
 
You have awakened [Sersui, Titan of the Shifting Sands].
 




Chapter 29

 
My decision feels like a mistake before the item is even finished activating, but I know it is what I have to do.
 
As I am right now, I can’t kill the incoming bastardization of a monster. Hells, I don’t know the first thing about this new, nascent Titan, but I know one thing.
 
In comparison to a true Titan, the thing that just broke the anomalous fragment we were in is nothing.
 
Sersui is hundreds of miles away. The Titan Caller in my hands gives me an impression of just where it is, but even that action alone sends cracks splintering through the tablet, fracturing the runic patterns so severely that I doubt it’ll ever work again when it’s served its purpose.
 
And even from those hundreds of miles, I can feel it. The world under me shakes, and I watch as the remnants of the fragments around me tumble to pieces, ruins crumbling under the raw force of the Titan’s presence.
 
This is true power. Though my passenger might claim that the newborn pieced-together creature has achieved the pinnacle of power, I can tell the difference. One of them breaks a pocket world with killing intent. The other shakes everything by simply awakening.
 
“Titan!” Zil shouts, already a hundred feet away. “Get the fuck out!”
 
I could just leave the Titan Caller here and run alongside the rest of them. If I weren’t me, I would. If it weren’t for my circumstances, I would.
 
If, if, if—all that matters is what is. It’s not in my nature to run. More importantly, the nascent Titan is incomplete.
 
I get it now. That instinct, born from my amalgam. Of course it’s incomplete when a real Titan feels like this.
 
It needs me to take the next step into its infancy. It needs my passenger. It’ll follow me no matter where I go, and so I’ll stay here on this battlefield I’ve chosen.
 
Sierra has not moved.
 
“That item summons a Titan,” she says. “How long have you kept that a secret?”
 
“I—“
 
“It doesn’t matter,” she decides.
 
“I got it from a dweller group under Novarath,” I tell her. “A last resort, intended to pit a disaster against a calamity. That’s what they called it.”
 
Sierra laughs, the soft, tinkling sound coming as a surprise. “You truly are something else, Evelyn.”
 
“I suppose I am,” I reply. “I notice that you’re not running.”
 
“Do you think you’re the only one cursed with ambition?” Sierra asks. “There are things I can’t back down from. Opportunities I can’t give up. Here and now, a direct confrontation against the weakest Titan to ever exist?”
 
“We can’t back down,” Adrian says, slashing aside a falling chunk of concrete.
 
I glance at him, taking in his presence for the first time. “Are you sure you can fight?”
 
Something about him looks different. I can’t pin down what exactly, but I identify a number of minor mannerisms, differences in the way his magic flows.
 
“Try me,” he says. “I took a leaf out of your book, Blood Reaper.”
 
I Appraise him.
 
Name: Adrian Stahr
 
Age: 19
 
Race: Human
 
Class: Warrior/Hydrokinetic
 
Level: 41/131
 
Last Used Skill: Water Magic - Blade of the Eternal Sea (Gold) - lvl 47
 
Adrian is quickly advancing. After an incredibly fruitful series of quests and an effective usage of soul mutilation, he has begun to unleash his potential. In recent history, only one other being has seen development this quickly: the Blood Reaper of the Crowned Islands, Evelyn Carnelian.
 
From 8 to 41. From 126 to 131. One single day.
 
I tilt my head. “How much XP did you even gain?”
 
“Tens of thousands,” he says.
 
I’d need hundreds of thousands to accomplish the same. That’s another point towards my running theory that I progress on a different scale from others.
 
But I don’t have time to be jealous.
 
“If I fight this Titan,” he says, grimacing, “I might be able to force an early Category 2.”
 
“You’d be committing suicide,” Sierra admonishes him.
 
“I already am,” he replies. “My soul is—agh, fuck.”
 
Adrian doubles over, clutching his chest, and I understand.
 
Just like me, he’s taken risks. Just like me, he’s stretched himself farther than he should be able to.
 
But unlike me, he can’t handle the consequences.
 
“It’s tearing apart,” he manages. “Premature Category 2 is—”
 
“It’s impossible,” Sierra cuts in.
 
“It’s my only choice,” Adrian says. “And since when has something being impossible stopped you? When has it stopped Evelyn?”
 
She doesn’t have a response to that.
 
The ground rumbles once more, and the Titan Caller’s quickly-fading magic tells me that Sersui is less than two hundred miles away now. Twenty minutes, maybe.
 
Above us, the sky begins to discolor in an uncomfortably familiar manner.
 
“The Titan,” I say. “The newborn one. You have a name for it?”
 
“Nope,” Adrian says. “Didn’t stop to think of one.”
 
“We can discuss one after we kill it,” Sierra says. “Or, more likely, after Sersui comes and annihilates everything. It is Sersui, correct? I hope my information isn’t out of date.”
 
“Sersui,” I confirm. A thought comes to mind. “Sierra. Is your Personal Storage still functional?”
 
“Shit, you’re right,” Sierra says. “It is. Adrian, stand back.”
 
The Hydrokinetic obliges, floating upwards on a twisting platform made of pressurized water.
 
Sierra opens the floodgates, and I begin to Devour.
 
Devour granted [UNKNOWN] XP! Please wait.
 
At long last. Sustenance.
 
I feel my passenger wriggle through my soulspace, searching, reaching.
 
Remember what you are, I order the thing within me. Remember what I can do to you.
 
It backs off from my meal.
 
Viscera from half a dozen annihilated bodies pours out of Sierra’s storage skill without the woman blinking an eye, and it all meets my skill and disappears within me. Power overwhelms me, pulsing through my veins with more surety than I’ve ever felt before. This surge is unlike anything else. I knew that, and I prepared for it, but it’s far beyond my wildest dreams.
 
“The Titan,” I say. “The newborn one. You have a name for it?”
 
“I do,” a new voice says, joining the conversation. “It is named Inome. Nameless one, in the old tongue.”
 
Blood Sense tells me where he is, so I don’t look at him. I recognize the voice. I recognize the particular sense of wrongness that’s only present when he’s around.
 
“Arthur Halcyon,” I greet him as the world continues to shake around us. The ground has begun to splinter already. The air is fracturing high above us.
 
“Evelyn Carnelian,” he replies from behind us.
 
Sierra turns and blasts him in the face with her staff.
 
“Evelyn Carnelian,” he replies from behind us.
 
Sierra turns—but he’s not there. He’s already shifted positions, using his time magic to reposition himself. He’s stronger than he was before, I can tell—has he fully decloaked? I wouldn’t put it past him.
 
This could be a tough fight.
 
Except, I realize, power returning to my veins, he’s not the only one who’s grown.
 
A fragment of a memory from a time that shouldn’t exist flickers through me. One from only seconds ago.
 
I Devoured his entire team, and true power does not forget what it is. His skill may have changed the future, rewritten what is and was, but I am Anomalous. The rules of others’ magic do not apply to me.
 
You have advanced to level 99!
 
You cannot advance past level 99 without increasing your Category.
 
All attributes increased by 45.
 
You have gained 135 stat points.
 
Objective: Paradigm Shift
 
You have raised six attributes above level 100.
 
Attributes raised: [6/8]
 
New skill gained: Wraithfire (Gold)
 
This fire burns away at the soul itself. Wraithfire will remain burning for ninety-nine minutes after activation.
 
“Who are you,” I hiss, turning to face the Halcyon scion, “to try me?”
 
I thrust magic power forth, and the air ignites.
 
Arthur Halcyon burns.
 
A flicker of magic blinks into existence, but Arthur Halcyon burns.
 
A flicker of magic blinks into existence, and I adjust my aim as my foe tries to escape. Arthur Halcyon burns.
 
A flicker of magic blinks into existence, and I Siphon it. Arthur Halcyon burns.
 
A flicker of magic burns.
 
Arthur Halcyon burns.
 
“Special skill,” Arthur screams as my flames consume him, head to toe, “Stop Time.”
 
I Siphon the skill, but special skills are beyond regular ones. I can weaken it, but I can’t stop it.
 
I’m still not strong enough.
 
I, too, am incomplete.
 
The Wastelands, frozen in a moment
 
Arthur Halcyon is dying. He knows what wraithfire is. He knows what it can do. It’s part of his project, after all. Wraithfire is a necessary ingredient to temper ingredients designed to sate a sleeping Titan.
 
Even now, stopping time in its tracks is only a stopgap measure. The wraithfire will remain dormant for as long as he can maintain this skill. But the moment he attacks, the moment he runs out of mana, his time is up. There are precious few people in this corner of the world that can extinguish flames that feed on the soul, and Arthur is not one of them.
 
Of course, he thinks, laughing silently to himself, this has never been about the people. This has never been about him. Never about any of those who he conned into working with him.
 
There is no way to harness a Titan’s power. They are, by nature, uncontrollable. Even the strongest mage on the vast expanses of this godsforsaken planet would have a better time reasoning with a hurricane than a Titan. Hells, it’s entirely possible they could tame the hurricane.
 
Against a Titan, though, even one in its infancy, there is nothing. To the raw hunger, the desire to consume and consume and consume until there is nothing left, no mortal has anything worth offering but death.
 
What a disgusting world, Arthur thinks, watching the frozen figures of those beneath him. Everywhere he looks, there is death. Death caused by the demon. Death caused by soldiers. Death caused by him.
 
And beyond the death, there is suffering. Everyone suffers. The world is composed entirely of crabs in a bucket, pushing others down in order for gain. It’s cruel. It’s unjust.
 
Arthur will not make it beautiful. Nobody can.
 
But he can make it fair, and even in his dying hours, he must.
 
He fills the silence of the stopped time with crazed laughter.
 
Who knew? Who knew that a simple experiment could have this much power? Arthur should’ve been the first one to notice. After all, wasn’t it him that sought to break the foundations of this very world with one of his own?
 
He’s been beaten to the punch. Someone else thought in the opposite direction, created a crab so good at tearing others down that it is sure to make it to the top of the pile someday.
 
Disgusting.
 
The word keeps looping through his mind, even as he starts to flicker between realities, drawing on the myriad of magical items he’s had crafted for this very moment.
 
She couldn’t stop him from using Stop Time, but she’s beaten him.
 
“Evelyn Carnelian,” he says, trying the words out on his tongue. “The Blood Reaper.”
 
A wholly inaccurate name. She isn’t just blood. She is fire and heaven and hell and the end and the beginning. She is everything Arthur once wished he could be.
 
She is everything he wants to destroy.
 
With Inome, he can end it all. Create a monster with its ambitions set to the heavens. One that will annihilate everything in its path, growing in power with each one. One that can tear down the Titans themselves.
 
Arthur is more aware than perhaps anyone else what the repercussions are. By completing the ritual to create his Titan, he may have doomed the world.
 
A few will survive. They always will. Cats and cockroaches. And maybe, just maybe, they’ll do better the second time around.
 
Break Time, he orders, and he finds that his magic no longer functions in its entirety. Even here, in this fragment of frozen time that belongs wholly to him, he has lost.
 
The Reaper has bested him. Again and again and again he tried, and every path led to his end.
 
Maybe this is for the best. He’s been putting this off for far too long.
 
One last present before he goes. He activates a contingency, casting a delayed spell aimed at the ground below.
 
When Inome comes to feed, it will find these grounds fertile.
 
“Time to say goodbye,” he whispers, glancing down at a burning world. Fitting, perhaps.
 
Arthur pushes what little remains of his magic into his dimension shifter.
 
He reappears in the void.
 
Inome, the Unknown Titan
 
It has consumed the reality. It is, and that is the sole truth of what was formerly a shard that hosted its meal.
 
The anchored reality remains frustratingly difficult to break into. Shard to shard was simple. This is not. The way is blocked, but the doors are not barred perfectly. Soon, it will emerge.
 
Impossibly, a mortal wanders in.
 
“Inome,” it says, placing a hand on the Titan’s scales. The sensation is familiar. This mortal’s memories have a familiar scent to them.
 
“I have come to finish my duty,” it continues. It is burning.
 
“Do what you must,” it says. “Kill them all. Consume them, and you will gain what you need to defeat your brethren.”
 
The Titan inhales, and Arthur Halcyon dies.
 
It feeds. It takes his memories—bland. It takes his dreams and discards them.
 
It takes his magic.
 
And it continues breaking its way back into the anchored reality.
 
The mortal’s memories may have been unremarkable, but the Titan has a name to associate its hunger with.
 
Evelyn Carnelian.
 
The Wastelands, now
 
I am still incomplete.
 
By the time the thought finishes, Arthur is already gone. I cannot feel his presence. Locate misses him, as does Blood Sense.
 
The sky is breaking.
 
You are still weak.
 
“What the fuck,” Adrian says.
 
“He’s gone,” Sierra says, her gaze growing distant for an instant.
 
My gaze must be further away.
 
The conversation might as well be insects buzzing in the wind.
 
I feel as if my body is no longer mine. I am a spectator watching Evelyn Carnelian exist. Watching through her eyes as she speaks, preparing herself for the end of the world.
 
Watching as Azaril and Ashley reappear, dragged through time and space to reappear in our midst.
 
I will make you strong.
 
Suddenly, the answer is crystal clear.
 
High above us, reality shatters. The first scales shimmer through.
 
I will be strong.
 
I reached a compromise with the passenger. I made it agree to back off.
 
No promise is sacred. No deal holds forever. I have failed to subjugate it, and so it comes again. By existing, it makes me incomplete. It is a part of me that is not me.
 
I will win.
 
No, I think.
 
I will.
 
With all the will left in my body and soul, I break the passenger’s hold over me, returning to myself.
 
“The Titan is emerging,” Sierra says grimly. “I’m going to try to decloak fully. Use everything you have.”
 
I ignore her.
 
The baby Titan wants me. Except that’s wrong. It wants my passenger. It wants to consume it to make itself whole.
 
A solution for completion.
 
“Evelyn?” Sierra asks, looking at me worriedly.
 
“Hold on,” I hear myself say. “Just one second.”
 
I slam stat points into attributes, forcing the three remaining low scores to 100.
 
Objective: Paradigm Shift
 
You have raised all attributes above level 100.
 
Attributes raised: [8/8]
 
Reward: the gods who live know your name.
 
Reward: Category system unlocked.
 
I activate Devour, targeting
myself.
 
My passenger screams in protest, but it is part of my soul. I am at the center of everything that happens to me. It is not.
 
All this time, I’ve been trying to make peace, ignoring the final pieces of myself.
 
There are twin truths to me, and my domain has made that clear.
 
I advance.
 
I kill.
 
Hidden Objective: Deicide [COMPLETE]
 
You have killed a god, albeit one that is a shadow of its former self.
 
Category 0 -> 1
 
Initiating ascension…
 




Chapter 30

 
An Unnamed Anomalous Fragment
 
Rin does not know how long it has been since she entered here. Hours, certainly. Sy’s ghost keeps her company, his bound soul speaking to her through his phylactery, but she can tell that the mere act of communication strains him. Until his body is restored—a process which could take months, given their status at the UCC—she will have to feed him mana just to keep some fragment of him conscious. She can’t guarantee it’ll work. She knows the statistics. Less than forty percent of Category 2 operators that have to make use of an emergency phylactery survive.
 
Why did I chase her? Why, why, why, why am I so stupid?
 
A dry sob wracks her body, and she clutches herself, fingernails digging into her sides. Rin has long since run out of tears.
 
She forces herself to stop, not wanting Sy to waste more energy telling her to calm down.
 
But the shaking doesn’t stop. Her body keeps moving, no matter how focused she is. Rin applies the meditation techniques any Category 1 operator is expected to know by heart, stilling herself, but she’s still quivering.
 
No—it’s not her that’s moving. It’s the fragment.
 
“Shit,” she mutters. This fragment is Rin’s. She salvaged it, and the UCC signed off on allowing her to use it as a personal headquarters. Nobody else should know about it.
 
That means one of two things. Possibly both.
 
[The fragment is reacting.] Sy’s voice feels weaker in her mind now, and she opens a new stream of mana, feeding the hairpin his soul resides in with another trickle of magic.
 
“It is,” she says, standing. Rin forces herself to push the grief away. It grows easier to do when the shaking rises to the level of an earthquake.
 
[Headquarters contact, most likely. Hopefully. There shouldn’t be another one active. Not this soon.]
 
Rin acknowledges Sy with a nod, then realizes he can’t see her. “I hope so too.”
 
She taps a vein on the underside of her arm, pushing mana into it. The sub-dermal communication device activates quickly enough.
 
As a Category 1 operator—and not a top one, at that—Rin doesn’t have a direct line of contact to anyone at the ever-elusive UCC main headquarters, but she can receive orders this way. The item acts as an interdimensional receiver, allowing her to obtain new objectives in real time no matter how far she is from home base.
 
Letters spill across her vision, constructing words with painstakingly slow speed.
 
UCC DISPATCH: CATEGORY 0-2
 
TO: OPERATORS ASSIGNED TO THE SEVEN KINGDOMS
 
Rin watches in painful anticipation. The shaking is not subsiding.
 
When the rest of the words appear, her heart drops.
 
[Shit.]
 
Rin can’t help but agree with Sy. She doesn’t even have the heart to tell her to save his words.
 
This is the worst-case scenario.
 
TITAN EVENT. SERSUI (SHIFTING SANDS) ACTIVE IN KESSIN, MOVING TOWARDS WHITESTAR. TOP PRIORITY. THOSE CATEGORY 2 AND BELOW MAY CHOOSE TO PARTICIPATE IN S&R/MITIGATION INSTEAD OF SUPPRESSION.
 
That alone would be enough to chill her to the bone. It’s been less than a week since the last Titan surfaced. At least five times that should pass before the next. The last time there was a gap this short, Rin knows, the Risi Empire fell in a single day.
 
But that’s not the only message.
 
TITAN EVENT. UNKNOWN TITAN SIGNATURE ACTIVE IN WHITESTAR.
 
DEITY EVENT. GOD SIGNATURE SPIKED, THEN LOST. CONCURRENT WITH WHITESTAR TITAN EVENT. CONCURRENT WITH SPIKE IN ANOMALOUS ENERGY. CONCURRENT WITH ANOMALOUS CATEGORY ASCENSION.
 
After that, she receives the standard messages about how their continued survival and association with the United Containment Coalition hinged on their participation in suppressing at least one of the three events, but Rin ignores them. Even without the prompting, she’d be going.
 
She had a bad feeling she knows what that anomaly is.
 
And she’s not sure if she can bring herself to hate it. Who could, when the other option is the Titans?
 
BE ADVISED: EVENTS APPEAR TO BE CONVERGING.
 
Rin steps up, inhaling deeply.
 
I can do this.
 
[You can do this.]
 
She flickers out of her fake reality and appears again in the real one.
 
In moments, she’s gone.
 
#
 
Elsewhere
 
Sapphire Clearwater looks from afar as her current favorite experiment begins her very first Category ascension.
 
Less than two months to advance from Category 0 to 1. The previous record, set half a century ago, was four years.
 
The experiment is proving fruitful. Demonic influence must have been the key. Sapphire still wishes she could have gotten her hands on an angel or a Titan for this latest set, but successfully capturing one of them is still likely beyond her capabilities.
 
Evelyn Carnelian. She rolls the name over her tongue. Sapphire likes it. A chosen name, just like her own.
 
The demon girl is far more than a demon now. Sapphire looks away from her Sight Beyond Sight, returning to the here and now.
 
“Hey, Blue,” says Alessandra, one of the few skyfolk in the party Sapphire’s currently chosen to align herself with. Anomalous, just like the rest of them. “Spotted another one of the experiments from the Crowned Islands lab. Looks like he’s closing in on the double Titan fuck-fest.”
 
“Is he?” Sapphire asks, smiling serenely. She sips at the cup of seaflower tea Alessandra presents her, then readjusts her skill. “This ought to be interesting.”
 
There is every chance this is where her latest experiment ends. Every time she’s tried in the last two centuries, it has been a Titan that brings a premature end to it. It’s no true loss to Sapphire—if everything goes wrong, she can simply start again.
 
If nothing else, this ought to be interesting.
 
#
 
The Wastelands, a distance away
 
He has still yet to choose a name.
 
The lab that created him called him RI1—Resistance Infusion 1. He does not know this. He likely never will. The tube he was buried alive in floats through empty space, shattered into a trillion pieces by two UCC operators.
 
The system calls him ???, the Adaptor.
 
In the Crowned Islands, they call him the Second Killer.
 
He does not care. Labels do not matter to him. All that matters is his continued survival. All that matters is that he kills everyone standing in his path.
 
Objective: Two of a Kind
 
There is only one other surviving experiment from your birthplace. Find it and eliminate it.
 
Distance: 3.7 miles
 
The second objective the system has granted him continues to taunt him. A flickering visage of a red-eyed female dances in front of his eyes. He can feel power in the distance where she is. Overwhelming power, the kind that may still be able to slip through his defenses.
 
He speeds up. Finding anything that he hasn’t Adapted to already is a rarity. This is the first time he has sensed power this potent.
 
The Adaptor’s objective updates in front of his eyes even as he runs, his over-tuned body attributes propelling him.
 
Objective update!
 
Evelyn Carnelian, your target, is ascending to Category 1.
 
Unlike his target, the Adaptor does not have dozens of people fused together in his soul to advise him. Categories are meaningless to him.
 
All he wants is something that can hurt him. Something that can break him down so he can build himself up once more and kill it.
 
He draws closer just as the source of power spikes.
 
There is no way he can tell that it’s a Titan entering reality, but he can feel the sheer magnitude.
 
The unnamed experiment smiles too wide, and it closes the distance.
 
#
 
The Wastelands, here and now
 
My ascension is not as fast as my class evolutions. Not even close. Even the broken one compressed years down into the matter of minutes, while my first lasted only a split second.
 
I can see the world around me slow, but the rate at which it happens is significantly less than what it is before—two seconds pass here for every second outside, maybe less.
 
And unlike before, I’m not whisked away into the alternate reality where the being I once thought was the idealization of my self was. It tries to impose itself on my mind and the space around me, but it only half-succeeds. My vision flickers. In one instant, I see an endless void that is beginning to come apart at the seams. In the next, I watch the inverse, reality breaking to reveal nothing but darkness in the sky above us.
 
The Titan is coming.
 
The shape that my passenger chooses to take is deformed. Not-Evelyn’s face is half missing, and rather than the proper anatomy behind the areas that have been removed, there is simply nothing. Her body is simply gone in places. She looks more pitiful than lethal, now.
 
No, not she. It.
 
“You are a parasite,” I tell the thing that my passenger once was. “You are already dead.”
 
It crumbles away in the still air, the darkness around it shaking as the integrity of its false vacuum collapses. I continue Devouring it, eliminating the last of the corpse.
 
Category 1 slams into me like a freight train. Energy courses through me, so much at once that it almost paralyzes me. The heady rush is intoxicating, and the false construct fades away in instants. A weight I didn’t know existed lifts itself from my shoulders, and then the system speaks to me.
 
Its voice is different. Easier to understand. Smoother. The sound of its whispers in my mind are on the edge of familiarity.
 
You have advanced to level 100!
 
Category 1 achieved!
 
A second scale shimmers in the sky, then a third. Cracks spread further through the sky. I don’t have long to parse this.
 
By reaching Category 1, you have gained the following inherent bonuses:
 
(Increased) Access to Special Skills. These are far more powerful than regular skills, but come with cooldowns. You may now reduce or eliminate the cooldowns through self-actualization, combat against a worthy opponent, or in lieu of gaining XP.
 
Cloaking. With effort, you are now capable of hiding your true power.
 
Access to a secondary class. You have not yet been assigned a secondary class. Would you like to begin class selection?
 
The change to my special skills are more than welcome, but cloaking is useless in this state. A secondary class right now could come in handy, so I select it.
 
Around me, the world fades away—and then the new world I’m in breaks, replaced by an endless wall of shimmering rainbow scales.
 
Warning: Titan obstruction. Class selection is not currently possible.
 
The Titan emerges, and it’s not alone. While its progress is still inexorable, its speed has not increased. Instead, the broken sky fills with color as scintillating butterflies that look as if they were carved of the finest, sharpest glass and brought to life populate it, flying out from the Titan.
 
Offshoots, my mind fills in. They’re pieces of the Titan, exemplifying the characteristic that the Titan embodies.
 
This nameless one shouldn’t have an identity yet. It is still a baby.
 
And yet it blots out the sky with the butterflies, forming artificial dark clouds above us.
 
Clouds that are moving toward us.
 
Toward me.
 
“Shit,” Adrian curses. “Evelyn?”
 
“She’s advancing,” Sierra says. “Hold. This timing not optimal. We can buy her some of the time she needs. Be ready to kill the offshoots.”
 
“You got it,” Adrian replies. I’m only half paying attention to my surroundings, my senses focused on the torrent of power within me, but I still catch the tail end of the sentence. “Special skill: Tsunami.”
 
“Special skill,” Sierra adds on, her Red Mage class flaring to life once more, “For Every Shadow, There Is A Light.”
 
I don’t stop to think about whether she’ll suffer backlash again. I don’t stop to witness Adrian’s power.
 
The nascent Titan is almost entirely in our reality now, and the world will not stop shaking.
 
Killing intent emerges from it even as Adrian floods the desert around us and Sierra combines darkness and radiance in a devastating attack of opposites, crushing me. Between the power within, trying to push out, and the power without, trying to push in, I can’t breathe. I can only stand there as my new Category begs to be used and one of the strongest beings on this planet tries to crush me with its will alone.
 
Anger flashes through me. Again and again and again, I have been forced to fight against beings stronger than me by orders of magnitude. Sapphire. Noren. Rin and Simon. Alexus. Callen. Now, the Titan.
 
Unacceptable.
 
What use is power if I can’t use it?
 
The steaming magic beneath my skin boils over, and my anger crystallizes.
 
I can stand my ground.
 
Even though Sierra, Adrian, and a few others I don’t care to recognize fight the butterfly-like offshoots, I can see it’s fruitless. There’s simply too many of them, and each of them drag holes in reality with every flap of their wings, inviting their progenitor into the world with them. They ignore those killing them, diving down towards me, its true target, but their attacks are deadly even when unaimed. As I watch, a faint figure falls from the sky, skills winking out.
 
I cannot deny the bonds between my allies and myself, but I don’t want protection. I don’t want someone else to win my fights for me.
 
I am so fucking done with rolling over and losing.
 
Magic erupts out of me alongside my anger, shaped by every burning feeling I suffer through right now, and I aim it straight up at the darkening sky. At the thousands of offshoots that precede the being that wants to devour me whole.
 
“You’re not getting me that easily,” I growl. “I will be the Last One Standing.”
 
Special skill unlocked: Last One Standing (Legendary)
 
Tier: Bronze
 
You have finally broken the first barrier to your ultimate ascension. Nothing has succeeded in ending your path. For one minute, you wield the power of everything that has failed to stop you.
 
The skill creates skills that require more mana than anything I’ve ever attempted before, and my newly amplified magic power feeds into them greedily, searching for outlets to kill.
 
Omniscient Domain failed to keep me pinned down, and now it provides me perfect information of every last offshoot above me, all four thousand, six hundred and forty-five of them.
 
Starfall Barrage broke against my domain, but the offshoots have no such power.
 
Pressure Amplification Domain nearly killed me before I could act against it, and I ratchet its power up as far as it will go, flattening fragile offshoots into flat, shattered glassy flesh.
 
Silence humiliated me, but it failed to end me. It will not fail to do so against my opponents now.
 
Skill after skill after skill after skill pours out through me. Some of them lack names—demonic or anomalous techniques lack definitions by the system. I spawn spores that spawn demons. I burn them with Wraithfire.
 
Every last attack I wield is something that has failed to kill me.
 
Nobody else can survive what I have.
 
By the end of the minute, reality still shakes, but the sky is crystal-clear. Not a single butterfly remains.
 
I turn my attention to my true foe.
 
Demon. Witnessed.
 
The Titan’s translucent body stretches across the Wastelands, two hundred feet tall and at least thrice that in length.
 
Come. Feed. Me.
 
“There’s more of that where that came from,” I say. “You’ll find I don’t go down so easy.”
 
I rise to meet its challenge.
 




Chapter 31

 
Power infuses my body, but I can already tell that this is not a fight I can win through overwhelming firepower. My attributes are far higher than they have any right to be, and ascending to Category 1 has done nothing but enhance every aspect of myself, but I face down a being infused with the energy of the Titans. Even if it is merely a mockery fueled by ritual sacrifice, the raw power of the strongest beings to walk this planet is something that nobody can ignore. Not even me.
 
Last One Standing fades away as I rise, my minute-long special skill entirely spent on annihilating every last one of the Titan’s offshoots. Memories from other lives drift to mind, telling me that it is most frequently those offspring that response teams are tasked to deal with. The Titans themselves are far too powerful for anything short of an army to even attempt bringing one down.
 
In the last five hundred years, there have been no recorded instances of successful Titan killings.
 
This, however, is no Titan. It may be one eventually, but right now, it’s nothing more than an infant.
 
Slightly harder to kill than most of the others, but such is life. When has anything ever come to me easily?
 
I Bloodpath into the sky. With my increased stats across the board, I can easily spread myself thin across a cloud of blood the size of a city, but I keep myself condensed. My foe has displayed the ability to cancel skills out already, and I don’t want to be caught distributed across the sky when it decides to do so again.
 
To my surprise, I am not the only one propelling myself towards the nascent Titan. Even as it fully breaks into our reality, ignoring the laws of gravity as it simply hovers there, attacks from a dozen sources stream up towards its shimmering scales. Now that we’re no longer in a pocket reality that the Titan is larger than, the pressure it emits is dispersed, less focused, and I see a concerted effort make more headway in an instant than Zil, Ashley and I managed with an unending barrage in the fragment.
 
Adrian’s Tsunami surges upward, and I Appraise him using another special skill to infuse his water with lethal power. Sierra infuses it with her own special skill, and the whirling combination of light, darkness, and the sea slams into a scale. It flickers violently.
 
A Starfall Barrage joins their joint attack half a second later, fired from almost half a mile away. Ashley. She’s still alive, and she’s still participating in this fight.
 
They’re not alone. The other attacks rise upwards like pillars against the endless sky. I don’t recognize the other skills that are fired, nor do I know their owners, but they rise from the ruins of the Wastelands beneath us, all of them focused on the same one of the Titan’s scales.
 
Its flickers grow more intense, almost frantic—and then the scale goes dark. It does not begin to shimmer again.
 
Unexpected elation surges through me as the concerted effort of fourteen separate special skills proves that the Titan does, in fact, bleed.
 
It fades when I realize that it took that much to disable one scale. One massive scale, yes, but it’s only one of hundreds, thousands of them. We don’t have that much power.
 
I remind myself what I’m here to do. Now that I’m not on the ground, the pulsing weight of Sersui’s existence has faded into the background. The Titan of the Shifting Sands is going to bring and end to this fight, one way or another. All I have to do here is survive.
 
That feels inadequate. I want to win.
 
Another special skill is bubbling under the surface. I can feel it. There is more power within me, just waiting for me to unlock it. But not now. Not yet. Special skills are just that—special. I need to be worthy of a skill before I use it, I can feel that now. The cooldown’s I’ve been operating with have been a side effect of simply not having the correct body for skills that were supposed to unlock at Category 1. I suppose my domain is much the same.
 
The Titan is still a quarter mile above me when I exit my Bloodpath, not willing to get much closer. The pressure it exudes is almost overwhelming, but not quite. I can resist it enough to activate a Blood Clone, who immediately starts to fall. I cancel the skill immediately, using Hemokinesis to control the lifeless bloody copy of myself. An Evelyn made of blood holds the real one in her arms, giving me the control to create a Soulblade long enough to pierce the skies themselves.
 
My Soulshard Rifle is empty, and nobody has died close enough to me for me to refill it, so I scrape away at the Titan’s flesh with a quarter-mile-long blade. The skill is usually weightless in my hands, but now, every movement I make with it is a physical struggle. It’s only thanks to my vastly increased Magic (Meta) that I’m even able to stretch the blade that far, and it takes every ounce of my incredible power to fuel it.
 
Just like before, the Titan’s innate defenses protect it, and the contact I make is but a mere scratch. It’s like trying to force a mundane dagger through six inches of steel.
 
But I make the scratch, and that’s the important part. As I send my Smite upwards, I pair it with an Ethereal Tempest to quadruple its effectiveness alongside Wraithfire, allowing the latter skill to consume the entirety of the blade as fuel. The air burns in its wake.
 
Every move I make was impossible yesterday. Every skill I use flows like water, easy as breathing.
 
The special skill isn’t the only thing burning to escape from the space beyond space that I draw my power from. I can feel another presence there. Not a living one—this isn’t a repeat of the passenger I ate.
 
I think my new class is calling to me, but I can’t access it. Not now.
 
My skills collide with a scale in a vibrant explosion of color, rivaling the mesmerizing rainbow shimmer. Though my effort doesn’t eliminate the scale, the Wraithfire takes hold over the Titan, and it begins to dim.
 
A second wave of attacks rise, and for the briefest moment, I allow myself to entertain the idea that maybe, just maybe, we can win on our own. Sersui is still half a hundred miles away.
 
One point five seconds after I have the thought, the Titan decides to fight back.
 
#
 
The Wastelands, moments earlier
 
Travel to and from fragments is complicated, especially when said travel is meant to bring one halfway across a continent.
 
Honestly, Rin is quite impressed with herself for managing to hit the Whitestar Wastelands at all. Sure, it takes her a few judicious uses of her Timeslip to convince the fabric of reality that she’s at the site of the Titan event, but landing only fifteen miles off is rather impressive when she’s functionally throwing darts while blindfolded in a hurricane.
 
[Stay focused, Rin.]
 
“I’m focused,” Rin says, wincing as she fully materializes. “Are there other UCC ops in the area?”
 
The newborn Titan’s spiritual shroud presses down on all of them. It takes active effort to breathe. Rin is glad she decided to fully decloak. If she were any weaker, it’s quite possible her lungs would have simply been crushed by the Titan’s existence.
 
[Nine operators are already here.]
 
“Get me in touch with them,” Rin says. “If you can.”
 
She frowns, searching the area with her senses. Tragically, it has always been Sy who’d been her eyes and ears. To her, trying to locate even her fellow operators is like trying to identify where the scent of pig shit was coming from in a horse stable that hasn’t been cleaned in years. The Titan’s presence overwhelms all else.
 
[Working on it.] Even in his limited form, trapped within his phylactery, Sy possesses a portion of his previous powers.
 
Rin looks up to the still-emergent Titan, shielding her eyes from the sun. It’s one of the smallest ones she’d ever seen, and it’s just… sitting there. The fact that she hasn’t heard about any casualties yet means that it’s truly a newborn. Sersui is supposed to be within a hundred miles of her, and she can feel its presence even from here. If that was Sersui and not this new, still-undesignated Titan, she doubted she’d be alive and well right now. In the absolute best-case scenario, she’d be fleeing.
 
Far above her, a faint figure explodes with magical power, so much so that Rin can detect it even against the overpowering backdrop of the Titan. Black fire travels up a golden blade the length of twenty train cars laid end-to-end, followed by a blindingly bright flash of pure divine magic.
 
Rin has seen this power set before. She has an instant to decide whether to laugh, cry, or scream in rage, ultimately choosing none. Sy interrupts her before she can finish processing.
 
[I’ve linked up with the other operators. There’s going to be a coordinated wave of attacks in about seven seconds. Be ready.]
 
She tosses aside the painful thoughts, well aware of the consequences that came to her for dwelling on them too much last time, and Rin prepares her skill.
 
Unlike Sy, who primarily prioritized one class, both of Rin’s classes are strong. She was level 46 in her secondary class before this started, but the sheer versatility it’s had alongside the series of trials she’s been through has allowed her to push it further. Now, her second class stands on the edge of 100, while her first is almost ready to push her to Category 2.
 
It’s not quite enough for a domain, but she doesn’t need that. Trying to utilize a domain against a Titan is foolishness, anyway—its will always outmatches any mortal’s. The important part for her is that she has a bevy of special skills to choose from.
 
Given that the Titan appears to have emerged from a fracture in reality, Reality Break will not work. Similarly, Annihilate is unlikely to affect a creature inured to the void, especially one this big.
 
Rin hasn’t been at the forefront of a Titan fight before. Every time she’s been present for one before this, it has been miles away from the action, fighting offshoots and saving those that can be saved. As such, she’s not entirely sure what she’s supposed to do here.
 
She’s still trying to sort through her special skills when Sy tells her that the others have already fired theirs. Rin swears, hastily scrambling for something better—and then she feels the air distort.
 
“Shit,” she manages, and then time stops.
 
Special skill: Contingency. Condition: loss of control over local time context window.
 
Effect: activate her Timewalker class’ Diamond-tier skill: Time Anchor.
 
Rin gasps, forcibly dragged from one context window to another. To her, the entire world is frozen. Clouds of dust stop mid-swirl, each individual grain of sand and particulate of smoke clear to her eyes. In the sky, a dozen different skills from operators she’s never met course towards the lightly-wounded Titan.
 
It truly must be weak, she muses, for a mere dozen operators, none of them above Category 2, to hurt it.
 
That’s when she realizes that the Titan is still moving.
 
Time Anchor accelerates her perception of time and ability to act by chaining it to someone else’s skill.
 
In this case, that “someone else” appears to be a Titan.
 
“Fuck me,” Rin whispers.
 
The Titan is slower than you, she tells herself, observing the lumbering beast far above. In this patch of frozen time, you can win.
 
An image courses through her mind—one of her obliterated entirely, killed without anyone else even knowing she was there. The end of her and the end of Sy, just like that. Part of the ten percent of operators every year that embark on a mission and never return.
 
“If I act, I might die,” she says out loud. “If I don’t, everyone will.”
 
She shakes the fear out of her bones and gets moving.
 
#
 
The Wastelands, now
 
For a fleeting instant, incredible power fills the air, sending palpable dread coursing through my veins.
 
I blink, and I am somewhere else before I can react. Blood Sense tells me that there are over two dozen individuals alongside me, all gathered within a hundred foot radius. Zil is here. Ashley too. Adrian and Sierra, thank the gods.
 
The Titan is not where it was. I don’t need particularly refined senses to detect its impact on the world. I look in its direction.
 
And I find that it has completely crushed the amalgam of fragments shorn into reality. Even as I watch, it rolls over them, obliterating every last building in its trace.
 
Disconcertingly, I am now a mile away from it.
 
“You had all better make this worth it,” a familiar feminine voice gasps.
 
I turn to look at Rin.
 
She looks different, though much of that is likely because she is bleeding from every orifice of her body. From what I can sense, it’s internal. I can’t tell if it’s lethal.
 
I consider Hemorrhaging her, but I can detect the aftermath of a truly massive amount of magic on her body. That, combined with the wording…
 
Rin glares at me for five full seconds before looking away. “I’m tapped out for the next few minutes. It took everything I have to keep you all alive.”
 
She saved me? She saved me?
 
“Given the information I have gathered, I am formally designating this Titan as PT-31: Inome, the Proto-Titan of Time.”
 
Off in the distance, the Titan roars, and its scales shimmer ever brighter.
 
Sersui is twenty-seven miles away.
 




Chapter 32

 
There are far too many moving parts in this battle, and I suspect that I’m far from seeing the last of it.
 
Despite its sudden shift, the Titan—proto-Titan, according to Rin—cannot reposition as fast as she apparently can.
 
“Rin,” I say neutrally, remaining calm for lack of a better emotion to take on. “You followed me.”
 
“I did not,” she replies, her face twisting. “I followed the fucking Titan signature.”
 
I look at her carefully. I expect to feel rage, indignity, something.
 
Indifference is the only emotion I can spare her. She may have saved my life. Maybe she did, or maybe I could have survived the full force of the Titan in what must have been a frozen instant in time.
 
Either way, I find it hard to care about her existence. I think I have more magic than she does, now.
 
“Are you going to try to kill me again?” I ask her. It’s a pointless question. Of course she’ll answer no. I can’t tell if that’ll be a lie or not.
 
Rin pauses. She opens her mouth. Closes it.
 
The Titan—the one she designated Inome—has spotted me. It turns towards us.
 
Now that it’s on the ground, I can make it shape out more clearly. From this distance, I can see its entire body, not just a wall of scales. Inome’s body is amorphous, encompassing and crushing everything in its path, as if it’s a slime the length of a battleship.
 
Hmm. That might not be accurate. I haven’t seen a battleship before. The comparison feels right.
 
“I don’t know,” Rin finally says. I glance at her, meeting a hostile glare. Her voice belies her gaze—fractured, broken, doubtful. “I don’t know. Go before I figure out.”
 
The woman who failed to assassinate me sounds as if she’s on the verge of tears and a scream at the same time, and somehow, that comforts me far more than any words of reassurance she could’ve offered.
 
Simon isn’t here, I notice. I don’t comment on it. I have a fairly good idea of where he is.
 
“You know where to find me,” I tell her. “Whether I like it or not.”
 
Either that, or it was Simon who did, but I don’t particularly care. With that parting remark, I’m off, returning onto my Bloodpath.
 
I’m not alone.
 
Not everyone behind me follows me. In fact, I see and hear one of them calling for the use of a teleportation ritual to get more personnel in and any surviving noncombatants out.
 
But enough do. Though Adrian’s Tsunami has petered out, he has enough water summoned to carry himself alongside Sierra, a fifteen-foot-tall Zil, and, surprisingly enough, Ashley Kane. A number of uniforms follow as well, but I pay them no mind. So long as they stay out of my way, they may as well not exist.
 
I drop out of my skill, falling onto Adrian’s miniature sea and allowing the currents to drag me towards Ashley. Just like Rin, she was part of the group who couldn’t assassinate me. Unlike the UCC woman, Ashley sort of made up with me. That relationship hinged on killing Arthur Halcyon, however, and I’m fairly sure he’s dead already.
 
“You’re still here,” I comment. Ashley’s still not in good shape. She must’ve gotten some kind of care from the uniforms in the area, but most of the bandages wrapped around her body still seem necessary. “Why?”
 
“Not everyone has the chance to witness a Titan and survive, let alone fight one,” she replies, her voice still raw. While the rest of the party stands on the white currents of the water, Ashley lies down, sprawled out on her back over a sea that Adrian renders solid. “The way to power… is not through you. Not now.”
 
“Nothing about your kingdom?” I ask, arching an eyebrow. “Isn’t that why you came for me?”
 
Ashley coughs out a laugh, hacking up blood. “After everything I’ve witnessed? You’re like me, but worse. You will never return to the Crowned Islands, not because you can’t but because there is nothing left for you there.”
 
I chew on the thought as I return to my Bloodpath.
 
Just like her, hmm? That doesn’t sound entirely correct. I have no nation to defend, no cause to uphold.
 
Then again, I recognize the fire in her eyes—eye, I correct. The hunger. The desire to do anything to gain the power I need to… to do what?
 
I shake my head. I can ruminate on this later, when I’m not about to fight a proto-Titan. It is definitely weaker than Sersui, I surmise. Inome is only half a mile from us now, and its pressure is still weaker than the Titan of the Shifting Sands’, and the latter is still over twenty miles away. The sand swirls with every beat, mimicking Adrian’s waves. Even though I have no feet to touch the ground with in my Bloodpath form, I feel like the sand is trying to pull me down and drown me, keep me for eternity.
 
Inome, on the other hand, is still actualizing itself. Rin designated the Proto-Titan of Time, which tells me… not much. Clearly, it did something to stop time, which Rin was able to partially counter.
 
I remember that Arthur Halcyon, Guardian of Time, did not die by my hand. I remember the overpowering hunger that the Titan has to offer, dwarfing Ashley’s and mine put together thrice over.
 
Did it Devour him just like I might? Steal his skills?
 
I wish I could tell. I wish I had the power to fight it outright, pitting my will against the Titan’s. As it is, the best I can hope to do is hurt it enough to Devour a single piece of it before Sersui arrives and upends the entire battlefield.
 
“Ten minutes!” shouts an unfamiliar male voice. I glance over behind us to see a faintly familiar set of power armor. UCC make. I’ve killed a dozen people wearing that same outfit. “Projected Titan event in fifteen minutes! The circle will no longer function in ten!”
 
“Understood,” Zil rumbles back. “Thank you.”
 
He’s offering to take us out of this situation, huh? Magic flares from far behind us. I can’t Appraise it to find out what it is, but based on context, it’s likely the teleportation circle. Blood Sense tells me that five people have disappeared from combat. One person replaces them.
 
The Coalition contains and suppresses, says someone else’s memory. Titans are not something that can be contained. As for suppression? Well, that’s all about the path of least resistance, ain’t it?
 
I see how it is. Though I lack a full understanding of their inner workings, it’s pretty clear that there are UCC soldiers here and that there are nowhere near enough of them to take down even this baby Titan.
 
They’re here to stall it until the second Titan comes here and kills it.
 
I stop caring about the logic of our temporary allies when I get within range of Inome once again. At only a few hundred feet away, the powerful presence emanating forth from its scales is greater than Sersui’s.
 
Just because this is the inferior Titan, I remind myself, does not mean that it is something I can defeat.
 
Inome feels more dangerous than it did before. Relentless energy pulses in my veins, but even I know that the boost it gives me won’t be enough to break through the Titan, not even now that I’ve increased my Category.
 
On a lark, I decide to try using Appraise on it once more. At Category 1 with a Magic (Power) value far higher than befits my station, it might stand a chance at breaking through.
 
Name: PT-31 - Inome, the Proto-Titan of Time (assigned by Florence Starsea)
 
Age: 0
 
Race: N/A
 
Class: N/A
 
Level: N/A
 
Category: 5
 
Last Used Skill: N/A
 
Inome is likely the weakest Titan currently walking the planet, which is to say it could only massacre a nation if it truly put its mind towards it. It appears to possess a limited control over time, imbued by one of its creators: Arthur Halcyon, Guardian of Time.
 
[APPRAISE FAILED]
 
My eyes widen. Category 5? I knew Titans were powerful, but wow.
 
And, a silent part of my mind points out, this isn’t even a powerful Titan. Category 5 is the low end.
 
As if responding to the information, the Relentless power in my veins flows freer, begging to be released. The skill and class waiting for me bubble closer to the surface.
 
I unleash my magic with Wraithfire, Abyssal Echo, and Soulblade, pushing aside level-up advancements as they appear. The first skill wreaths me in flame; the second, in darkness; the third pierces the wreath and extends it, sending another oversized, empowered burning blade towards the scales.
 
Once again, my attacks break against a scale, but with the greater power I have to supply to them, the fire burns brighter than ever. Dark echoes of it play over the shimmering beast’s skin, and soon, they’re all that’s there.
 
This time, a scale falls, darkening and crumbling off the Titan’s body.
 
The others follow my lead. Adrian forms his ocean into a thin, dense spear that drags the sand beneath it into a swirling mess of darkness. I haven’t seen him do that before.
 
“I can feel it,” the Hydrokinetic gasps. “A breakthrough. I need to get it. I—fuck, that hurts.”
 
“Back away!” a new man shouts. I recognize her blood signature as the new one that appeared from the teleporter. “Hold defensive positions! Retreat, retreat, retreat!”
 
There is no retreat for me. The Titan will follow wherever I go.
 
That said… why are the rest of them here?
 
“I have to stay here,” Adrian pants, addressing the newcomer. “I’ll die. My soul—I have to break through here. I have to do it now.”
 
“I will stay by her side,” Sierra adds, pointing at me.
 
“True power,” Ashley says, “is something to be witnessed. Learned from.”
 
“My cousin started this,” Zil finishes. “I must finish it.”
 
A fresh wave of crushing pressure bears down on us all as the Titan shifts. It does not attack—other than the time stop, I don’t know if it even has a single ability. Is its only way to kill us through raw force?
 
“Fucking—alright then, you lot of maniacs!” the new man shouts. He’s been getting steadily closer this whole time, and I finally catch sight of him now.
 
A shock of red hair accompanies a young, faintly feminine face painted with harried concern. He wears a jumpsuit emblazoned with UCC markings over his heart.
 
Name: Kirin Uten
 
Age: 152
 
Class: [CLASSES CLOAKED]
 
Level: [LEVEL CLOAKED]
 
Category: 3
 
Last Used Skill: Hammerspace (Diamond) - lvl 12
 
Category 3s are rare in the Seven Kingdoms, but Kirin happened to be here on vacation. As one of the youngest Category 3s the UCC has, he is always prepared for a fight.
 
[APPRAISE FAILED]
 
I’m still processing the stat sheet when he procures a massive metal capsule the size of his body seemingly out of nowhere, lifting it like it weighs nothing.
 
“Fresh ascensions,” he mutters under his breath, likely thinking nobody can hear him. “Always the hard way with these.”
 
Louder, he says, “Stop. Do you know what this is?”
 
The Titan does not heed his words, but it’s slow. It’ll take it a minute to close the distance between us. I re-summon my Soulblade as I Appraise the capsule in his hands.
 
Saturation Bomb
 
Category: 3
 
Tier: Diamond
 
Tier increased with the charge of this weapon. Contains the detonations of ~1,000 nuclear strikes frozen at the instant of explosion. Effective range: 400 miles. Range of center blast: 20 miles.
 
Ah. That… that does change things.
 
“Don’t know if this’ll do the trick,” he grimaces. “It won’t work on a proper Titan, but it sure as hells will on you.”
 
“I’ll defend,” Sierra says. “You know I will.”
 
“Do I know you?”
 
“Once upon a time.”
 
“You should leave. Now.”
 
All of us remain there, paralyzed by the argument for a handful of seconds, and then the slime-like Titan roars.
 
“Fuck you all, then,” Kirin says, apparently making up his mind. “Protect yourselves if you can. I’ll be fine. Will you? You’ve got ten seconds.”
 
He takes the capsule and runs, blurring towards the Titan with blinding speed.
 
As soon as he’s gone, Sierra throws up a forcefield. Then another. Another.
 
“Domain,” she whispers. “Balance.”
 
Our world is cast into black and white, with only the forcefields remaining in color. I haven’t the faintest clue what her domain does, but I can tell that her defenses grow in power.
 
“Domain, secondary,” Zil adds. “Perfect Self.”
 
“Special skill,” Ashley croaks. “Starlight Shield.”
 
Empowering energy flows through us as a hundred pinpricks of light join the forcefields Sierra’s thrown up. Pure white lines connect them.
 
Briefly, I wonder what the other people in this area are meant to do.
 
The bomb explodes before I can finish the thought.
 
From within our layers of protection, in this monochrome world, I can only make out the flash of light.
 
Then a forcefield breaks. The second one follows. The third disappears with a breath.
 
But Ashley Kane’s Starlight Shield holds, Sierra’s Balance doing something to empower it further with each broken shield of hers.
 
And then it’s over, all too soon.
 
When the skills drop away, the land around us has been flattened. Where there were ruins, there is now nothing but glass. There is nothing as far as the eye can see in any direction—the entire desert has crystallized.
 
Off in the distance, I see a small, bright forcefield surrounding a group of UCC operators. I confirm that the newcomer Kirin is among them before observing the Titan.
 
The weapon worked. None of the scales shimmer anymore, and even as I watch, the entire body begins to crack, sliding apart.
 
Until it doesn’t.
 
Until it proves that it does have more than one power, its scales reigniting with fresh shimmer. Until it pulls itself together, healing from all the damage in fast motion.
 
The effects of the bomb took thirty seconds to play out in full. It takes the Titan fifteen to put itself back together.
 
And it starts towards me once again. This time, it’s faster, and I can feel time and space warping around it to enable its progress. Every second it’s alive is more time for it to grow.
 
The brutal unfairness of it threatens to paralyze me with rage. Never once have I been allowed to fight on equal grounds—I’ve been stuck in uphill battle after uphill battle with the occasional weakling to stomp. In my two months of life, I have had no time to rest or relax. Instead, monster after world-shaking monster comes after me. My entire life has been a test of survival against odds stacked horribly against me.
 
I swore to be the Last One Standing, but that wasn’t enough. Nothing I do seems to be enough.
 
At long last, the building magic within me bubbles over, frothing with my rage.
 
Special skill unlocked: Equalize
 




UCC POST ACTION REPORT: PROTO-TITAN INCIDENT 31-1

 
PT-31
 
[Clearance class 2 required to view. Your clearance class is: 4.]
 
Alternate Designations: Inome, the Proto-Titan of Time
 
Category: 5
 
Alignment: Titan
 
Containment Status: Irrelevant
 
Description: PT-31 was designated Inome, the Proto-Titan of Time. Due to the artificial nature of proto-Titans as well as the relatively low power cap of the Whitestar Kingdom, investigation is to be taken into the processes utilized to create it. For more information, view the ongoing Whitestar Kingdom and Deadmarked files.
 
PT-31 had a limited* control over time. This control grew increasingly intense as distance to PT-31 decreased.
 
The following is an estimation of its capabilities. Due to a lack of data, these findings may be inaccurate.
 
Stage 1 (further than 1 km): Minute control is limited. PT-31 generally cannot affect this region noticeably, with one notable exception.
 
Stage 2 (50 meters to 1 km): Minute control is greater. PT-31 can create time distortions with radii up to 5 meters. These distortions are not immediately fatal; however, the distortion greatly accelerates time, on the order of 1 universal second equating 1 year within the distortion. Any part of an object or being trapped within a distortion is to be considered lost.
 
Stage 3 (less than 50 meters): Total control over time. PT-31 is capable of at-will temporal rewinds. Any attack originating from a being with power less than an average Category 2 is unlikely to break this defense. As the Proto-Titan is still immature, it is believed that this immunity will increase in intensity until it is unable to be slain by conventional means.
 
See Incident 31-1. The italicized text has been preserved for documentation.
 
Addenda:
 
Proto-Titan Incident 31-1
 
Event Witness: Operator Kirin Uten alias “Weapons Collector”
— Category 3
 
Secondary Event Witness: [REMOVED]
 
Time of Event: [REMOVED], 13:01:12
 
Note: Event details corroborated by on-site operator and [REMOVED]. Report may not be entirely accurate.
 
Also, I was shielding or running for my life for half of it. Seriously, what the hells? You’re lucky I was there. None of the Whitestar ops would’ve stood a chance as it was. What Titan shows up in a Cat 1 country? Just remember, this was a good day, but there’s a reason this report had to be written by the second.
 
- Kirin.
 
[13:01:12 to 13:14:15 collapsed for brevity.]
 
13:14:15
 
Operator Uten deploys the anomalous Saturation Bomb within one hundred meters of PT-31. As of [REMOVED], Operator Uten confirms a Category 4 equivalent payload with 2,004 nuclear strikes of varying intensities.
 
Uten then activates a teleportation anchor, returning him to the operator contingent deployed against PT-31 at 13:01:12, hereafter referred to as 31-A.
 
13:14:16
 
Operator Uten initiates usage of special skills.
 
Special skill activated: Ability Extension, providing Autoproofing to the remaining seven members of 31-A.
 
31-A-1 activates Force Bubble.
 
13:14:17
 
The Saturation Bomb detonates and continues to detonate for the following thirty-four seconds. No usable data until 13:14:51.
 
Saturation Bomb effect contained to a 25-kilometer radius by Operator Jessica Lightlark, deployed against T-08 “Sersui.”
 
12 combatant casualties confirmed. 7,513 noncombatant casualties confirmed. See footnote[1].
 
13:14:51
 
PT-31 integrity loss estimated at 95-97%.
 
Details were fuzzy here. Don’t know if the higher ups had a skill that could actually see through the smoke, but I’m assuming they did. I was mostly focused on keeping our asses intact. Autoproofing protects me from direct effects, not secondary ones.
 
NOTE TO SELF: Fix personal notes before submitting report.
 
13:14:57
 
The smoke clears. Visibility from both primary and secondary event witnesses returns.
 
PT-31 demonstrates regeneration ability beyond that of the 16 observed Titans. PT-31 demonstrates capability for localized temporal rewind.
 
Further attacks fail to reduce PT-31’s integrity in any significant measure. This process continues for 14 seconds.
 
13:15:11
 
Operator Uten gains visual confirmation of a second group of survivors by a skill observed to be Starlight Shield empowered by a domain. Notably, this second group contains Sierra Jade and Adrian Stahr of Probability Project 477 (alias: Hex) and Evelyn Carnelian of [REMOVED].
 
Three uncontained anomalies in one place is insane, but it’s not like anybody told me. Looks like the first two are supposed to be given free reign. Don’t have clearance to see what Carnelian’s deal is. Not my problem anymore, at least.
 
13:15:12
 
Evelyn Carnelian advances.
 
13:15:13
 
Carnelian demonstrates possession of a unique special skill: Equalize.
 
And that’s when it all went to shit. Feel free to leave that in the final report. — Kirin.
 
13:15:14
 
Carnelian, experiences a surge of the following types of magic: divine, demonic, blood, Titan.
 
Carnelian is hereafter also designated PT-32.
 
Uten observes a sudden increase in perceived size as the effect surrounding PT-32 expands to match the size of PT-31. Unlike the amorphous body of PT-31, however, PT-32’s magical form possesses seven distinct heads, ten extraneous limbs of lengths between 80-120 meters, and 280* humanoid figures surrounding it at a uniform height of 60 meters.
 
13:15:15
 
Carnelian’s construct attacks PT-31. PT-31 suffers 31% integrity loss from a single beam-based attack. This beam continues traveling through PT-31, annihilating matter in its path. Operator Uten reports an inability to visually perceive the attack due to its brightness.
 
Secondary event witness confirms that PT-32’s attack has no light output.
 
13:15:16
 
This beam continues traveling for approximately 160 kilometers before abruptly fading. It strikes an unnamed Wasteland outpost. Attack is anomalous; UCC observer struck by the beam recorded existence in an empty anomalous fragment for ~9.9 seconds before destruction on the molecular level. Cause currently unknown.
 
All personnel struck by PT-32’s attack, hereafter to also be referred to as PT-32-1, are considered to be lost.
 
Confirmed combatant casualties: 16. Confirmed noncombatant casualties: 412. See footnote[1].
 
13:15:17
 
PT-31, “Inome,” reacts.
 
13:15:13 (2)
 
PT-31 activates a global temporal rewind. Any personnel not using an active reality anchor does not remember the events of the past (now future) three seconds.
 
PT-31’s integrity loss remains. PT-32 remains. Effects of PT-32-1 remain.
 
T-08 “Sersui” drastically increased its speed. Confirmed combatant casualties: 72. Confirmed noncombatant casualties: 3,772.
 
3,772 is to direct causes. Total damage is looking to be in the tens of thousands. — Lightlark.
 
13:15:14 (2)
 
PT-32 manifests 419 additional humanoid figures in a ring around it.
 
13:15:15 (2)
 
PT-32-1 is activated again. PT-31 suffers an additional 47% integrity loss.
 
PT-32 manifests 300 additional humanoid figures.
 
300 casualties estimated. Secondary event witness could not locate those affected.
 
13:15:16 (2)
 
PT-31 demonstrates its Stage 2 capability. Operators Uten, Stonepeak, Greywood, and Winda are caught by temporal distortions. Using a Stasis Machine to survive, Uten experiences the equivalent of 1 year per second. He remains capable of observing the ongoing battle.
 
Operators Stonepeak, Greywood, and Winda do not possess similar items. Disp Over 9,103 uses of Dispel Magic are recorded between the three of them during this second. The distortions remain.
 
Operator Stonepeak expires due to thirst. Operator Greywood expires due to thirst. Operator Winda survives with her Creation skill.
 
13:15:17
 
PT-32 advances.
 
13:15:17
 
PT-32 makes physical contact with PT-31. PT-31 demonstrates its Stage 1 capability. Both Proto-Titans suffer a 20% integrity loss in the exchange. PT-31 recovers 15% via temporal rewind.
 
PT-31 begins producing offshoots, sacrificing 10% of its integrity to do so. Uten counts 9,999.
 
13:15:18
 
Probability Project 447 anomaly Adrian Stahr advances to Category 2. Domain activation recorded.
 
Domain: The Unforgiving Sea activation confirmed. This is a unique domain. Capability to summon ~1,000,000,000,000 gallons of water, submerging a cubic mile, confirmed. Capability to exclude others from the effect confirmed.
 
Capability to direct 300% of the maximum water pressure into a single point confirmed.
 
13:15:19
 
PT-31 offshoots eliminated.
 
Evelyn Carnelian and her associated construct are excluded from Stahr’s effect. PT-32’s 699 humanoid figures exit the radius of the body, becoming offshoots.
 
PT-32 exerts its command. PT-31 responds in kind. Both rapidly lose integrity. PT-31’s Stage 2 effects dissipate.
 
13:15:20
 
PT-31 attempts to flee, initiating a global time stop.
 
PT-32 breaks the temporal freeze.
 
13:15:21
 
PT-31 attempts communication.
 
It spoke to all of us. Never understood what it felt like to bleed from the brain before that. — Kirin.
 
PT-32 responds.
 
One word. Everyone heard it.
 
Die.
 
13:15:22
 
Sersui responds.
 
13:15:23
 
The domain dissipates. Humidity drops to 0% within a 10 kilometer radius. The earth opens.
 
Adrian Stahr expires.
 
Operator Alice Winda expires.
 
Ashley Kane expires.
 
Operator Florence “Rin” Starsea expires.
 
Operator Aster Slya expires.
 
Operator Kevin Feng expires.
 
Azaril Halcyon expires.
 
Operators Kirin Uten and Angelina Kyris successfully engage a teleportation anchor and evacuate.
 
PT-32 disappears alongside Sierra Jade. Its signature is not able to be located due to the presence of a true Titan.
 
Casualty count ongoing. See footnote[1].
 
13:15:24
 
PT-31 “Inome” expires.
 
13:15:25
 
Sersui surfaces.
 
[1] Casualties are currently estimated between 50,000 and 100,000. 42,714 deaths have been confirmed. Due to the ongoing nature of the situation, they cannot be accurately counted. A non-exhaustive list includes the following:
 
[List collapsed.]
 
Would you like to edit this listing?
 
> No. I have seen enough. The experiment has proven me incorrect. I will watch with interest.
 
Would you like to follow this listing?
 
> Yes. Associate it with my personal articles. Project 0, Crowned Islands.
 
With or without redactions?
 
> With. I know who they are. Nobody benefits from an unredacted file.
 
Task completed. Is there anything else you would like to do?
 
> No. That is quite sufficient. Thank you.
 
Thank you, Administrator Alexander Callen. This session will now be terminated.
 




Chapter 33

 
The Wastelands, 13:15:14
 
Equalize works beyond my wildest dreams.
 
Equalize (Legendary)
 
Tier: Tourmaline
 
To move the immovable, you will become unstoppable.
 
This skill’s duration is inversely proportional to the power you obtain. Equalize’s cooldown is directly proportional to the power you obtain.
 
Magic floods me. I thought I knew what it means to be overwhelmed (you still don’t). I thought I knew pain (you still don’t). I thought I knew power (you do now).
 
This is beyond anything I have ever experienced (of course it is). Every cell in my twisted, (perfect) demonic body bursts with power like nothing else. I can’t keep it in. Can’t hold onto it (let go). When I try, it grasps onto me instead (hold or held it is ultimately the same). The skill becomes the master, reducing me to nothing but a puppet (you are no puppet we are one). I let the magic permeate me, become me. Or I become it. I can’t tell (neither and both).
 
I can see nothing but blood and light and dark and something other, something that whispers to me with promises of power and slaughter and more than anyone can offer on this world. The whispers aren’t entirely unintelligible, but I have the sense that the longer I listen, the more I’ll be able to make them out (you can already hear us).
 
But I don’t have long (you have enough). Equalize won’t last. Minutes at most. More likely, I have seconds (twelve).
 
With the amount of magic I can bring to bear (limitless), seconds are more than enough. Even now, my mind is operating at such a speed that not even a single one has passed.
 
Speed is (necessary) no guarantee of effectivity (stop thinking). I can feel the nigh-infinite power coursing through me (I will guide you), and it doesn’t leave my brain alone. My thoughts grow blurrier by the second (I am you).
 
There is (brethren) a nascent Titan in my path. I need to (kill) kill (kill) it. Simple (easy) enough (kill).
 
(you know who I am because you are me)
 
(there is no boundary we are Evelyn Carnelian and nothing will stop us)
 
(nothing at all)
 
(I am your truths)
 
I let the deluge (in) of power wash me away, and I become infinity.
 
A (friend) (enemy) (family) (infant) (prey) (predator) Titan stands before me, and I match it.
 
I don’t know how to control the power that crackles through me and around me (you do) (you always have), so instinct guides my hand. This magic is one I have never handled; the system provides no guidelines, no skills for me to utilize; somehow, it still feels intuitive (of course it does).
 
In the center of a maelstrom of my own making, I command the chaos and it listens.
 
“Annihilate,” I whisper softly, and so I do.
 
Trait earned: Killer V
 
Requirements: Kill 500 beings that possess levels
 
280 ticks over to 699.
 
Inome still lives. I am not finished (never will be).
 
I continue.
 
13:15:17
 
Adrian is rather impressed that he has not died yet. The mere act of existing within the proximity of not one but two Titans makes every molecule in his body want to tear itself from the others.
 
Okay, he’s told that neither of them are actual Titans, but that doesn’t make that much of a difference. Neither Inome nor… Evelyn, he thinks, though the horrifying spidery being that towers over them like a city in its own right doesn’t seem to have much in common with the admittedly already scary demon girl he’s grown to know and—in some fashion—appreciate. The point is, both of them can kill Adrian just by existing now.
 
Which, to be fair, might already be happening. Just a second ago, he saw a blur of action as the fight grew too fast for him to follow, and now, everything is slow.
 
“Damn,” he says, his voice echoing around him.
 
As has become his custom, he has surrounded himself in water. Normally, this would be no issue, but the swimming pool’s worth of liquid he has is unevenly distributed. A quarter of it is moving a million times faster than the rest. Unfortunately, he is currently submerged within that part.
 
Adrian is quite sure that he is stuck. He’s tried breaking out physically and through magic to no avail. He can still feel his water outside, but trying to manipulate it is like trying to drag molasses through quicksand.
 
Special skill: Tsunami. Adrian hasn’t truly understood the power his magic holds until just today. Life-threatening circumstances and the reawakening of a long-dormant desire to win have been a fantastic motivation to learn. Apparently, Tsunami’s ability to flood is not limited to the physical. With sufficient strength, he can drown skills.
 
“Fat lot of good that does me here,” he says, his words making bubbles in the accelerated water. “Fuck me.”
 
Titans don’t rely on skills—not in the traditional sense, anyway. Even if they did, Adrian is sure that any dampening he could attempt on this bubble of time would be utterly futile.
 
Silver linings and all that, though. Adrian has all the time in the world to find a way out. Water alone is enough for him to subsist, and alongside time, it’s the only thing he has right now.
 
He wonders if the degradation of his soul will progress at a normal rate in this space. He’d rather not find out.
 
“I won’t die here,” he promises himself. “I can’t.”
 
Not when he resolved to live. Not when he’s finally decided to break past the chains he constructed for himself.
 
Premature Category 2. That’s all he needs to do. Easy enough, right?
 
The Hydrokinetic chuckles at his silent joke, and he begins to think.
 
Objective: Impossibilities
 
Break through a Titan’s skill.
 
Reward: 50,000 XP. Survival.
 
It takes him two entire days to reason out a solution. Adrian isn’t sure it’ll work, but if it doesn’t, he can always try something else.
 
When he first hit Category 1, Adrian unlocked the Flood skill alongside vastly improved Water Magic. His first action, of course, had been an attempt to subdue the ocean. Reaching too far, maybe, but it had been inspired. Adrian missed that kind of casual arrogance.
 
Then, he hadn’t had the power to bend the ocean to his whims, but he could’ve been a Titan for all that it mattered. What he’d lacked most was understanding.
 
He couldn’t pretend that he had any deep insights into the nature of life or anything. That kind of philosophical shit was best left to professors, people with their heads too far up their asses, and Sierra. Though the last two were basically the same.
 
The important part is that he had gained an appreciation for the power of the sea. Adrian had just been too content with falling behind to really make use of it.
 
Now, though? Now, he had time pressure on multiple fronts, the battle of a lifetime, and a burning desire to improve. Burning was the wrong word for someone who used water, but oh well.
 
The ocean wasn’t strong, but it wasn’t weak. It just… was. Calling it strong implies that it’s being measured against something. It’s assigning it human traits, and that is the same kind of raw arrogance that had sent Adrian into a hospital bed for the better part of a month.
 
But that kind of arrogance is necessary. He’d seen sparks of that attitude in Evelyn, and look at her. As large as a Titan now, and fighting another.
 
Adrian thinks and thinks and thinks, and he ultimately concludes that strong and weak are still the wrong descriptors. Incomplete, if not inaccurate.
 
If I have to pick a trait for the ocean, the word would be unforgiving.
 
The sea punishes every mistake, brings those afflicted by hubris to their knees. It can beat against the same cliff over and over again, year after year, century after century, eon after eon, until there is nothing but sand left.
 
And so Adrian summons what little portion of the sea he can muster here, infusing it with all the magic he has, and he starts his waves beating against the walls of his time distortion.
 
It does nothing, predictably, but that’s okay. Only the greatest wave can break a wall on its first impact.
 
Adrian will hold until it is done. Evelyn’s managed to do the same. Why can’t he?
 
13:15:18
 
One year in, the wall finally softens.
 
Objective: Impossibilities [COMPLETE]
 
A journey to ascension begins with one small impossibility.
 
50,000 primary XP rewarded!
 
You have advanced to level 200!
 
Category 1 -> 2
 
Initiating ascension…
 
Adrian skips past all of the text accompanying the ascension. Sierra’s already gotten there. He’s just playing catch-up.
 
There is only one important factor, and that is his new power. Just like the Category 1 ascension, his body is reforged, further channels carving themselves out within him to enable his newest skill.
 
His time in the distortion has granted him far more than enough time to plan. There are thousands of butterfly-shaped offshoots, and he bets each of them have some new nasty feature, based on how fast the Titan appears to have advanced.
 
Mere weeks ago—over a year, from his perspective—this would’ve shaken him.
 
Now, he has nothing to fear. His plan will fail or it won’t. One way or another, the world will coldly go on.
 
When Adrian unleashes his domain for the first time, the name does not surprise him.
 
It does not feel like a triumph. It does not feel like a failure. As with his medium, it simply is.
 
Domain: The Unforgiving Sea.
 
The ocean crashes down onto the battlefield.
 
13:15:19
 
And it crashes.
 
13:15:20
 
And crashes.
 
13:15:21
 
And crashes.
 
Until Adrian hears a voice ring through his head. It doesn’t belong there.
 
DEMON. STOP.
ME. SURRENDER. HELP. ME. HELP. ME.
 
A much more familiar voice, feminine and pissed, follows. That one also shouldn’t be there, but it relieves the pressure the Titan placed on him.
 
Die.
 
Adrian relaxes, refocusing on attacking the Titan. His domain barely affects it, but he can tell that they’re winning.
 
Winning against a Titan. He almost wants to laugh.
 
13:15:22
 
The ground erupts.
 
Be quiet.
 
13:15:23
 
It happens suddenly. Too suddenly.
 
In an instant, the water is gone. Not evaporated, not dispersed—no. Gone, as if it was never there to begin with.
 
The speed with which it happens baffles Adrian’s enhanced mind. It’s faster than even Evelyn can react.
 
So he doesn’t have enough time to realize that when he believed the power of a Titan would not  be enough to subdue the ocean, he was wrong.
 
The ocean does not stop, Adrian’s unconscious mind reasons, and so he continues to attempt to exert his domain of influence over the land around him.
 
He gets the slightest hint of a sensation that he remembers indicates damage to the soul before his attempt to contest a Titan’s influence with his own shatters.
 
Moments later, his soul follows, splintering into the void.
 
Adrian’s world fades away. In those final moments before he falls, his eardrums burst, the sound of the new Titan’s roars far exceeding what a human can handle.
 
A beam brighter than the sun itself overtakes him, and then the sound stops. Everything stops.
 
Miles above, a magical sky-ship the size of an apple seed records the loss of his soul.
 
Adrian Stahr — dead, it reports.
 
13:54:01
 
When his eyes open again, there is darkness and blood and screaming and he is burning alive. He looks around, searching for anything he recognizes. He’s on his back, he realizes, but he can’t get up. He can’t move. There is nothing for him but pain and the emptiness.
 
And, somehow, the faint scent of the sea.
 
“Fuck,” Adrian croaks. “Did I get sent to a hell?”
 
“Wow,” Evelyn Carnelian says. “I was wrong.”
 
13:54:07
 
I stare at the burnt, soulless body that should be a corpse.
 
“How?” I ask Sierra. “What did he do?”
 
“Adrian,” she says. “Check your status.”
 
He does.
 
“New—new trait,” Adrian croaks. “Soulless.”
 
My eyes widen. The system rewarded me with that trait when I refused to bend to Wraithfire in the undercity beneath Ravendale.
 
I… genuinely did not think Adrian had it in him to do the same. The amount of will and magic that took was breathtaking.
 
“Credit where it’s due,” I say. “I’m impressed you survived.”
 
He coughs. “Gonna ask again. Are we… in a hell?”
 
“That’s a good question,” I sigh. “The important part is that we’re alive. I wasn’t entirely in my own mind there at the end.”
 
(you were)
 
Not this again.
 
(I am not a god I am the part of you that you refuse to listen to I am the part of you that is more)
 
(look at what you have become)
 
As much as I want to complain, this isn’t another passenger. I know what one feels like now. I know how it feels to kill one.
 
This is not that.
 
“I can tell you that there are around seven hundred dead bodies floating in this realm around us,” Sierra says. “Give or take a few.”
 
(and one living)
 
Instinct tells me to check the area around us, and though my magic has never been this tapped out, I activate my Blood Sense. Much of the area is just packed with blood (that you spilled from others), but one chunk of it is moving.
 
“You have got to be fucking kidding me,” I grouse. “We have incoming. Three thousand feet.”
 
“Adrian can’t fight,” Sierra says immediately. “This is your domain, isn’t it?”
 
“Something like it,” I reply. “But I can’t control it.”
 
(you can)
 
(open your eyes)
 
Once again, instinct guides me, and I open my status sheet for the first time since arriving here.
 
(you made the rules)
 
It’s blank.
 
(you can break them)
 
I order it to show me what I am.
 
When the voice falls silent, it feels final. Whatever that actualized instinct was, it is no longer speaking. Possibly forever. Given my luck, definitely not that long.
 
“Oh, holy shit,” I say.
 
The system floods into me all at once, as if just being here was cutting off access to key parts of it. I’ve broken down a dam somehow. A dozen completed objectives scroll past, one after the other, but I ignore all of them for a handful of crucial notifications.
 
Hidden Objective: Underdog [COMPLETE]
 
You have noticeably contributed to the death of a being 4 Categories higher than you.
 
Reward: [UNKNOWN] XP
 
Objective: Eat the (Titan) baby [COMPLETE]
 
500,000 XP rewarded!
 
Warning: due to your ascension, you may no longer view how much XP you have.
 
XP automatically diverted to secondary class.
 
Your secondary class has been automatically selected!
 
“What is it?” Sierra asks.
 
I manifest my system in the air with an act of will, showing her.
 
Adrian croaks out a painful-sounding cough, forcing himself into a sitting position. “Always have to do me one better, huh?”
 
Sierra pales. “Broken gods.”
 
Class (Secondary): Proto-Titan
 
You have devoured a portion of the thirty-first observed. You are the thirty-second.
 
You now have the potential to become the seventeenth observed Titan within the next millennium.
 




Chapter 34

 
“Proto-Titan,” I say, trying the word out on my tongue. “That’s what Rin called the baby one.”
 
“The system is saying you could become a Titan,” Sierra says. She sounds partway between horrified and intrigued. I don’t know which one I should be feeling.
 
I frown. The new class is incredibly sparse on details. It doesn’t tell me any stat bonuses, nor does it explain any skills. It’s at level ten already, too—by the time I got my primary class that high, I had at least a dozen different skills.
 
The new class does make me feel different. Hints of the same devastating power that I wielded for mere moments course through me, and I can feel the power bubbling within me. I need to actively hold it in to keep it from escaping, and I briefly realize that my success means I might be able to properly cloak now.
 
“Just don’t kill us,” Adrian says. His voice is still scratchy.
 
“Not planning on it,” I reply. “Though there is something in here that I might need to kill.”
 
Blood Sense is powerful enough for me to detect anything in this nullspace, and—nullspace? How do I know that word?
 
Nullspace: unlike an anomalous fragment, nullspaces can only be formed under a small set of specific circumstances. They possess many of the same properties, but are almost uniformly lethal to anything that remains within. The two most common methods to create a nullspace are total reality annihilation in a highly p-active containment and Titan emergence.
 
Another lecture remembered from the life of one of the people torn apart to create me. I should find out who those people were someday.
 
Not now, though. Amalgam-provided knowledge fills in the gaps in my understanding. We’re in a space that’s been purposefully created by an intelligent being—probably myself, using Equalize against a being one step down from being a full Titan. We should not be alive, but we are, and that’s because of me once again.
 
My Proto-Titan class has been keeping us from being blown to pieces this entire time. That in itself is enough to justify having it, though I don’t like the idea of having the voice of base instinct floating around my head more. It’s quiet now, but there’s no guarantee that it’ll remain that way for long.
 
“I sense the one you said was incoming,” Sierra says. “I detect nothing but hostile magic outside. I’m quite impressed that he’s alive, actually.”
 
One thousand feet and closing. As he gets closer, my ability to sense him grows clearer. In this space, my vision is far sharper than it has any right to be, so I can actually make him out through the bloody, demonic darkness.
 
Earlier, I was surprised that we were even alive; Sierra and I had spent quite a bit of time scoping out this area to secure it and be ready for Adrian’s eventual reawakening, which we managed through a lengthy process of her taking on his injuries with her Blue Mage class and redistributing them to me. I regenerated fast enough to no-sell most of it, but we had to go slowly.
 
Now that I’ve discovered the truth of my class, however, the area around me feels like a second skin. Maybe it’s the fact that the constant bark of the voice that arose when I became a Titan has calmed down and integrated with my thoughts, or maybe it’s just that my power has finally come active, but everything flows smoothly in here.
 
Activating Appraise is no more difficult than breathing.
 
Hidden Objective: Two of a Kind
 
You have located the only other surviving experiment from your batch. Kill it.
 
Reward: Trait - Endling
 
Name: ???
 
Age: 0
 
Race: ???
 
Class: Adaptor
 
Level: 77
 
Last Used Skill: Adapt (Tourmaline) - lvl 107
 
??? never chose a name, but it was once referred to as RI1; Resistance Infusion 1.
 
That name is familiar. I search my memories, and I remember.
 
Wailing. A high, keening screech.
 
The tube that the screaming is coming from is labeled as containing RI1. There’s actually a bit of Common text explaining the full name—Resistance Infusion 1, apparently—but it doesn’t reveal anything further.
 
A simpler time, from when the only conflict I had to resolve was figuring out how to escape a broken laboratory. From a time when simple Stealth was enough to enable my attacks, from when my teeth were enough to kill the enemies in my way.
 
I’ve heard this being before, though its body was hidden within a tub of acid. This humanoid being that is as human as I am—which is to say, not at all, but it wears a human’s body comfortably—is the oldest surviving acquaintance I have.
 
I worry for a second that I might be growing soft; I worry that sentimentality is overwhelming me now just as it has with Sierra.
 
Nope. Not a problem. I search every crevice of my being for any sign of sympathy, but the desire to fulfill my objective and eliminate anything in my path overwhelms it.
 
Seven hundred feet.
 
RI1 is moving fast, and I can’t actually tell what it’s using. It paddles its way through the darkness as if the demonic corruption is water. My nullspace doesn’t leave it alone—in fact, even as I watch, a pulse of power tears through RI1. I sense the shift as it happens. I feel as if I can modify it in any way I choose if I just reach out. That must be my new secondary class working, though I can’t tell what skill I have active.
 
I flex the nullspace like it’s a Shapeshifted muscle, and I deconstruct the approaching experiment. There’s no better word for it—I disassemble his body cell by cell, molecule by molecule, tearing every bond that holds him together.
 
My fellow experiment dissolves like wet tissue paper.
 
And somehow, RI1 survives. My kill count remains at 999. I grow no closer to completing my objective.
 
I’ve killed someone like this before. I remember holding my Carnelian Domain for over ten minutes, killing the reforming form of Alexus Rylar over and over and over until he was truly dead.
 
And so I continue manipulating the nullspace, familiarizing myself with its mechanics. Unlike the rest of my arsenal, which flow forth from me when I order it, the nullspace integrates so naturally into my perception of myself that it’s hard to identify where I should even start. How do you ask a limb to tell you how to use it to kill something permanently?
 
For now, I try using it the same way I instinctively use my domain—divine and demonic and blood and now Titan magic all swirling together into a lethal storm.
 
I kill RI1 again and again and again, but he refuses to stay dead.
 
Magic flashes across his body, and it comes together once more, individual cells reassembling themselves and reforming bonds that just won’t stay broken.
 
RI1 isn’t getting any closer thanks to the constant assault, but I can see that its Adapt skill is doing exactly what it promises to do. The progress is slow—of course it is, against a domain this potent—but my senses are fine-tuned enough to catch the fact that it’s regenerating faster. Each deconstruction takes microseconds longer than the last.
 
I am, however, starting to get the hang of this. The nullspace bends to my whims now (because it is a part of me).
 
That voice… is definitely mine. It’s more obvious this time than it was before, but in here, a blurry line forms between different parts of myself; the amalgam must be considered as a separate entity from the instincts I’ve built in my brief time alive. It’s no secret that the rules are different here.
 
“I can still sense him,” Sierra says, a note of worry in her voice. “But at this range, with that much power blocking us, I can’t do anything about it.”
 
“Yeah, working on it,” I tell her. “You got anything that can take us out of here?”
 
“Out of an expanded domain? Yes. Out of this? No.”
 
“Alright,” I say. “Guess it’s on me.”
 
“On you?” Adrian asks. “The hells…”
 
“She has a nullspace, Adrian,” Sierra says. “You know, the thing that Titans carry around inside them? Keep up.”
 
“I should’ve stayed knocked out,” Adrian replies, dragging himself to his feet. He wields a mundane sword now. Nearly useless in this space, but I appreciate the gesture.
 
I really cannot be bothered to deal with this situation right now. My special skills are all inactive, and the one power I have access to isn’t enough. If I had a hundred different types of magic to try on this guy, I’m sure I’d find enough power to kill RI1 before it could Adapt to whatever I’ve got going, but right now is not the time. I need time to rest; time away from the endless cycle of monster after assassin after Titan.
 
“Hey!” I shout, using the nullspace to make myself heard by the other experiment. “RI1! The fuck do you want?”
 
“You,” he replies, quiet. I can hear everything in this space, I realize. “You. I need you to die.”
 
Its control of Common is not nearly as strong as mine, I realize. It can’t have spent much time around humans.
 
Except its level is high. Extremely high, if I consider that it likely does not have a Devour skill like I do to boost speed. RI1 has definitely spent much more time killing than talking. It definitely has a similar objective to mine, if it wants to kill me that badly.
 
Something clicks in my mind alongside the realization that I can deny my enemy what it wants, something intrinsic to the nullspace.
 
I have a way out.
 
“I’d say I’m sorry to disappoint,” I say, “But I’m really not.”
 
I’m sure RI1 is going to find a way out of here. It’s had the tenacity to chase me from the Crowned Islands all the way to Whitestar Kingdom and the space beyond; the amount of bullshit required for that to work is sufficiently high that there’s probably way out of this nullspace in it, too. The fact that my power isn’t enough to kill it as it is right now is evidence enough for me.
 
But if precedent is anything to go off of, it’ll take a while.
 
“Sierra, Adrian,” I say, spreading my hands. “Hold on.”
 
Sierra’s hand is surprisingly soft for the amount of violence she’s endured in the last few days. Adrian’s is rough and callused, befitting a swordsman of his caliber.
 
“Goodbye, RI1,” I say.
 
It screams in outrage, the sound cutting in and out as I tear him apart one last time. RI1 reaches a dissolving arm out, trying to reach me, and I twist nullspace just so.
 
The transition is silent. One moment, we float on an artificial platform, held safely by my newfound extradimensional space. The next, all three of us touch down on slick, brittle glass.
 
We’re back in the Wastelands.
 
“Holy shit, Evelyn, turn it down,” Adrian groans. “You—you’re gonna kill me if you can’t—“
 
Oh. That sensation of holding my power back that came so easily in the nullspace is gone. Out here, I have no cloak, and the sheer force of my presence has redoubled thanks to the introduction of my secondary class.
 
It is thankfully significantly easier to cloak my Proto-Titan class than it is to do the same with Divine Demon. I can’t tell why; maybe because it’s less tainted of a class than my primary one, which has run my soul through a wringer.
 
It’s impossible to cloak it all the way. It still doesn’t come naturally to me.
 
We aren’t alone here, I quickly realize.
 
The three of us stand on one of the few intact pieces of a wasteland. Our surroundings are unrecognizable. It looks as if a dozen natural disasters have struck the land at once. Which, given the raw strength of the Titan I summoned here, isn’t that far from the truth.
 
Sersui’s not here anymore, thank the gods. I can sense its presence in an entirely different way from how I did before; earlier, I measured the distance with the Titan Caller, which is likely defunct after summoning a single Titan. Now, though, Sersui’s position is burnt into my mind as if I’ve cast a Locate on it.
 
And it’s not alone.
 
Forty-nine different signatures embed themselves in my mind, each of them at a vastly different point in the world. This planet is so much larger than I’ve realized; though I intellectually understand the size of it, it’s only now that I grasp its true scale. Tens of thousands of miles across the globe. Nearly a hundred thousand. The pinpoints are scattered to the winds, creating a loose framework that marks the world.
 
There are two of them within ten miles of me. One of them is actively fading away, its tether to my mind already severed.
 
Those signatures are Titans.
 
Not just Titans, I amend. My new class must be showing me where the Proto-Titans are too, because that faded signature is Inome’s.
 
It takes me a second to recontextualize where we are, given the way Sersui has utterly laid waste to the land around us.
 
The three of us are atop the corpse of the baby Titan.
 
Looking at it from a birds-eye view, I can see the vague, darkened shimmer that ensconces the shattered glass beneath our feet.
 
“Sersui is still active,” Sierra says. “Adrian’s feeling the effects, still. I will prepare transportation for us. This is not a safe area.”
 
The ground is shaking around us, but not directly where I stand. My very presence fights off Sersui’s. I am claiming this area as mine, and the strange new class the System offers me is assisting.
 
I close my eyes, pulling on the points of contact. I’m unfamiliar with this form of magic, but letting my instincts guide me has worked so far.
 
“Be ready,” I say. “I’ll try to handle this. Either way, the Wastelands are likely not the best place to be right now.”
 
Not that there’ll be much of this place left once the Titan of the Shifting Sands is done with it.
 
A connection between us appears, and I pull on it. It barely budges, as if I’m trying to tug a battleship across ice with my bare hands.
 
That only makes sense. Though the System claims that I’m only one step down from a Titan, my actual power level is nowhere near that level. Even communication will be a challenge at this stage.
 
There is, however, one advantage I possess.
 
I called Sersui. The rampage it must be going on right now—that is a direct result of the Titan Caller that the dwellers gifted me.
 
With the last dregs of the magic within, I amplify my own form of communication, trying to mimic the pieces I remember of Inome’s final moments.
 
“What’re you doing?” Adrian groans, holding his head in his hands. “Are you—“
 
“I’m trying to speak,” I reply. “Be quiet.”
 
Be quiet. That’s the same thing the true Titan said when Inome begged for help in its dying moments.
 
I killed you, I think, looking at the ashen rainbows strewn across the broken waste. I may not have dealt the final blow, but I killed you.
 
A Category 5. As a Category 1. Utterly impossible.
 
And now I’m trying to command something that made that being seem like a child in terms of power.
 
“You—you seek to talk to a Titan?” Sierra asks, grasping my goal immediately. “That is impossible. It has never been done. Not by anyone still living.”
 
I shrug. It’s not like I haven’t attempted (and succeeded at) impossible tasks before. This is just… a few orders of magnitude worse.
 
There is a method to my madness, as there always is. I piece together a few crucial pieces of information.
 
The Titan Caller did not summon Scintilla, who was awake and emergent. It summoned a Titan quicker than the Titans naturally cycle, which means Sersui was likely dormant before. Sersui desired silence when Inome begged for help.
 
Only the magic of the Titan Caller is causing Sersui to continue rampaging, and that’s an item I’ve already subverted.
 
Even with the assistance of the last fragments of the dweller’s item, reaching across the connection is nigh impossible. I’m still too weak to create one of my own.
 
But there is still a magical channel open, and I can connect my mana to its.
 
Sleep, I tell the Titan.
 
The signature reacts, shifting suddenly. I feel the air shift palpably, the freshly-returned moisture draining in an instant.
 
One falls for another’s rise. Amusing.
Our brethren are sure to witness you, Carnelian.
 
Impossibly, Sersui stops.
 
Slumber is in order. Until our paths cross again.
 
The connection cuts, and Sersui’s signature sinks into the ground.
 
Around us, the world stops shaking.
 
“Well then,” I say out loud, “I think I just talked a Titan down.”
 




Chapter 35

 
Adrian sucks in a deep breath, and Sierra follows suit.
 
The Titan’s pressure got to them, but it barely affected me. It was my pressure that nearly crushed them.
 
I’ve been unlike any human since the day I was born. I know that. There has never been a point where the race section on my status has displayed anything other than ???. Still, I was growing used to being one of them. Hiding EV3’s face with Evelyn’s became so necessary to survival that I have come to accept the latter mask as the truth of who I am.
 
This, though, separates me once more, irreversibly. Yes, I can still cloak myself; now that I’ve hit Category 1, it’s easier than ever. A cloak can’t hide the truth, though, which is that I am now on my way to becoming the seventeenth addition to a race of beings that exist solely to destroy.
 
And I can’t say I dislike that.
 
Unfortunately, I’ve found myself rather attached to Sierra. Adrian, too, has proven himself to not be entirely useless. He’s growing on me.
 
I wonder what they’ll think of this.
 
“Holy fucking shit,” Adrian says. “Wow.”
 
“We owe you,” Sierra adds, sighing. “Again.”
 
“You’re gonna need to cloak better than that though, man,” the Hydrokinetic replies, pausing to cough and pound his chest as if to remind himself it’s still there. “You aren’t about to crush me into pieces anymore, but my senses are all out of whack and you still feel like you’re going to murder me and everyone I know and love.”
 
“Pretty sure that’s how I always am,” I say. Adrian snorts.
 
“He is correct,” Sierra adds, flashing me a lopsided smile. “Your presence is significantly more intense than it was before, even when you were fully uncloaked.”
 
I sigh. “I suppose that’ll make it hard to travel anywhere civilized, hmm?”
 
“Not if I may assist you in cloaking more effectively,” Sierra replies. “Given our location, we are likely days out from any target destination.”
 
“Speaking of targets,” Adrian says, clutching his chest, “I—“
 
“Yes,” Sierra interrupts. “Save your words. I am duly surprised that you have managed to survive such severe soul damage, but rest assured; we will find a specialist.”
 
A specialist? “You have no way to heal it yourself?”
 
Adrian barks out a laugh, stopping himself when he chokes up blood. “I ain’t you, Evey. Can’t just stitch a soul together like that, y’know?”
 
“Huh. Okay.” That comes as a surprise, honestly. I didn’t realize humans were so fragile. I mean, yeah, I knew they died easily, but for Adrian to be a Category 2 and unable to recover from a lack of a soul? Seriously?
 
Maybe my perspective is just warped. Being told you have the potential to be a world-destroying Titan one day can’t have helped with that.
 
Not that I’m going to stop.
 
“Let me know where and when we’re going,” I say. “I’m going to try to eat the dead Titan.”
 
“Proto-Titan,” Sierra corrects with a grin.
 
“Same difference,” Adrian says, waving his hand. “Sierra, you know any soul specialists in these kingdoms?”
 
“I might,” she says. “Give me a moment to scry.”
 
While the two of them start on finding Adrian a solution, I set my mind to figuring out how I’m going to Devour this.
 
Ascending to Category 1 and gaining a second class sadly did not grant me a better way to use Devour. At Diamond tier, the skill is still strong enough to be used outside of my body, but Sersui really fucked Inome up. The dead Proto-Titan’s skin is literally embedded into the ground, which has been smashed by the world’s largest natural disaster again and again until there’s nothing even resembling a structure.
 
In short, my target to eat has been spread finely and thinly across a mile radius. I imagine a lot of its body mass has been obliterated already thanks to the Titan of the Shifting Sands, which means I don’t even know how much of its flesh is even available to consume.
 
It is still definitely worth consuming. This is going to be a pain.
 
With my secondary class offering me pinpoint details on the fading presence of the late Proto-Titan, I think I can piece together some of the chunks of its flesh, but I need to do it fast.
 
“Let me know when you two find a direction,” I tell Adrian and Sierra, jumping into my Bloodpath.
 
I create a pair of Blood Clones as well, instructing them to identify and verify pieces of the fallen Titan’s body. Sersui appears to have been undamaged when rampaging throughout his place; at the very least, I can’t find any pieces of its body. Still, I have my clones look for anything that bears the signature of the Shifting Sands.
 
My skill comes to me smoother than ever, and I practically fly across the land. I remember experiencing my first major power jump after Devouring the demonic tree back in the Crowned Islands. Then, it was the craziest power-up I’d ever experienced.
 
Now, I’m even stronger.
 
I spread my bodies over the span of a mile, bloodily shadowing the valley Sersui created, and I rain myself down across the devastation, pushing myself to Devour the fractured pieces of divinity embedded within the glass.
 
After a solid minute, I realize an issue with my plan.
 
When I ate people on my level, it was easy. Simple. When I consumed those who were dozens of levels higher, it grew more difficult. Against people who were a Category higher, Devour took ages to succeed.
 
Equalize has faded now, and the secondary class I’ve gained, while disgustingly powerful, is still only level 10.
 
Inome was Category 5. That means a bare minimum of level 500, if I understand things correctly.
 
Consuming its pieces is not feasible in any reasonable amount of time.
 
“Evelyn. Can you hear us?” Sierra asks, drawing my attention to her.
 
She’s surrounded by an intricate glowing web that flows forth from her hands. It’s too complicated for me to parse, so I don’t bother. Some things are best left to others, no matter how powerful I might be.
 
I reform my main body into something resembling human, continuing the slow process of beginning to Devour the corpse and the land alike. Phantom Shape gives me wings wide enough to slow my descent, and it costs less to maintain than Bloodpath does. My magic reserves are significantly deeper now than pre-Category increase, but they’re not unlimited.
 
They’re not as effective as I’d hoped. I should study more on how to construct these things; as it is, I drop like a brick.
 
“I can hear you,” I tell Sierra, hitting the ground hard on one knee.
 
The diagram flickers with the force of my impact. Adrian stumbles back, though Sierra doesn’t budge, looking amused.
 
“My scrying skill was successful,” she says. “There is a soul specialist within Whitestar. They reside within Zelin, the kingdom’s capital.”
 
“Convenient,” I say. “How far is that?”
 
“Three hundred seventeen miles,” Sierra says. “I doubt that train transportation will be available for a long chunk of this journey thanks to moderately extenuating circumstances.”
 
“We can make it in a few weeks on foot,” Adrian says. “I can use some of my skills to hurry it up. Make it a matter of days.”
 
“Don’t overdo it,” Sierra warns. “You’re not—“
 
“I’m not her, yeah, I know,” he says. “I’d like to get going as soon as we can. Soulless helps, but gods, this fucking sucks. My grip on myself is—it’s bad. It’s really godsdamn bad.”
 
“Evelyn, how much time do you need?” Sierra asks me.
 
If I pay attention to Adrian, I can sense the magic flowing around him. Looking closer tells me more, and sure enough, he is breaking apart inside. His resistance to soul damage isn’t as strong as mine, and neither is his resistance to pain, the divine, and any number of other things.
 
He is still in danger of dying.
 
“A few minutes,” I lie. “Let me figure something out. Are you able to store the corpse away here?”
 
“No,” Sierra replies, immediately understanding my request. “Titan-based materials are far too volatile for me to store. There is every chance that my space would simply combust.”
 
Fuck.
 
I am not going to be able to consume the entirety of Inome’s body before we need to depart.
 
There’s an undeniable temptation for me to just stay here while Adrian and Sierra leave. I could part ways here, continue on my path while they go with theirs. I could even wait and try to catch up later, though I know their mobility is better than mine.
 
But gods damn it all, I’m attached to them. It’s inconvenient, but I can’t deny the truth. I’ve known this since I choose to hit them with the final blast of my Titan form, leaving every other connection I formed here to die. Azaril, Ashley, Rin, Kirin. I don’t think any of them made it out alive.
 
On the other hand, I refuse to abandon such a bountiful store of XP and power.
 
That just means I need to advance, and I need to do it fast. The same solution I’ve had to everything.
 
I don’t think I can take Devour to Tourmaline right now. After a lot of usage, it’s at level 21 of Diamond tier, which isn’t anywhere close to the one hundred levels I need to get it on the threshold to the next tier. I also lack any stored corpses to level up from, which means I need to do something I haven’t even attempted since the first week of my life.
 
To find a way to consume Inome or at least store it away, I’m going to have to turn to my secondary class.
 
My amalgam isn’t particularly clear in the realm of secondary classes awarded at Category 1, but I get the impression that I should be able to unlock an entire new dimension of skills. Up until now, though, I haven’t gotten any new skills from my Proto-Titan class.
 
I articulate as much to Sierra, who has the best grasp on the system out of all of us.
 
“You were using new skills, no?” she asks, raising an eyebrow. “You manipulated the nullspace.”
 
“Not with a skill,” I say. “Instinct, more than anything else.”
 
“The system expands your instincts at magical rates, but the initial generation of the skill is simply a quantification of your understanding,” Sierra says. “In essence, all you need to do now is unlock it.”
 
“Gotta… gotta focus on what the skill means,” Adrian adds. “That’s half of how I made Category 2 way too early.”
 
“What was the other half?”
 
“You.”
 
I don’t know how to respond to that, so I don’t. Instead, I close my eyes, focusing as the two of them have instructed me to.
 
Other than the nullspace, I can’t draw up feelings of other powers I’ve wielded. Despite my perfect memory, my recollection of the time I spent as a being far greater than myself is hazy at best. I suspect that’s because the amount of power Equalize granted me was far more than I’m able to handle.
 
“That is consistent with my understanding,” Sierra says when I speak to her about it. “It would also provide an explanation for why you have not activated your skills. You did not know what they were when you were using them, so once your temporary power-up faded, so too did your system’s knowledge of the skills.”
 
“Then I should be able to bring what I remember back, right?”
 
“I believe so. Your situation is… somewhat unprecedented.”
 
That’s an understatement if I ever heard one.
 
I return to my meditative state, drawing on the sensation of the nullspace. I remember tearing a fellow experiment apart on the molecular level. I remember commanding the space to annihilate everything that entered it; I remember telling it to ignore Sierra and Adrian in its wrath.
 
That bears no fruit, and I think I know why. Every memory I draw on is one that took place within the nullspace itself, not in the “real world” where we are right now.
 
I fish through the hazier memories, searching for a specific idea, and I catch it.
 
13:15:23
 
Sersui’s appearance is sudden and yet entirely expected. I have been preparing for its arrival for an eternity; I am completely unprepared.
 
It overwhelms everything in an instant. If I am infinite, Sersui is a greater infinity. It outclasses Inome and I combined by the same factor that we outclass a coughing baby.
 
The air dries in an instant. My skills dry at the same time, dissipating like sand in the wind against the sheer presence of the true Titan.
 
I cannot let it end here. This is the event I was waiting for, yet I realize now I prepared no escape route (there is a place to run).
 
There is one way out. It is (my only choice) absolutely insane, but I have no time to think of anything else.
 
I activate my own attack, but I don’t try to target Sersui.
 
At the same time, Inome attempts to latch onto Sersui, a half-dead proto-Titan exerting the last dregs of its power.
 
I watch the earth swallow its desiccated corpse, and I know that that is not the path I want to follow.
 
Under my command, the beam I used to kill hundreds turns on myself.
 
This, I realize, is facilitating a skill.
 
This is a—
 
Now
 
“—Descent unto the Void,” I vocalize.
 
You have gained the Titan magic affinity at level 1.
 
New skill unlocked: Descent unto the Void (Rarity: Irrelevant)
 
Tier: Irrelevant
 
Level: 1
 
Sacrifice magic to shunt up to 999 pounds of material within 999 feet into your nullspace.
 
The first activation takes over a quarter of my entire magic reserves, which not a single other skill I’ve ever used has done.
 
But it works.
 
For just an instant, the nullspace—my Carnelian Domain made into my Titan’s power—manifests. It doesn’t appear for long enough to do any damage; in fact, I doubt anyone but me can actually perceive it.
 
When it disappears, though, so too does 999 pounds of Inome’s flesh, worked into the shattered glass desert.
 
I use it three more times, finding the densest concentrations of Titan-flesh to absorb into the space, and then my magic is almost entirely burnt out. My Merciless trait is all that keeps me from being as pathetic as a Category 0 soldier, limiting the expenditure of my last usage of the skill.
 
Adrian has fallen over when I rejoin my two partners.
 
“Unconscious,” Sierra says, answering my unspoken question. “Alive. The power of your new skill knocked him out cold. I will wake him. I presume you are ready?”
 
“As ready as I can be, yeah,” I say.
 
I have as much of Inome’s body as I can manage in my nullspace, ready for me to slowly Devour. The body is so thoroughly destroyed that I don’t think staying here will yield any further results.
 
“Then let’s go,” Sierra says, tapping Adrian on the shoulder. “To Zelin."
 
PT-32
 
[Clearance class 3 required to view. Your clearance class is: 4.]
 
Alternate Designations: Evelyn Carnelian; Blood Reaper
 
Category: 1* [Category is esoteric. See footnote[1] for more information.]
 
Alignment: Experiment
 
Containment Status: Uncontained
 
[Article collapsed.]
 
Addenda
 
[Incidents PT-32-1 and PT-32-2 collapsed.]
 
Upcoming Containment Attempts
 
PT-32 has been sighted exiting the Wastelands alongside PP-447-7 and -8. Projected destination: Zelin.
 
Zelin Deadmarked have been notified of its presence. Operator Kirin Uten to observe.
 
[Footnotes collapsed.]
 
Would you like to edit this listing?
 
> No. Keep me updated. Notify Clearwater.
 
Overseer Clearwater has already been notified.
 
> Ensure Operator Uten does not terminate the target.
 
Operator instructions modified.
 
> That is all.
 
Thank you, Administrator Alexander Callen. This session will now be terminated.
 




Chapter 36

 
Adrian can only manage to keep his skills up for a couple of hours, even with rest. Missing a soul is apparently even more of a detriment than I thought it was. We trace our way through the remnants of the Wastelands, alternating between Adrian’s Hydrokinesis skill, my Bloodpath, and walking to navigate.
 
Though Adrian doesn’t have the Tsunami special skill
to work with, it turns out that he can use his water control on my blood, though it isn’t as effective for him as pure water is. I provide him with a dozen Blood Clones, letting them dissipate and slowly lowering the amount of control I exert over it so that he can take over.
 
He proves to be surprisingly adept with his skills, giving us a platform akin to a semi-solid couch to lounge on while the blood ferries us.
 
When Adrian grows tired of using the blood, I take both of them into my Bloodpath, flexing my high Magic (Meta) stat to include both of them in the skill. My maximum speed is significantly higher than Adrian’s—almost eighty miles an hour compared to his twenty or thirty, if I had to guess—but my skill tires me out faster, and even with Magic (Meta), it costs a great deal of my magic to take all three of us through it for even minutes.
 
Also, neither Adrian nor Sierra particularly enjoy the sensation of becoming blood.
 
More importantly, Adrian’s soul-damaged body apparently does not take well to be dragged into skill after skill, so I minimize the amount of time and distance spent in the form.
 
I can’t complain too much. When we’re walking, Sierra uses occasional applications of her forcefields to smooth out the landscape, which I appreciate. Sersui’s rampage overlaps with our path, so the land is devastated up to the horizon everywhere we go. Offshoots of the Titan run rampant in the series of valleys that its carved out, providing us ample opportunity to “rest” and for me to recharge my mana by killing and Devouring some of them.
 
They vary in form and power, but we’re far enough from the main path of destruction that we don’t face any above Category 1. As long as they’re in small numbers, Sierra and I are more than enough to handle them. I level Wraithfire, Abyssal Echo, and Radiant Aura against them, relying solely on those skills to kill. Abyssal Echo progresses slower than the others because it’s Diamond tier, but I do manage to increase them by three to five levels each.
 
Interestingly, the Titan offshoots do not seem to increase my kill count when they die. I wonder why that is. Are they treated as extensions of the Titan’s body, perhaps?
 
Adrian provides us enough water to subsist on, and as the sun sets on the first day, Sierra draws frozen meals from her Personal Space. She warms them with a light use of Create Flame, utilizing her Blue Mage class.
 
“Don’t even think about it,” she warns me when I suggest attempting to use Wraithfire to heat the meals.
 
After annihilating the offshoots in the area around me and successfully increasing my primary level to 101, we settle down on a dim forcefield disc that Sierra creates with a snap of her fingers.
 
Devour satiates me, but Sierra’s gone to the trouble of providing her resources, so I take the chance to eat.
 
“These are unlikely to be particularly palatable,” Sierra says. “I do not have unlimited room in my Personal Space, so I tend to trend towards dense, filling meals over more satisfying ones.”
 
“Not a problem,” I say, taking a heated box of rations.
 
On the side, it’s labeled UCC PREPPED MEAL - BEEF STEW/RICE/VITAMIN BAR. The dish  smells of spices and rich meat, not entirely unlike the scent of burning bodies; to be fair, this one appeals to my appetite a fair bit more.
 
“Still don’t carry beer?” Adrian asks, digging into his meal with a fork and knife. “You got anything to spare?”
 
“Mind-altering drugs should not be consumed—“
 
“—When the soul is damaged, yeah, yeah, I get it,” Adrian complains through a mouthful of his dinner. He swallows. “Once I get that shit put together, I am getting so fucking drunk.”
 
Sierra laughs lightly, the sound of it like a glass bell tinkling in the wind. “Do as you wish then. Not now.”
 
I use the provided plastic fork and spoon to divvy up my own meal and eat it with my own teeth. My instincts tell me to hurry it up, to use Devour and get it over with so I can keep on going, but I forcibly suppress them.
 
Despite Sierra’s warning, the food is the best thing I can remember tasting. It’s as savory as any fleshy body would be, but the coppery taste of the blood is missing, replaced instead by a fragrant combination of spices that contrasts perfectly with the sticky, delicate grains of rice.
 
It occurs to me that I can count the number of real meals I’ve had on two hands.
 
“I should have more of these,” I mutter, devouring the plate in a matter of minutes, no skill needed.
 
Sierra overhears me and smiles. “When we get to Zelin, I will show you establishments that put this to shame. If your ambitions lie beyond the Seven Kingdoms, which I know they do, I have an entire world for you to step into.”
 
I nod enthusiastically, finishing the rest of the ration. The vitamin bar is slightly sweet, providing a finishing taste significantly fresher than that of human corpses.
 
“I need to sleep,” Adrian announces. “And a drink, but, well, you know. Anyway. We good to camp here?”
 
“Yes,” Sierra says. “I can take first watch. Evelyn?”
 
“Works for me,” I say. “If we have downtime, I am going to try advancing.”
 
“Of course you are,” Adrian grumbles. “Let me know if you achieve godhood or something. I’m going to bed.”
 
“I would like to observe,” Sierra says quietly, manipulating the forcefield to give Adrian a surface to sleep on. “There is much I still have to learn, and I am still pushing my Blue Mage class forward. Would you allow me?”
 
She extends a hand.
 
In lieu of an answer, I take it in mine.
 
“Be prepared,” I say. “If this goes poorly, you will need to defend yourself against my nullspace for a time.”
 
“Of course,” she says. “I have countermeasures for it. Their efficacy is debatable, but they do exist.”
 
“Alright,” I say, closing my eyes. “In three.”
 
The warmth of her hand surprises me every time. Maybe it’s the reminder that there is a warm, living body in this world that I do not need a plan to kill. Maybe it’s the fact that two months ago, I couldn’t conceive of a long-term alliance with anybody.
 
Things have changed.
 
I trust her, and she trusts me. To my primal, self-serving instincts, that’s terrifying.
 
But I’ve changed.
 
“Join me,” I say, “in my Descent unto the Void.”
 
Oh, wait. Will Sierra’s forcefield hold intact when she’s in an alternate plane? Is Adrian about to fall?
 
The real world vanishes alongside most of my remaining magic before I can ask the question.
 
Eh. He’s strong. He’ll be fine.
 
#
 
Everything is as I remember it in the nullspace. Its existence is a contradiction, just like mine. Devastating light pierces through absolute darkness, exposing the blood that permeates everything here. Beneath it all is the underlying unstoppable power of the Titans; that last one is murkier, less defined. I suspect it’ll be a while before it resolves into the crystal-clear killing intent that Sersui and Scintilla both wielded.
 
My secondary class is much more active in here. The presences of the forty-eight surviving Titans and proto-Titans are crystal clear, and I feel as if I might actually be able to reach out and touch them.
 
Not that I’m going to do that while still holding onto Sierra. I can feel her magic pulsing into me, which I recognize as the same technique she used to gain my blood magic for a time back on the train where we first met.
 
“Wow,” Sierra gasps. “That’s—“
 
“Yep,” I say. “That’s the baby Titan’s corpse.”
 
Unlike the last time we were here, there is one addition. Pieces of shimmering rainbow flesh streak through the darkness, remaining intact despite the sheer power of the nullspace. I refuse to let my power dismantle them before I can extract every bit of progression I can from them.
 
“I wonder if you’ll be able to mimic this,” I say, and I use Devour.
 
The last time Sierra took a technique from me, Devour was still a skill I could only use when actively consuming another being with my teeth. Now, though, red-black energy simply courses through the nullspace as if it’s a part of the place.
 
It practically is.
 
Sierra gasps quietly. “Diamond. Your power is… it’s exquisite. I have no better way of describing it.”
 
I continue attempting to Devour the dead proto-Titan. In here, I have plenty of time.
 
Within the nullspace, I find that Devour works differently. Though Inome’s corpse is no more willing to disintegrate into XP for me, I can sense the connections within the flesh. Even scraping off the tiniest pieces exposes those connections to me, and I realize with a start that the act of consumption is making the links to the other Titans easier to access… in a fashion.
 
Encouraged by the progress, I try focusing on generating a skill, just as I did before. I don’t know what this can grant me, but…
 
My system triggers, and it’s entirely different from how it normally announces level-ups and skill progression. Its whispers are distorted, similar to the shadows of divinity I heard during my class evolutions.
 
Except this is no class evolution.
 
A path taken; many paths offered.
 
Devour changes its trajectory abruptly, and I find myself focusing on a very, very familiar connection.
 
Sersui’s presence appears in my mind, bone-dry and deadly, but it does not destroy me. In fact, I don’t think it even recognizes I’m there.
 
Path of the Shifting Sands
 
The Shifting Sands bury those who dare exist in their path. You, too, have buried all who defy you and many more.
 
Grants the Earth magic affinity at 9th level.
 
Grants the Desiccate special skill.
 
Grants the Terrakinesis skill.
 
Nullspace alteration: Shifting Sands. Water cannot exist in your nullspace unless you allow it.
 
All Body-related attributes increase at 3x their previous rate.
 
My vision fills with images of devastation; I see the Wastelands torn apart, watch as entire cities turn to dust from Sersui’s
presence alone.
 
And then it changes, sending me hurling down another thread.
 
Path of the Nameless Sea
 
The ocean takes. It does not forgive. Its victims forget.
 
Grants the Water magic affinity at 9th level.
 
Grants the Antimemetic Tsunami special skill.
 
Grants the Hydrokinesis skill.
 
Nullspace alteration: The Nameless Sea. Your nullspace is water. Any being affected by your nullspace’s water loses the ability to form new memories.
 
Magic (Power) and Magic (Meta) increase at 5x their previous rate. Body (Strength) and Mind (Resistance) increase at 3x their previous rate.
 
Again, my mind is flooded by destruction. Tsunamis taller than the depth of the Sunken Kingdom bearing down against grand cities, obliterating them so thoroughly that nobody even remembers what was lost.
 
This time, when I’m sent hurtling down another thread, I’m ready.
 
Path of the Lost Time
 
Warning: this path is malformed.
 
Grants the Time magic affinity at 6th level.
 
Grants the Time Stop special skill.
 
Accelerates aging by a factor of 5,000.
 
Nullspace alteration: Lost Time. Time progresses 9,999 times faster within your nullspace.
 
Magic (Power) and Magic (Regen) increase at 5x their previous rate.
 
It’s Inome’s visage that I see this time. The images are fractured, lower fidelity. I suppose its inability to become a true Titan has hurt it.
 
“…lyn! Evelyn! Please!”
 
As the flood of scenery comes to an end, Sierra’s voice shakes me out of my system-induced daze, pulling me away from the next, less tangible thread.
 
She grips my hand tighter than ever, and I realize why when I look at her. Both of the Blue Mage’s eyes are rolled up high in her head. Blood flows freely from her nose, and her body convulses with every passing second.
 
“Fuck,” I vocalize, and I twist us out of the nullspace.
 
#
 
As it turns out, skills do not remain active when their owner is in a nullspace. Well, either that, or Sierra nearly dying from that sequence of events knocked her ability to control her skill away. Both are equally possible.
 
Surprisingly, Adrian has still managed to find a way to sleep. Evidently, he caught himself as he fell. We find him snoring in a segment of shattered stone inside a cubby that looks entirely artificial.
 
I help Sierra to the ground, using Hemokinesis to keep too much blood from flowing out. We lie down together, her hand still in mine.
 
Her life doesn’t seem to be in immediate danger, but she looks as if she’s moments from falling unconscious.
 
“…exquisite,” she whispers.
 
“What was that?” I ask her. “Are you trying to get yourself killed? You said you had ways out, didn’t you?”
 
“I did,” Sierra says, pausing between each word. “I wanted… to see your power.”
 
“I see,” I say.
 
“You… don’t sound too… broken up.”
 
“If there’s one thing I understand,” I say, “It’s that.”
 
Slowly, a smile spreads across her lips. “Thank you.”
 
“Well?” I ask, setting her down. “Did you get anything?”
 
She opens her other hand. Sand and water flow forth from it in one smooth motion. Despite its lack of power, the unstructured magic is tinged ever so slightly with an increasingly familiar undertone.
 
“Enough,” she says, closing her eyes. “Go. I know you… aren’t finished.”
 
Sierra lets go of my hand. I watch her chest rise and fall, ensuring that she’s breathing before I depart once more.
 
Because she’s not wrong. I’m not done here.
 
I have so much to explore. The system is growing increasingly inconsistent, which I want to understand and exploit, but before that, I have the immediate task at hand.
 
I am being offered the power of the Titans.
 
All I need to do now is decide which one.
 
“One more Descent unto the Void,” I tell myself.
 
When I come out, I will be unstoppable.
 
#
 
Zelin, Capital of the Whitestar Kingdom
 
“The Halcyon boy’s attempt failed,” a hooded figure says.
 
“We have received the honor of another, your grace,” another adds. “Another with potential. Truly, this is a blessing from the—“
 
“Silence,” the man on the throne says, absent-mindedly touching the Mark of the Dead Gods branded into his forearm. “I know of what you speak. We will approach this as we always have. With silence, prudence, and patience.”
 
The king without a name rises.
 
“And, when the time is right, a knife to the back.
 
“The girl will be ours.”
 




Chapter 37

 
Now that I don’t have a squishy human to keep alive, I can explore the paths offered to me to my heart’s content. There is power beyond anything I can currently access here; the three properly formed Titan paths that my previous venture offered me are proof enough of that.
 
This is, I realize, the first time I’ve been alone in my nullspace.
 
And I am alone. Thanks to the sudden surge of Titan energy alongside Sierra’s plight last time, I didn’t even realize, but RI1 is gone. Somehow, the other experiment managed to Adapt to the nullspace and leave.
 
I… don’t know if I should be worried about that, but it’s not like there’s anything else I can do about it. The objective I received to kill him doesn’t tell me where he is, which means that my only path is, as usual, to advance.
 
And here I am, standing within a pocket world scintillating with colors that only I can see. Even Sierra’s mana sight showed her nothing more than oppressive darkness with beams of annihilating light slicing through their centers.
 
Alone, I can relax. Alone, the nullspace is different.
 
Colors beyond the visual spectrum play over my vision, only fading slightly when I close my eyes because the colors are mine—because they are me. This nullspace is tied into me intrinsically, so much so that I have no interface with which to exercise it as a skill—it simply is.
 
Once again, I set myself to Devouring what remains of my fallen fellow proto-Titan.
 
This time, I sense the colors beyond sight twisting, twirling, sending me down the strings of fate and Titans.
 
I give into the paths, moving past the ones that Scintilla, Sersui, and Inome itself have offered. They’re all powerful in their own right, but their primary benefits stem from the incredible power they offer in my nullspace. I need more than that. Descent unto the Void can bring people in here, but without the Category 5 power I briefly wielded in my Equalized proto-Titan form, I know I won’t be able to use it against the foes that actually matter.
 
RI1. Alexander Callen. Sapphire.
 
Why is it that I kill and kill and kill but the forces arrayed against me can only grow stronger? It’s like trying to catch water with a sieve.
 
I need the tools to plug the holes.
 
Path of the Burning Sky
 
The Burning Sky sears. It chokes. It incinerates. It suffocates. It will not stop until there is nothing left to burn.
 
Grants the Fire magic affinity at 8th level.
 
Grants the Air magic affinity at 8th level.
 
Grants the Light That Burns the Heavens special skill.
 
Grants the Dynakinesis skill.
 
Nullspace alteration: The Burning Sky. There is no breathable air in your nullspace. Any gas in your nullspace (including non-volatile gases) are perpetually aflame.
 
Magic (Power), Magic (Regen), and Magic (Meta) increase at 4x their previous rate.
 
As before, I witness scenes of utter devastation. A burning phoenix the size of a village annihilates towns with its mere presence. The air hundreds of miles away becomes unbreathable. In an instant, it kills tens of thousands; in a minute, it kills ten times that.
 
This path, just like the three I’ve already seen, is undeniably powerful. Massive increases to my attribute growth alongside new affinities—any of these paths would make me unstoppable in the Seven Kingdoms.
 
But it’s not what I need. The Seven Kingdoms aren’t where my ambitions stop.
 
…are they?
 
I’m whisked away before I can consider it more.
 
Path of the Neverending Night
 
Of the sapient species, it is only the deep dwellers that have never learned to fear the dark. Those who survive the Neverending Night gain this understanding. Living beings fear the unknown; so, too, do they fear that which they know too well. The night, of course, is fear itself.
 
Grants the Darkness magic affinity at 9th level.
 
Grants the Everywhere and Nowhere special skill.
 
Grants the Scotokinesis skill.
 
Nullspace alteration: The Neverending Night. Any creature in your nullspace will be faced by its greatest fear. If it fears nothing or learns to overcome its fear, it will be taught how to fear anew.
 
Mind (Speed) and Mind (Resistance) increase at 5x their previous rate.
 
Night falls upon a floating capital city—one of the skyfolk’s. It does not stop.
 
When the Titan of the Neverending Night chooses to leave, every last being in the once-proud fortress city lies catatonic, suspended in midair.
 
This is not my path.
 
The thought frustrates me. Every one of these paths is amazing. They expand the range, versatility, and sheer power of the capabilities I have.
 
And yet, somehow, I know this isn’t what I want.
 
So what is it that I do want?
 
I was born with one truth to my name. I carved another in red.
 
I advance. I kill.
 
Is that all I am? I don’t even know what Sapphire intended for me. I am a being of unparalleled growth, according to her. By all rights, I should be proving that statement true with every passing second.
 
That can’t be all. Sapphire has shown too much foresight to have not seen an eventuality like this coming.
 
It’s such a strange question to be asking myself.
 
I can’t stop the threads of power from sending me to the next Path, but I barely pay attention to this one, only recording it in my memory so I know what I have been offered.
 
Path of the Living Moon
 
Path of the Empty Void
 
Path of the Fallen Angels
 
The Path of the Fallen Angels, contrary to my expectations, does not involve Divine and Demonic magical affinities. Instead, it utilizes Divine and Darkness affinities, both which would be given to me at 8th level.
 
It’s a curiosity, but I can tell it’s not what I want.
 
Path of the Ceaseless Storm
 
Path of the Restless Undead
 
Path of the Blood Ocean
 
This one, I actually consider. Blood has always been my element, after all—but after a few seconds of thinking about it, I find myself unable to commit to it, and I continue observing.
 
The Paths start blurring together. I witness devastation in a dozen different forms. I watch humans, elves, skyfolk, deep dwellers, and races I didn’t know existed die in ways I couldn’t have come up with in a year.
 
And none of it sates me. None of it is right.
 
Seventeen Paths come and go, and I choose none of them.
 
To my surprise, there is an eighteenth.
 
Path of the Forgotten Realm
 
The Forgotten Realm has ____ _________. ____ ___ _______ ____ ____ __ _________ _______.
 
Grants the Antimemetic magic affinity at 9th level.
 
Grants the Forget-me-not special skill.
 
Grants the Antimemetic trait at Sapphire.
 
Nullspace alteration: ___ _________ _____. ___ ___ _____ ___ ____ __ ______ ___ ___ ______ _______.
 
Magic (Power) increases at 10x its previous rate.
 
This one intrigues me even more than the one that seems suited to my existing skillset. The ability to simply be forgotten by anyone, even the one I’m killing, is tempting.
 
And yet, somehow… it’s still not enough. I’m sure I could kill Callen with this. RI1… I don’t know if anything can kill him.
 
Deep in my soul, I know that Sapphire wouldn’t fall against this power.
 
I push it away like I have the rest.
 
No new paths present themselves to me. The swirling colors are more muted now—not gone, but waiting. The only sound present is the echoing roar of my still-active Devour as I crunch away at Inome’s outer layers.
 
I ponder my choices, though my mind keeps on coming back to the last option.
 
There are sixteen observed Titans. The existence of this Path implies a seventeenth, doesn’t it? One that nobody’s noticed? I wonder if anyone even remembers the people who died—
 
Oh. I think I get it now. That gut feeling as to why these aren’t strong enough.
 
Every single one of the Paths I’ve been offered have been imitations of another’s power. There are seventeen Titans, and each one of these options is the beginning to becoming a lesser form of one of them.
 
I have, without failure, always carved my own path. I am designed to carve my own path.
 
So how do I do it here?
 
A path taken; many paths offered.
 
The same mysterious jumble of voices speak that line again. It tells me absolutely nothing.
 
I sit. I consume. I think.
 
Here in the nullspace, I am closer to myself than ever. It’s not a sensation that anyone with a proper soul would understand, but my soul has never been mine. It’s a carefully crafted construction that I painstakingly recreate each time I lose it, and it is a wholly different self from Evelyn Carnelian.
 
Yet in here, I feel that we are one and the same.
 
I stand. I devour. I question.
 
My amalgam is happy to attempt an answer.
 
“The worldline. The wills of the gods. The Voice. The system. Names for this phenomenon vary across the world, but everyone knows what it is. Today, I hope to challenge your assumptions on what, exactly, your system means.”
 
I raise my hand. “Isn’t it natural? Isn’t it simply part of being a living being?”
 
The teacher smiles. “Everyone thinks that, ________. Of course you think it’s normal. We’ve all lived with the system throughout our entire lives. It comes as naturally to us as breathing or sleeping.
 
“And yet, it isn’t. Recent groundbreaking discoveries indicate that there were times where magic was not practiced through the use of a system. Texts believed to be dating back—“
 
“Excuse me, Professor _______,” I interrupt. “I’ve heard of this. Those were—“
 
“Faked?” The professor interrupts me in turn. “Fabrications created by a world that wishes there was a time before the Titans? Before the anomalies?”
 
“Yes.”
 
“Do you know,” she says, “who spread the news that they were falsified? It was us. Tomorrow, I’ll introduce you to Raiza Willen, a Director of Disinformation.
 
“We are the UCC. We contain threats to this world. We die in the light of the truth so those we protect may live in the blissful dark.
 
“Now. Let’s continue. Have you ever wondered why, exactly, in a world where magical beasts are commonplace, we define certain beings as ‘anomalies?’”
 
This one, I do know the answer to. “Beings that aren’t connected to the system. Ones that utilize magic, but cannot or will not be categorized properly by the system.”
 
“That is correct. We have spent centuries focusing on the ‘how.’ How to contain anomalies. How to kill them. How to ensure they never threaten another living soul. Now, however, I want to understand why. Why can anomalies exist? Why does the system not cover them?
 
“And if the system doesn’t apply to some, why does it apply to us?”
 
The scene changes, a blurry impression of an office giving way to something much clearer.
 
Glass tubes full of blood. Pristine white walls, untouched by battle.
 
Sapphire stands in front of one of the tubes, tapping the glass. Nobody else is here with her—with us—so it’s dead silent.
 
Tap. Tap. Tap. Each impact of nail against test tube echoes through the lab just long enough for the sound to die down before she does it again.
 
The half-elf turns to look at me. Her beauty, unearthly as always, seems deadlier now. Sharper.
 
Slowly, Sapphire’s lips stretch into a grin.
 
Tap. Tap. Tap.
 
“Look at this,” she says. “Look at you.”
 
The blood inside the tube burbles, and suddenly, I realize which one she’s standing in front of.
 
EV3, the label indicates. Inside, a misshapen ball of flesh contorts on itself as machinery manipulates it, stretching it out into a vessel that can survive the conditions outside.
 
“Six weeks,” Sapphire says, laughing high and clear. Her laugh is a crystal bell ready to shatter into deadly, throat-slitting shards. “Six weeks for you to achieve what no other experiment has in six hundred years. We truly do live in tumultuous times.”
 
Tap. Tap. A pause. Tap.
 
“I’m afraid I can’t let you see this yet,” she says. “The time is not yet right.”
 
She steps towards me, and I step back.
 
Or, at least, I try to. My body is frozen.
 
“My sweet, sweet little demon girl,” Sapphire says, getting so close to me that all I can see is her face.
 
I can’t feel her breath.
 
She leans in, touching her forehead to mine.
 
It’s not like it is with Sierra. There’s no mutual benefit here. No emotion driving this interaction but a mixture of hatred and fear. A connection forms, and it is for her only.
 
“Excise,” she commands, and a burning, crippling pain ignites within my skull.
 
I can’t see. It hurts. Broken gods, it hurts. Pain Resistance is either doing nothing or it’s just not enough to stem it, and I don’t know which truth is scarier.
 
I am lesser than I was a moment ago, but not in power. There is power aplenty waiting for me.
 
Sapphire is waiting for me.
 
“I look forward,” she says, “to working with you.”
 
Something tears straight out of my mind, and everything goes white.
 
#
 
I return to the Wastelands in a pool of blood.
 
A tear tracks its way down my cheek.
 
“Broken gods,” Sierra gasps, enveloping me in a hug. The pain fades as Sierra grimaces, taking on a fraction of it for herself. “What happened?”
 
“I don’t know,” I admit. “I… lost something.”
 
Is it lost, when the memory was never mine to begin with?
 
The question is academic.
 
Though she may have created me with her desires in mind, Sapphire will not stop me. I refuse to let her control me.
 
And she’s given me more than she thinks she has. She takes, and inadvertently, she reveals.
 
That part of the amalgam is gone now, lost forever in a way that I can’t control.
 
That means I was on the right path. The origins of the system. The power that thrums through the Titans. They’re all interconnected.
 
“I think,” I say, “that I’m on the cusp of something. A discovery. Something that can break it all down.”
 
Sierra has no idea what I’m talking about. How could she?
 
“Then let’s break it all down together,” she says, touching her forehead to mine. “If you walk into the hells, I will follow.”
 
My system, its origins unknown.
 
My creator, her ultimate plans a mystery.
 
With the scant few leads I have, I have to find my truths.
 
My partner, her devotion inexplicable.
 
Together, we will break everything.
 
Together or alone, I will kill Sapphire.
 




Chapter 38

 
No revelation comes to me over the following few days. No matter how much I try to force my way through the threads, I can’t force the system to show me more. My amalgam remains frustratingly lesser; the excision is keenly felt.
 
We’ve settle into a routine—Adrian transports us, then I do, then Sierra does, and then we walk. There’s not much to see around here, unfortunately. The Wastelands are, well, wastelands, and that’s before considering the damages Sersui has inflicted upon them.
 
It’s hard to grasp the true scope of something as powerful as a Titan until you experience it for yourself. Spending day after day traveling at top speed and still seeing nothing but ruined valleys with not a hint of moisture to them pounds that sensation in mercilessly.
 
Every time we have a chance to take a break and recover our magic, I choose to activate Descent unto the Void. It’s getting easier and easier to transport myself in and out of my nullspace, though the cost and effort I expend to take anything or anyone else in remains roughly the same.
 
I progress the skill to level 4 in three days; I can’t tell if that’s fast or slow. With a rarity and tier that the system itself declares to be irrelevant, I have no way of judging what this is like. It doesn’t progress evenly, either—it feels like it’s advancing in hops, skips, and jumps alongside flat, stagnant plains.
 
When I realize I’m not making progress on selecting a Path, I try to forcibly redirect the threads. If I can’t create a Path of my own, I can at least increase my understanding of the nullspace I do possess.
 
Even without any Paths, it’s strong. I know that much. My nullspace and my domain are linked in some way, I’m sure. In both, I have unparalleled control over blood, divine, and demon magic. I haven’t actually used Carnelian Domain since obtaining the nullspace, so I can’t be sure, but I have a sneaking suspicion that the domain is a projection of my nullspace into the outer world.
 
Given the fact that my domain is the most powerful non-Titan magic I have access to and my nullspace is stronger, I want to find a way to manifest it outside of the space itself.
 
So far, none of my efforts have borne fruit.
 
“Ah, training a new skill?” Sierra asks on the third day as I emerge from my nullspace once more, sweaty and bloody and no stronger than I was before.
 
“Trying,” I reply.
 
“Try a little harder,” Adrian suggests. “I don’t think you look scary enough yet.”
 
I stare him dead in the eyes. He stares back for two full seconds before snorting and returning his attention to the waves pushing us.
 
His gaze, I notice, is hollow. There’s no light behind his eyes.
 
“I’m not sure what I’m missing,” I say. “I’ve tried implementing what we talked about. It’s not working.”
 
“It may be the conflict drive,” Sierra says, gauging my reaction.
 
The term is familiar, but it’s ever so slightly out of reach, slipping through my mind like sand through open fingers.
 
My memory is perfect.
 
Sapphire.
 
I shake my head. “Explain?”
 
“Fight shit, get stronger,” Adrian quips. He doesn’t even bother laughing at his own attempt at levity. “Same routine you always do.”
 
“It is somewhat more complex, but it does ultimately boil down to battle,” Sierra says. “You may have noticed that you advance significantly faster during combat.”
 
I nod. “Yeah. Since creation day. I can train up skills and acquire new ones naturally, but the biggest jumps I see are after fights when I Devour someone or in the middle of one.”
 
"The system rewards usage, not theory. Practice is useful for reasons beyond levels, but true growth is always accomplished through clashing against one another.”
 
“I haven’t noticed.” I pause. “Then again, most of my life so far has been fighting. Excluding the decade and a half I spent waiting for a class evolution, of course.”
 
“Naturally,” Sierra replies, taking it in stride. “You’re an experiment, and the Jade family involved you. That never ends well for the subject. They learned a lot from us, you know?”
 
“Who’s us?” I ask. I have a sneaking suspicion I know the answer.
 
“Me,” she says. “Adrian. Jess. Rias. More that you have not met and will never met. We were like you, years before you were born.”
 
Adrian turns away from us, sinking into his water in the fetal position. I pretend not to notice.
 
“He’s… sensitive about it, still,” Sierra says. “He loved them. More than I ever did, even.”
 
“Who were you?” I ask. I know startlingly little about Sierra. She’s Marie Jade’s niece, I’m aware, but that’s all I’ve learned. Her personal life before she wandered the Crowned Islands is a mystery to me.
 
“The little Jade prodigy,” she sighs. “That was me. Born to it, Aunt Marie said. It was like I was designed to know magic. I knew my way around magic and the system like I breathed it. So, of course, like any good aunt, she decided to integrate me into one of her experiments.”
 
I raise an eyebrow. “She seems to have a lot of those.”
 
“You can’t even imagine. Our project was the culmination of a long series of lessons about the conflict drive. We got official sponsorship from the United Containment Coalition. It was supposed to be a breakthrough in system science: Probability Project 447. Hex.”
 
“Since you’re still standing here, I can’t imagine it went lethally wrong.”
 
“It didn’t. It succeeded, but we didn’t know it then. None of the test subjects knew. Of the twelve of us, I was the only one to retain my memory of the procedure. So I could administer it to future batches, Aunt Marie said.”
 
“And what of it?” I ask.
 
“It would be easier to show you,” Sierra says, cupping my cheek in one hand. “With your permission, of course.”
 
I nod.
 
“Link,” she whispers, and suddenly, my system speaks with another voice. Sierra’s system is less harsh than mine. Pleasant to listen to. It could have been a singer.
 
The trait its lyrical tone shows me, however, is anything but pleasant.
 
Hexed
 
This is an intrinsic trait and cannot be displayed without True Understanding.
 
So long as you live, you will be sent spiraling into danger. Major or minor, friend or foe, cataclysm or Titan, you will always find conflict. Run, hide, fight; in the end, no matter your path, you are Hexed. You will never know peace.
 
“One year after we were branded with this, the Titan of the Empty Void emerged for the first time in three centuries,” Sierra says. “One year later, the reflection cataclysm occurred, displacing us thousands of miles. One year after that, I met you.” She pauses, looking at me meaningfully. “I have reason to believe that you, too, possess this trait. If there is one thing Aunt Marie never does, it is stop.”
 
I take that in. It’s a lot to digest, but it’s easy to believe. I’ve faced adversity everywhere I go; is it so hard to believe that it’s a trait and the will of the system that has pushed that along?
 
It’s not hard to believe, but it’s impossible to accept. I don’t care about finding peace. That was never my path.
 
I care about being able to choose. If the system is making choices for me, then the system is alive.
 
And if it is alive, it can be killed.
 
No revelation accompanies my thoughts, but a piece of the puzzle clicks in. Sierra’s explanation is nowhere near enough to satiate the gaping hole in my amalgam, but it lays a path.
 
“In the end,” Sierra says, “We are fighting an impossible battle. Adrian and I are the last two survivors from our batch. We won’t make it much farther.”
 
I look into the water, where Adrian is spinning now, still clutching himself. He looks listless. Soulless.
 
“An impossible battle, you say.”
 
“Mm. I will survive as long as I must, but there will come a day where I can fight no longer. You will need to be aware of that. You can make the impossible possible. Defeat the undefeatable. As much as I wish I could, I cannot.”
 
“Then we’ll find a way,” I reply. “You know more about the world than me. You can unlock my potential. We can advance together.”
 
“Evelyn, you’ve crossed every line everywhere,” Sierra says. There’s a hint of sorrow in her voice. “It’s beautiful. It truly is. And I would lead you to the ends of the planet and back, but that’s not the life we can lead. The world will be against us.”
 
“If that’s how it is, I’ll fight the world,” I say. “And I’ll win.”
 
Sierra smiles wistfully. “That’s my Evelyn.”
 
I smile back, then sigh. “I should return to practicing—oh. We must be getting close.”
 
Halfway through the sentence, I see a sign of civilization on the horizon. I think we might be leaving the Wastelands.
 
Not that the surroundings give much clue. We must’ve traveled three hundred or so miles by now, and Sersui’s attack still leaves marks. It’s nowhere near as prominent as it was before, but the terrain is still shaken. We’ve left the epicenter of the Titan’s emergence long ago, and yet the difference between desert and plain is impossible to distinguish.
 
The city on the horizon, however, is surprisingly intact.
 
“Adrian,” Sierra says, reaching down into the solid water with a touch of magic. “Up.”
 
Adrian rises, staring at the two of us dully. “I saw. It’s a city.”
 
“Lorris, if my navigation is correct,” Sierra confirms. “There’s a UCC outpost here. If Evelyn can cloak properly, we could potentially use their transportation to arrive to Zelin later. Though inactive, I do still have honorary operator status.”
 
“Could work,” Adrian says noncommittally. “We need to get closer to try.”
 
When we’re within a mile or two of the city, Adrian stops his Hydrokinesis, citing a lack of power. Sierra ferries us instead. It would be easier for me to Bloodpath the three of us in, but blood magic is rare and forbidden enough even outside the Crowned Islands that I am too distinctive. Shame.
 
Just as Sierra goes to create her forcefields, though, the space around us warps.
 
It takes me a moment to realize that it’s not us that’s being transported. Someone else is coming in.
 
Not a Titan, at least, nor a proto-Titan. I can still sense them every time I close my eyes, and the nearest one is hundreds of miles beneath our feet.
 
A man who wears a hollow crown steps through the spatial distortion, and it snaps shut.
 
I don’t even let him open his mouth before I drown him in Wraithfire. Applying Smite and Soulrend is simply natural on top of that.
 
“Ah, none of that,,” he says, his visage drowned by a mass of black-burning flame. “This is mere projection. I cannot harm you. You cannot harm me. I simply wish to make your acquaintance, blessed one.”
 
“Descent unto the Void,” I order. The image of the Whitestar king flickers away for just an instant alongside a perfect sphere of land right around him, and then the unfamiliar face returns. He looks annoyed.
 
“We would be honored to work with you, blessed one,” he tries.
 
“Fuck off,” Adrian says.
 
“He’s Deadmarked,” Sierra sighs. “A cultist. Lovely.”
 
I think back to the objective I first received upon leaving Novarath. It did specify that the Deadmarked were poised to take over the kingdom. At some point along the way, we got thrown off the rails. I suppose that means their plot succeeded.
 
Hexed. The word won’t leave my mind. That’s what this is, isn’t it? Just as we escape one fire, we find another.
 
Fine then. I’ll face it with everything I have.
 
That does not mean I need to entertain this man.
 
I continue walking.
 
“Let me tell you how this is going to go,” I say. “I’m going to find you, or you’re going to find me. One way or another, you will attack me or try to capture me with everything you have, and you’ll fail. You’ll fail just like everyone ahead of you has failed. A Titan couldn’t stop me. What makes you think you can?”
 
“My friend, I simply—“
 
“Exorcise,” a new voice orders.
 
I whip my head around, searching for the source of the voice. Blood Sense didn’t see this man coming, even though he’s human.
 
The Deadmarked cultist’s image freezes in place, then pops like a soap bubble.
 
A moment later, Blood Sense finally reveals the location of our new acquaintance.
 
I recognize this face.
 
So you survived.
 
“Miss Carnelian,” Kirin Uten says, inclining his head as he floats down from the sky above us. “Jade. Stahr.”
 
“Operator Kirin Uten,” I reply. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”
 
“The reports of a Titan emergence around Whitestar’s Lorris,” he replies, reaching out into open air and withdrawing a familiar bomb. “Would that happen to be you?”
 




Chapter 39

 
We stand there for a brief, awkward handful of seconds. Sierra already has her staff in hand. Adrian reacts slower, but he summons the water again.
 
I have Wraithfire at the tip of my fingers, but I can tell what the item Kirin is holding is. I don’t even need Appraise to identify the bomb, but I use it anyway.
 
Saturation Bomb
 
Category: 3
 
Tier: Gold
 
Tier increased with the charge of this weapon. Contains the detonations of ~100 nuclear strikes frozen at the instant of explosion. Effective range: 400 miles. Range of center blast: 20 miles.
 
“You recognize this?” Kirin asks, pointing at the comically large metal barrel he carries. “It’s not as strong as the one I dropped on PT-31, but you’re not as strong as that one, are you?”
 
“You’re not, either,” I say, triggering half a dozen skills at once. Wraithfire dances across my hands, leaving burning trails of flame outlined in blood as I trace my fingers through the air. “Want to bet?”
 
“Relax,” Kirin says, completely unperturbed by the skills I demonstrate. He glides to the ground smoothly and places the barrel down in Adrian’s water, which recedes immediately. “I’m not here to attack you. My orders are observation only.”
 
“Then why appear here?” Sierra challenges.
 
“With a bomb big enough to glass half the desert,” Adrian adds. “Great way to say ‘I come in peace,’ by the way.”  The soul damage dulls parts of him, but his incomparable lack of wit is constant. That’s comforting in some way.
 
Kirin points at the still-burning patch of land where the strange man’s visage was, raising an eyebrow. “Fresh ascensions, I swear. You all act the same.”
 
“Not just an ascension,” I say. “You’re from the Coalition. What do you want?”
 
“Again,” he replies, obviously irritated. “I’m here to watch. Got wind of the Titan signature appearing, connected the dots, and here you were. Someone else got to you first, so I dispatched him. He’s of no concern to me.”
 
The oddly feminine UCC operator sighs deeply, kicking his barrel. Sierra flinches.
 
“Then watch,” I say.  “Why show yourself?”
 
I have half a mind to just attack him now while his guard is somewhat down, take advantage of momentary distractions to kill and Devour him. Kirin would be my 1,000th kill, and his Category and level must be high, since I remember him fighting Inome in close range and living to tell the tale.
 
I activate Antimemetic Cloak.
 
“That won’t work on me,” Kirin says, snapping his fingers. My skill falls away. “If you don’t try it again, I’ll just pretend you didn’t do it.”
 
“Worth a try,” I say. “Answer my question, then. Why not just watch, if that’s all you’re supposed to do?”
 
“My superiors,” he says, scrunching up his face in disgust at the word, “Would have you rampage through the Deadmarked and the cities they’ve controlled until I have collected sufficient data on you.”
 
“On me,” I say flatly. “The UCC wants to understand me. Not capture, not kill, not any of the things you’ve been doing up until now.”
 
Kirin shrugs. “Not my prerogative to question the Coalition. As I was saying. I’m not going to stand by while a hundred thousand civvies die. I decided to observe more directly.”
 
“And that entails?” Sierra asks, maintaining her white-knuckled grip on her deceptively powerful staff.
 
“Damage control,” he answers. “Redirection around population centers. If you get into a fight, I’m sending you and your enemy somewhere else. Nothing that harms any of you. Believe it or not, I’m not here to be a nuisance.”
 
“We’re supposed to believe this?” I ask him. “Put our trust in you?”
 
The operator rubs his temples. “Broken gods, I was supposed to be on vacation. Fucking babysitting duty. Seriously.”
 
“If you claim to want to resolve this with minimal bloodshed, then send us to Zelin,” Sierra suggests. “Adrian’s soul is damaged.”
 
“Not damaged,” Kirin cuts in. “It’s gone. Impressive, really. I was wondering why the report said you were dead, but it looks like you’ve got one and a half feet in the grave already. The other observer caught the soul-death, I’m sure. I’ve seen people survive with no body, but no soul? It’s been decades.”
 
“First time for everything,” Adrian mutters.
 
Second time, I think.
 
“I can send you to Zelin, sure. Can’t have you dodging the Deadmarked, though. That’s—”
 
“You won’t have to worry about that,” I cut in. “If anything, worry about your chances to survive through the next hour.”
 
Kirin shrugs dispassionately. “You’re not cloaking well enough, by the way. I can see that you’re trying, but the Titan signature is burning through. I’ve taken the liberty of shielding you while I’m by your side, but the moment I leave, every able-bodied person in Lorris is going to send their level best at you.”
 
I glare at him. “And?”
 
“And then I’d detonate this and run,” Kirin says, indicating the Saturation Bomb next to him. “I’ve done it before. You don’t want to try me. I’d say you don’t want to know my kill count, but you bloodthirsty anomalies are always the same on that front.”
 
I wonder if I can stop his bomb from detonating. A Siphon, maybe, though I don’t think that’d be enough. Descent unto the Void could throw me into a space that would be unaffected, but it takes time to start that skill up. I’m not sure I’ll have that time. Maybe if I coordinated with Sierra, I’d find something, but while that might be feasible in the future, it’s not right now.
 
“Then send us,” Sierra says. “Adrian needs assistance. Operator vow holds, I assume.”
 
“Assuming you haven’t broken it,” Kirin says. “I can’t tell. Won’t matter.”
 
That doesn’t seem to reassure her, but she does ultimately end up nodding her assent.
 
Adrian remains silent, but the water fades away.
 
“Great,” Kirin says. “Stand still.”
 
I don’t let go of my skills, ready to turn on him in an instant. I trust Kirin as far as I can throw him (which, to be fair, is quite far). If he tries anything, I promise myself, he’s a dead man.
 
The operator pauses in the middle of drawing out a runic circle. “Fuck. I’m not supposed to warn you, but I’m getting the idea that you’re going to try to kill me if I don’t let you know what you’re getting into, and I’m sick enough of the assassin collectives after me. Don’t need another.”
 
“What is it?” I ask evenly.
 
“You’re not going to the same places,” Kirin says, huffing out a sigh. He taps on something in the air, and a screen blossoms in front of him. It’s purely for show, of course, but he recites the text there anyway. “PP-447-7 is a UCC asset and may be assisted. If necessary, aid may be rendered to PT-32—that’s you, by the way—but no direct combat assistance may be applied. Zelin Deadmarked have been notified and are likely to isolate PT-32 upon arrival.”
 
“I know they’re after me,” I say. “You’re not helping.”
 
“My teleportation skill is going to send you to different places,” Kirin says slowly, as if talking to a baby. “The Deadmarked screw with the rules. If you teleport in their vicinity, the spell will be rewritten. They know what you are. You will be separated.”
 
“Then why even bring up the option of teleportation?” I ask. “Why would I ask to be ambushed?”
 
“Because you want to,” Kirin says flatly. “I’ve read your file. You’re drawn to battle like a fly to honey.”
 
I can’t say he’s wrong.
 
The last three days, I’ve been trying to unlock the true uses of my nullspace to little avail. As I discussed with Sierra, it’s absolutely true that my greatest leaps forward come with combat, most especially those battles where I am outclassed by an opponent whose capabilities I cannot counter.
 
I don’t know what the Zelin Deadmarked have to offer, but if they can redirect teleportation from someone who casually wields city-destroying power, they can’t be weak.
 
“Do it, then,” I say.
 
Sierra doesn’t ask if I’m sure. She knows I am.
 
“You’ll find me,” she tells me quietly, pressing something cold and round into my hand. “Or I’ll find you. Remember these?”
 
The Communication Stones. The gifts I received from the deep dwellers are paying dividends even now. “A hundred mile range.”
 
“I’ll talk to you soon,” Sierra says, showing me her copy of the item. “Ready?”
 
“Always.”
 
#
 
“Just a warning,” Kirin says as he completes the circle. “I’m following you. I won’t end up in the same place as any of you, so I won’t be able to cloak you anymore. Once you get there, it will be open season. Try not to kill too many noncombatants.”
 
I don’t say anything. If a civilian dies, they die. There is little he could say to get me to care.
 
Evidently, Kirin can tell. “Broken gods, you lot are annoying. Oh well. It shouldn’t be hard to find you.”
 
“Follow the screaming,” Adrian suggests. He starts on a second half of a joke, but he doubles over instead, wincing.
 
“Hurry,” Sierra says. “Please.”
 
“It’ll be active in five,” the operator says, igniting the circles encompassing us with the touch of a slender finger. “See you on the other side.”
 
“Don’t fall behind,” I tell Sierra, half-jokingly.
 
“You have my word,” she replies, showing me a lopsided smile.
 
The circle flashes blindingly bright, and the achingly familiar turbulence of teleportation sweeps over me.
 
And partway through, something changes. The skill zigs where it should zag, a direction is missed. Either Kirin’s warning was accurate, or he’s betraying us. Either way, I’m sure I’m about to end up in a fight.
 
Exactly where I need to be.
 
#
 
I reappear in the center of a temple, directly in the center of a complex runic formation. The still-glowing circle covers every inch of the ground for dozens of feet in each direction, interrupted only by a set of twelve leafless trees.
 
Underneath each tree is a single body. I can’t tell what species they are, though their frames are humanoid; in fact, I can only understand that they’re corpses because portions of their faces are exposed.
 
Flowers coat them from head to toe, tearing straight through flesh to become a macabre solid-color blanket over the bodies. Twelve distinct flowers crowd over twelve unmoving bodies and trail off of them, forming uneven lines that ultimately meet right under my feet.
 
“Carnelian,” a familiar ethereal voice whispers. “Welcome.”
 
It’s him. The same man who greeted me with a projection ahead of Lorris minutes ago.
 
I stand, looking for the source of the voice. There’s no guarantee he’s actually here, I know that.
 
“So I did,” I say. “Show yourself.”
 
“To think you would walk straight into our open arms, Carnelian. Truly a pleasure.”
 
My patience for conversation has worn off. If he doesn’t want to explain what he’s doing, I can assume it’s more of the same. Capture, kill, study—I lack the ability to give a shit when my response will always, always be the same.
 
Wraithfire springs into existence at the tip of my palm.
 
“A poor choice,” the disembodied whisper announces.
 
The world tilts a degree off its axis, then back, filling me with the sensation of something other. Foreign.
 
A blink, and then a faceless man stands before me clad in the colors of the flowers beneath me. He spreads his hands.
 
Good. I have a target to kill now.
 
I touch the soul-burning flame to the ground, targeting the swirl of colors where the flowers meet—and it extinguishes.
 
All of it extinguishes. Wraithfire burns even the air itself, feeding on any fuel it can find, but the dark light of the black flame dissipates entirely until not even a spark remains.
 
Appraise, I command. Nothing happens.
 
Unlike the last time I was cut off from my skills, I don’t panic. I can still feel my magic; I can still sense my brethren.
 
This is exactly what I was looking for.
 
“Allow me to tell you a story,” says the floral priest says. “In a place of worship, there lies a gatekeeper and his gate. A traveler may enter, but all those who seek passage must agree to the gatekeeper’s laws.
 
“Time passes, and listless souls find refuge with the gatekeeper. After breaking bread with him, they find that they have forgotten their names. Listlessness is but a step from hatred, and so they break these laws, and in turn, they break.
 
“The gatekeeper’s first law is thus: disturb not the peace, else a flower takes root.”
 
A pinprick of pain stabs into my skull, right behind my eyes. I ignore it.
 
I close my eyes, focusing on the Titan framework within me. There is power locked within, I know there is. The only question that remains is how I can find a key.
 
Tendrils formed from chains of flowers interrupt me, crawling up my legs and binding me to the ritual circle beneath me. A dozen shackles tie me to the ground.
 
Or, at least, they try. Though my skills may be locked off, the system’s influence will never truly leave me, and I break through the flower chains with ease. My strength rivals those hundreds of levels above me.
 
“The gatekeeper’s second law: resist not his domain, else a flower blooms.”
 
The pain within my head spikes, and my vision disappears in one eye.
 
With the other, I see a blood-red amaryllis flower replace the left half of my face.
 
#
 
Zelin, elsewhere
 
When Sierra appears inside a facility that she recognizes as the UCC’s teleportation receiver, she almost uncloaks before realizing that nobody even takes note of her arrival.
 
Right. Now that Evelyn’s situation has changed so drastically and Aunt Marie’s received the data she needs from Sierra’s uniquely powerful backlash, Sierra is no longer a threat to be contained. She is simply… an afterthought.
 
Adrian gasps in her arms, and she abandons that thought a moment later.
 
They are in Zelin now. Her skill to Find the Path is still active; she can tell that the soul specialist is less than a mile away.
 
The specialist she seeks is likely Coalition-affiliated, given the time and place, but she knows her skills inside and out. Find the Path is a special skill from her Blue Mage class. With the empowerment she can offer herself with the bevy of skills she’s learned as a Red Mage, Sierra knows that the specialist is one that will help her.
 
Assuming the situation remains stable, of course, which is never a safe assumption.
 
“Can you walk?” Sierra asks Adrian.
 
Humans aren’t meant to live without a soul. His condition is rapidly worsening. She needs to get him attention immediately. Sierra remembers a time before the first cataclysm, when she was deployed as part of a strike team training program to fight the soulless husks of a city caught amidst an experiment gone wrong. She would not wish that fate on anybody.
 
“Yes,” he says eventually.
 
“Then follow me,” Sierra says, exiting the teleportation circle. Hundreds of people are doing the same across the warehouse they’ve arrived in. The two of them will not stand out, thankfully.
 
It is only as she leaves the building that she realizes that Operator Uten has not joined them.
 
I wonder why that is, she thinks. Did he go in search of Evelyn?
 
Speaking of Evelyn. Sierra knows that the other girl is likely already in battle. If there is one person on this planet that is more Hexed than Sierra, it has to be the woman who has been faced with the impossible and surpassed it, time and time again.
 
Sierra tries the Communication Stone even knowing that Evelyn must be fighting. “Evelyn, are you there?”
 
No response. Sierra pushes down the sense of unease that it brings up. She’s fine. She has to be.
 
She weaves her way through the Coalition facility’s corridors, ultimately arriving at a dusty door in an empty hallway marked as the Esoteric Recovery Unit. It is not locked.
 
Just like most of the Coalition, the division is more than it seems. Despite appearing empty and unused from the outside, she opens the door into a room the size of a farmer’s field, bustling with activity and specialists and disturbingly quiet patients.
 
“Fala Teir!” Sierra calls out. “I have a patient for you! PP-447-8!”
 
The next few minutes are a blur. Even though her behavior should be disruptive, the UCC’s specialists are trained to handle anything, including an asset randomly wandering into one of their recovery units.
 
Fala—an elf with eyes so black Sierra thinks the sockets are empty at first—appears in front of them almost immediately. After a brief explanation and a cross-check to confirm that Sierra is who she says she is, Fala takes Adrian and lays him on a contraption that could be a hospital bed or an ancient torture device.
 
“He shouldn’t be alive,” the elf tells Sierra. His accent is thick and distinctly not from this continent. Sierra wonders what his story is.
 
“Well, I am,” Adrian replies.
 
“Can you fix him?” Sierra asks.
 
“Of course I can,” Fala scoffs. “You asked for me by name. You know who I am.”
 
Something is off. She continues speaking with Fala for a while longer, but she can’t shake the sensation that something is wrong. She prickles, feeling as if an unseen sword is hanging mere inches above her neck, but Sierra can’t identify what.
 
“A day for the operation itself, if I can manage the materials,” Fala says. “A month, bare minimum, of recovery after that.”
 
“Thank you,” Sierra says. The words feel hollow. She’s missing something in plain sight. Sierra has no danger sense, and she wishes dearly that she could have borrowed someone else’s to identify what’s wrong.
 
Unfortunately for her, all she has is her gut.
 
She casts a suite of protective skills as she leaves the building, layering them on more thickly than usual. Piercing Shield, Gold-tier. Resistance, Gold-tier. Contingency, Gold-tier, five times for five separate skill she might need in case of emergency.
 
Evelyn still isn’t responding.
 
That bad feeling is multiplying.
 
By the time Sierra finds her way out of the UCC building, navigating her way out of the underground multiplex, she’s sprinting.
 
She can’t even sense the presence of a Titan. After Evelyn’s ascension, her presence has been suffocating even when cloaked—why can’t Sierra find even a hint of her now?
 
I hope the answer to that question isn’t what I think it is.
 
“Special skill: Find the Path,” she whispers, dedicating the entire skill to locating her proto-Titan companion.
 
The skill will take time to execute, she knows, so she simply sprints through Zelin’s streets. The city is familiar to her, but she has no idea where she’s going. She just runs through main streets and alleys alike, drawing no small number of confused stares.
 
As her special skill reaches its apex, Sierra collides with another woman, knocking them both to the ground.
 
“Apologies,” Sierra says, offering a hand. “I should have been more careful. Let me help heal your injuries.”
 
The other woman takes it, her grip strong for such a delicate-looking figure. Her light yellow sundress is perfectly clean, surprisingly.
 
“This will just be a moment,” Sierra says, meeting the other woman’s eyes.
 
She freezes.
 
Piercing blue eyes. Two vestigial fangs. A presence so faint it does not even register to Sierra’s senses—perfectly cloaked.
 
The face is not entirely unfamiliar.
 
Sierra tries to free herself, but stunningly sharp fingernails dig into her arms, keeping her from moving.
 
“How wonderful it is to properly meet the demon girl’s closest associate,” Sapphire Clearwater says. “Why don’t you walk with me? We have your future to discuss.”
 




Chapter 41

 
A certain temple
 
The manifestation of the flower eliminates my eye, half my brain, and a fair portion of my skull, but I’ve survived worse. Without a mind, I have a soul; without a soul, I have a mind. Until my enemy slaughters both, I’ll live.
 
And I refuse to let him do that. I haven’t survived this long to go down to a nobody.
 
“Do you have a name?” I ask, ripping myself from the flowers once more. They haven’t stopped moving, and I suspect they won’t until my target is dead or this temple
is gone.
 
“I own many.” Slow clapping reverberates through the air. “You have fantastic resistance. As one should expect from a being such as you.”
 
The sensation of the world tilting in a dimension beyond the three I can perceive is back, and it increases with the pressure of the flower within my head.
 
Advancement accompanies adversity, right? Sapphire sure drilled that into my head, and nothing I’ve seen so far contradicts that.
 
I just need to understand how.
 
The flower magic runs this temple, and it eliminates my ability to access my skills.
 
“The gatekeeper’s sixth law: refer not to the ever-changing with immutable terms, else a flower withers.”
 
Pain explodes across the left side of my face as the flower that replaced it dies, shriveling in fast motion. Blood spews from the freshly exposed part of my head, internal organs collapsing in on themselves as the flower crumbles away.
 
Irritating. Now I’m on a timer. I need to find a way around this temp—around the shrine’s anti-skill field before I go past the recovery my passive magic grants me.
 
Interesting that it seems to be able to read my thoughts. That implies a lot about the area I’m in, though I’m not sure what.
 
The flowers grasping at my legs bloom brighter and larger as blood and brain matter drips onto them, eagerly slurping up any sustenance I have to offer. They reach greedily, groping for purchase on every part of my body they can reach, and I tear them apart with my bare hands.
 
“The gatekeeper’s second law. A flower blooms.”
 
This time, it replaces my right hand.
 
I can’t stem the flow of blood from my body, and Demonic Heritage is too slow to function, especially if I’m actively fighting off a wave of flowers that seek to drown and eat me.
 
It’s a reversal of the role I usually play. I deny my opponents options, overwhelm them, and Devour everything I can get from them.
 
Despite it all, I laugh.
 
“Laugh all you like, Carnelian,” the empty cleric declares. “By nightfall, you will be ours.”
 
“Who is our?” I ask, batting flowers away with my good arm. “Care to elaborate?”
 
It’s the Deadmarked, I know, so I don’t bother listening to his explanation.
 
The Mark of the Dead Gods. They worship deities that no longer walk this world; at least, none of them exist in their true forms anymore. Evidently, this enables them to use inexplicable magic that can enforce the strangest rules.
 
The rules govern the temple. I can’t see any exits from the pavilion we currently stand in, so it’s likely there’s not much more that they can extend their influence over.
 
I just thought of this area with a word that I’ve referred to it by before, I realize. Does that mean the sixth law only applies when I do it consecutively?”
 
“Are you listening, Carnelian?”
 
“Not really,” I reply, kicking myself free of a flower the size of my head and advancing.
 
“The gatekeeper’s sixth law. A flower withers.”
 
When the flower that took the place of my right hand disintegrates, it takes half of my forearm with it. Blood fountains forth from both missing parts of my body.
 
I didn’t think of anything the same way twice, did I?
 
Wait. The gatekeeper called me Carnelian two times in a row, which should violate his own law, except obviously, he’s fine.
 
Does the law apply to me responding to the same name twice? Broken gods, this is annoying.
 
I’m not getting any closer to the lawmaker either. Every step I take is like walking through quicksand, and the moment I set my foot down, a fresh wave of flowers pushes me back into position. The church is overflowing with them now, blanketing every visible surface, and they continue to grow in size, feeding on my flesh. They assail me faster than I can move, tying me down and preventing me from using my high Body (Speed) to blitz my foe.
 
Rules, rules, rules. There are at least three more laws that I don’t know about yet, each which could trigger off of anything and have any effect.
 
Since I’m not making any progress trying to push through a rapidly-growing flood of flowers, I stand still, letting them grow on and around me.
 
Bit by bit, the pieces click into place; though half my brain is missing, Mind (Speed) is still present within what remains of my body, allowing me to think far faster than any of the flowers can devour me.
 
This is a place of rules. A place where one person holds total command over what happens inside. A place where the system doesn’t work like it’s supposed to.
 
I know one other area where that applies, and I suspect that even if they aren’t the same, they’re similar.
 
This is a nullspace. In function, if not in reality. I find it hard to believe that the one who guards that which is sacred is a proto-Titan, especially because I can feel them and there are none within a hundred miles of me.
 
Still, this is a nullspace; if not a nullspace, then a domain that’s been made permanent.
 
Earlier, the man of many names used a story involving a gate. I can assume that’s what following the domain’s laws grants access to. That’s either a weakness or the ultimate goal of it.
 
I suppose, one way or another, I’ll find out.
 
The weight of the flowers threaten to knock me to my knees, but I remain standing even as the flood rises, burying me alive in an explosion of color. The temple isn’t recognizable anymore.
 
My vision fades.
 
“Rest well, my friend. You will serve a far grander purpose once you pass through the gate.”
 
I remain silent.
 
“The gatekeeper’s final duty: to those who allow it, the gate opens.”
 
If the world was tilted before, it spins now. Had I not concluded I’m in a nullspace or something similar, this would have revealed it to me. Reality shatters; the abyss meets my eyes; I am made of flowers.
 
The gate beckons.
 
The gate is open; the gate is closed. The gate is everything; the gate is me; the gate is nameless. I pass through the gate; the gate is impassable; I exit the gate.
 
Effect precedes cause. Time is a myth, long since disproved. There is nothing and there is everything and—
 
And deep within this semi-lucid dream state that the final stage of this domain forces me into, my internal walls collapse. The system that I use to draw on my magic melts, as much a part of my will as my own body.
 
Half alive and half dead and half something else entirely, I reach deep within me, searching, and I find a seed.
 
I laugh and I laugh and I laugh.
 
I am Evelyn Carnelian. I know who I am.
 
This is not where it ends.
 
“The traveler,” I say, forgetting when I opened my mouth, “arrives at the gate.”
 
“What is this?” the voice says, halfway between curious and fearful.
 
“The story,” I continue, “does not end there. The traveler sees the gate; she sees beyond it. She learns from it. She passes through the gate and returns. She understands.”
 
I let the seed blossom, drawing on the neverending growth of this space. The ever-shifting domain, only limited by the unchanging laws of the gatekeeper, flows through me. In this unreal state, it is me, and that means I can use it.
 
“The traveler’s first revelation,” I say. “A flower takes root.”
 
None of this makes any sense, but instinct has never failed me and it does not start to do so now. My opponent’s weapon of choice has broken down the walls between me and everything I need, and I welcome it. The words flow over my tongue as if they were designed to be spoken right here, right now.
 
Adversity sculpts excellence, indeed.
 
The gate closes.
 
Black and white and red explode out from me, annihilating the flowers that cover me and ruining the manifestation of the gate.
 
When the faceless man speaks again, his voice is tinged with fear. “The gatekeeper’s third law—“
 
“The traveler’s second revelation,” I continue, cutting him off. “A flower blooms.”
 
My nullspace explodes outwards, Devouring the flowers and replacing them with unforgiving darkness and scouring light as one. The process they use to fuel themselves now powers me instead, allowing me to blossom far faster than I should be able to.
 
Pitting domain against domain is a challenge, but the temple is no true nullspace; if it is, nobody is using it.
 
“Stop,” the priest commands. “Stop!”
 
But there’s no power to his words. He is the gatekeeper no longer, because there is no gate.
 
There is no temple.
 
“This,” I say, “is mine.”
 
New skill unlocked: Manifest
 
Tier: Irrelevant
 
For the briefest of moments, make your nullspace reality.
 
The man flickers once, twice, and then he’s gone. I can’t stop him—I assume this wasn’t his true body.
 
My nullspace returns to nothingness again once I have consumed the temple in its entirety.
 
Your Proto-Titan class advanced to level 21!
 
The level of my secondary class more than doubles in a single instant as reality returns to its base form. Causality restores itself, and the world sets itself back on its axis.
 
Manifestation is impossible to hold onto for long, and so my nullspace drops away in moments.
 
It’s fine. The temple is gone in its entirety. Once the magic fades away, I see exactly how much I’ve consumed.
 
I stand in the center of a crater, perfectly round. The earth around me has been thoroughly obliterated for almost a hundred feet in every direction, impossibly smooth.
 
There’s no time to waste now. Though I got what I wanted out of that, it’s not enough.
 
Anyone who tries to kill me will die.
 
I don’t have a name for the man, but I don’t need one. Magic (Meta) being as high as it is means that I can use Locate on someone whose magical signature I’ve interfaced with before. Still, I need to feed the skill a name, even if that name isn’t accurate.
 
Locate: the former gatekeeper.
 
He’s not even a mile away. Amateur.
 
With the fresh power I absorbed from the nullspace temple, I have the reserves to Bloodpath for hours if I have to.
 
As it is, it takes me roughly forty-five seconds to find the facility my target is hiding in. A labyrinth of sparsely populated streets lead to it, twisting and winding through building complexes that rival the height of Novarath’s towers and sinking through layers of manmade detritus.
 
Zelin is a garbage heap of a city, but I don’t stop to take it in. Instead, I become a bloodstain amongst the ground, my Antimemetic Cloak preventing guards from identifying me. Everyone I pass turns towards me uneasily, sensing the presence of a poorly-masked Titan, but they can never find the source of their troubles.
 
The gatekeeper lies hidden behind eight walls, each of them guarded by a different magical effect.
 
I Siphon a crystalline wall’s magic away, smashing straight through it with a fist. A wall comprised solely of force dissipates when I torch it with Wraithfire. For the next six, I don’t even bother finding a way through them.
 
“Descent unto the Void,” I say, creating a fist-sized hole in each remaining barrier.
 
There are guards here, I notice belatedly. None of them have reacted to my presence yet; I’m moving too fast.
 
I haven’t used up the carrying capacity of my skill yet, so I take a pound of flesh from each guard, sending their hearts and brains careening into my nullspace. A few are able to offer token resistance, but this is a Category 1 city. Though I will pay dearly for this, none of the guards are able to defend against a skill this powerful.
 
Trait earned: Killer VII
 
Requirements: Kill 1,000 beings that possess levels
 
999 kills becomes 1034 in an instant.
 
I use Bloodpath to send myself straight through the walls.
 
My target is waiting for me in a vault. He looks just as he did in the projections—face constantly blurring, figure indistinct.
 
“So,” he says, obviously shaken. “You have come. I have seen the error of my ways, Carnelian, and—“
 
I activate Abyssal Echo, sending demonic magic spiraling straight through his skull. It doesn’t kill him, not immediately.
 
“Appraise,” I say. “Let’s see who you really are.”
 
Name: He Who Watches The Gate
 
Age: 613
 
Race: Fae
 
Class: Florist
 
Level: 211
 
Devourer of names. The last owner of the Temple Gate, a nullspace.
 
So it was a nullspace. He’s not a Titan, though.
 
“I think,” I say, “that the flowers will not be feeding on me anytime soon.”
 
“No,” says the fae. “I will make it so. With me—“
 
“These are your last words. Are you sure you want to spend them begging?”
 
For the first time, the blur hiding his features dissipates, revealing my own face, mirrored.
 
It snarls.
 
“Domain: Blossoming Death,” he cries.
 
A domain in a Category 1 city. He’ll suffer backlash for days.
 
Not that he has that long to live.
 
I click my tongue as the first flowers begin to open under my feet.
 
“The traveler’s third revelation,” I tell him. “A flower withers. Manifest.”
 
He Who Watches The Gate dies screaming for mercy.
 
A quarter second later, my nullspace dissipates. I stand in the center of another crater, surrounded by flattened corpses.
 
I barely spare a glance at the wreckage before activating Bloodpath.
 
“Thank you for the battle,” I whisper as I melt away.
 
I set off to find Sierra.
 




Chapter 41

 
Sierra reacts immediately, but she’s too slow. Of course she’s too slow. She knows little about Sapphire, but she remembers that Aunt Marie has worked with Sapphire before as a subordinate. Marie already vastly outclasses Sierra; her superior is out of the question.
 
Still, she tries. Over the course of the past few days, she’s fully recovered her magic. Thanks to the sheer weight of the Titan attacks, she’s already able to use her special skills. Her domains, too, are open to her.
 
Domain: Balance.
 
Special skill: Eclipse Devastator.
 
Special skill: For Every Shadow, There Is A Light.
 
Light and darkness spiral forward from her hands in equal measure, distorting the fabric of the air around her.
 
This is a Category 1 zone. Sierra’s using her full power—the peak of Category 2. She ignores the fact that the backlash is only barely preferable to death and the hundreds—if not thousands—of innocents she’s liable to kill in this single blow.
 
Her first skill amplifies the second and third.
 
Her second skill combines the sun’s heat and the moon’s frigidity.
 
Her third skill creates antimatter.
 
Mana drains from her body like water from a sieve, and everything shatters.
 
Adrenaline makes the world seem to slow down as the earth around her evaporates, caught in the radius of an amplified chain reaction—except it’s not adrenaline, she realizes. The world is slowing down. Sierra can think normally, hear her heart pounding in her chest, but the glacial pace with which the area around them is being obliterated is completely at odds with her perception of time.
 
She realizes soon enough that the rushing blood in her ears is the only sound she can hear.
 
“Admirable,” a voice cuts through the deafening silence. “There can be none of that, though. I’m sure you understand.”
 
The scene stops entirely, and Sierra finds that she cannot move. She’s a spectator in her own body.
 
What little area she’s managed to annihilate in its entirety replaces itself. The scene plays in reverse; light and dark and heat and cold flow into her instead of out, replenishing her magic stores.
 
And in the midst of it all is Sapphire, walking normally even as the entire world steps backward in time around them.
 
She exhales, the air distorting in front of her disturbingly beautiful face.
 
Monster. The thought comes quickly. Evelyn is reticent to share her own struggles, which Sierra can respect, but Sapphire’s name has come up before. It is one of the few that she has little experience with—but what little Evelyn has shared is enough for Sierra to hate this woman.
 
She remembers a UCC file she was once privy to. The Clearwater file, she heard it referred to as. Sierra never gained enough clearance to access it, nor did she care to.
 
Now, frozen in a moment with her mind still active, she wishes she’d taken more initiative back then.
 
“Relax, darling,” Sapphire says as if she’s read Sierra’s mind.
 
She snaps her fingers, and everything falls back into place, exactly how it was before Sierra attacked. Her skills may as well not have existed.
 
The half-elf blows out another distorted breath, and this time, it reaches Sierra. The sheer power compacted in that breath alone stuns her. Sapphire’s cloak is so perfect; to Sierra, the half-elf looks like a civilian who barely even engages with their system.
 
But that breath alone carries the weight of a proto-Titan. A specific one.
 
One that Sierra knows should be very, very dead.
 
“Disgusting,” Sapphire declares. “Incomplete. It does, however, suit the situation.”
 
Sierra just stares at her, refusing to react.
 
“I do not intend to kill you,” Sapphire says. “Come with me.”
 
Do I have a choice?
 
As it turns out, Sierra does not. Sapphire’s nails dig into her arm so hard that they draw blood, and her strength overwhelms Sierra’s.
 
Her stomach churns. This situation is all too familiar.
 
You’re hurting me. The same thought that ran through her head so many times growing up with her aunt passes her mind once more. It’s been a long, long time since she learned to stay quiet to keep it from getting worse.
 
“How fortunate that you are here,” Sapphire murmurs as they walk.
 
The half-elf is using some sort of spatial distortion skill—around them, the streets blur with each passing step. Even the quietest whisper from Sapphire reaches Sierra’s ears, but the sound of the outside world fades into a dull buzz.
 
Appraise finds nothing. To her senses, Sapphire’s magic may as well not exist.
 
Sierra remains silent. She has an entire list of choice insults she wants to throw at the woman taking her, but the years have taught her enough. Insulting those who hold immediate, direct power over her has never ended well, and she doubts that will change anytime soon.
 
She used a Titan. Sapphire activated a reversal so powerful the entire world ticked back in time. Sierra’s stronger than the majority of the human population, but to use a Titan’s strength is on a completely different level. It’s part of why she loves Evelyn.
 
It’s part of why she knows she can’t even try to fight Sapphire.
 
“You speak little,” Sapphire says. “The demon girl is more verbose, significantly so. Are you that keen on being a bore?”
 
“Where are you taking me?” Sierra asks automatically. It’s the most important question on her mind right now. Her communication stones aren’t working, and even if they are, Evelyn isn’t picking up. Assuming Sierra survives this, she needs to warn her partner about what’s happening.
 
“Ah, she speaks,” Sapphire says, grinning too wide. “You, my dear friend, are two of a kind. Probability Project 447. Hex, it was called?”
 
“You have access to Coalition files,” Sierra says flatly. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. Yes. The seventh initiate.”
 
She files the tidbit of information away for potential later use. If there’s a UCC file on Sapphire Clearwater that Sierra does not have access to, it is certainly a threat assessment, a containment record, or an experiment log. Sierra suspects it is not the latter.
 
That means two things. One: Sapphire has connections within the Coalition. Sierra knows this is true; Aunt Marie is an upper-echelon UCC researcher, and Sapphire controlled her. Two: Sapphire is capable of siphoning information from the UCC.
 
“Of course I do,” Sapphire says, as if accessing the inner workings of the highest-security organization on the planet is an everyday task for her. “That is a despairingly boring story, sadly. We are not here to discuss my capabilities, but yours.”
 
Keep her talking. She seems less immediately dangerous now, like a lioness curled up within her den rather than one circling, ready to pounce.
 
“You said we were here to discuss my future. What did you mean? And where are we going?”
 
“Here,” Sapphire declares, as if that makes any sense.
 
She stops abruptly, crossing her middle finger over her index with her free hand, and the blurred surroundings restore themselves to normal.
 
They stand in the ruins of a modest village. Sierra doesn’t recognize their surroundings at all. This place must have been in an unfortunately vulnerable spot because the ground is barely damaged. One of Sersui’s aftershocks collapsed half of the huts here, and it looks like nobody has stuck around. Rotting carcasses dot the ground here and there. Sierra wrinkles her nose.
 
Sapphire lets go of her arm, leaving five crescent-shaped cuts that well with blood even as the half-elf strides across a fallen fence, heedlessly stepping straight through a corpse’s ribcage. Gore splatters the ground, but not a drop of it lands on Sapphire.
 
“Where are we?” Sierra asks again. “And what are you doing?”
 
“A quaint little town whose name I cannot remember,” Sapphire says, languidly stretching. “As for what…”
 
She reaches out into the air in a way that Sierra’s mimicked a hundred times before. To Sierra’s trained eyes, Sapphire isn’t even using mana, but she knows that the other woman has to be using it. There’s no other way for a living being to access a storage space. Excluding angels, demons, and Titans, of course, but those are inherently special cases.
 
Sapphire retrieves what looks to be a simple slip of hard paper and throws it at Sierra.
 
The oddly childish movement throws Sierra off, but her reflexes are fast enough to catch it.
 
“Read it,” Sapphire orders. “Analyze it.”
 
Sierra complies.
 
The rectangular paper is the size of her palm. Red text is engraved into it, intricate lettering that covers one side of it. The other side is empty.
 
She pauses. Sierra knows a lot of languages, and this is none of them.
 
It’s not Common, High Common, Elven, adventurer colloquial, Dweller, skyspeak, or even angelic. What does that leave?
 
Translate, she tries. The skill is one from her Blue Mage side, meant to be used in order to better understand skills from people with vastly different classes from hers, but in theory…
 
It works. The characters rearrange themselves in her view, spelling out letters in the Common she’s most used to. Translate works slowly thanks to its low level, but she starts to piece together a word, character by character.
 
E… V… E…
 
A chill runs up her spine.
 
Evelyn.
 
C… A…
 
She stops, already knowing what she’ll find.
 
“Appraise,” she whispers.
 
Death Prayer — “Evelyn Carnelian”
 
Category: Irrelevant
 
Tier: Sapphire
 
Triggers when burnt. Triggers when mana is passed into it. Triggers when broken.
 
On trigger: Evelyn Carnelian dies. The target’s soul will be sent to the deepest accessible hell.
 
Her hands shake, but she forces them to still. If she’s reading this right, even shaking might be too dangerous.
 
How… how did Sapphire get this?
 
“With enough power, a little blood can go a long, long way,” Sapphire says, as if reading her mind. At this point, Sierra wouldn’t be surprised if she was.
 
“You are two of a kind,” the half-elf continues. “One other from your experiment remains. The demon girl, too, is two of a kind. You may have seen her counterpart.”
 
“I have,” Sierra says, remembering. “The resistance experiment.”
 
She curses silently as she realizes where this is going.
 
“RI1, the Adaptor,” Sapphire says. “It never chose a name. Such a shame. Tonight, there will be one of its kind. Whether that is Carnelian or the Adaptor is up to you. I have ensured he is aware of what that paper in your hands does, fear not. By a stroke of providence, he happens to have escaped a certain being on a warpath that will pass through this city.”
 
“Fuck you,” Sierra says, covering her mouth a second later. It slipped out.
 
Sapphire’s laugh is like wind chimes. “Should you choose, you could set your Adrian in the same predicament.”
 
Sierra looks at the paper in her hands. Can she store it away? Put it in her Personal Space? Instinct tells her no. Placing it in an extradimensional space involves passing a hint of mana into it, which will trigger it.
 
That means she’s going to have to protect it.
 
Objective: Keep what’s yours
 
An enemy knows you hold an item of immeasurable worth. Eliminate it before it can take it and ruin everything.
 
Reward: 10,000 secondary XP
 
Distance: 6 miles
 
Only six miles? She has no time at all to prepare.
 
Two hundred feet above them, space warps, and Sierra’s stomach drops. She reaches out into her Personal Space, withdrawing her amplification staff, but it’s not RI1 that appears from the dark blue hexagonal distortion above them.
 
“CLEARWATER!” Operator Kirin Uten roars.
 
A bright white lance of divine light spears straight from the sky, splitting the air apart with a thunderous screech. For once, Sierra is actually able to catch the description of an attack and feel the power in the air.
 
Kirin’s weapon of choice is the Angel’s Vengeance, a Category 3 spear built from a fallen angel’s wing.
 
It cleaves through Sapphire like a hot knife through butter and solidifies, impaling her and pinning the half-elf to the ground. There’s shockingly little blood, though Sierra can see angelic light eating away at Sapphire’s body. The half-elf’s flesh regenerates almost as fast as it disintegrates. Almost.
 
Kirin lands next to Sapphire with a massive crash, leaving a shallow impact crater where he drops. He draws a knife so black it seems to darken its surroundings, throws it through Sapphire’s skull, and turns to Sierra.
 
Category Four.
 
“Broken fucking gods,” he says. “I tracked you. Caught the faintest hint of the Clearwater signature. Now get out of here before—“
 
“She has the time Titan’s power,” Sierra blubbers out, somehow finding the salient piece of information despite the sudden overload she’s being forced to take in. “You need to finish her—“
 
“Very well done,” Sapphire says from the ground. “An angelic attack followed by a blade that severs the metaphysical concept of life. Category 3 and 4, respectively, if I counted correctly.”
 
Kirin shouts a warning, shoving Sierra back. She gasps, almost dropping the Death Prayer that holds Evelyn’s life on a piece of paper, but she catches it with a quick Forcefield. She readjusts her flight with Personal Telekinesis, keeping her from slamming into a wall and breaking it.
 
Sierra doesn’t know if this item will actually do what it promises, but she refuses to take any chances. Once Kirin finishes fighting Sapphire, she can ask him to help her solve it—
 
“What a bother,” the half-elf enunciates calmly. She’s still lying on the ground, looking like a living pincushion.
 
The magic items piercing her flesh are potent enough to bury a nation, but Sapphire just lies there.
 
“Get back, Sierra,” Kirin warns. “Get ready to run.”
 
“The pieces are set,” Sapphire says, talking over the operator. “You will know what to do. Remember, Sierra. It is not only your life at stake.”
 
And then the world tilts, knocking Sierra’s soul off balance. She drops to a knee, the air knocked out of her by an invisible force. She has to spend a few moments blinking the spots out of her eyes.
 
Sapphire is gone. The weapons within her are gone. The dirt she lay on is unmarred.
 
Kirin stands empty-handed. For a brief second, Sierra thinks it’s going to be okay. Sapphire’s plans are in motion, but with someone as powerful as Kirin on their side, they can figure out a way to defeat them. They can find a way to protect Evelyn and keep the resistance experiment from finding them or contain it.
 
And then Kirin stumbles. He almost drops to one knee. Catches himself. Takes a bracing step forward—
 
Pop. He disappears like a soap bubble pierced by a needle.
 
Sierra isn’t powerful enough to discern if he’s alive or simply gone. She doesn’t know which one is worse.
 
Objective: Keep what’s yours
 
An enemy knows you hold an item of immeasurable worth. Eliminate it before it can take it and ruin everything.
 
Reward: 10,000 secondary XP
 
Distance: 1 mile
 
She turns, enhancing her vision with Farsight. On the horizon, a six-legged creature that might’ve been human once dashes across the desert, practically soaring across the sands towards her.
 
The Death Prayer is warm in her hands, and Sierra takes one more glance at it.
 
New text has appeared on the empty side. This time, Sierra’s Translate tells her what it says almost immediately.
 
Adversity sculpts excellence.
 
- Sapphire
 
“Fuck you,” Sierra whispers to the paper. Pure hate fills her veins, an old ice-cold friend coursing through her body. “I will tear down everything you stand for.”
 
She turns towards the oncoming monster and readies herself for battle.
 
We fight on my rules.
 
“Domain: Balance.”
 
You will not take Evelyn from me.
 
“Special skill: For Every Shadow, There Is A Light.”
 
Fuck you all.
 
New special skill unlocked.
 
She doesn’t even know what it does, but it feels right. Sierra activates it without question, knowing this is what she has to do.
 
“Special skill: Wrath Of A Peaceful Soul.”
 




chapter 42

 
“Sierra,” I say, activating the Communication Stone. “Sierra, can you hear me?”
 
No response.
 
I’ve been trying to connect to her item for a solid ten minutes now to no avail. That could mean one of three things: capture, death, or simply being out of range.
 
I hope it’s the latter.
 
Every thirty seconds, I activate Locate. With my magic reserves as deep as they are now, I can use it without fear of depleting them.
 
Locate: Sierra Jade, Adrian Stahr, Kirin Uten. At Gold tier level 12, the skill functions at ranges exceeding half a mile, and I can use it to find multiple creatures or items at once.
 
I dash around Zelin with the help of Shapeshift and Antimemetic Cloak, using additional limbs to speed my way around a trickle of citizens and adventurers who don’t know that I’m here. The city seems to have a reasonably strong adventurer contingent because I see a lot of them racing towards the crater I created.
 
Best of luck, I think as I pass over them. You’re not going to find anything worth taking.
 
Briefly, I consider killing a few of them and Devouring them for temporary skills, but they’re Category 0s and 1s. Normal ones, not twisted to be as strong as I am. It’s a waste of my time to take them down.
 
Sierra and Kirin aren’t anywhere in town, it seems. I pass through district after district, barely pausing to take the faded grandeur of the Whitestar Kingdom’s capital city as I search.
 
I do, however, Locate Adrian underneath an oddly empty patch of one of the poorer districts. I almost skip over the area entirely, but instinct tells me to look harder.
 
My Antimemetic Resistance levels up twice, taking me by surprise, and I realize what’s happening.
 
Something here doesn’t want me to know it’s here.
 
That warrants invasion. I don’t care for Adrian nearly as much as I do for Sierra, but I’ve grown somewhat attached. Plus, I think Sierra cares for him.
 
I remember Kirin telling us that it was likely that I would be sent apart from the others, but it looks like we were all teleported into different locations.
 
This should be simple enough. Now that I’m actively focusing on my perception, I can see the subtle markings in the packed earth where entrances into an underground facility lie. I make my way to one and clear it with Hemokinesis, utilizing a droplet of blood from a pricked finger to wipe away the dust. It fades away easily—of course it does. Anyone who operates in this facility must have a way in and out.
 
The entrance is a smooth hatch with no visible handle and an arcane pattern carved into one corner of it. At a guess, that’s the lock for this door, but I have no key with which to open it. My blood magic is strong, but it can’t break through solid steel, and Soulblade attacks the soul of living things, not magic. I try to find a path with Bloodpath, but it’s airtight.
 
It’s a good thing my arsenal is so wide.
 
I kneel down on the ground, keeping Antimemetic Cloak engaged as I place both hands flat on the surface.
 
It’s good steel. Likely magically enchanted.
 
Still, this is a low-power zone. Even if this is prepared for people at the peak of Category 1, I should far outstrip that with the amount of magic I hold.
 
Wraithfire comes alive, wreathing my palms in flames, and it devours the runes and metal hungrily, black flame melting straight through inches of pure steel without even pausing.
 
When I’ve burned a hole sufficiently large enough to drop through, I Siphon the hungering fire, sapping the power from my own skill. Left alone, it’ll burn for ninety-nine minutes, but I’d prefer to leave as little trace of my path as possible.
 
With the magic gone, all that is left is a normal fire. I douse it in my own blood.
 
It’s only after I drop through the still-molten hole that I realize I could’ve made this a lot easier for myself by just shunting the door into my nullspace.
 
I would shrug if I had a body to do it with. Even if it’s not sealed against that kind of attack, it’s good for me to practice my other skills too.
 
After the entrance is a short ladder, which I ignore, and a long, spiraling staircase. I make my way down as fast as I can, intermittently activating Locate to confirm that I am, in fact, getting closer to Adrian.
 
About a third of a mile down, I reach the bottom. A simple translucent door lies ahead of me, revealing hallways that I faintly recognize the make of. Above it are stenciled three simple words—United Containment Coalition. There is a single guard—they’re wearing a power suit, just like the ones I fought on the train oh so long ago.
 
The guard raises an overly complicated rifle in warning. “Identification.”
 
“Hello,” I say politely. “I’m Evelyn Carnelian. I like your armor.”
 
#
 
I do not, in fact, like the guard’s armor. I wonder how people ever managed to fight me in these. It’s clunky, the interface barely works, and the mobility is so low. I suppose a weak, unpowered human would find this powerful, but this actually hampers me.
 
At least it fits me. Then again, it’d be a surprise if it didn’t because I Shapeshifted into the form of the guard after I took her head off with my Soulblade. I get to use Imitation for the first time since I unlocked it, mimicking the mannerisms she held in life.
 
Not a trace of her body remains. I’ve made sure of that.
 
With this on, it’s much easier to travel through the twists and turns of the UCC facility. Nobody accosts me—I’m meant to be here. I could also try to use Antimemetic Cloak, but given that the Coalition has a track record of dealing with anomalies, I’m sure they’ll have some way to track me even if I seem not to exist.
 
Instead, I keep my head down and march with purpose, taking the fastest possible route towards Adrian. My security clearance as a guard is surprisingly high, though I take the liberty to Siphon the wards one time when a door refuses to let me through.
 
Esoteric Recovery Unit, I read. I’m getting close.
 
Blood Sense tells me how many are within, so I’m completely unsurprised by how busy the seemingly abandoned unit is. Adrian is here, so I simply march at this guard’s usual gait until I find his bed.
 
I can guess what happened here.
 
He looks… healthy. Normal. Adrian’s sleeping. His chest rises and falls evenly. He doesn’t look like he’s in pain, but my senses aren’t strong enough to determine if his soul is intact again.
 
“Adrian Stahr,” I drone in exactly the same manner this guard would have. “High command has ordered your immediate release. Please do not resist.”
 
“Excuse me, officer,” a heavily accented voice cuts in. I turn to greet him.
 
When I see him, blinding rage passes through my veins, but I register soon enough that Fala Teir is a full elf. Nothing like Sapphire.
 
“Yes?” I ask, infusing my voice with a special hint of bored irritation. “I am carrying out my orders, doctor. Do you mind?”
 
“Whose orders?” he asks suspiciously.
 
I think quickly, trying to remember anyone that I know has an affiliation with the UCC. “Researcher Callen. He’s requested Stahr.”
 
Adrian remains asleep, but he twitches.
 
“Control protocol,” Fala says after a moment. “Callen is only supposed to supply me with patients, not take them.”
 
I don’t actually know what control protocol is, so I do my best to get on with it. “Carry on, then.”
 
“Your helmet.”
 
I remove it. There’s nothing to fear. I have the guard’s face. “You done yet?”
 
The elf’s brow furrows, and he presses one finger against my forehead. Ever so slightly, I feel a light touch brush over my soul.
 
Fala starts screaming, and everyone in the room stops, turning towards me.
 
Oops.
 
I sigh, dropping the disguise. You served me well, you awful hunk of armor.
 
Devour cuts its way through the powered steel in half a second, and I take two quick strides to where Adrian is sitting.
 
Both of us enter my Bloodpath.
 
Escaping is shockingly easy. Though these people might be specialists, there is awfully little they can do when so few of them actually have power that can contest mine. I’m too fast, and anything that can hit my blood form barely affects it. I make sure not to leave a mess behind.
 
Nobody is able to stop me on my way out. This is a facility built for research, I realize, not combat. Kirin is a complete and total outlier. Where did he even come from? His power is utterly incongruent with everyone else’s here.
 
I can figure that out after I’ve found Sierra.
 
Even after I resurface, I don’t stop. Only once we’re a solid mile away from the molten entrance I created do I let go of Bloodpath, leaving me standing in the middle of an empty alleyway, Adrian in my arms.
 
I lower him to the ground and shake him until he wakes.
 
“Adrian,” I say. “Will you live?”
 
He looks much better than he did when I left him, but looks can be deceiving.
 
It takes him a minute to wake up fully, reorienting himself to the dingy, stale air of the alleyway and the world around him.
 
I repeat my question once he’s fully lucid.
 
“He patched up my soul,” he says. “It’s like stitches, though. I’ll be fine, but I can’t break them now, or everything will go to shit.”
 
Irritating but expected. "Don’t stress yourself, but we do need to get moving.”
 
Adrian grimaces. “I was about to say that.”
 
I cock my head, questioning. “You know something I don’t?”
 
He points at his own. “All of us on the Hex project are linked. Sierra’s in trouble.”
 
#
 
Ruins of an unnamed village; 25 miles from Zelin
 
Sierra is not winning this fight.
 
She’s not losing, either, but she knows that it’s only a matter of time.
 
Wrath of a Peaceful Soul (Rare)
 
Tier: Bronze
 
This is a special skill. As one of the few souls on this planet that truly bears strangers no animosity, it is your wrath that the wise ones fear greatest. While this skill is active, you cannot die, and your mana output and regeneration is tripled. You also temporarily gain every magic affinity at level 1. Casting magic affinities of mutually exclusive types triple the power of the skill while Wrath of a Peaceful Soul is active.
 
It’s only her new special skill that is keeping her in this fight. It assists her Red Mage class, giving her the tools to utilize the always-active skill that the class operates around—Counterbalance. Mutually exclusive magic types aren’t supposed to exist on the same person, but the Red Mage class breaks those rules, allowing her to cast fire and water, light and dark, push and pull simultaneously. More than that, it enhances the effect, giving her unique, flexible powers.
 
With over a hundred magic affinities active at once, she feels strong enough to take on someone twice her level.
 
But even if Evelyn’s counterpart is lower level than her, he has something she doesn’t.
 
He can adapt. Sierra’s Diamond-tier Appraise tells him that he’s only using two skills: Adapt and Universal Resistance.
 
“You,” Sierra complains,  “are total bullshit. Understand?”
 
She knows a lady does not swear, but she cannot be bothered. This entire time, she’s been playing keep-away from a monster that’s capable of Adapting to keep up with everything she does. Her attacks lose efficacy every time they connect; right now, it is only the massive variety of magic she has that is keeping her alive and Evelyn’s Death Prayer intact.
 
RI1 barely resembles the creature it was when it entered. After her initial flurry of attacks, it changed its entire body structure. Rather than the almost-humanoid six-legged thing it came in as, RI1 now looks like something straight out of a nightmare.
 
A core of flesh the size of Sierra’s head is buried at its center. Dozens of spiked, chitinous limbs extend from that core, interlinking with each other and forming a twisted, skeletal sphere. Each of the bony limbs is covered with sharp cilia, short vibrating structures that tear at anything the experiment hooks itself on.
 
It never stops screaming.
 
Sierra has long since abandoned the idea of defeating this thing in combat. She’s tried far too many options already, but as it turns out, even shunting it into a new, empty fragment created with a combination of star and dimensional magic is a solution that lasts for just under forty-five seconds before it rips apart reality with its hands to escape.
 
She’s running out of options, running out of time, and running out of mana. Sierra has to end this quickly, and she’s decided that the best way to do that is to leave.
 
Annihilation Magic - Erase. Sierra doesn’t normally have access to this, but her wrath is apparently worth a lot.
 
Creation Magic - Creation. It’s a basic spell meant to create wood or metal, but when combined with its polar opposite…
 
She mimics her own special skill, creating half an ounce of antimatter.
 
Vector Magic - Redirect. Sierra is truly glad for this skill, and even though the fight is nowhere near over, she can’t help but think about where she can learn vector magic when this is done. This sole skill has saved her more times than she can count already.
 
This time, she uses it to direct the entirety of the nuclear-bomb-sized explosion into a sphere just larger than RI1. Her opponent is thirty feet across now, which makes it awkward, but she handles it with ease.
 
The area fills with flame and force, but she knows that nothing will come of it when the nuclear fireball dissipates. She takes the opportunity to build distance.
 
Sierra only has a few minutes left on her special skill. She can feel it fading already. She’s still at least twenty miles from Zelin. From Evelyn.
 
Her Death Prayer seems to burn bright in the chest pocket where she placed it. The fragile piece of hard paper pulses with every passing second, reminding her that it’s not just her life that’s on the line here. It keeps her from teleporting away, knowing that even the slightest brush of mana over it will set it aflame and end Evelyn.
 
And so Sierra runs, and she runs, and she fights.
 
But no matter how much she flees, she can’t do so forever. Ten miles from Zelin, she’s managed to put five miles between her and RI1, but she can still see it on the horizon, lumbering towards her at a deceptively fast pace.
 
The burning wrath has started to fade, replaced bit by bit by crushing despair. The borrowed magic starts to drift away with her anger, which prompts a fresh wave of hopelessness. She can’t run fast enough. She can’t fight well enough.
 
“I refuse to die here,” she tells herself. “I refuse.”
 
Evelyn wouldn’t stop here. She wouldn’t.
 
So she continues on, running from an invincible monster—even with her fading mana pool, she will survive.
 
An arm grasps onto hers, and she throws it off, flailing wildly with what little magic she has. RI1 has caught up to her somehow. It has to have. Who else—but no. There’s nobody here. Where did that arm come from?
 
“Thank the gods,” a male voice on the edge of familiarity says. “You’re alive.”
 
Suddenly, Sierra’s vision shifts; a blind spot removes itself, and her heart soars.
 
“Hi,” Evelyn Carnelian says, extending a hand. She pauses, tilting her head and casting a skill of her own. “Hmm. I see you’re not the only one whose life needed saving.”
 
Sierra takes her hand just as she did that fateful first time.
 
Evelyn has a nasty habit of overturning every situation she finds herself in, including Sierra’s life. Sierra has never been more grateful for that than now.
 
Suddenly, this hopeless fight seems winnable.
 




Chapter 43

 
Antimemetic Cloak is growing stronger, I realize. With the skill in its original form, Sierra would be able to see through it without even trying. Right now, of course, she’s distracted, but even then, she didn’t even process Adrian or me existing until I turned it down.
 
Sadly, RI1 isn’t going to fall victim to it. I have a better idea of what the other experiment is now, and I know for a fact that my antimemetics will work for a solid minute at best before I land an attack and it Adapts to that too.
 
I can deal with that, though.
 
What I’m not sure I can deal with is the item that Sierra holds in her hand. It’s in a language that’s not Common, which should mean that it’s unintelligible, but I can read the arcane text properly anyhow.
 
My name is printed on one side. On the other—Sapphire. That fucking asshole.
 
“That,” I say, “is rather awkward, isn’t it?”
 
Sierra takes a deep breath, putting her hands on her knees. “Like you wouldn’t believe.”
 
I close my eyes. My ongoing objective, Two of a Kind, tells me where RI1 is. Five miles, give or take, but it’s closing the distance with stunning speed. Unlike me, it doesn’t appear to be using a skill to do so. I need Bloodpath to move that fast outside of short bursts of speed, but RI1 is managing the speed of an arrow’s flight without much trouble.
 
“That’s the same irritant that tore its way out of my nullspace,” I note. “I—“
 
“Your friend Sapphire gave me the rundown,” Sierra says, snarling the word. “I understand. She claims to have informed that beast about this item in my hand. I have no reason to believe it functions, but she is terrifyingly powerful.”
 
I almost reach out to tear it right then, but my common sense stops me. This is Sapphire’s working. I wouldn’t be surprised if it actually tears my soul straight from my body and sends it into the hells. Given the fact that this is what the system says it can do, it’s probably true.
 
“She interfered again,” I hiss. “One day, she is going to pay dearly for that.”
 
But that day certainly isn’t today. RI1 is four miles away now and rapidly closing.
 
I assess the area we’re in. I had Adrian wrapped in my Bloodpath on our way here, and I was so focused on speed that I neglected to properly take in our surroundings.
 
We’re not in the desert anymore, but we’re not entirely out of it either. The three of us stand on a raised sand dune, surrounded by scrabbly shrubs that barely reach past my ankles. A sparse selection of trees and cacti dot the sand, creating some semblance of shade; Sierra’s path of destruction has knocked down a line of them stretching straight towards where RI1 is coming.
 
“I have yet to use any transformation or transportation magic,” Sierra says, indicating the Death Prayer in her hands. “I would rather not test the limits of this item.”
 
“It’s Sapphire’s,” I say. “Good call.”
 
A thrill of fear runs through me at the idea that Sapphire is so far above me that she can give a lowly piece of paper this much power over me, and try as I might, I can’t entirely quash it. I thought that I was powerful, but now the half-elf shows me up like we’re not even punching in the same weight class.
 
I wish I could call a Titan on her, but the network is still frustratingly impossible to use for any purpose other than information-gathering and the constant sense that I’m being watched.
 
“I can call water,” Adrian says, bright-eyed and determined. “Not a full Tsunami, but I can eke enough out of these trees to get us moving.”
 
He still winces with every movement, but I don’t think his soul is so deeply damaged anymore. The recovery process must’ve worked—I suppose he needs more rest, but we can’t afford that right now, and he doesn’t want to.
 
“Do,” Sierra says. “Make sure not one drop lands on this paper.”
 
“You got it,” Adrian says, spreading his hands. “Keep me alive.”
 
Around us, the hardy shrubs and thin trees wither, crumpling until they’re nothing more than a bundle of dry twigs, their leaves crunching and fluttering away in the light breeze. Every drop of moisture from within the plants tears its way out of their stems. Supple trunks fade into dead wood for dozens of feet.
 
There’s not that much water in these plants, but Adrian finds enough to create a disc of water large enough to hold the three of us.
 
The skill he used is called Dehydrate. I wonder why he doesn’t try using that on people when he stumbles, still holding both his hands out, and Sierra catches him.
 
“Mana,” he gasps. “Need mana.”
 
Sierra’s hands glow, and though I can’t Appraise her skill through her natural protections, I’m sure it’s something to share her magic power with him. He stabilizes quickly, taking control of the spinning watery sphere, and he catches us with it, sending us flying forth.
 
“We’re not going to outpace RI1,” I determine quickly enough. His Hydrokinesis helps us move faster, but my fellow experiment is only increasing in speed. “We have minutes at best.”
 
“Then find us a battlefield,” Sierra orders, still passing her magic into Adrian. How much mana does that woman have? She doesn’t even look like she’s trying.
 
“What can we do?” Adrian asks, obviously straining to hold his skill together. “I can try my domain, but I don’t know if that’ll even help.”
 
“It is almost certainly immune or highly resistant to pressure,” Sierra grimaces. “I crushed it with magic I had temporarily available, and it recovered nearly instantly.”
 
“What hasn’t it adapted to?” I ask.
 
“I am uncertain,” she admits. “I do, however, believe that it has to sacrifice old defenses to some extent when it constructs a new one. I have many schools of magic open to me, and I was able to utilize the same one twice if I interspersed it with another type.”
 
I nod, digesting that. “Alright. Then I’ll try the nullspace. That’s the most favorable battlefield we have, and even if Descent unto the Void doesn’t work against it, we can take a break.”
 
Sierra shakes her head fervently. “We cannot risk—“
 
She cuts herself off halfway through her own sentence, her eyes widening. “You will die if you do that. We cannot transport ourselves into the nullspace. The Death Prayer just updated its own description. Look.”
 
I don’t need to Appraise the item to see that it’s changed. A new line of arcane text has carved itself onto the paper.
 
Allies must prove their worth. Leave those who cannot catch up in your wake.
 
- Sapphire
 
I snarl, reading the item’s description as well. The new line is at the end of the block of text.
 
Transportation into a nullspace of any kind will result in this item triggering 24 hours later.
 
I think I know what this is supposed to be. Just like everything Sapphire does, it’s a test. This time, however, it’s not meant for me.
 
It’s for Sierra. It’s for Adrian. Sapphire’s cutting off my options, removing the strongest tool I have. This is meant to see if they can eliminate the threats that I can—in this case, one that I haven’t.
 
The punishment for failure isn’t their death, as one might expect. It’s mine. I suspect I know why, reading the Death Prayer’s description.
 
My death will send me tumbling into a hell, but that’s not the end of my story. The wording states that my soul will be sent to the deepest available hell. That implies that I’ll still exist in some sense.
 
The part of my soul amalgam that should be feeding me information is frustratingly quiet. Either Sapphire Excised that too, or it simply never existed.
 
Whatever the case, I refuse to let her win here.
 
“Then we’ll fight on the ground,” I say. “Together. You get power when there’s people to draw from, right?”
 
Sierra clicks her tongue. “I do. Do you have a plan?”
 
“The inklings of one.”
 
“I might have one too.”
 
“We’ll have to work it out quickly,” I say. “Adrian, put us down when you find a good battlefield. RI1 is less than a mile behind us.”
 
“Where is good?” he asks.
 
“Figure it out,” I say.
 
He grumbles, but a few moments later, the water slips out from under our feet, moving to surround him in three concentric rings. The area he’s picked out is a granite oasis, though the water supply here is pitifully small compared to the ocean. The ground underneath our feet is solid—good. I don’t want to deal with Sersui’s aftermath here.
 
“I am running low,” Sierra says. “Vary your attacks. I will need your assistance.”
 
I barely have time to acknowledge her when RI1 arrives.
 
It’s a hollow, spherical tangle of bones and flesh and spikes, and it radiates hunger.
 
“Target,” it screeches out, the words sounding like they’ve been forced through a grater, “kill.”
 
It springs forward with blinding speed, and the three of us act together.
 
Sierra activates a special skill: Eclipse Devastator. I remember this one; she used it when she uncloaked for the first time in Ravendale.
 
Adrian has no special skill available, but he draws his sword and passes it through the water, duplicating the material and increasing his supply.
 
I activate Wraithfire and Soulblade in the same moment. I’m sure RI1 has resistance to soul damage and wraithfire alike, but the soul is the only thing I can think of to target.
 
You’re a survivor, just like me.
 
The twinned day-and-night beams of Eclipse Devastator cleave directly through a tangle of RI1’s limbs just as a hyper-pressurized beam of oasis water twirls through the thing’s body, trying to sever and grab and restrain.
 
My attack hits last, and its limbs ignite instantly. I remain careful, keeping myself from hitting my Soulblade with my own attack, and the overly long blade pierces deep into the monster’s flesh, penetrating its core.
 
It starts pulling itself together immediately, uncaring of the massive violence we’ve inflicted upon it.
 
“Fuck,” Adrian says, and I chance a glance at him. His sword is broken, snapped in twain right where he seems to have tried to attack the monster with it.
 
The wraithfire continues to burn, chewing away at its limbs, but RI1 barely slows down as it counterattacks. Sierra dodges a series of limb strikes with heavy usage of Personal Telekinesis, and it barely even spares a thought for Adrian.
 
All of its attention is focused on me. Limbs unhinge themselves from the tangle with frightening speed, lashing out at the space where I stand. I Bloodpath between blows, but something about the fibers on its limbs must be disrupting my skills because every hit I take while in my bloody form shows itself on my body when I turn back.
 
Restore Self, I command, barely managing to dive out of range.
 
It abandons all thought of chasing the other two, and I quickly realize I have to focus the entirety of my attention on simply dodging its attacks. RI1 has grown fast, and it’s all I can do to keep up with it. I can’t even trade blow for blow—with the number of limbs it has, I’m only able to attempt one attack for every five it lands.
 
I can’t keep this up, but I realize soon enough that I don’t have to.
 
“Descent unto the Void.”
 
It’s only me that it wants, so I don’t need to target Sierra. I try to bring RI1 with me, but it must have grown a longer-term immunity or resistance. I can sense its will clashing with mine, an indomitable defense against an unstoppable attack, and I let it win. I can’t waste all my magic trying to bring it into my nullspace and find myself incapable of killing it there.
 
I appear in my nullspace for only a short few seconds, breathing hard and trying to recover as much magic as I can. With the usage of Descent, I’m down to under half of my magic reserves in only a matter of seconds.
 
Reappearance is effortless now.
 
I’ve only been gone for ten seconds, but the battlefield is a wreck. RI1’s limbs are sharper than it looks—it’s a living storm of blades, tearing long, thin grooves in the granite as it moves. Sierra and Adrian are both on the defensive now, throwing up forcefields and parrying with a Water Blade, respectively. I’m shocked Adrian still hasn’t taken a hit—he’s surprisingly adept with his sword.
 
Sierra is bleeding.
 
I stem it with Hemokinesis. In the same motion, I command RI1 to Hemorrhage, and I watch as the blood vessels within its limbs burst, staining its entire body an eerie shade of red.
 
It’s not much of a reprieve, but it’s enough for me to get to Sierra’s side as she blasts it away with a displacement spell of some kind.
 
“Sierra,” I say, a flicker of panic crossing my mind before I banish it. “Are you okay?”
 
“Peachy,” she says, smiling wide. Too wide. “This is not going well.”
 
It isn’t. The last time we fought this thing, it still hadn’t adapted to my nullspace, and I had the power associated with that place. Now, we’re weakened, we’re tired, and RI1 hasn’t stopped evolving.
 
But it won’t beat us. I refuse to let it beat us.
 
And evidently, neither does Sierra.
 
“Evelyn,” she says, extending a hand, “do you trust me?”
 
I take it before I’ve even processed what I’ve done. “Always.”
 
“Then hold on.”
 
Magic courses through my body, and I have only a moment to realize that it’s Sierra’s before pain ignites in every cell. It ignores my resistances entirely, nearly overwhelming my senses, but pain is just that. I’m not dying, so I grit my teeth, slam my eyes shut, and deal with it.
 
“Sierra! Evelyn! A little help!” Adrian shouts. I don’t open my eyes, but I can hear him skipping backwards and beating away at the monster he faces.
 
“Let it in,” Sierra breathes. “The magic.”
 
I trust her.
 
Throwing down my soul’s defenses for a companion would’ve been unthinkable only weeks ago, but it’s the most natural thing I’ve ever done.
 
Something shifts, but I’m too busy being overwhelmed by a new source of mana to pay close attention to what it is. It’s almost empty, but the magic will work.
 
“The nullspace,” Sierra says. “You can bring it out. Do it.”
 
I have no idea what she just did, but the pain is already fading, and I open my eyes to see Adrian fleeing, slithering through the air in a semi-liquid form.
 
“Manifest,” I say, using the bulk of my remaining power to access the nullspace.
 
Darkness and light and blood flood the battlefield, and I tear RI1’s limbs from its body, applying crushing pressure to its core.
 
It’s not going to work. RI1 is already resistant to this. Even if I can damage it, I can’t kill it.
 
Except there’s something else. A sensation, building deep within me, that my nullspace isn’t the end goal of this. It’s the first part.
 
Sierra is hyperventilating. Her grip on my hand grows tighter; the energy flowing between us increases in intensity. She brings my hand to rest on her chest, and I can feel her heartbeat fluttering so quickly that I fear she’s about to enter cardiac arrest. Her eyes are screwed shut, and half a scream emerges between each rushed breath.
 
And somehow, she has never looked more in control.
 
Sierra manages to collect her breath for a single, heart-stopping moment. She meets my eyes, and her irises are entirely red.
 
“Manifest,” the Blue Mage echoes, and the world shifts.
 
Within the silent constellation that is Titan network, a new star blossoms.
 




Chapter 44

 
The sudden surge of power isn’t unexpected, but it is terrible.
 
For an instant that stretches out into a breathless eternity, everything stops. At first, I think it’s my incredible Mind (Speed) stat applying itself again, but the world is still. Far too still to simply be accelerated perception.
 
I can’t move, but somehow, that doesn’t instill the sense of fear or losing control in me that it should. Rather than being a prisoner in a body that won’t move, I realize I am simply witnessing a single, impossibly powerful moment.
 
Right now, my nullspace overlaps the real world. Though the skill description doesn’t tell me how far it extends, I can sense it. It intrudes into reality as a perfect sphere, extending just about ninety-nine feet from my body.
 
Within that sphere, I am sovereign. I have yet to pick a specific effect for my nullspace, but for the time being, it is similar to my domain, exchanging precision for raw power. I can use the combination strike of divine and demonic magic to unravel a soul while tearing apart the physical vessel by taking their blood, and I can designate targets to be excluded from the effects in their entirety, but I can’t manage much of anything else.
 
Not that I’ve needed to do anything else. I have the sneaking suspicion that there’s more to my domain that I have yet to discover, but the domain is still on cooldown. The nullspace is not, and it’s here.
 
Within these precious ninety-nine feet, I am absolute.
 
Except I’m not. My nullspace is not alone.
 
In the fragile intersection of altered reality where my nullspace penetrates the plane of existence we are on, a third force appears.
 
I never witnessed Inome’s nullspace properly; instead, I saw glimpses of it, a path that could be but never was, and even that only when I was Devouring its corpse. Scintilla, I now realize, once pulled me into a facsimile of its nullspace, but that was nothing like a real one.
 
This new sensation is like a trickle of cold water sliding down my back, quenching the flames I have engulfed myself in. In this frozen instant, I sense the encroaching presence. An area of serenity opposing my violence. An area of dark and light, evening out my light and dark.
 
A nullspace of balance.
 
The moment stretches on and on and on and on, reminding me of the years I spent patiently waiting for my passenger to open up my class evolution, piece by piece.
 
This time, however, my companion is far more personable than an egotistical god who will be best remembered as my sustenance.
 
Evelyn, Sierra’s voice whispers into my mind. Success.
 
The words impact me with all the force of a Titan. Each of those words carries the weight of the world, bringing with them a dozen, a hundred, a thousand ideas. The majority of those ideas are malformed and shapeless—Sierra has not mastered this form of communication.
 
And yet, she has this communication. How did she manage it? How did she manage to do what took me the death of a god to do?
 
For the first time since I met her, I am scared of her power. I can feel it thrumming through me. Did she bond the two of us together?
 
I try to ask her all of those questions and more, forcing power to explode forth in this unmoving instant.
 
Titan, I manage. Bond. Question.
 
Just speaking in the Titan tongue hurts. It uses a different kind of power from mana, and it drains me like nothing else. I have to encapsulate concepts within every word and pack the meaning of a dozen sentences into three words.
 
The same must be true for Sierra because she takes minutes to recollect herself.
 
I wait patiently. When the time around us does not move, we have as long as we need.
 
Souls. Together.
 
So she did. It was a soul bond of some kind, likely a special skill from her Blue Mage class. I haven’t tracked her progress as much recently, but she must have advanced fast if she’s able to do this.
 
I compose another message, taking my time to craft it as comprehensibly as I can. It feels like I have to roll a boulder up a mountain to speak a single word.
 
What are your powers? Are you able to interface with mine? Will it be enough to defeat RI1? Will your body and soul remain intact afterward?
 
Abilities. Question.
 
By my count, thirty-seven minutes pass before Sierra responds. The message is jumbled and half-illegible, but I’m able to puzzle out the meaning after a brief moment.
 
Knowledge. Negative. Domain. Allow. Question. Time. Question.
 
Sierra doesn’t know the answers to any of my questions, because we’re together, frozen, and not in a position to test our abilities. She wants me to… allow her domain to expand? No, not her domain—her nullspace. And she asks if I know why time has yet to unfreeze.
 
I don’t know the answer to that, either. I didn’t feel anything like this when I first gained my Proto-Titan class, though that was under completely different circumstances. Is it possible that this did happen, but the haze of my Equalize kept me from realizing it?
 
It doesn’t actually matter. Either way, I don’t know what happened then, and I don’t know what’s happening now.
 
I can hazard a guess, though. That prickly, cold-water sensation is telling me that another nullspace is trying to seize control over mine. It’s not an entirely alien sensation; I remember Alexander Callen using a domain to override every other skill activated within it.
 
Sierra is trying to override my nullspace, and one or both of us have entered a space of frozen time.
 
Is this how Titans duel? I wonder.
 
Any musings about the nature of the Titans that we now seek to be a part of are less relevant, however, than the whirling dervish that still threatens our lives. In this frozen moment, I can see a spot of calm where I’ve chosen to exclude Adrian from the effect. RI1 breaks into its component fleshy pieces right before his eyes, but I know the creature well enough to know that this won’t last long.
 
It has already adapted to my nullspace.
 
Sierra’s, however, is new. Wholly new. I don’t think I touched upon anything like it in the Paths that other Titans took; then again, I didn’t see any Path that looked like my own, either. Not a single one of them used demonic magic.
 
Fight back, my instincts cry. Dominate. Kill. Win.
 
I shove them aside forcibly. There is a time for domination, but I am starting to learn that there is also a time for trust.
 
Allow. Positive. Prepare. I can’t force out any words beyond that. Speaking leaves me exhausted, body and soul alike.
 
Confirmation, Sierra replies.
 
I let Sierra’s nullspace in, lowering my grasp on that section of my nullspace, and time accelerates, returning us to the frenzy of the battle.
 
“—ly shit!” Adrian says.
 
The nullspace-clash sensation amplifies a hundredfold, shifting from a prickly trickle to a full-body slam. The cold water that was tracing its way down my back douses my entire body instead, chilling me to the core.
 
I hope you know what you’re doing, Sierra.
 
Trait earned: Bonded
 
Your soul has been bonded with another’s. While you possess this trait, you will always know the current location and current status of your bonded partner. If you touch your bonded partner, you can share your mana. This bond can only end if dispelled or voluntarily canceled by a partner.
 
ERROR: UNDEFINED UNIQUE BEHAVIOR
 
Recalculating.
 
Trait modified: Bonded (Proto-Titan)
 
Another Proto-Titan has bound itself to you. While you possess this trait, your nullspaces can coexist.
 
Sierra’s nullspace expands.
 
Her eyes, I notice, are no longer glowing the same way mine are. One eye continues to burn with iridescent red, but the other is a deep, royal shade of blue. Sapphire.
 
Sierra’s nullspace isn’t as large as mine, nor is it as well-defined. Even a few days of practice has  enhanced mine. That means I have to retract my own to give hers more space to deploy.
 
More importantly, however, my nullspace is not gone. I can feel Sierra’s pressing against my domain as if it’s her flesh against mine, but they manage to coexist.
 
The Blue Mage’s domain is, for a lack of a better word, beautiful. Rich turquoises and soft scarlets whirl together where her nullspace exists, tinting the land around them shades of blue and red. It does the same to my nullspace, and though the result is still lethal—perhaps more so than before—it seems less chaotic.
 
“Black and white,” Sierra mumbles. “Red and blue. Fire and water. Life and death. That’s one form of balance.”
 
She squeezes my hand tighter, and magic courses through us both. Through our freshly-linked souls.
 
Assistance. Question. Sierra uses the Titan speech again, choosing to express her desires through words laden with hazy, nuanced ideas rather than her words.
 
But I understand her. I know what she’s asking for.
 
The same thing she’s been asking for this whole time.
 
Confirmation, I reply, mirroring her early statement. The effort of making the statement nearly breaks my concentration completely.
 
My nullspace keeps breaking RI1 apart, but it’s pulling itself together faster and faster. No longer can I atomize it, reducing it to its constituent atoms. Now, the best I can manage is a constant rain of focused smites, demonic corruption, and hemorrhages. I almost wish I picked a Path.
 
Almost.
 
Sierra’s request rings clear, and I trust her. I extend my free hand forth, narrowing my eyes, and I will my entire nullspace to Devour.
 
Every part of the space reacts. Scouring light turns hungry, while demonic darkness unleashes its base instincts. Even the blood seeks to devour, assimilating RI1’s flesh for itself. I pull it towards us, dragging it in range of Sierra’s smaller nullspace.
 
It won’t be enough. Not alone.
 
Sierra engages the trademark skill of her Blue Mage class. Within her nullspace, the effect is amplified. Rather than hours, it takes milliseconds. Rather than a pale mimicry, she receives everything.
 
My omnidirectional Devour sends mana coursing through my veins, and Sierra breathes it all in.
 
“The other form of balance,” she says, her voice oddly light. “Give and take.”
 
I redirect my magic.
 
“Give.”
 
The red-black storm of Devour flows into her, feeding her the power she desires. One skill, freely given.
 
“And take.”
 
Her attack floods out of her in every direction, passing over me and Adrian harmlessly. Its colors are inverted, blue and white instead of red and black. She overpowers the fuel source she’s using easily—her temporary version of Devour blasts straight through the original I gave to her.
 
Sierra is the eye of the storm. Her eyes are half-lidded, but the red and blue of her irises shine through nonetheless. She radiates an intense calm, the only still piece of a maelstrom of madness.
 
There’s an odd fluttery feeling in my chest that I don’t recognize. I examine my own body, confirm that it’s not a toxin or another trick, and I push it aside.
 
Her nullspace isn’t as large as mine, but the two coexist. My magic combines with hers, empowers it, and every last iota of power we have floods into the still-beating heart of RI1.
 
“She is mine,” Sierra snarls.
 
As I watch, another source of magic flows into the swirling mess of energy. It’s unlike anything either of us is casting, and it pulses like it’s a living being in itself.
 
The information gives itself over to me with but an act of will.
 
That magic flowing in the air is Adapt.
 
She’s stealing its skill.
 
RI1 howls, expressing pain for the first time in this battle. It picks up its pieces, reforming faster than I’ve ever seen it. I try to crush it down again, but my nullspace’s combination attack barely does anything.
 
It Adapted harder.
 
My magic is running dangerously low. This is only my second time using Manifest, and I’ve never taxed myself this much before. I can’t keep this up forever. I can’t even keep this up for another thirty seconds.
 
The experiment pounds towards us, the line of magic connecting it and Sierra flickering. It turns fifty feet into ten feet in a single second—and then a blade pierces through its core, narrowly avoiding hastily-reformed limbs and pinning the monster to the ground.
 
Adrian, bruised and bleeding, has one hand impaled on RI1’s cilia. The other holds his sword and, by extension, the experiment.
 
It dropped its other immunities to stop me.
 
Sierra cries out in victory, and suddenly, Adrian’s blade sinks in deeper.
 
“Get back!” I shout at Adrian. “Now!”
 
The hurricane that is our combined nullspaces obfuscates the sound. Adrian doesn’t budge, stabbing into the monster once again.
 
RI1 has just lost its most powerful skill.
 
But it’s not dead, and those limbs are still incredibly lethal. Neither of us can annihilate it while Adrian is still on top of it, and if he doesn’t move now, he’s going to be trapped.
 
Flee, Sierra forces out.
 
Adrian pauses, hearing her, then looks up to the sky, nods once, and melts into a pile of water.
 
“That’s my move,” I mutter.
 
Sierra collapses like a doll with its strings cut.
 
RI1 is close enough that I can see its face through the mana storm. It’s twisted, nothing at all like a human… but this thing was like me, once upon a time. Born in a broken world and forced to dance to a researcher’s tune.
 
“Spare… me…” it tries to say, but its vocal cords have been ruined in favor of a more lethal, more survivable body. The words come out as a garbled hiss.
 
I search within myself for sympathy, and I find none.
 
“If you wanted to live,” I say, “you should never have shown your face to me.”
 
It gurgles out one last word. I think it might be Carnelian.
 
“Goodbye, RI1. May you rest poorly.”
 
With the last of my magic, I engage my nullspace one last time.
 
RI1 crumples under demonic pressure. Divine light flattens it. Blood tears out of its remaining veins, turning it into a withered husk.
 
And my authority as a nascent Titan spreads its remains across the plains.
 
The nullspace dissipates less than a quarter second after I kill it, my magic completely and totally spent for the first time I can remember.
 
Objective: Two of a Kind [COMPLETE]
 
Not only have you killed the last remaining experiment, you have managed to add yourself and a bonded partner to another category. Together, you are two of thirty-three.
 
You are now the sole remaining survivor of your laboratory.
 
Trait earned: Endling
 
You are the last of your kind. The fate of your species now rests upon your shoulders. Your conceptual weight has been quadrupled. You now gain experience at twice the rate you did previously. All of your magic affinities increase by 1 level.
 
Remember them, if not for how they lived and died, then for what their deaths brought you.
 
I sit on the scorched, blackened sand next to Sierra’s fallen body. She’s unconscious, but she has a pulse. Her blood is still flowing.
 
Adrian joins us, checking Sierra’s heartbeat before finally relaxing. His left arm is a bloody ruin, but we’ll fix it like we always have. For the time being, I stem his bleeding with Hemokinesis. If all goes well, he’ll be able to keep the limb.
 
“Well, that’s one less problem,” Adrian says, heaving out an exhausted sigh. “Who do we kill next? Sersui?”
 
He’s completely deadpan. His statement isn’t funny at all—there’s no humor to his words.
 
And yet I find myself laughing, throwing my head back and cackling.
 
Adrian starts laughing too, the two of us doubling over, delirious with our victory.
 
We won. We won. RI1 is dead, as is the Zelin Deadmarked who sought to steal me for himself, the duo of UCC operators that were hunting me, and the proto-Titan. Adrian’s soul is intact again. Sapphire and the researchers are still a problem, of course, but for now? For now, I am as free as I’ve ever been.
 
PT-32
 
[Clearance class 3 required to view. Your clearance class is: 4.]
 
Alternate Designations: Evelyn Carnelian; Blood Reaper
 
Category: 1* [Category is esoteric. See footnote[1] for more information.
 
Alignment: Experiment
 
Containment Status: Uncontained
 
[Article collapsed.]
 
Addenda
 
[Incidents PT-32-1 and PT-32-2 collapsed.]
 
Proto-Titan Incident 32-3
 
Containment attempted by Zelin Deadmarked; notably, He Who Watches The Gate, predicted to be a counterfactual countermeasure to PT-32, failed. Nullspace deployment confirmed.
 
[Details of PT-32-3 collapsed.]
 
Proto-Titan Incident 32-4
 
See Resistance Infusion Experiments
for details. Experiment designated RI1-CI terminated.
 
See PT-33 (formerly PP-47-7, alias “Sierra Jade”).
 
Upcoming Containment Attempts
 
Curious how these things turn out, isn’t it? I’ve notified her aunt already. I’m sure she’ll be pleased. Marie is on the other side of the planet, last I checked, and I’m sure you’re all raring to have a look. There’s a lot of you, and you know what I always say.
 
If you’re in the area, feel free to try your hand. Just don’t complain if they bite.
 
- S.
 
[Footnotes collapsed.]
 
Would you like to edit this listing?
 
> No.
 
You have a private message from: Overseer Clearwater.
 
> Display it.
 
Overseer Clearwater:
 
Callen. Your third-favorite operator is alive, though not well. I do wonder if it’s worth the trouble installing myself as an Overseer in the system if the Coalition’s insects refuse to close my file, but I suppose that’s a question for another day. I have a use for Kirin; he has a number of artifacts that I have not seen in centuries. He will prove to be a usable backup plan in the event that little Carnelian goes to hell. Demons die twice, humans once; Kirin can violate that law.
 
That aside, once you are finished pretending to care about your students, I know you’d like to see if the experiment is proceeding according to my standards. I also know that I can stop you, but I’d never separate a predator from their prey. You can figure out which of you is which.
 
A warning, one which I anticipate you will ignore: you are not me. You are not any of the seventeen, though your potential is still great.
 
Make it count.
 
Would you like to respond?
 
> Yes.
 
Administrator Callen:
 
Warning is heard, loud and clear. I will observe. If I am satisfied, I will return. In the likely event I am not, I will exterminate it. The experiment is now powerful enough to use as material for any one of us, yes? If it is unsatisfactory, I will eliminate it and take its power for my own.
 
You have received a response.
 
Overseer Clearwater:
 
Good hunting.
 
Would you like to respond?
 
> No. I am finished here.
 
Thank you, Administrator Alexander Callen. This session will now be terminated.
 




Chapter 45

 
“Wow,” Sierra says, looking over the mercifully intact Death Prayer in her hands. “Wow.”
 
She’s recovered from her passed-out-exhausted state remarkably quickly, which was almost certainly because she now has Adapt as a permanent skill.
 
“I’d hoped that thing would be gone by now,” I say with a grimace, indicating the item. Sapphire’s handiwork lasts, I suppose. “Honestly, it’s a wonder it’s survived so long.”
 
“I went to some lengths to keep it intact,” Sierra replies. “Wow. I feel great.”
 
“That tends to happen,” I say. “Do you feel it, too?”
 
I don’t need to specify what it is.
 
“Yes. I can’t not feel it. Not when I close my eyes, not when I’m thinking about y—anything else. I was passed out on the ground back there, and I could still see the stars.”
 
The Titan network is with us now, presumably forever and always. Communicating through it to each other is barely possible if we exert a gargantuan amount of effort and energy, and I know for a fact that it’s possible to use it to talk to the other Titans, but I doubt we can do that now.
 
“I’m getting left behind,” Adrian complains. It’s good-natured, but I can recognize the seed of fear in his voice. “Broken gods, you two are insane.”
 
“You are, too,” Sierra says, patting him gently on the head. “You just need to lose your mind more, and maybe you’ll catch up to the two of us.”
 
He snorts. “If I catch up to where you’re at now within the decade and I still have a pulse, I’ll be happy.”
 
Eventually, we rise. The level of devastation we’ve inflicted on this area actually catches Sierra off guard.
 
“I… did that?” she asks, pointing at the uneven crater we created. The bottom is full of tinted, iridescent sludge, an aftereffect of the latent magic still left after our nullspaces stopped intruding on reality.
 
“Get used to it,” Adrian jokes. “Soon enough, you won’t be able to do anything less.”
 
To be honest, there might be a bit of truth to that statement.
 
“Where to now?” I ask.
 
After the spree of killings we’ve just completed, I have 1153 kills and only one outstanding objective—the quest to kill my creators, which is still at 1/32. There’s nothing I can actually do to progress that, though, unless I feel like dragging Sierra and Adrian around the world and spamming Locate until I find something.
 
For the first time in a while, I don’t know where to go next. There’s no immediate, pressing task that will annihilate me if I ignore it. The continued existence of the Death Prayer is concerning, but with enough protection, I can hopefully minimize that issue.
 
What am I supposed to do?
 
Adrian speaks up, surprising me. “Whitestar’s fucked. You said you killed their king?”
 
“The Deadmarked had control of the kingdom, I think. I did kill their leader.”
 
“Yeah. Nation’s fucked. They were teetering on civil war for a while, and losing two leaders this quickly? They’re going to devolve, and one of the other six of the Seven is going to take advantage of that. I’d bet tourmaline on that.”
 
“Weren’t you in the Crowned Islands for a year?” I ask. “How do you know this?”
 
“I have a minor interest in world politics.” The look Sierra gives me after Adrian says that tells me that his interest is anything but minor.
 
“Adrian and I are going to suffer from a lot of backlash,” Sierra says. “My contract with Aunt Marie is fulfilled, though. It’ll be normal backlash. Nothing as severe as before. So long as nobody—“
 
“Don’t finish that sentence,” Adrian warns. “Nothing good ever happens when you finish a sentence like that.”
 
Sierra chuckles, and despite myself, I join in. I… still don’t have the requisite emotions to find things funny, but I like how laughing feels.
 
“We’ll head to the Blossom Empire,” Sierra says. “With trains, it should be a week or so, maybe? We can work off the backlash then. Once we get there, I’ll show you around. We’ll train. I like Blossom.”
 
I look at her quizzically.
 
“Blossom Empire,” Adrian jumps in, sounding vaguely excited. “Elven led. Demographics skew more heavily elven than most on the Nire continent, though of course it’s nothing like the actual elven kingdoms deep south. Thirty percent elves, forty percent mixed, twenty-five percent humans, five percent the rest, give or take. Category 2. There’s been an ongoing political schism amongst the leading parties, and the leading side is talking about invading Tsubera, but—“
 
“If you let him get started, he’ll go on all day,” Sierra says conspiratorially.
 
“Hey!”
 
I smile.
 
The Blossom Empire. Our next stop.
 
Adrian summons the last of his water for a Hydrokinesis, warning us that he’ll be slower now that he’s cloaked, and we set off back towards Zelin.
 
The city is, somewhat predictably, in a state of emergency. I personally obliterated a fair chunk of one district in my pursuit of He Who Watches The Gate, and I did quite a bit of damage getting out of there with Adrian, too.
 
At least the train lines are still functional.
 
I wonder what it’ll be like when I walk out of a city and it’s not on fire.
 
#
 
There is nothing left for us in Whitestar; in fact, there is nothing of note in the Seven Kingdoms. No objectives open themselves, and why should they? The Blossom Empire is only Category 2. Sierra and Adrian are both Category 2, yes, and I’m not even there, but we’ve advanced in different ways.
 
Still, none of us are keen on locating Sapphire and getting our collective asses kicked.
 
My Divine Demon class has barely increased in level since the Inome incident, though my Proto-Titan secondary class has. When we leave Zelin, they’re at levels 107 and 29, respectively. As it turns out, leveling up is really hard when barely anyone on this continent can challenge us.
 
Getting skills is also slow. It’s only as we discuss our future on the train on the second morning (as surreptitiously as possible, of course) that I learn that Category 0 is where new skills are learned the fastest. Now, the names of the game are improvement, evolution, and depth. I can still get new skills; it’s just unlikely I’ll find anything immediately useful at Gold or Diamond tier like I could before.
 
“It was the same for me,” Sierra says, pausing to eat another spoonful of pudding freshly ordered from the service cart. She dabs at her mouth with a cloth napkin before continuing. “After I hit level 50 with Red Mage, getting new non-special skills from level-ups slowed down. At level 100, it stopped. At this point, you need to train skills to get them.”
 
“Yeah, that’s why multi-classing was nice at Cat 1,” Adrian says, sipping at his tea. For once in his life, he isn’t consuming a mind-altering substance, though I think that’s because he got a little too drunk last night. “I’ve got a shitload of new skills from level-ups, though those aren’t comin’ as hot anymore. Reaching saturation.”
 
“My second class hasn’t been so kind to me about that,” I sigh. “Sierra’d know.”
 
“It’s my third, actually,” Sierra preens. “I hear some people do that instead of advancing to Category 2—prioritize getting a second Category 1 ascension so that they can get a third class.”
 
Sierra teaches me cloaking the proper way, and though it’s still not terribly comfortable, it’s also more effective than her pseudo-cloak that she taught me earlier. It means that the three of us can exist on this train without terrifying the other passengers, who are mostly Category 1, with the rare Category 0 tagging along. The former are mostly over the age of forty.
 
Just like the first time we got on a train together, we have two private rooms; both are bedrooms, but we hastily convert the other into something approximating a training room.
 
We spend the week on the train, not doing much. The training area would have been better a while back, but now, almost everything in my arsenal is horrendously powerful. Using any of it is liable to kill people around us, and though I still don’t really mind, we’re supposed to be resting, and the UCC is probably watching for attacks with our signature.
 
Still, I do manage to get Appraise up a few levels, though I’m not sure what that actually does. I practice Acting and Imitation alongside Adrian and a level 131 Court Jester; apparently, this train is large enough to host group activities, and acting out classic plays to a rather inebriated audience is a part of that. Sierra decides not to join us, citing a complete inability to act. Through the production of three children’s fables, I raise both Acting and Imitation by over ten levels, which surprises me. Then again, I suppose that’s their intended use case.
 
I manage to get Stealth up by six levels by intentionally trying to hide my presence in public places alongside hiding any noise we make at night. I do the same with Antimemetic Cloak.
 
My Soulshard Rifle is somehow still intact—I found it buried within the crater that I left in the temple by Zelin. I try to train up Firearms, but the weapon has the annoying distinction of being too powerful to safely fire in a train and not powerful enough for me to want to primarily focus on practicing my skill.
 
We eat, and though nothing is particularly outstanding, I enjoy the meals. We train, chatting with each other about our (well, Adrian and Sierra’s) lives while doing so. Adrian was apparently in a position to begin his political journey in his city when everything went to shit for them.
 
I ask about the demon cult that supposedly forced them into the Crowned Islands once.
 
“They’re not in the Seven Kingdoms,” Sierra tells me. “You needn’t worry about that. If everything went as planned, they no longer know where we are.”
 
That’s the end of that conversation. Neither of them seem keen on sharing further details.
 
At nights, Sierra holds me close, whispering sweet nothings into my ear as she falls asleep, gaining bits and pieces of my magic as she does.
 
And so, the week passes, and eventually, we arrive at the end of the line.
 
“Welcome to Root, the capital of the Blossom Empire,” the pleasant, androgynous voice of the train conductor announces. “All passengers, please depart. The Zelin-Root Line claims no responsibility for any loss of life incurred in the Blossom Empire.”
 
We are among the first to depart.
 
The seat of power in the Blossom Empire is both more and less than what I expected. I’m not sure what exactly I pictured, but the name definitely invokes something a touch more natural than this.
 
Root is a sprawling circular metropolis, spiraling out from a massive tower at the center that must be taller than Novarath was deep. It seems to scrape the heavens itself, pointing up straight through the clouds. I can’t even see where it begins to end; compared to it, the rest of the city seems almost short, which is ridiculous given that the first circle of buildings around it stretches nearly a mile high.
 
Each of the twelve concentric circles that make up the layers of the rest of the city are lower than the last, until they reach the ground level where we are. The buildings are primarily glass, steel, and other metals that I don’t recognize. Every last one catches the glint of the sun in different ways, giving the impression that the entire city is overrun by flowering buildings.
 
And there are flowers; lots of them, in fact. None of them, however, touch the city itself. Instead, they carpet the walls of each of the circles, covering them from top to bottom in an ecstatic explosion of colors.
 
I think the emotion I’m feeling right now is supposed to be described as “awe.”
 
“Wow,” I say. “It’s beautiful.”
 
In a rare departure from habit, I try to step into the minds of those who designed this city. Are they proud? Are they awed by their own work? Are they fulfilled?
 
What would it be like if I could use these hands to create instead of destroy?
 
“There’s an apartment in the fourth circle that I’ve been renting for the last three years,” Sierra says. “There is just one problem.”
 
“We’re broke!” Adrian says cheerfully. “I’m down to my last dozen gold plus about three hundred silver.”
 
“I am not in straits nearly as dire as Adrian’s, but yes,” Sierra admits. “We need more gold.”
 
“And how do we get that?” I ask. “I have a suspicion that your answer is not going to be ‘kill people and take their possessions.’”
 
“We’ll kill monsters and take their possessions,” Sierra says, equally as cheerful as Adrian. “And we’ll get paid for it!”
 
“And normal people will spit on us if we walk past them in the street,” Adrian adds. “But we’re experiments anyway. Adventuring on top of it ain’t much worse.”
 
“I remember seeing adventurers,” I say, recalling the late Lady Kane’s noble entourage back at the lab. “They weren’t very effective.”
 
“I brought you to Root for two reasons,” Sierra says. “The first is that it’s one of my favorite cities on this continent. The second is that.”
 
She points at the tower that dwarfs every building in sight.
 
“That,” she says, “is an Angelic Tower.”
 
“Angelic Tower,” I repeat. “There’s angels?”
 
A part of me constructed by soul amalgamation recoils at the term angel. I’m not fully sure what they are, but one thing is certain—they will be anathema to me. My fragmented memories have an awfully high rate of associating the word angel with Titan, and I’m not sure if I like that.
 
“Once you ascend high enough, yes,” Sierra says. “There are a few dozen of them scattered throughout the world. The areas around them tend towards one of two extremes—wastelands and mighty cities. Tower climbing brings in adventurers from nations away, and dealing with monster outbreaks from within is a common way to earn money in these areas.”
 
“What’s at the top?” I ask.
 
“Nobody knows,” Sierra says, shrugging. “The highest floor anyone has ascended to and survived to tell the tale at is in the three hundreds. They were several miles off the ground, but even then, they reported that they couldn’t even get a glimpse of the top.”
 
“‘Sides, we’re not climbing that shit,” Adrian says. “I don’t fuck with angels or demons, present company excluded, and you will one hundred percent run into some kinda angel if you’re going anywhere worth going in there. Loads of fae, too.”
 
“Maybe once we’re stronger,” Sierra says. “The AT is not Category restricted, if you’re curious. That highest recorded climb was made by a Category 5.”
 
I raise an eyebrow. That actually does sound intriguing. Even if I’m actively trying to relax, I will always pursue ways to improve myself.
 
After all, there’s a half-elf at the end of all of this who desperately needs an unmarked grave.
 
I shrug. “If there’s an opportunity to earn XP, I’ll take it. Gods know I need to level up.”
 
“That’s the spirit!” Adrian cheers.
 
“You need levels the most,” Sierra says.
 
I have to hold myself back from instinctively punching the first half-elf woman I see in the face. She doesn’t even look that much like Sapphire, but the reminder is irritating.
 
Navigating through the circles is surprisingly easy. Mass teleportation has been standardized here, and we pay a small fee in order to be transported to the circle of our choice.
 
Rather than the fourth circle, we select the first one.
 
“We have been cooped up for a while,” Sierra justifies. “I assume you’re okay with taking a fight.”
 
“Of course,” I say.
 
“I’m going to hit a bar,” Adrian says. Before either of us can make fun of him for that statement, he continues, “I have climber contacts here from way back when. You two are right. I am falling behind, and I need to fix that. I’m going to see if I can get better tools to do it with.”
 
Sierra shrugs. “Suit yourself. Meet us at the apartment at sundown?”
 
“Works,” he says, giving her a two-finger salute. Adrian leaves, sauntering down the wide, oddly clean streets.
 
A few passersby give us odd looks, but neither of us really mind. We walk hand-in-hand, Sierra leading me through streets both crowded and sparse, past buildings in every color and design under the sun, and we make our way to a busy building marked BLOSSOM CLIMBING AND ADVENTURING HUB: CIRCLE 1
 
It takes us a while to make our way through packed lines of people clad in various levels of armor, their power levels ranging from the middle of Category 0 to the bottom of Category 2, but we find our way to a clerk eventually.
 
“Category and class type,” he drones.
 
“Category 2 for both of us,” Sierra says. “Mage for me, spell-blade for her.”
 
The clerk fiddles with something behind the counter before handing us a pair of rune-engraved tablets. “Confirm mana signature.”
 
I tap the tablet, passing my magic into it without comment. If he tries anything shifty with this, I will simply burn this entire place down.
 
Nothing of the sort happens. He simply confirms that whatever we just did worked, then returns them to us. “Reminder that loss of BCA property will be charged against you. Failure to pay will result in a fine, imprisonment, or execution, depending on the gravity of the offense.”
 
Sierra takes both tablets, wishes the clerk a nice day, and moves on.
 
“You pick assignments from these,” she says, showing me the tablet. Magic swirls on its surface, displaying a web of dots that start white and slowly grow deeper red. “They used to do physical boards—still do, in some places like the Crowned Islands—but these are way faster.”
 
She finds the reddest dot on the tablet and is about to tap it when a new one pops into existence, this one an even deeper shade.
 
“Convenient,” she says, tapping it. The magic swirls once more, beaming text into both of our systems.
 
URGENT: Cat 2 outbreak EMERGENCY EMERGENCY
 
Recommended Adventurer Level: 200+
 
Reward: 1,000 gold
 
Description: A Category 2 sky serpent broke out of the 100th floor and descended outside of city limits, targeting a dungeon settlement. Closest teleport circle is 12Q. IMMEDIATE RESPONSE REQUESTED. 12 CASUALTIES AND COUNTING.
 
Accept? Yes / No
 
I look at Sierra, schooling my expression with Acting to become completely serious. “I don’t know. Category 2 is kind of high.”
 
She stares back at me for two entire seconds before bursting out laughing.
 
We accept the quest, and a fresh objective appears in front of my eyes. I shove it away as we make our way towards the nearest teleportation circle.
 
“Let’s try not to die,” Sierra says, though she can’t make it more than halfway through the sentence without doubling over.
 
“Let’s,” I say as the attendant activates the circle.
 
“Be careful out there,” he says. He’s level 187. Funny to think how someone like this, who would’ve rolled over me just last month, is powerless against me now. “Adventurin’ is a dangerous line of work.”
 
“We will,” we say together, and we start laughing again. Two proto-Titans playing at being ignorant weaklings, assuring a Category 1 that we’ll be okay.
 
The circle activates, sending us off towards our training for the day.
 
#
 
Anomalous Fragment 001-CALLEN
 
Alexander Callen watches his prey. With data from Sapphire’s innumerable skills, he’s been able to craft a mechanical contraption that nearly perfectly mimics her Sight Beyond Sight. In combination with a strain of Titan magic, harvested from a piece of Skoton, Titan of the Neverending Night, it’s simplicity itself to follow his target.
 
A backwater, a baby, and a whore, he thinks. Three proto-Titans in as many days.
 
He himself has not made the leap to that status. It is, in theory, possible. He has created no less than three of his own, though none were viable, and he knows how he can touch divinity in his own way.
 
When Callen makes the jump, though, he wants to do it right. Proto-Titan is an intermediate stage. An imperfect intermediate stage.
 
When he ascends from the limitations of the standard Category system, he plans on becoming the eighteenth proper Titan.
 
Silence, he commands, spreading his domain through his fragment. If there’s one thing he can boast that his peers can’t, it’s the fact that he can use his domains without rest. At level 357, he has never taken a secondary class. Category 3 has been kind to him, and funneling all his power into the same class has proven to be fruitful; his mana pool is deeper than most nations.
 
Proto-Titan Incident Report 32-5 / 33-2, he types, watching the battle take place in a roughly analogous point in the real world.
 
Well, to call it a ‘battle’ is an affront to the word. This is an execution. Twin nullspaces flash for a matter of milliseconds, and the sky serpent loses over ninety percent of its mass.
 
At last. The demon has reached the minimum threshold for viability, both as an experiment and as a test material. He has free reign to kill it and subsume it.
 
I will do what you could not.
 
He prepares every last dominating force of magic in his repertoire, and he waits. Though his mana pool is almost endless, it takes him time to prepare everything he needs for a true ambush. Neither of the two proto-Titans has even discovered that he’s watching them, so he can afford to spend days, weeks, even months readying an attack that will Silence them all.
 
Soon, both Carnelian and Jade will be his to devour, and he will become greater.
 
Callen has already thought of a designation. Once he uses the power of their nullspace-infused corpses to catapult himself to becoming a Titan, he will designate himself as Titan number 17 in the UCC database and take his place in history by eliminating every last useless monkey on the Nire continent.
 
Callen, Titan of the Silent Continent.
 
He likes the sound of that.
 




Chapter 46

 
Our target location is a small, temporary settlement built around a cave that’s marked with “Root Dungeon System 771 - Potential Value HIGH” in Common. There are a few other lines of text below that, but I can’t read them.
 
Well, I assume this was a settlement. It’s in shambles now. The wood-and-leather huts alternate between being on fire, collapsed, or both. The sparse woods around the settlement have largely collapsed, making this place look more like a messy logging expedition than an adventuring site.
 
There’s a fight ongoing, it looks like. The “twelve casualties” expressed in the request is no longer an accurate estimator. According to Blood Sense, there are a total of a hundred or so people here—largely half-elves—and maybe sixty of those are still alive. A brief assessment reveals that the majority of these people are barely level 100.
 
The sky serpent, as it turns out, is nearly a hundred feet long and has no limbs. Sierra and I use Personal Telekinesis and Bloodpath, respectively, arriving at the site just in time to watch the cloud-white serpent slither through the air like it’s the ground, reaching speeds faster than either of us can achieve.
 
I Appraise it as the white blur unhinges its jaw and opens its mouth, bisecting three more half-elves.
 
Name: Foril
 
Age: 188
 
Race: Sky Serpent (Tower)
 
Class: N/A
 
Level: 244
 
Last Used Skill: Blitz (Diamond) - lvl 91
 
Foril has been slowly gathering energy in Root’s Tower for a long, long time. It has no conception of the outside world, but it knows it wants to rule it.
 
“Shame,” Sierra says as we step towards the destruction. “It’s too fast for me to take from.”
 
“When it’s dead, it won’t be,” I say.
 
Somebody screams for help.
 
“We should probably get going,” Sierra says, offering a hand.
 
I take it, and we uncloak for the briefest of moments. Sierra uses our bond to guide me through the speed of it.
 
It doesn’t last long enough for the survivors of the settlement to notice, but the serpent is perceptive enough to detect it. Foril turns in midair, comically fast, and it starts dashing towards us.
 
This time, it uses more than a skill. I squint, trying to understand what it’s doing, and the world around it starts to turn white.
 
Ah. A domain. Judging by the increasingly panicked screams of the half-elves scattered throughout the settlement, it hasn’t revealed this yet.
 
Sierra and I are more than ready for that.
 
As the domain starts to wash over us, Sierra Manifests her nullspace for a fraction of a second, canceling the effect entirely, and I follow it up by activating Descent, snatching a chunk of the serpent into my nullspace, where it promptly proceeds to die.
 
If the UCC is watching, they will almost certainly notice, but our Titan signatures disappear as quickly as they come, and Kirin hasn’t shown his face since Zelin. Nobody watching us here is strong enough to face a Titan and live to tell the tale, so they certainly don’t realize what we are.
 
The sky serpent’s tail drops to the ground, bereft of the rest of its body. The earth around us has been flattened, leaving a perfect bed for it to hit.
 
Our objectives reach completion at the same time, granting us a fair amount of XP.
 
“I honestly expected more of a fight,” I say.
 
“It lived in the Tower,” Sierra says, shrugging. “Monsters there tend to… lack some knowledge. To be a Category 2, that high up? I assume it was hiding from the rest of the world.”
 
“Well, that’s that, then,” I say.
 
I begin Devouring the remnants of the body. The experience granted is lessened because of that.
 
A cacophony of sound in the background catches my ear. I tilt my head.
 
“Why are you still screaming?” I ask the survivors.
 
#
 
The first quest brings us 1,500 gold, which Sierra says is just about enough to pay a year’s worth of rent for her apartment. We run through one more today, though it takes longer; rather than pure extermination, we follow a mid-Category 1 objective to retrieve a lost magical crystal sphere buried deep within a dungeon. The posting says that it has some significance to higher-ups in the Blossom Empire, but I really don’t care.
 
What I do care about is the fact that we’re not able to abuse our Titan powers while within the dungeon. The objective calls for “minimal destruction” because this dungeon system is supposedly critical to Blossom infrastructure, and our nullspaces are… not minimal. In any sense of the term. Minimal survival, maybe.
 
It takes us a few hours, but we do find it in the end with heavy usage of Locate, some thousand feet beneath the surface. None of the monsters that prowl the lower levels of the dungeon pose any threat to us.
 
By the time we get back to claim our reward—1,000 gold, this time—the sun has begun dipping under the horizon, casting the iridescent city in pink light. The city of false flowers looks as if it’s burning.
 
Adrian is at the hub when we return, noticeably chagrined.
 
“I’m going to do a tower run or two,” he says. “I’m doing it without the two of you, because as much as I hate to admit it, you’re just too much stronger than I am. One of my old contacts is willing to add me to their group. It’ll be a few days each time, but I’m not going to go too far. I assume we’re going to settle here for a while?”
 
That word—settle—sits oddly in my chest. On the one hand, it runs antithetical to a part of me that insists that I never stop moving. It’s the same part that wants me to continue being the unforgivable monster, leaving Root in the flames that I’ve inflicted upon every civilized place I’ve been in.
 
On the other, I can still progress here. I am technically still Category 1, though my true power clearly reflects otherwise, and killing monsters here does give me sizable progress.
 
More importantly, I have someone to stay for.
 
“We are,” Sierra says. “At least until the next crisis.”
 
I shrug. “So we are.”
 
The three of us make our way to Sierra’s apartment from there. It’s about thrice the size of the inn’s room we shared in Ravendale, which is more than enough for me.
 
Sierra and I take turns showering, and Adrian cleans himself by walking through a giant sphere of his own water.
 
“You better not drop that,” Sierra calls to him. Adrian says something in response, but he’s still in the water, so all we hear is gurgling.
 
By the time Sierra and I change out of our dirty, bloodstained clothes--which I have to borrow from her again, taking from her Personal Space—the sun is more than halfway set.
 
“Now, then,” Sierra says. “We need to go shopping. We can hit the city market.”
 
“Oh, shit, yeah,” Adrian jumps in. “I need a better sword. This one was great for the Crowned Islands, but it’s got nothing better than a durability enchantment on it.”
 
I smile, remembering Sierra’s promise to me. Back then, she’d pointed out how Adrian didn’t really do anything but drink, smoke, and gamble. Something’s changed in that man. There’s a new life in his eyes, a drive that’s been sparking since he reached Category 2 early.
 
“I’ve never been shopping,” I say. “You’ll have to show me around.”
 
#
 
The “city market,” as it turns out, is a sprawling complex that takes up nearly the entirety of the sixth circle. As night falls, the entire circle ignites with lights both electrical and magical, scintillating in an entirely different color scheme from the day. Each of the many, many buildings packed into the streets offers a service or sale of some kind. Every ware under the sun is being peddled here.
 
Adrian stops at a stout three-story building with Arlan’s Ascetic Armory printed in massive metal letters on it.
 
“Magical swords in here,” he says, indicating the building. Adrian has 500 gold of his own, acquired from what he tells us was a bounty on a Category 1 creature hiding in the city sewers. “This is my stop.”
 
We wave him goodbye, and Sierra leads me through the streets. There are a lot of people out even though it’s past night, running the gamut from Category 0 children to wizened elders at the peak of Category 2. Unlike Ravendale, the people here tend to have pointed ears and fangs; elves really are the majority here.
 
I assess each and every person we pass on instinct, determining whether I could take them in a fight (yes) and if they would offer me anything useful upon death (other than XP, probably not).
 
Sierra notices at some point, and she tugs me closer, wrapping an arm around my waist and leaning into me.
 
“You’re safe here,” she says. “You’re safe anywhere on this continent. We’re safe.”
 
She’s not wrong, and I know that. The majority of this continent is capped to Category 2 at the maximum, and though both of us are at or underneath that cap, our actual power far outstrips that.
 
Nobody can stop us.
 
I’m almost tempted to see someone try.
 
“Come,” she says, bringing me into a store that I barely catch the name of. “This is one of my favorites.”
 
The Discerning Lady’s Outfitter. I’m not sure what to expect after seeing the stylized title outside, but what I end up seeing is… well, I don’t have expectations, so it’s not in line with those, but I quickly understand why Sierra favors it.
 
It’s split into three floors labeled Weapons, Clothing, and Accessories, and the inside looks like a castle. At least, it looks like my amalgam’s impression of a castle. Any real castles I may have been in have never survived long enough for me to get a good visual of them.
 
“We’re not going to be going all out in every fight, and I assume you do want to continue enhancing your less explosive skills,” Sierra says, pointing at a rack of knives. “Would you like to purchase some?”
 
I have never nodded so quickly.
 
At this stage in my advancement, I can create knives made of blood or soul energy with relative ease; what I can’t do is apply other magical effects to them, so that’s what I set out looking for. Knives aren’t the only weapons offered here, either—there is a reasonable selection of small firearms, though nothing large like the UCC uses.
 
Sierra helps me, though she insists on having me hold up every weapon to my eyes.
 
“I don’t get what the point of having a weapon aesthetically match me is,” I say. “Are my enemies going to care that my outfit is coherent when they’re bleeding to death?”
 
“No, but I care.” Sierra sniffs. “You should, too.”
 
She seems to be having fun sorting through the various items, and there’s something about her mood that’s infectious.
 
We—and by we, I mean Sierra—end up deciding on a reddish-purple knife, one of the highest-end blades we can get without burning all of our money. It costs us 500 gold, but the effect is quite nice.
 
Sunset Dagger
 
Category: 2
 
Tier: Bronze
 
Charges: 0/???
 
This item’s tier scales with its charges. A Sunset Dagger can be charged in two ways.
 
1. Absorbing the last rays of sunlight at dusk.
 
2. Absorbing blood from a creature that it has dealt a killing blow to.
 
The number of charges gained depends on the sunset.
 
Charges can be expended to activate one of the following skills at the associated tier:
 
> Sunset
 
Greatly enhances blade’s piercing damage and imbues it with light or darkness magic, depending on which one a target is more vulnerable to.
 
> Rejuvenating Dawn
 
Heals every target within a certain radius of the caster.
 
> Shadow Step
 
Step from shadow to shadow. Range and speed depends on tier.
 
> Sun Step
 
Step from light to light. Range and speed depends on tier.
 
It’s similar to my Soulshard Rifle, though it’s much more versatile. It’ll be a valuable tool if I’m in a situation where I lack the magic reserves to use Descent or Manifest.
 
“It brings out your eyes,” Sierra insists. I’m not sure I believe her, but she swears she’ll pair it with “something pretty.”
 
Sierra buys herself a jet-black six-shot revolver, also for 500 gold.
 
Wild Magic Revolver
 
Category: 1
 
Tier: Diamond
 
Charges: 6/6
 
Regains one charge every 9 hours. Firing a bullet from this activates a random skill at a random level. Applying magic to the bullets influences the type of skill used. There is a 5% chance that any given bullet will activate a special skill. There is a 0.01% chance that any given bullet will activate a domain.
 
It’s not actually that useful, but she looks happy to have it, and I have to admit that the seemingly odd combination of her staff and the new revolver is aesthetically pleasing.
 
“There’s no concern in selling weapons in this facility?” I ask Sierra, flipping the knife around in my hand. I haven’t trained Knifefighting in a while, but it did advance to Gold tier during the series of massive power-ups I received.
 
“Nope,” she says, shaking her head. “Any building that can stay in business for longer than a quarter year gets integrated into the elven security system. Spill a drop of blood here, and you’ll have half the city’s response force on your hands in moments.”
 
“Sounds like a lot of cheap experience,” I say.
 
She laughs. “Come with me. Let’s get you an actual wardrobe.”
 
#
 
Root - 12th circle
 
Kirin stumbles into existence with the Parting Gift in one hand and the Angel’s Vengeance in the other. The items vibrate in his hands, threatening to detonate from pure power overload. Though his mind is hazy, he recognizes enough to know that he can’t have these out for long. He stows the midnight-black dagger and the angel’s wing into Hammerspace immediately, feeling out the area around him. Category 3 and 4 weapons can and will experience backlash if used for too long, and he’d rather not nuke another city. Not on accident, at least.
 
This is a Category 2 area. Judging by the designs, one of the Blossom Empire’s capitals. Kirin was planning to visit the empire later during his vacation, but he supposes he’s here now. The heightened sense of awareness he’s learned to hone over his century of life is completely unnecessary to tell him that this is not, in fact, part of his vacation plans.
 
He frowns, furrowing his brow. The fog in his mind is clearing, but the situation isn’t getting much more transparent. There’s a gap in his memories.
 
The last accurate memory he can be reasonably sure of is real is finding and locating Clearwater’s signature while searching for Sierra Jade, one of the charges he was supposed to be observing. Given the vast variety of attempts on Clearwater’s life that had failed, he decided to try a high-power obliterating blow to conceptually sever her from existence. A three-weapon attack—the last charge of the Tracker’s Fast-Travel Ring, the complete targeted devastation of the Angel’s Vengeance, and the guarantee of death from the Parting Gift.
 
Clearly, that failed.
 
Afterwards, there was magic, and there was darkness. Kirin can almost remember words, phrases tickling his mind at the very edge of his perception, but they slip away like sand through his fingers.
 
All except one. Callen. Where did that come from?
 
The name slips his mind as quickly as it comes. There’s something important there, he’s sure, but casting his restorative spells… there’s nothing.
 
What is he trying to do again?
 
He shakes his head. Clearwater has escaped, but that only marks this as the latest in a long, long series of failed containment attempts on the woman. She disappears off the face of the planet each time one of these happens. It’s on record, again and again. Kirin makes a mental note to add this to her file. The Coalition is coming up on a hundred of these incidents.
 
But before he does that, he still has a job to do.
 
Why he came out in Blossom, he doesn’t know, but he does catch the explosive flash of a Titan’s signature as he takes stock of the situation. A very familiar Titan signature, alongside one entirely new.
 
Curiously, no Coalition alert goes off. Kirin knows that there are other operators in this empire. Are they dead, or did they simply not notice?
 
Well, even if the signature only lasted for that brief moment, his target is alive. He has someone to track down.
 
Kirin holds out a hand, willing a random Category 2 weapon into his hand with Lucky Chance.
 
An unbalanced double-bladed sword appears.
 
Misfortune’s Blade. He wonders if that’s a sign.
 
“No point in worrying, Kirin,” he mutters, setting off.
 
He hopes he doesn’t have to destroy this city, too.
 




Chapter 47

 
“I’m still not convinced that this is going to help me at all,” I say, gently removing the latest dress Sierra’s had me try. It joins an increasingly large stack of clothes that she’s determined are insufficient in a corner of the changing room.
 
“I told you to cover yourself up when you change,” Sierra says, not looking away. She hands me another set of clothes. “It will, trust me. These are magical, too. You could always do with a little more protection.”
 
I’m not sure how much a minor magical boon will assist me when I have my entire arsenal, but Sierra’s flushed cheeks tell me that she likes looking at me trying the outfits on, so I don’t mind too much. I suppose it has to be a welcome change from the gore-splattered shifts I usually choose.
 
So far, I’ve already tried a forest green evening dress that raises my mental acuity slightly (rejected for being too difficult to move in), a frilly red shirt and pants that stem bleeding (too samey since I’m already usually covered in blood, according to Sierra), a white bodysuit-like “sheath dress” that hugs me tightly (Sierra likes it, but it restricts my movement and doesn’t have a useful magical effect besides staying clean), and just now, a light blue bodysuit that slightly increases my Body (Speed) that actually made Sierra blush.
 
“We’re buying the bodysuit,” Sierra says as I try on the next set.
 
I chuckle. “Alright, alright.” Personally, I don’t have strong opinions on it—it’s easy to move in, but I don’t really see the aesthetic appeal. Then again, I don’t really see the aesthetic appeal in anything other than destruction, so…
 
Sierra has to help me put this one on.
 
“Royal purple tunic,” she announces, lacing up the second part of the outfit, “and a leather bodice over it. Both enchanted. Sized perfectly to strap up to a dozen daggers at various locations throughout.”
 
The soft black leggings are magical as well, enough so that I don’t even need to Appraise them to know that. I’m getting better at that. I’m not sure if it’s because of my sky-high Magic and Mind stats or my steadily increasing secondary class, but I’m getting more of a sense for the way magic flows through this world, from the thin threads of it in the air to the coalescing circuits in magical items.
 
All thoughts of that dissipate when I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror.
 
The woman who looks back at me looks like someone more than a mass murderer. She looks confident—of course she does, I always am—but this Evelyn also looks regal. I look like I know my purpose. Like I’m ready to go out and rule the world.
 
I take a few steps around, drawing my new Sunset Dagger. It does, in fact, complement the tunic’s purple.
 
The magical effects of this outfit are actually quite impressive—put together, they represent a 10% bonus to Mind (Speed) alongside a 5% to Magic (Power), which are my two highest stats already.
 
“I’m still not completely sold on the idea,” I say, “but I think I get it now.”
 
“See?” Sierra beams. “Alright, that’s two outfits for you. Let me try some!”
 
She’s already selected a pile of her own, and she directs me to help her put them on. I’m not the best at handling clothing, but my dexterity at this point is as perfect as a human (or human-looking being, at least) can offer.
 
I think I can see the merit in an aesthetically consistent look when it’s Sierra I’m putting it on. There’s still no way this helps in combat, but she is pretty to look at.
 
Sierra tries a few, ultimately deciding on an entirely black outfit featuring a pleated black skirt and a lacy blouse. It gives a bonus to Stealth and related skills, apparently. That’s not a terribly powerful effect, but she seems to be pleased with it.
 
Something is pounding in my head, and it takes me a few confusing seconds to realize it’s my own blood. Why is my pulse so loud?
 
I calm it with Hemokinesis, take Sierra’s proffered hand, and exit. The items are expensive, but we’ve made a lot of gold today.
 
We make one final purchase before we go—a Category 2 safe the size of my fist, resembling nothing more than a jeweled egg. It costs 500 gold, which Sierra thinks is outrageous, but she doesn’t balk at spending the remainder of our money.
 
Gingerly, she slips the Death Prayer within and locks it.
 
Adrian is already inside the apartment when we find our way to it, our new outfits in slight disarray, practicing with his new sword. It glows a faint blue in the darkness.
 
“Channeling Blade,” he says when he realizes we’re back. The sword’s shine dissipates quickly. “Cat 1 item, but I can use it to hold a chunk of mana from my primary class. Helps bridge the gap between Warrior and Hydrokinetic. Hopefully.”
 
Sierra whistles. “Nice find.”
 
He nods. “You two look great, by the way. Don’t get those too dirty adventuring.”
 
#
 
We follow Adrian’s advice as closely as possible, which is to say not closely at all.
 
In the morning, Adrian tells us he’s found a group that plans to do a quick, ten-level tower climb.
 
“I’ll be back by nightfall,” he says. “It doesn’t start actually getting hard ’til the twentieth floor or thereabouts.”
 
“Good luck,” Sierra says. “Try not to die.”
 
He gives her an ironic salute as he departs.
 
The two of us spend the day clearing out adventuring contracts, taking the Death Prayer egg with us. Sierra and I discuss leaving it behind, but I refuse to take the chance. Dying would be bad enough. Dying because a hapless thief stole an item? Unthinkable.
 
The contracts come slower today, and we can’t find as many of immediate relevancy, but we do end up clearing three.
 
None of the monsters we face can touch us. Nobody’s attacks even come close to dealing true damage, though the aftereffects of a couple of them do manage to dirty my bodice, much to Sierra’s chagrin.
 
By the end of the day, we manage to retrieve one half of a broken scepter from a dungeon in the eleventh circle, eliminate a lesser dragon and the entire anomalous fragment it existed in, and apprehend a thief who’s been stealing from various bank vaults.
 
The last is by far the hardest, because it requires us to take him alive, and he’s fast. Even at only Category 1, the thief manages to escape every blood prison I make for him, utilizing a bevy of skills and special skills to do so.
 
“I’d recommend you use less blood magic in public,” Sierra tells me. “Most civilized regions forbid its usage.”
 
Right. I almost forgot about that.
 
We end up capturing him by using Hemorrhage to slow him down. At least, that was the intent—half of his torso turns inside out, bursting with gore, and he almost bleeds to death before Sierra uses her Blue Mage class to transfer the injuries from the downed thief to me. I level up Restore Self putting myself back together.
 
After all is said and done, we’ve earned in the ballpark of a thousand gold. Less than yesterday, but still relatively easy.
 
It’s a nice change of pace, I have to admit. The missions are somewhat challenging—enough to advance me a level on the Divine Demon side, actually—but not life-threatening at all. They provide us with material wealth, and while I don’t care that much about money, we can use it to progress further. Spending time with Sierra is shockingly more pleasant than I initially thought it would be.
 
I can almost see myself settling into this. Slowing down. Taking fewer risks, progressing at less of a breakneck speed, and learning what I enjoy about life other than killing.
 
But Sierra, Adrian, and I are all Hexed, and we will never know peace.
 
Operator Kirin Uten shows his face again at midnight.
 
#
 
When Adrian arrives back at the apartment, he’s covered in gore. During his tower climb, he’s ascended a full three levels higher in his Warrior class and one in Hydrokinetic, which I am duly impressed by. Neither Sierra nor I are gaining levels in our Proto-Titan class, unfortunately, but that only makes sense, given the power.
 
Adrian is just about finished washing himself off when Kirin walks through a wall.
 
I blink. It takes me a second to realize who it is—at first, I think it’s a red-headed woman I haven’t seen before, but then I process the rest of the person and put two and two together.
 
Even with my enhanced magic sense, I didn’t catch him coming in. How powerful is his cloak?
 
“You,” he says, pointing at me, “are not good at hiding yourself.”
 
“I realize that,” I say blandly. “You’re in my apartment. I’m not hurting anyone, am I?”
 
“You should be dead,” Sierra says. “I watched Sapphire take you.”
 
“And you’re not alone,” he says with a deep sigh, ignoring the both of us. “There’s two of you. I have questions, and the Coalition wants to know even more than I do.”
 
“The Coalition can go fuck itself,” Adrian says.
 
“Sure,” Kirin replies, barely looking bothered. “You are not safe here. I am not the only person in the region who can read Titan signatures, and—“
 
He stops abruptly, turning to stare at me. His eyes gloss over, far beyond what I would expect from someone engaging with their system.
 
“Alexander Callen knows where you are,” he says. The voice doesn’t sound anything like the somewhat feminine, vaguely abrasive tone he usually takes. It sounds artificial, forced, like he’s been possessed by a being that has to move his vocal cords with its hands. “He is watching you. By the time this message is complete, he will begin to manifest. He is coming for you, demon girl.”
 
I tilt my head. The name brings a surge of bitter hatred, though I fear him far less than I did two weeks ago.
 
Kirin, obviously, is not in his own state of mind. I run through a brief list of who I know that could do that, but before I settle on a guess, I realize just as quickly that his presence is no longer being suppressed. I can feel that his Category is greater than this region allows, and I can Appraise him.
 
Name: Kirin Uten
 
Age: 152
 
Class: Relic Hunter/Arcane Artificer
 
Level: 361/71
 
Category: 3
 
Last Used Skill: [APPRAISE FAILED]
 
Kirin Uten is not in his right mind. You have a very good guess as to why.
 
I stare into Kirin’s glossed-over, dead eyes. Hello, Sapphire.
 
Nobody else has the means and the desire to pull something like this. Nobody else addresses me like that.
 
I take a deep breath. If Callen’s name brought a drop of hate, realizing who’s behind this brings an ocean.
 
When I speak, there is murder behind my words. “I’d like to see him try.”
 
Kirin’s face stretches into a smile, far too wide. “As do I.”
 
He stretches out his hand, his every movement jerky like an amateur puppeteer is controlling his tendons, and a blinking blue sphere appears in his hands.
 
Just as quickly as Sapphire’s spell came, it leaves, and the Category 3 Relic Hunter stumbles.
 
“—the ripple effects from this—“ Kirin pauses, noticing the item in his hands. “Fuck.”
 
I activate Descent unto the Void, targeting the sphere, but it’s already too late. An ethereal blue wave ripples out of the sphere and washes over us all so fast that even my enhanced mind can’t keep up with it.
 
Kirin pops like a soap bubble. The sphere accompanies him. I can sense the magic in the activation, and I realize that that item is far beyond Category 2.
 
But it’s gone. The operator is gone.
 
The only trace of their existence is a single number on my system interface that wasn’t there before. It’s blue—no. It’s sapphire.
 
When I focus on it, the voice I hear is the half-elf’s.
 
7.
 
“Shit,” Adrian says, staring at a spot in the air in front of him. He must’ve seen the same thing. “Shit!”
 
The number ticks down to 6.
 
“Can we relocate?” I ask Sierra.
 
5.
 
She shakes her head, pointing at the spot within my outfit where I’ve stored the safe that holds the Death Prayer. “No. You’re not going to be able to take that with you, and if he’s been watching us, he knows what that does.”
 
“Fine,” I say, drawing the egg from beneath my clothing. “Adrian. Take this.”
 
I toss it to him, and he catches it gingerly. “I don’t know why you—“
 
“You’re fast,” I say. “You’re stronger now, but you still can’t win this fight. Leave, and keep me from dying. Thank you. You can come back when he’s dead.”
 
4.
 
Adrian looks like he wants to argue, but he nods and sprints off, each of his steps accompanied by a splash of seawater that splatters across the room.
 
“I’m going to lose my deposit,” Sierra grumbles.
 
3.
 
“You’re going to lose a lot more than a deposit,” I reply. “Be ready.”
 
I close my eyes, remembering the last time I faced Callen. He canceled my skills. Canceled those of the now-dead Azaril Halcyon, too, and he was a true Category 2. I’m sure he’ll have countermeasures prepared for what we can do.
 
Callen left me to die. He hurt Adrian. He hurt Sierra. He sent them to be sacrificed to a doomsday cult’s Titan.
 
2.
 
I look for rage, and I look deep within the hate, and I pull on it all.
 
Except I don’t feel fury.
 
I barely even register the hate.
 
All I can feel is a certainty.
 
You die here today.
 
Callen threw me around like a toy once. Not this time. I don’t care what he has readied.
 
He is not going to survive this.
 
1.
 
Sierra and I Manifest our nullspaces at the same time.
 
0.
 




Chapter 48

 
Alexander Callen knows what he’s getting into. His mimicry of Sapphire’s Sight Beyond Sight is growing dim, but its power remains sufficient for him to observe what’s happening.
 
Someone is controlling an operator, telling his targets what’s coming for them. Giving them time to prepare.
 
Callen has one guess as to who that is. He appreciates that she is at least considering giving him a challenge. He wants to see what their full capabilities are. Anything less would be doing himself a disservice.
 
His magic has been building up for days now. Weeks, even. A dozen items have reached their maximum fruition, enabling him to amplify his domain to levels unheard of. Contrary to the most popular beliefs of modern-day Titan scholars, Callen understands that a domain is not a nullspace; the opposite holds true as well. With the proper adjustments to his power, he can withstand a Titan’s pressure.
 
Callen has survived sixteen separate Titan encounters across the last half-century alone. He will not be threatened by a pair of incipient proto-Titans.
 
His domain is powerful, and it flows freely. In tandem with the amplification matrices he’s established across a dozen separate magical focuses, he should be able to temporarily overpower even a true Titan’s domain.
 
One of the twin proto-Titans—his original target—is a demon, and Callen knows demons. He double-checks to ensure that the soul spike he carries is still functional. Once he kills her, he needs to prevent her soul from escaping into the hells, which is trivial with the items he’s prepared.
 
The plan is simple. Once he steps from the fragment, his domain will nullify the unfinished nullspaces for long enough to unleash power tuned specifically to annihilate demons. He held back on it last time, but now he finally has the authorization to execute the experiment.
 
As for the Jade girl, if all else fails, he simply needs to activate one of the many, many contingencies Marie established in her. He is intimately familiar with what he needs to do if it comes to that.
 
This, of course, is assuming that the city-annihilating firepower he brings to bear will not be enough.
 
The Sight Beyond Sight is ticking to an end. If he makes a move, it has to be now.
 
Callen takes a measured breath in, half-exhales, and as the mimicry of a skill begins to fade away, he casts a bevy of his own.
 
Special skill: Demonic Seal. This abuses the level of distance that demons have from the system, disengaging them from their most powerful magic almost entirely.
 
Domain: Silence.
 
He Planeshifts into chaos.
 
Callen registers faint surprise in Carnelian and Jade’s namesake eyes, though that lasts for less time than he expects it to.
 
It matters not.
 
Twin nullspaces are already active, which he has planned for. He is instantly barraged with half a dozen twisting, morphing threads of magic, but he Silences them all.
 
It’s much harder to eliminate their nullspaces than it is to prevent them from using skills, so he focuses primarily on removing the nullspace. Callen can handle magic.
 
Even with the Silence, the parts of the nullspace further than a few feet away from him devastate the… apartment complex, he thinks. It’s difficult to tell, given the fact that the entire building is either on fire or melting.
 
The three of them stand on thin air—Callen utilizes boots enchanted with the Flight skill, while the others remain under the power of their nullspace.
 
He was correct. Neither of their nullspaces have fully manifested. If they did, he would have to nullify the conceptual rule present within before silencing the rest of it. Though they possess powers far beyond their station, they do not yet know how to wield them.
 
Callen, on the other hand, knows.
 
Demonic Seal finishes activating, and the deep black energy of the primordial void surges forth, wrapping itself around Carnelian. She struggles for a brief moment, but it saps her magic faster than she can attempt to escape. Even if she manages her blood form, the seal will prevent her from moving.
 
At this moment, he knows, a lesser version of an angel’s wrath is flowing through Carnelian’s veins, lighting every nerve she has on fire. Her soul is disintegrating as he watches, and every single usage of magic will send her into torturous agony unlike anything any other living being experiences.
 
Her nullspace, Callen notes, is still active despite the fact that her skills are no longer present. Silence suppresses it within range of him, but she still has it active, forcing him to keep his domain’s effect
directed at nullspaces.
 
The Jade girl’s nullspace fades after a single second passes, which coheres with his understanding of the cost a nullspace extolls on its user. Even a domain is difficult for most to handle—a nullspace is something else entirely.
 
And yet the Carnelian demon’s is still active. Even if it can’t affect him, his Silence tuned to drown it out, he admits to being somewhat impressed. He recognizes the pure, undying intent to kill in those eyes. There is no possibility her mana pool is this deep; in order to continue this path, she must be sacrificing her soul at rates that will leave her dead within the hour.
 
Ultimately futile, of course, but even if ill-advised, this is the kind of murderous rage he wanted.
 
“Too late,” he says, his words reverberating through the stillness of his Silence. “If you had displayed this initiative earlier, perhaps you would not have been marked for death.”
 
Demonic Seal pulses brightly, searing the experiment’s body.
 
Its expression has not changed. Not a hint of the pain she must be experiencing flashes over her face.
 
For the first time since he was assigned to this project, Callen feels the slightest seed of doubt form.
 
He does his best to shake it off—and the Jade girl draws a staff out of a pocket dimension and fires a thin blue Obliteration Ray at him.
 
Irritating at worst. Even if Callen’s domain is focused entirely on canceling out the single remaining nullspace, his mana pool runs deep.
 
Demonic Seal is only one part of a greater whole. Callen has risked demonic corruption time and time again to harness their power. Even now, he hasn’t found the breakthrough to access true demonic magic, but with every demon he’s sealed, he grows stronger.
 
First Circle. Alten. Attribute: space. Unbind.
 
A seal inscribed into his skin opens, allowing one of his most powerful demons free for but an instant. Reality bends in front of him, and the ray shoots into the open portal, reappearing somewhere in the hells.
 
Seal, he orders, preventing his demon from escaping.
 
“My turn,” Callen says with the confidence he should feel. That seed refuses to disappear.
 
Fifth Circle. Fulipsis. Attribute: lightning. Unbind.
 
Dark, demonic electricity bursts forth from his hands. He knows this will be effective against the Jade girl; when he last encountered them inside his fragment, this was enough to put her entirely out of commission.
 
Just as predicted, she screams in pain as his magic courses through her, the temporarily-unleashed demon wreaking havoc upon her system—and then, abruptly, she stops.
 
The Jade child grins even as Fulipsis’ attack continues pouring into her.
 
“I’ve grown since we last met,” she says, pointing her staff at him again. “Learned how to Adapt.”
 
Another Obliteration Ray pulses forth before he can react, and Callen immediately Unbinds Alten again, drawing on its magic for a brief second.
 
But he’s not the target of the attack.
 
The thin blue laser bends in midair, the parameters modified, and it slams into the Demonic Seal.
 
Callen’s special skill would usually handle that without an issue, but he has too many facets of this battle to handle right now. The domain requires a fine handle on his concentration when he’s not within his own fragment, as does the seal, and controlling the demonic outbursts from his seals is a formidable task on its own.
 
But the opposition must be no different. His pair of opponents are surely sacrificing what little life they have left in a desperate play to stop him. Callen simply needs to outlast them, and he will.
 
And yet the seal shakes, exposing a sliver of a gap, and the demon woman manages to move, ever so slightly.
 
He laughs.
 
“You’re finished,” he says. “Even as we speak, your soul is disintegrating from the inside out. Had you simply chosen to abandon your pathetic allies—“
 
The Jade child dashes on thin air, and Callen prepares to swap his attack pattern, resealing Fulipsis, but once again, it’s not him that she targets.
 
Sierra Jade lays her hands on her companion, and the markings on the demon disappear. Less than a blink of an eye later, the Demonic Seal remanifests on her, marking her entire body with the arcane patterns that eliminate her ability to move and cast.
 
Seventh circle. Pelothia. Attribute: force. Unbind.
 
“Look what this gets you,” he snarls, blasting the Jade child downwards.
 
Her unmoving body is struck by the full force of a demon, but then she stops.
 
Caught in a nullspace.
 
The seed, ever persistent, begins to take root.
 
“I’m looking,” Evelyn Carnelian says. Wraithfire flickers to life at the tips of her fingers, and demonic energy blasts through Callen’s mind. That, at least, is easy to deal with—he’s used to fighting against corruption.
 
Callen turns Pelothia’s wrath on Carnelian, but as he directs the blast of force at her, it withers, dissolving like smoke on the wind.
 
She closes her fist, cocking her head. “That’s all?”
 
How is her nullspace still running? She shouldn’t have nearly the mana capacity for that. As long as she has it active, Callen can’t nullify the rest of her skills. If he does, he’ll die instantly.
 
A wave of calm washes over him, overpowering the seed of doubt and fear. The experiment has come into its own, but he has always been stronger. He always will be.
 
Using a Category 3 ability in this kingdom will hurt him, but he will survive. Neither of the two in front of him can say the same.
 
“You know,” Carnelian says, her voice dangerously low, “I think you’ve made your point.”
 
“That is good to hear,” Callen says, meaning it. “Alas, you have disappointed me too much already. This is the end of the road for you.”
 
“You always wanted me,” Carnelian continues, cutting past his words, “to be the Last One Standing.”
 
Those words carry power, Callen realizes. A power that he can’t Seal.
 
He has to use his reserves, and he has to use them now.
 
Second Circle. Orris. Unbind.
 
Third Circle. Lucille. Unbind.
 
Third Circle. Rasulfur. Unbind.
 
Multiple domains activate at the same time. A barrage of light pours forth from Carnelian’s aura, accompanying wraithfire and spores that spawn demon-children of her own. It’s all Callen can do to stave off the sudden attack, expending the entirety of three demons’ life force to prevent himself from being crushed by the sudden pressure.
 
The seed, having taken root, begins to grow, and it almost cracks through the ocean of calm.
 
Almost.
 
“You are strong,” he allows. “But not strong enough.”
 
Callen reaches within himself, drawing deep into his core. Memories run through him as his mind accelerates, his monumental Mind (Speed) attribute assisting him in the formulation.
 
He has carved a truth into that universe, and until it is gone, he will remain.
 
This, his Category 3 skill, is but an enforcement of that truth.
 
Alexander Callen is a Demon Specialist, but beyond that, he is the one who contains. He is the one who culls.
 
The concept actualizes itself as a seal, spinning in midair.
 
Control.
 
With this sigil in his grasp, he will have utter control of every living being in this area. All he has to do is command them.
 
Callen opens his mouth and tells Evelyn Carnelian to kill herself.
 
And nothing comes out.
 
The seed blossoms.
 
“Domain: Silence,” she says. “I think I like this one.”
 
No. No. NO! How can this be possible? She’s a fucking Category 1! Even if domains are more powerful than that…
 
“Looks like a flower has taken root,” she says, peering deep within him. “Interesting. In that case: the gatekeeper’s second law. A flower blooms.”
 
Callen loses sight in his left eye.
 
“Hm. Interesting. You’re durable, too.” She waves a hand, and the Jade woman rises to her side. With Callen no longer able to sustain his control over his own magic, the seal breaks easily.
 
“You could’ve done this from the start,” Jade grumbles.
 
“I wanted him to think he had a chance to win,” Carnelian replies, looking Callen dead in the eye. She moves closer, and Callen realizes that even though his domain has gone silent, it’s still active.
 
He should already be dead, but he isn’t. The nullspace still doesn’t work this close to him.
 
For the first time, fear truly pulses through his body, paralyzing him.
 
Carnelian hovers closer, that same promise of death glinting through her eyes. Her expression has still yet to budge.
 
Callen can’t speak. He’s almost completely out of mana.
 
But he still has one final countermeasure.
 
His conceptual alignment with Control requires him to verbally command other living beings, but on himself, he needs nothing more than will.
 
He undoes a seal that has waited in storage for seven decades.
 
Animated fragment of Titan Sersui. Inhabited by First Circle demon, Null. Attribute: Titan.
 
Unbind.
 
The earth beneath them rises with a vengeance, and the air dries out completely. Callen’s domain breaks, but so does Carnelian’s. In instants, she will be dead, all the blood in her water evaporated. The same is true for the entire city around them, but he has no concern for casualties; victory is the only truth.
 
With her domain broken, her nullspace temporarily overpowered, Callen’s voice is finally free.
 
“Stop moving,” he commands, and everything slows down.
 
For a moment, he thinks he’s won. For a moment, relief floods his body.
 
But only a moment.
 
Because time keeps slowing down, and his mind does not speed up to meet it.
 
The last thing he sees is Evelyn Carnelian in the form of an amorphous bloody blob surging towards him.
 
“Did you really think,” she says, “that an attack that couldn’t kill me before would do better the second time?”
 
The last emotion he is allowed to feel before time stops is pure, abject terror.
 
#
 
My opponent has really, truly made this annoying. I’m not sure what I was expecting, but it looks like we were both operating off of old information.
 
I knew about the lightning. I knew about the domain. But that moment when he surged with so much power that it felt like the city was about to burst apart? I didn’t know about that.
 
And I didn’t know about the nullspace-in-a-bag that currently stretches across the entire city. I don’t know if it’ll disappear when he dies. I hope it does. Even if it doesn’t, I may have a serious problem.
 
More importantly, the effect of Inome’s Time Stop isn’t going to last forever. I need to finish this, fast.
 
Below me, Sierra is halfway through a controlled fall. The sudden appearance of the opposing nullspace must have thrown her off.
 
I remanifest long enough to point at her and use the teleportation skill Rin and Sy abused to keep chasing me, placing her back by my side. I don’t know if it’s safe here, but it’s definitely safer than the ground, at least as long as the remnants of Sersui’s magic are here.
 
Bloodpath takes me to where Callen is frozen in the instant, just as the rest of the world is. I reappear in my human form atop him, then press my forehead to his. One of his eyes is already replaced, fae magic annihilating it.
 
“A flower withers,” I whisper, and it begins to crumble even in the stopped time.
 
Another skill bubbles to the surface, begging to be used, and I oblige it.
 
Last One Standing allows me to use everything that failed to kill me. This one is Scintilla’s.
 
I speak, and I know that when I do, he can hear me. This is how the Titan spoke to me that fateful first week out of the Crowned Islands.
 
Right now, his mind is elsewhere, in a space that isn’t. When I speak to him, I know he understands me. Maybe he can’t hear my actual words, but he knows my intent.
 
And I can hear him scream.
 
“You might’ve been right,” I say, preparing my final skill. “Maybe I should’ve just used these allies like I planned, left without comment so I could level faster. After all, that’s the first truth I knew. I was born to it. I advance.
 
“The truth I was born with isn’t the only one you gave me. I discovered a new one, facing one of your kind. He forced me to discover my second truth. I
kill.”
 
The pained screaming takes on a tinge of panic. I relish it. EV3, the perfect killing machine, wouldn’t. She would’ve ended it by now.
 
But that’s not who I am anymore.
 
“Somewhere along the line, I broke the programming. Something happened. You’ve made that clear to me. I didn’t understand why, that first time, but I think I do now.
 
“I carved out a truth of my own.”
 
In the last, fleeting moment, my enemy falls silent.
 
“I protect.”
 
With no defenses against me, with his mind entirely opened and too overwhelmed by everything I’ve done, it’s simplicity itself to eliminate him.
 
Descent unto the Void sends Alexander Callen and everything he brought into this reality screaming into the abyss.
 
Objective: Marie’s monster
 
Kill your creators.
 
Targets killed: [2/32]
 
Reward: ???
 




Chapter 49

 
“Evelyn,” Adrian says. “We have a problem.”
 
I stare at him. “A problem.”
 
I was expecting some sardonic comment about this, given the fact that over half the people within a mile of us were dead, their homes collapsing in on themselves. It’s a wonder that the circle is intact, but I supposed Root is made strong enough that even wide-scale destruction isn’t enough to topple the whole.
 
The demon piloting Sersui’s ghost was only active for a scant few seconds, which was enough to initiate a nullspace that overpowered mine, but Last One Standing advanced to Silver just in time to activate a Titan’s power of my own. The combination with my secondary class definitely helped there.
 
I only have Callen’s death attributed to my name, but that’s enough for me. Even if I can’t glean the benefits of killing a few thousand people, I am more than comforted by the fact that another one of my creators is dead by my hand.
 
Less comforting, though, is what Adrian presents to me now. Given the fact that we’re currently standing on an unstable slope that appears to be in the process of actively caving in, I have a bad feeling about what could be urgent enough to warrant this.
 
My suspicions are confirmed when he draws what appears to be an extremely singed metal egg from within his coat.
 
“I tried to protect it, I really did,” he says, apologetic. “But—“
 
“Don’t apologize,” Sierra says. “You failed to stop a nullspace. So did we. So has almost everyone who fought a Titan, ever. You’ll grow.”
 
I take the egg, cradling it.
 
As I attempt to open the safe, a building crumbles. Blood Sense tells me that there’s people in there, but I don’t particularly care.
 
“I got it,” Adrian says, forming a wall of water around us. It’s not perfect, but the pieces of the falling building that fall towards us splash into the water and are redirected elsewhere.
 
The safe won’t open properly, so I brute force it by Siphoning what magic remains and digging my fingers into the steel alloy. Metal bends under the raw force I can bring to bear, and the Sersui-affected safe crumples just enough for me to carefully extract the Death Prayer within.
 
Even touching it fills me with an immediate, crushing sense of dread.
 
It’s frayed. The corners are blackened, as if I’ve just saved it from a fire, and another line of arcane text has inscribed itself on the back, overwriting a previous one. While the rest of the text looked as if it was professionally transcribed, this one looks hastily written, and it’s a deeper red. Like it’s written in blood.
 
I can still make out the text under the new scribble. I remember this line.
 
Transportation into a nullspace of any kind will result in this item triggering 24 hours later.
 
My blood runs cold. Because of this one line, Sierra and I have been careful about manifesting our nullspaces, excluding any space that might include the now-shattered egg.
 
But Callen’s dying move did not.
 
The scribbles are harder to read. Sloppier.
 
You will never know peace.
 
85,199 seconds remaining. May your woes be many.
 
“Fuck,” I say emphatically. I explain the text to Adrian and Sierra, who can’t read it nearly as fast as I can.
 
“Fuck,” they mirror.
 
I have less than twenty-four hours left to live.
 
#
 
84,981 seconds remaining.
 
Kirin is nowhere to be found. Locate tells me that he’s not within a mile or so of us, and I doubt that Sapphire’s little trick she played on him would do something so simple as take him from Root. There’s even odds he’s no longer on this plane of existence.
 
Which is unfortunate, because his Relic Hunter class might have actually been able to do something about the item currently threatening to erase me from the face of this planet.
 
I am surprisingly calm, and I’m not entirely sure why. An answer to my predicament lies just beyond reach. The sensation of knowing I used to have the information I need is growing frustratingly familiar.
 
Our apartment complex (and much of the area around it) is entirely gone. During the course of the brief fight, my kill count rose from 1157 to 1231, but none of the souls I accidentally slaughtered can offer me anything that actually helps.
 
Not much time has passed since I first saw the Death Prayer, but we have moved. Adrian made the point that it’s already going to be difficult to deal with this, but figuring out our next steps will be significantly more difficult if we have to kill the entirety of Root’s adventuring and police forces.
 
As such, the three of us are now at a slightly less conspicuous location in the second circle, which is largely industrial and, more importantly, is currently unaffected by the partial collapse of the fourth and fifth circles that we and the Sersui fragment caused.
 
I keep my Antimemetic Cloak active, shrouding the three of us as uniformed workers shout over each other, none of them sure of what’s happened.
 
“What if it’s a dud?” Adrian asks.
 
“It’s not,” Sierra answers, her voice tight. “If the system tells you something, believe it.”
 
“You seem a lot more broken up about it than she does,” Adrian says, indicating me. “You know something we don’t?”
 
“She knows the same thing I do,” Sierra says, interrupting before I can even formulate a response. “Read the text if you can. Do you know your demonology?”
 
“Vaguely,” Adrian says. “Sixteen primary hells, something like that?”
 
“Yes, but that’s not the important part. Most living beings die, and unless their soul is weighed down too heavily—“
 
“We rejoin the cycle of life, yeah, yeah, I know,” Adrian says. “Except, uh, elves?”
 
“Elves and demons.” Sierra nods. I can tell that Adrian already knows most of this, but she’s saying it for my benefit. I have a sneaking suspicion that I should know this already, but that Excise removed a larger chunk of my amalgam than I thought. “Elves live through three different bodies, keeping their memories each time. Demons that make it to our plane of reality can die twice. The first death sends them to a hell. The second ends them eternally.”
 
We let those words hang in the air for a few moments.
 
“So in—“ I turn the Death Prayer over in my hands, checking the text on it, “—eighty-four thousand, nine hundred forty-three seconds, I’m going to be teleported to a hell. To a deep hell.”
 
“Banished more than teleported, but yes,” Sierra mumbles.
 
And my knowledge of that region has been eradicated nearly in its entirety. Withheld—no, not withheld, stolen—by Sapphire.
 
Incandescent anger ignites within me, but I quell it just as quickly. Rage is useful to force myself to break through a barrier. There are no barriers to break here, only allies, and those I want in one piece.
 
Honestly, of all three of us, I think I’m taking my impending death the best. Sierra has gone entirely pale, as if it’s her that’s about to die and not me, and Adrian looks so crushingly disappointed that I think he might cry if I prod him too hard.
 
“Well,” I say with a lightness that nobody feels, “I have a chance, right? Demons are capable of escaping into our world. We’ve seen that before. Ravendale, yeah?”
 
“There is good news and bad alike on that front,” Sierra says, grimacing. “That infestation was relatively low-level. Category 0. That means they likely escaped from one of the deepest hells. That’s the good news. To my eyes, you’re not a full demon, which means everything is going to want to kill you—“
 
“Of course,” I say, snorting out a laugh despite myself. “When do they not?”
 
“Of course,” Sierra agrees, the tension in her voice too thick to allow her to join me. “Contrary to intuition, demons are weaker in the deeper circles; the strongest ones naturally flow upwards to the shallower hells, where the barriers between life and death allow more to flow through.”
 
“I have a feeling I know what the bad news is.”
 
“The bad news,” Sierra sighs, “is that you are strong. And that means that the hell you land in? You’re not going to be able to escape it. Something of your conceptual weight won’t be able to slip through the cracks in any of the lower hells. If I got sucked into a hell alongside you, I’d likely be the same. Being a proto-Titan means a lot.”
 
“Which means I’m going to have to climb,” I say. “I can do that.”
 
“It’s not only demons,” Sierra warns. “I had the opportunity to visit the Skydark Demonology Center in the Aqus continent a few years back, and they have what they call a hellseer. You know, prior to your existence, the Crowned Islands hadn’t seen a demon infestation in decades? There’s a reason for that. There are angels and fae there. Fallen and ascended alike. The top levels are lethally dangerous to anyone. Even you. Especially you.”
 
I grimace. “Not like I have a choice. If I have to fight them, I’ll fight them. One way or another, this isn’t going to stop me.”
 
“Hold on, hold on, hold on,” Adrian says, shaking his head wildly. In the dark, damp space between factories, he looks comical, like a dog drying itself. “That’s it? You’re not going to fight back? You’re discussing this like it’s a done deal.”
 
“I mean, what else is there to try?” I ask. “It’s not defeat. It’s determining what I do next.”
 
Sierra bites her lip. “I… am not completely of like mind. I want you to have the information. It’s important. But I don’t want you to go.”
 
I open my mouth, a half-formed response already at the tip of my tongue, but I reconsider when I meet her eyes.
 
Thanks to my amalgam, Acting, and Imitation, I have a fairly strong grasp of human emotions. Right now, Sierra’s expression tells me all I need to know—pain, fear, longing, protectiveness.
 
What I don’t understand properly are mine. I don’t understand the way my blood runs hot when I look at her; the pounding of the heart that I should have full control over; the pain that pierces deeper than any physical wound can when I think of what’ll happen next.
 
When this goes through, I’ll still be alive—in some sense. I’ll have to crawl out of the hells, which will risk everything and take an indeterminate amount of time. Time where I’ll be alone.
 
It’s laughable. I’ve survived my soul being torn apart and every form of physical destruction under the sun. Why is it that out of everything, it’s the thought of separation that hurts me the most? Why is it that even with all my resistances and immunities and protections, the thought breaks me apart inside?
 
Why, why, why—I know why. I was made to be a perfect killing machine, but I’ve long since stepped past those limitations. For the longest time, I’ve told myself that I’ve been tolerating Sierra and Adrian because they have power, and powerful allies are useful.
 
That’s no less true now than it was before, but it’s not the true reason why. If I truly just want power, I could have just killed and eaten them long ago. I could do it now.
 
It hurts because I want her to be with me.
 
I’ve known that for some time, I realize. I just haven’t admitted it to myself.
 
84,898 seconds remaining.
 
“I don’t want to go,” I say finally. “Not alone.”
 
There is no getting around the effect of this item. Sapphire is more powerful than me. I can feel it. The instincts driving me have yet to be wrong, and when I think of her even now, the proto-Titan part of me shrinks away.
 
If I try to Siphon it (you will die). If I try to banish it (you will die). If I try to rewrite it (you will die).
 
That gnawing voice is back, though quieter than before. Rather than admonishment, it offers advice. After so long, I have aligned my amalgam and every instinct it offers me with myself. Even if parts of it are missing, it knows.
 
Sapphire is (one of us) (powerful beyond your wildest dreams) (the progenitor) (the first) (the sole survivor) (the end and the beginning).
 
It is not possible to break her will.
 
Not yet. I promise myself that someday, I will see her broken body strewn across the stars.
 
Until then, I can’t break this.
 
But there are solutions beyond the pale of raw power.
 
“I have an idea,” I say, just as Sierra says, “I can’t let you go alone.”
 
I fall silent.
 
“Never again,” she says, fingers digging into her arms. “I won’t leave you.”
 
“But we can’t—“
 
She clenches a fist. “I know. If I can’t save you from falling, then I will fall with you.”
 
A deep ringing pulses through me. My blood, rebelling. Heating. Pounding.
 
The thread of phantom pain dissipates, enveloped by burning, searing, comforting flame.
 
I extend a hand in lieu of a response, and Sierra pulls me into a hug, shaking ever so slightly.
 
She is, I realize, crying. Try as I might, I can’t tell who those tears are for. Nor can I tell whether she’s happy I accepted or despairing for our fate.
 
Either way, there is one emotion I can discern for sure.
 
Determination.
 
#
 
83,117 seconds remaining.
 
“This isn’t going to work,” Adrian says. “There’s no way it does.”
 
The three of us stand at the base of Root’s Angelic Tower. Despite the thousands of deaths resulting from Callen’s final breath less than an hour ago, the first circle is entirely undisturbed. I haven’t been here before, but Adrian has.
 
From afar, the tower is majestic. It’s the pinnacle of the city, soaring up into infinity.
 
Up close, its looming infinity is oddly beautiful. It’s not the kind of beauty that sets me aflame—there is only one who can do that—but I etch it into my mind anyway.
 
I may never see this sight again.
 
“Do you have a better idea?” Sierra asks crossly. “It’s not your life on the line.”
 
Adrian sighs. “Don’t get me killed in here. I can show you the ropes, but past the tenth floor is uncharted territory for me.”
 
“Just stay close,” I say. “Not too close, ideally.”
 
If I want to go to the hells, it’s simple. My race is still classified as unknown by the system, but I am, for all intents and purposes, a demon.
 
Sierra is not. If I kill her, that is the end of Sierra Jade’s story.
 
Which means we need to make her a demon. In order to do that, I’m going to have to level up. A lot.
 
The plan is simple. There is only one way I know of that can send Sierra tumbling into the hells with me—a special skill I chose not to take when I was first offered it. Corrupt.
 
Weeks ago, the system told me that I would have a “skill bank” that unlocks eventually. That, I assume, includes the ability to unlock skills that I previously passed up on, just like my level-up skill offerings were in low Category 0.
 
I need to get there. I just don’t know how much I need to advance to get there.
 
Endling claims to make me advance twice as fast as I was before.
 
Time to see if that’s true.
 
#
 
76,681 seconds remaining.
 
Clearing the floors is messy work. Though I barely pay attention to the floors, each one is an ecosystem of its own. While in the tower, it’s easy to forget that I’m truly inside a structure and not a different world.
 
The labyrinthine nature of each floor makes it harder to advance, too, and I learn soon enough that breaking through them is an invalid solution. Not only are the floors reinforced beyond the point that neither Sierra nor I can make a dent in them, even through usages of our nullspace, Adrian tells us that successfully breaking the tower floors can and will incur the wrath of the angels who built it.
 
After a couple of hours, we’ve cleared the ten floors that Adrian climbed yesterday. It’s not a challenge for us. My magic affinities have all advanced thanks to Endling, and the lower floors are only truly life-threatening to Category 0s and weak Category 1s.
 
At first, I try training every skill I have, killing monsters by turning them inside out or smiting them or by utilizing my new Sunset Dagger to dispatch less-corporeal beasts, but I soon realize that for our purposes, there is one specific type of skill I must train.
 
I now have a few hundred new kills to my name, primarily through Devour, Soulrend, Abyssal Echo, and Wraithfire, my four demonic skills. Each of them has leveled up at surprisingly quick rates.
 
My overall level rises faster than expected as well, proving Endling’s use. When I enter, my Divine Demon class is at level 108, and my Proto-Titan at 29. Though the latter does not increase at all, I manage to raise Divine Demon to 113.
 
Every single spare attribute point I have goes into Magic (Meta), elevating the stat to 145. My second highest, now. It’s the one that I need the most—what our plan hinges on requires an incredible amount of flexibility in my magic.
 
“This is as high as I went last time,” Adrian says, washing the sweat off his brow with a magical spray of cool mist. “I can’t be of much help from here on.”
 
We stand at the base of a twisting spiral stairwell. Despite the massive changes in the other scenery, the stairwells all look the same. Radiant gold, sparkling with faint divine magic. They’re entirely out of place here.
 
“You will survive,” Sierra says. “You have a domain now. That means a lot. The monsters here are only, what, level 50? 60?”
 
Adrian grimaces. “We’re going to start to run into uncharted territory. Your funeral.”
 
“It literally is,” I point out.
 
“Fuck me, you’re right,” he groans. “Alright.”
 
#
 
48,114 seconds remaining.
 
The eleventh floor is exponentially harder than the tenth, though the difficulty increase from there is relatively linear. By the fifteenth floor, which is completely submerged in water, we’re fighting dozens of serpents with special skills of their own. Not strong ones, but they slow us down.
 
Sierra and I both have nullspaces, but we just don’t have the magic capacity to have them on through the entire distance of the floors, which I’ve come to realize are much larger than the tower should be able to hold.
 
Our progress has noticeably slowed. Even with Adrian’s domain triggering, the fifteenth floor takes us hours to clear. No individual monster is a true threat, but the scale of the tower doesn’t stop increasing. We need to take breaks frequently; our magic isn’t designed to be in constant use.
 
“You know,” Adrian says in the pocket of dry space that the stairwells mercifully provide, “You’re supposed to take days to clear the higher floors. Weeks. There are permanent base camps here for a reason.”
 
“We left supposed to behind a long time ago,” I reply. He doesn’t have a reply to that.
 
I’m level 119 now, and yet I still haven’t gotten the skill I need. All of my demonic skills have leapfrogged forwards, but I haven’t gotten the opportunity to get a single new one yet.
 
Magic (Meta) is at 169 now. It’s my highest attribute.
 
“Fuck,” I mutter. My amalgam gives me no information on how this progression is supposed to go. My interaction with the system is completely uncharted territory.
 
“Evelyn,” Sierra says, cupping my cheek with one hand. “If we can’t find a way, then I will tunnel down into the depths of the hells themselves. I swear it.”
 
“I’ll find a way,” I reply, shaking my head. “We’ll find a way.”
 
“Can you two get a room?” Adrian mutters, quiet enough that he probably thinks neither of us can hear him.
 
#
 
42,088 seconds remaining.
 
Adrian is starting to flag. We all are, but he is especially. This exhaustive pace isn’t meant for anyone. We’re managing our mana through my Devour restoring me and then using Sierra’s Link to spread it around, but overuse of magic is affecting all of us.
 
“I’m sorry,” he says from within the force-bubble Sierra provides. “I’m not strong enough.”
 
The sixteenth floor is a dense jungle, and we’ve barely cut our way through a few pieces of it. I wonder how often people even come up here. We passed by people from time to time before, but they’re getting rarer the higher we go.
 
“It’s okay,” Sierra says gently. “You’re—“
 
“It’s not,”Adrian snaps. “I’ve always lagged behind, and you know it. I’ve been a weight chained to your ankles, and I don’t think that’s ever been more obvious than now. We have how long?”
 
“Eleven and a half hours,” I say.
 
“Eleven and a half hours until Evelyn fucking dies, and I’m slowing us down,” he says. “And before you say it, yes, I’ve been trying. I’m doing my godsdamned best, and that isn’t enough. I did something that should’ve been impossible, and I’m nowhere close to you two. I’m not a proto-Titan. I’m not invincible. The best I can be is someone that gets in your way.”
 
The objective snaps into place for all three of us at the same time.
 
Objective: Ascend
 
Become greater than what you are. Climb higher than anyone has climbed and live to tell the tale. This is a multi-tier objective. Separate rewards will be granted at the 25th, 50th, 75th, 100th, 150th, 200th, 300th and 342nd floors.
 
Floor 25 reward: 25,000 XP + Gold-tier special skill
 
It takes all three of us off guard, and when Adrian mumbles his description out loud, I realize that we’ve all received the exact same quest.
 
“That’s a shitload,” Adrian says. “But can we even make it there? The floors are so—they’re so fucking long.”
 
“They’re not going to get that much harder,” I say. “The sky serpent we killed from the hundredth floor was Category 2. I don’t know if that was a regular monster from that floor or a boss, though I’m leaning towards the former.”
 
“Eleven and a half hours isn’t nearly enough,” Adrian says. “Not for me. You’re going to have to leave me behind.”
 
Left unspoken is the fact that, one way or another, I’m leaving him behind anyway. Possibly forever.
 
He’s right. That’s the problem. Each floor is taking us longer and longer. The tenth floor took us about thirty minutes. The fifteenth took almost three hours. We’re not going to make it to the twenty-fifth floor before the Death Prayer triggers.
 
I sigh. It’s a tantalizing opportunity. That gold-tier special skill is almost certainly Corrupt. The system has proven itself to be intelligent to some extent, and it’s no mistake that this is starting now that Adrian’s realized he needs to ascend to match us.
 
It’s also impossible.
 
“Even without you, we can’t go that fast,” I say. “Not without breaking the ceilings, which we can’t do.”
 
“I hear a but coming,” Sierra says, a tense, unsure smile gracing her lips. “There always is one with you.”
 
“But I can try something,” I say.
 
My magic works on instinct, but I try to add further intent behind it this time. I need it, if I’m to succeed. Magic (Meta) is by far my highest stat now, but I wish it was higher. I need every drop of it I can get for this.
 
I advance, and I kill, and I protect, and I do it all through the same medium.
 
My truths all stem from my power, and the first true taste of power I have is the same one I want to wield now.
 
I eat the objective.
 
#
 
38,199 seconds remaining.
 
When my eyes open again, the jungle around us is burning.
 
"Don't scare me like that," Sierra scolds me. Her heart isn't in it—I can hear the worry in her voice. “It’s been a hour. You just closed your eyes, started Devouring something, and… I think you broke something.”
 
It certainly does feel that way. Something in the world is missing, and it’s my fault.
 
I look at my objectives, and there is only one.
 
Objective: Marie’s monster
 
Kill your creators.
 
Targets killed: [2/32]
 
Reward: ???
 
The objective granted to me to climb the tower is missing.
 
And in its place is a single, shining skill.
 
Corrupt (Legendary)
 
Tier: Gold
 
You have sought to spread your corruption before you even gained the ability to create it. You, Evelyn Carnelian, have corrupted a shattered god; you have corrupted yourself; and now, you have nearly corrupted your system itself.
 
The individual you activate this skill on becomes a demon and a vector of demonic corruption. Their access to the system will be modified. They will gain resistance to system-based skills. They will gain power upon consuming others. Inhibitions will be removed.
 
I blink. The text on the system has changed. It’s speaking to me.
 
It’s more intelligent than I thought.
 
“I did it,” I whisper. Louder, I say, “Sierra, I did it. I have the skill.”
 
She pumps a fist, exhaling hard like the weight of the world has just dropped from her shoulders.
 
“There’s our first miracle,” I say, grinning.
 
You are witnessed.
 
The words catch me off guard. I know where that came from. Sierra’s heard it too. Only Adrian doesn’t, and he stands there, confused, looking askance at the two of us.
 
The Titans are speaking to us. Not just one of them.
 
Sixteen voices witness us. I don’t know which isn’t addressing us, but I can guess. Number 17, the never-observed Forgotten Titan.
 
They fall silent, and for a long minute, we wait for more. Nothing comes.
 
The Titans are watching. I don’t know how I should feel about that.
 
What I do know is what I have to do now.
 
“Sierra?” I ask. “Do you trust me?”
 
She closes the distance between us in two quick strides. “Always.”
 
My fellow proto-Titan puts her faith in me, and as thanks, I Corrupt her. The line between this skill and Devour is scarily thin—when I start using it, I almost stop immediately, fearful that I’ve somehow messed up my choice of skills, but no, the acts are just nigh-identical.
 
It takes less time than it feels like it should, but I feel something shift within Sierra as my demonic magic swirls within me, inducing the same within her. I hope I haven’t broken her.
 
“So that’s it, huh,” Sierra says. “I feel… ever so slightly different. Did it work?”
 
I nod. “It should. Let me check.”
 
Adrian gasps as we examine her together.
 
Name: Sierra Jade
 
Age: 19
 
Race: Demon (Base: Human)
 
Class: Blue Mage/Red Mage/Proto-Titan
 
Level: 61/281/1
 
Last Used Skill: Forcefield (Gold) - lvl 50
 
Traits:
 
Killer V
 
Hexed
 
Godsmarked
 
Anomalous
 
Bonded (Proto-Titan)
 
Demonic Heritage
 
Your Corrupted first love.
 
I breathe out a relieved sigh. “It worked.”
 
#
 
32,881 seconds remaining.
 
“You have so many items,” Adrian says. “Where did you even get all this?”
 
“I have a Personal Space,” Sierra says, tossing another vaguely magical key onto an increasing pile of assorted enchanted paraphernalia. “I pick up a lot of stuff along the way. Don’t try to sell these. Some stores will recognize what I took.”
 
Adrian laughs. “Got it, got it.”
 
I set my Soulshard Rifle down on the pile. Demons don’t have proper souls, not in the same way that other beings do, even if they can feed me properly. I can’t charge this rifle with them.
 
The Sunset Dagger, on the other hand, I give to Sierra to store.
 
“I don’t know if this will come to the hells with us,” she warns. “I don’t know if I’ll even end up in the hells.”
 
Adrian knows better than to try to contest her again.
 
“I’ll take good care of these, I promise,” the Warrior in question says, indicating the new arsenal he’s acquired. “Should make this place a little easier to deal with.”
 
“You’re staying in the tower?” I ask.
 
“I am,” he replies. “My objective is still there. I need to get stronger. This is the best way.”
 
I nod. “Good luck.”
 
It takes him a while to situate himself with the dozens of new items he’s received. Nothing we wear or carry will make it to the hells, so he gets everything of value now, rather than off our corpses.
 
“We still have have nine hours,” Adrian says. “Wanna train some more before that thing goes off?”
 
I shake my head. “No. I’m done following Sapphire’s orders. Even if the result is the same, I’d rather not arrive on her schedule.”
 
He looks rather chagrined at that, but he ultimately nods. “Alright. I can’t say I get it, but I respect it.”
 
“This is goodbye, then,” Sierra says.
 
“I guess,” Adrian replies. “But not really. There’s an entire world to train against in here. If you two don’t make it out yourselves, I swear to you that I’ll come for you. I’ll be worth your time. I will meet you again.”
 
“Not a goodbye,” I agree. Goodbyes are for those I will never see again. They’re final. And as much as it surprises me, I do want to stay with Adrian when this is all over. The feeling isn’t as intense as it is with Sierra, but I will… miss him. That’s the right word, I think. It’s a foreign feeling. “Until we meet again.”
 
“Until we meet again,” Sierra echoes. “You’re going to be the last of our batch still alive. Remember us well.”
 
“I will,” Adrian says, turning towards the burnt edge of the crater I accidentally created. Towards the rest of the tower. “I’ll see you soon.”
 
We watch him stride away, looking far more confident than he ever has. Adrian’s figure grows smaller and smaller in our vision, and then he steps into a thicket of trees and disappears entirely.
 
He never looks back.
 
#
 
32,607 seconds remaining.
 
“This is it, then,” Sierra says. Her eyes, blue as always, are tinged with the slightest hint of red in the irises. I wonder if that was her choice or if it’s a symptom of the demonic corruption I’ve inflicted upon her.
 
“So it is,” I reply.
 
“You and I, together. Two proto-Titans against the hells.”
 
“Against demons,” I agree. “Against angels.”
 
“Against Sapphire.” Sierra hisses the word with the same vehemence I would.
 
“When we get out,” I vow, “We’re going to break her.”
 
“We’ll break all of them,” Sierra replies, her voice low. “Every last one of them.”
 
She pulls me into an embrace, and I let her. I can’t tell if the warmth is hers or mine.
 
“Hey, Evelyn,” Sierra whispers. “You know, even after all of this, it might not work out.”
 
“Don’t say that,” I say. “It will. I’ve made it so. You’re coming with me.”
 
“Even so,” she says. “It might fail.”
 
“It might,” I admit. “You can still back out. Nine hours.”
 
“Fuck that. Fuck her. We’re doing this now, and we’re doing it. Not her.”
 
A hand—Sierra’s hand—brushes the back of my neck, and she meets my eyes, blue to red.
 
Beautiful.
 
“Not a bad last sight,” she decides, and I can’t help but agree. “Come. Let’s get on with it.”
 
We draw our knives at the same time, our soul bond passing our intent to each other.
 
I tilt her jaw up with one hand. She does the same for me.
 
The cuts are clean. Sierra uses a magical blade formed out of raw force. I use my Sunset Dagger.
 
Both of us withdraw our magic, suppressing every one of our myriad skills that could protect our lives as we slit each other’s throats.
 
She mouths three words as our lifeblood spills forth. I smile, mirroring her.
 
Our last words aren’t to each other. The two of us pool our stored power together, broadcasting our burning intent to the entire world.
 
Witness. Us.
 
I die looking into Sierra’s eyes.
 




Epilogue: the calm before the storm

 
Witness. Us.
 
The message ripples throughout the worlds, imbued by the undying bond between two dying proto-Titans.
 
Sapphire is halfway through dismantling a minor autocracy when she catches a glimpse of the words.
 
By the time it’s reached her, the signal has traveled over forty thousand miles, so it’s no surprise that it’s faint. It is, in fact, faint enough that none of the subdued army in front of her nor the archipelago’s despot senses it, even though the despot is nearly Category 4 and his army not far behind.
 
She, of course, does.
 
Her lips curl up into a vicious smile. To those in front of her, she must look like a madwoman. She supposes she is.
 
There are two of them now, and they’ve both been thrown into one of the single most lethal ordeals anyone can endure.
 
Adversity sculpts excellence.
 
If either of them somehow escapes the hells alive, they may truly be fit to join Sapphire’s side. To become the seventeenth observed. In truth, the eighteenth.
 
“One day,” she whispers, chiding herself. It is too much to assume that either will fully ascend during their time in the hells. “One day.”
 
“What… are… you?” Alex—Alexi? Sapphire doesn’t pay attention to the names of those she doesn’t care about—groans, lying on the floor.
 
“Not you,” she replies, deigning to give him an answer. “And you, my friend, are pathetic. A waste of air.”
 
He’s level 394 in his primary class. Level 277 in his secondary. His concept, Divinity, should have been strong. His twin domains should have been an exercise to remove.
 
It took her all of three and a half seconds to dismantle everything he has. Everything he had. That power is gone now, forever.
 
Alexi is worse than pathetic, Sapphire decides. He’s boring.
 
Boring people don’t deserve our power.
 
“But… why?” he asks.
 
She scans the crowd of cowering soldiers and uses her Sight Beyond Sight to examine the residents hiding behind barred doors, underneath loose floorboards, inside hastily emptied closets. She looks even further beyond, simultaneously admiring the scale of the breadth of Alexi’s research efforts. He’s brought together an entire population to fuel his efforts to break through the understandings of the world. Some of them are even doing it voluntarily.
 
A shame. Sapphire doesn’t particularly enjoy massacres, but she doesn’t abhor them either.
 
There are too many moving parts on this island. Anything but utter annihilation won’t be enough. The only way to eradicate an idea is to eradicate all who have had it.
 
Nobody here has impacted the world’s fabric enough to send their soul into a hell. There are no elves here. No demons.
 
Any death here will be final.
 
“Because,” Sapphire says, kneeling down to meet the dismembered shell of a man, “You learned too much. You sought the truth of the gods. You sought my truth. Interfere with divinity, and you will find that there are pieces of us ready to interfere back.”
 
At the end of everything, she can offer nothing but an explanation.
 
“What?” Alexi rasps. “I only wanted to—I can offer you everything. I can give you my people. My research. Just—“
 
“Boring,” Sapphire enunciates, stretching out the word. The weak ones always start to snivel at the end. Any second now—
 
Alexi’s limbs remanifest abruptly, tinted dark, plague-ridden green, and he leaps for her.
 
“No,” Sapphire says. Alexi has enough time to register surprise before he crumples to the ground, the bonds between his body’s molecules failing. He makes a puddle when he splashes.
 
Someone screams.
 
There are 487,174 people on this archipelago, not including the already-dead Alexi.
 
When Sapphire steps away from it ten minutes later, there are zero.
 
There have always been zero.
 
There has never been an archipelago.
 
She closes her eyes, relishing the sensation of a job completed.
 
This is, of course, not the end.
 
Evelyn and Sierra have surprised her. Whether that surprise is pleasant… that is something Sapphire has yet to determine.
 
“Order from Overseer Clearwater concerning PT-32 and PT-33,” she says, knowing that her words will reach the ears it needs to, “All Titan response units capable of helldiving, dive. All angel response units, dive. Release all captive angels into the hells. Containment threshold: Permanently kill Evelyn Carnelian and Sierra Jade.”
 
Not that they’ll be able to. Most of them, anyway.
 
Her plans are already in disarray. Their early entry—along with the fact that both of them entered—was not accounted for.
 
Millions more will die in the process than she expected, and the result will be unpredictable. Alas, no plan survives contact with true resistance, and Sierra and Evelyn have deviated far off the path she initially plotted for them.
 
For the first time in centuries, Sapphire is not entirely sure what happens next. She cannot trace the path her experiments have chosen for themselves.
 
It is, she feels, an entirely uncomfortable sensation to be blind when she is so used to her sight.
 
If this pair succeeds, this could be it. This could finally mean victory for everyone that matters.
 
Less than three minutes after she releases the order, a soft, familiar voice speaks to her.
 
“Sapphire,” Marie Jade says, speaking from her private fragment. “You are pursuing my niece.”
 
“She is a candidate,” Sapphire replies, words ringing with power. “Of course I am.”
 
“Very well,” Marie says. She pauses as if collecting herself. “I will dive. I have not visited the hells in too long.”
 
Sapphire smiles. She hoped for this, but even she can’t be sure of some of the people she employs.
 
“As you wish,” she says. “Do what you will.”
 
Once Marie stops speaking, Sapphire moves.
 
Her brethren are waiting, and for the first time in a long while, they are excited.
 
Sersui. Scintilla. The two of them are the most recent to emerge, and as such, the ones best suited to understand the potential that awaits them.
 
We are growing closer to completion.
 
#
 
Vernon is about to clock out from his shift when the world shifts. His affinity for magic isn’t very strong—that’s the reason he’s working a cushy job in the higher levels of Novarath rather than joining the cleaning squads in the still-developing situation on the lower levels.
 
He’s on his way out the door when the ripple hits.
 
Witness. Us.
 
The words carry images with them, and though Vernon can’t parse them all, he catches glimpses. He sees two girls, each of them flaring with arrogant determination. He sees the Titans walk through the planet.
 
He sees the burning hells.
 
He sees their intent to destroy it all.
 
Vernon shudders in fear, but the images disappear just as quickly as they came.
 
Around him, the rest of the office stands in confused, silent awe.
 
“Well,” he says, his voice cracking, “I’m glad we don’t have to deal with that.”
 
#
 
Witness. Us.
 
Angel 13’s senses are primed to catch any signature of the only species stronger than its own. The First Circle is a close enough hell to the material world that even a weaker member of the species can communicate through it, and Thirteen misses nothing.
 
The signature from above disappears. Moments later, the hells shift.
 
A dive. Those have become vanishingly rare. The last time a being of this kind entered the hells… Thirteen barely remembers. It has been eons.
 
Angel 13 has stood at the gates of the first hell for as long as its memory stretches back. Even now, it wars against the greatest demons, preventing the material world and the hells alike. Its eternal task: protect living creatures of all kind, humans and dwellers and skyfolk and elves and angels.
 
It has not stopped once in its thousands of years.
 
“191,” it vocalizes, curling its hundred limbs inwards and taking the form of a humanoid. “Probe the divers. They carry the mark of the Titans. I wish to ascertain their true power.”
 
“As you wish,” the lesser angel replies, arranging its body in a facsimile of a kneel. “And should they prove to be worthy of the higher hells?”
 
“Execution,” 13 confirms. “Banish them beyond the cycle. This is to be prioritized beyond the extermination of demons. Cooperate with those we have subjugated.”
 
“It will be done.”
 
191 assembles itself and calls to its fellow angels. There are thousands of them in the hells, but 191 controls only two hundred.
 
It is, unfortunately, the most they can spare. The stronger ones remain, unwavering in their eternal duty.
 
191 will succeed. If it does not, then 13 already knows what will happen. The same desire grips all of the enemy’s kind.
 
The Titans will rise, and they will consume. They will destroy. It is in their very nature.
 
If they reach the gate, 13 will break them all.
 
Angel: 13
 
The 13th Ranked.
 
Category: 6
 
#
 
Witness. Us.
 
Adrian has only left his partners for five minutes when the message hits him, intense and bright. It’s full of love and hatred and violence and peace and bonds and, above all else, a grim determination.
 
The impact hits him like a train. He can’t see everything that the Titan-speech imparts, but he sees enough. He sees the two of them, dead by each other’s hand.
 
Adrian isn’t even far from the site. He’s so close that not a single monster has even fought him, scared away by the demonic explosion that Evelyn caused when she ate a fucking quest.
 
He pauses as the message finishes processing, and he turns, bidden by some unknowable instinct deep within.
 
The full gravity of the situation doesn’t hit him until he sees their lifeless bodies, embracing each other even in death.
 
I’m alone now, he thinks. Really, truly alone.
 
Adrian can no longer slow his partners down. He will no longer risk their lives for his inadequacy.
 
And in the same vein, they will not be there to save him. All he has left is the items they gifted to him.
 
In death, they look… peaceful. Content. Nothing like what they were in life.
 
Adrian draws one of Sierra’s parting gifts—a sphere of Fortress, which will create a nigh-impenetrable barrier. They’ve never used it before because turning the item off destroys it, and the field can’t be moved.
 
“I made a promise,” he says to the only people he had left. “If you don’t come back to me, I’ll come to you. You best believe I’m making good on that.”
 
He sets it on the blood-soaked dirt between their bodies, orders it to activate when he’s gone, and leaves.
 
Trouble finds him soon enough, arriving in the form of a dozen snakes each as large as three men put together.
 
Objective: Ascend
 
Become greater than what you are.
 
The objective is a reminder. Right now, he is only Adrian, the last surviving member of Probability Project 447. When he comes out of this tower, he will either be dead, or he will be more. He will be someone worthy of his friends.
 
Adrian draws Evelyn’s Soulshard Rifle with one hand and his Channeling Blade in the other, his ever-present water formulating into a Tsunami.
 
“Come at me,” he says, his chest full of hot ambition and piercing loss. “You’re in my way.”
 
The snakes draw closer, and Adrian roars, leaping into action.
 
Not enough. I need to kill them faster. I need to be better.
 
He doesn’t know it yet, but he has taken the first step on the long, winding path to true power.
 
#
 
Savil, lord of the Varnian Keep, does not hear the Titans’ message, but he does sense two beings that are not fully demon enter. He thinks little of it—there are humans and elves and angels that enter the Ninth Circle from time to time, sometimes even crossing through from deeper hells, and they never bother him. They—just like the haughty pricks from the higher circles—believe Savil, a petty lord who commands a mere thousand demons, beneath their notice.
 
They usually change their minds around the time he peels their skin off.
 
One day, he thinks, he’ll show the higher circles. He’ll show them all. The very hells will shake when they hear his name.
 
So enraptured is he by this fantasy that he barely spares the two new presences a thought. He sends a pair of scouts and no more, ordering them to capture the new arrivals in at most three pieces.
 
This proves to be his last mistake.
 
“Why is this taking so long?” he demands, shattering his wine goblet in his fist. The black liquid within drips all over his throne, but nobody here has a death wish, so nobody points it out. “Guards! Go find them and—“
 
The doors to his throne room slam open, then crumple in on themselves.
 
A flood of gore follows, so torrential that Savil wonders if the entire circle is emptying itself into his throne room.
 
He stands, ready to fight—and he falls to his knees.
 
Moments later, every single guard falls, too.
 
Death itself has knocked at his door, and he has no choice but to answer.
 
It comes in the form of two women, their very existence overwhelming. Hand-in-hand, they stroll through the gore-covered throne room, and with every step, the blood travels into them, feeding them. As they pass by guards, the guards wither away, explode into blood, or, in three cases, are struck down by a sudden beam of divine light.
 
They smell like demons, but they aren’t demons. They can’t be. No demon can be this much stronger than Savil, surely.
 
He watches in horror as one of them reaches a hand out, grasps a guard, and simply eats him whole, his body crumbling apart in her hands.
 
Special skill:
 
“Nope,” that same woman says cheerfully, thrusting a hand out. Savil’s magic disappears like so many wisps of smoke.
 
“Who…” he manages to say. “What god are you?”
 
“The name’s Carnelian,” she says, staring straight at Savil. “Evelyn Carnelian. Where are we?”
 
Savil opens his mouth and closes it.
 
“We’re right where we need to be,” the other says. Despite—or maybe because of—the massacre around them, the blue-eyed harbinger of death is—happy. She sounds exuberant. “With each other.”
 
Monster, Savil wants to say, but that word is not enough. It is the truth, but only in part. Harbinger. Anomaly.
 
The first woman sighs, leaning into the other killer. “True enough. We’ll get information out of the next guy. I think I broke this one.”
 
As midnight scarlet energy tears Savil’s body apart, feeding the red-eyed abomination, he finally settles on the right word.
 
It is the last thought he ever has.
 
Devourer.
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Dungeon Tour Guide
 
Lucas used to delve dungeons. Now, he has to run one.

After Lucas dies during a freak explosion, divine intervention sees him brought back to life with the power to control a new dungeon.

There’s just a couple of issues: his old body is bound to his dungeon, and the craziness of what he thought was his final act is only getting weirder. When he sees newbie adventures entering his dungeon, though, he decides to help them survive and complete their quests.

After all, adventuring is a process, and someone needs to guide the rookies.

★★★★★ Tour guide was super friendly and helped us clear the dungeon!

After gaining millions of views on Royal Road as one of its best rated serial novels, Dungeon Tour Guide is now available on Kindle, Kindle Unlimited, and Audible (narrated by the amazing Travis Baldree)!

About the series: Dungeon Tour Guide is a story about a human healer becoming part Dungeon Core and dealing with adventurers and opposing kingdoms alike. Read it if you enjoy heartwarming moments with genuine characters and a caring MC who won't hesitate to be a badass if necessary.
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