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SUMMARY




Sometimes, humanity’s inner darkness takes a shape that you can punch in the face…

When magic came to the world the first time around, it gave humans the power to transcend all limits, but in the end, it became the tool that mankind used to destroy itself. And then, one man traveled back in time to try it all again.

A colony has been put on the moon, the deepest seas are being explored, and new miracles are being created every other day. Yet in the shadows lurks a group that has decided Earth and its inhabitants are doomed and has sold out to dark forces beyond reality.

Can Isaac manage to stay on top of everything—fighting monsters and playing peacemaker between factions of incredible power, all the while standing against those who represent humanity’s darkest impulses—or will the apocalypse punch back?
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MOON SHOT
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The spire rose from the summoning circle like a hellish spear aiming to pierce the sky, the diameter of its base widening with every passing second as more and more of the titanic structure revealed itself, sending the warriors eagerly waiting to claim it stumbling back.

When the immense structure finally settled, it was almost five hundred meters tall and perhaps a hundred across at the base, while its peak was concealed in the clouds.

The very instant it was clear that there would be no further movement, the warriors charged and the spire trembled before them.

Countless beasts barred their way, yet they fell to a one.

Spells rent the air asunder, blows so powerful they could only be used once every few hours or even a day brought low the mightiest of foes until the conquerors emerged victorious, the spire’s core lying shattered behind them.

This would have been a reason for celebration, had it not been for the message blinking in each of their visions.

[———]

Spire Conquest: 1/6

Current reserve monster population: 7,798 (individual monster strength variable)

Time remaining until Spire collapse: 4:39:17

[———]
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“And you’re seriously not going up there?” Arthur asked, “This is the moon we’re talking about, they’re literally building a colony on the moon! How can you not want to go up there?”

Amy laughed. “You’ve never been on an airplane with Isaac, have you? It takes, what, twelve hours to get to the moon? He’d drive everyone crazy before you were even halfway there. He paces and paces and he might even wear a hole in the floor.”

She then dropped her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “Considering you’re going to be in a spaceship, holes are a really bad thing.”

Isaac shot her a look that promised retaliation.

“You’re afraid of flying?” Elena asked incredulously from the other side of the table. “There is literally nothing about it that could even scratch you, and are you seriously trying to tell me that you haven’t figured out a way to make yourself immune to the dangers of a vacuum yet?”

Isaac shook his head. “It’s not the danger, it’s being unable to do anything productive. Getting locked in a metal can for hours on end, without even the space to walk around without bothering the other passengers … nah, I’m just going to fly up there myself one of these days. I could already do it now, but I need a few more Levels before I can do it quickly enough.”

“We’ll have figured out a way to create a permanent portal by then,” Patrick assured him. “Between me and Karl, how hard could it be?”

“Very hard,” Raul interjected. “Portals rip space in a way that the natural order of things balances out very quickly, so they require a lot of power to stay open. Throw in the fact that the distance between a given point on the moon and a target destination on Earth is never static and … good luck with that, I’m glad I don’t have to be involved.”

He grinned as he reached up and stroked the Microraptor sitting on his shoulder. “I’ll be setting up the biodomes keeping us all alive and fed.”

Isaac looked at the trio of future moon colonizers with pride in his eyes. When the proposal had started floating around in the UN a few months ago, he’d started reaching out to his contacts until eventually, Bailey had gotten a highly official request if maybe, just maybe, he could spare three of his subordinates for the mission.

Raul Mina, who’d evolved into one of the most unique [Classes] Isaac had ever seen after experiencing the horrors of R’lyeh.

[Sentinel of Nature, Life, and Reality] let him sustain life and entire ecosystems no matter their surroundings, their environment, and outright no-selling almost any conceivable negative unnatural influences.

If Isaac were forced to pick a replacement for him, he’d have to go with the twenty people behind him in terms of suitability, as that was what it would have taken to do the same work Raul was capable of alone.

Patrick Lerch, [Sage of Arcana], S-Rank magic user, creator of more custom spells than even Isaac could accurately guess, shatterer of [Raid Bosses] and someone who could wrap up a colony in enough protective wards that even a nuclear strike would have trouble inflicting serious damage.

Karl Siegel, the man with more tools than many a gadget-loving superhero, ranging from simple contraptions to runic cannons fueled by the blood of Demon Lords, and Isaac was pretty sure there was a mech hidden away somewhere in the former [Engineer’s] personal storage [Skill].

Given the right support and resources [Arcane Technomancer] would create a futuristic metropolis to rival the most out-there sci-fi stories.

Those three would be sorely missed down on good old terra firma while they were up in the sky, but they’d be building up a safe space for humanity, and the value of that couldn’t be overstated.

In the other timeline, that had, of course, been tried as well. It had failed. Miserably.

Creating a working, long-term off-Earth colony was a lot easier with the [System’s] help, but it was hardly easy.

In general, you needed someone to generate air, to fast-grow crops and livestock, someone to build the structures, and possibly a separate person to handle the infrastructure, be it technology or enchantment-based. And for them to be able to do that in the very long term, they needed to be at the third Evolution. At least. This was something that needed to be kept up for decades or even centuries, after all.

Really, the only way to properly “colonize” the moon would be via specialized [Classes], and the only reason one would want to even try was to use the moon as a springboard to explore the rest of the solar system and beyond, taking full advantage of the lighter gravity and lack of an atmosphere.

Gaining resources via summoning monsters was an option, of course, but the things needed to summon creatures would, eventually, run out. Personal spatial pockets, spatial rings, storage [Skills], all of that would extend the time a colony could be supported by summoned monsters.

But eventually, a colony would have to support itself in other ways.

Then there was the small issue of how fragile constructs in space were.

Aspects for becoming immune to the vacuum were high Tier and hard to come by, which meant that those precious pockets of air were rather important.

And no matter how quickly humanity’s power to build things grew, its ability to destroy them, even by accident, grew even faster.

Hell, summoning most creatures up there was a huge no-no precisely because of how easily even small amounts of damage to the wrong piece of equipment could spell utter disaster.

They’d lost contact with the few attempted colonies a bit before humanity’s population had dipped below the one million mark, and by the time he’d gone back in time, they had to have died for sure; otherwise, he wouldn’t have been the last human on Earth and therefore been ineligible for … Isaac’s train of thought stuttered to an abrupt halt.

Last human on Earth.

“Isaac, are you ok?” Elena asked immediately. Apparently, his face had revealed a little of what was going on in his mind.

“Have you ever just been thinking, alone in the privacy of your head, following a single train of thought to its eventual conclusion and then realized all you want to do is scream into a pillow?” Isaac asked, glad they’d set up anti-eavesdropping measures when they’d sat down.

“That bad?”

“That bad,” he confirmed.

“So, what do we do?”

“… It’s not that kind of problem.” He shook his head “Unpleasant personal realization.”

Time travel ... it was a terrifying concept. Removing everything between the time you started your journey and the one you ended up in, destroying the people who’d have existed if it hadn’t been for your actions, thoroughly erasing them in a way that not even death could.

And he’d just realized he might have done that to however many people had managed to escape Earth. Not just removed them, but outright erased them, without even an afterlife to receive them. Fuck!

They’d been dead anyway, eventually; the Elementals, spirits, and other creatures capable of space travel would have reached the colonies and killed everyone there.

But at least there’d have been an afterlife for them if they’d been killed by monsters.

Damnit! He’d been successfully ignoring that little ethical rabbit hole for years. He’d gotten a handle on that issue, really, but it had escaped its mental prison in the depths of his mind, and now, it had gotten out.

In an ideal scenario, he’d have run off to fight something, summoned a monster to challenge him, and lost himself in the flow of battle, until the issue returned to its prison simply by virtue of him no longer thinking about it. Not like there was anything he could do to change it.

Unless something catastrophic happened, he couldn’t run off yet. Not when history was being made right in front of his face.

Then, he noticed that Amy was about to take a drink and decided to get a little payback for the earlier comments.

“Anyway, like I said, I’ve been to the moon before. It’s a pain in the ass, moving around in lowered gravity, which is why I learned the ancient art of cracking rocks by falling into them, face first. And let me tell you, that took some doing while only weighing a sixth of what I normally do.”

Amy glared at him amid her coughing fit as her wine went down the wrong pipe. Of course, her magic let her contain the spray and prevented her from dousing the table in fermented grape juice, but she managed to cast a spell that would allow her to breathe liquid in time to prevent doing a spit take.

“Jokes aside, make sure you control yourselves in low gravity. I know I’ve told you guys this a million times before, but it’s important.

“When you try to handle increased Stats, you’ve usually got a million memories about how to properly handle yourself in your daily life. So you don’t have many problems unless you double a Stat in a single action.

“But you don’t know how to handle yourself in low gravity, you don’t have much experience, and we couldn’t squeeze in nearly as much practice in magically reduced gravity as we should have.”

“We know,” Raul said. “I’ll end up restoring the atmosphere a million times before people learn, Karl is going to have to keep fixing the impressions people’s faces leave in the walls and ceiling, and Patrick has to create a billion wards to save the base from human clumsiness.”

“So, have fun, we’ll visit once you’re done with the chaos.” Amy gave them a little wave.

Isaac was about to take a drink of his own wine when he realized it had mysteriously been transformed into vinegar when he hadn’t been looking. Hmm, whatever could have caused that? Sure, he might not be able to find a monster to fight, but messing around a little couldn’t hurt, could it?
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The launch itself was both an occasion of momentous importance and boring as hell.

People had given speeches once the wining and schmoozing was done with, the tables had been cleared from the tarmac with a wave of the organizer’s hand, the people moved behind a magical barrier that granted full view of the spaceship, and that was it. Ready for launch!

The spaceship itself was reminiscent of a standard space shuttle without external fuel tanks and booster rockets, but larger.

All the fuel was stored in extradimensional spaces that fit easily in the shuttle’s engines, while multiple additional enchantments messed with the mass of the shuttle, reducing it so the amount of thrust generated resulted in vastly greater acceleration than it would have in a purely physics-ruled universe. Of course, the only reason the shuttle could survive that was the fact that it was made from highly magical and durable materials.

The whole affair was also significantly bigger than a regular shuttle, about the size of a large passenger plane, but lacked external, detachable fuel tanks due to the more efficient energy sources. It didn’t need to provide space for luggage—everyone had that in their personal storage devices. It just needed to be big enough for people to spend a long while inside without getting on each other’s nerves.

People went on board, the bottom end of the shuttle belched fire, and they were off. Less spectacular the second time around, and less exciting than a big monster fight.

… Perhaps part of the issue was that Isaac was currently in a rather foul mood, he could admit that. But couldn’t the world throw him a bone here, an emergency serious enough that he could pretend he had to deal with it ASAP without it being dangerous?

But no, he had to put on a brave face and chat and discuss potential ideas for how to explore and/or exploit space.

Asteroid mining, tourism, perhaps even terraforming. He’d heard it all before, seen it, even done it in some cases. It wasn’t interesting, and it failed to serve as a distraction from his current state of grumpiness.

And then it eventually, finally, mercifully, ended, letting them leave without looking like party poopers.

Once they were out of sight of the rest of the homeward-bound crowd, they let their hair down. Isaac had taught each of them his clothing and armor re-equipping [Skill], which made switching to something less formal a cinch.

They said their goodbyes and were about to use various means of long-range travel to head off when their phones all rang.

The desired catastrophe … several hours too late.

Comfortable t-shirts and pants were replaced with combat attire in an instant, ranging from heavy armor to enchanted robes.

“Shit, this is something we have to deal with?” Bailey asked, already pulling out his phone. “Give me a second, I have to call Gabriel and cancel our date …”

“No worries,” Isaac told him, gesturing to the others. “We can handle this. Go have fun.”

While Bailey used his phone to arrange for one of the [Portal] users back at the university to come get him, Amy used hers to drop the remaining four of them as close to the problem as possible.

“So, what are we dealing with?” Elena asked.

“The Spire is an annoying structure-type summon designed to burn through cooldown [Skills] by adapting their bosses to the [Skills] used while people are fighting their way to the boss. You have to clear it several times in a row to fully beat it, but you only get loot the first time around. Every time you clear it, you reduce the monster wave that’ll get spat out six hours after the first summoning. But the strength of the monsters that come out is variable, and if you only clear the Spire once, you won’t have to deal with well-adapted monsters.

“Which means you can either take the chance to only clear it once while using all your [Skills], or you can clear it six times but you won’t always have your cooldown [Skills] available, which is very risky.

“In the end, a lot of people ended up taking a chance on being able to take the wave, which works out most of the time …”

“But when it fails, it fails big. Except they don’t know any of that, so they’re panicking and using the app to call for help from anyone who might listen,” Elena finished for him.

The alert app was an evolution of the various ones that had already been available, merged into one.

It had about a bazillion features, such as Rank verification so you’d only be messaged by stuff relevant to you or several versions of the emergency alerts ranging from “apocalypse imminent” to “some help sometime in the next hour would be great.”

In this case, the summoners in question had shared their current woes and now, people all over the world would know about the issue.

Isaac’s phone dinged again as he got the same alert through official channels. And another one.

… And a third one. He was on all sorts of messaging lists to avoid missing an issue, but when something like the Spire issue happened, it did tend to lead to an overabundance of alerts.

And why the hell couldn’t this have happened a few hours earlier and gotten him out of the gala?

As it turned out, Amy had been near the Spire’s summoning site before so she’d dropped them off so close it had taken them just a few minutes to reach it.

They were some of the first “reinforcements” there. Only those who’d already been in the area could have gotten there faster.

But it was already a shitshow. The original conquerors of the Spire were spread around the entrance, slumped on the ground, dead on their feet, generally radiating utter exhaustion, fear, and resignation.

Yet they were still arguing with several newcomers, not about the strategy going forward, but how the spoils were going to be shared.

The discussion basically boiled down to “We paid for the summoning materials, we get the lion’s share” vs “You fucked it up, we rushed over here, you deserve nothing.”

“Isaac, if I stay here to handle the idiot brigade, can you three deal with the Spire?” Elena asked, making sure to use the party’s communication channel to avoid insulting people where they could hear.

“We can definitely do one run, maybe two, but let’s pretend we’re just scouting out the place, because we’re not supposed to know it’s doable,” Isaac replied.

And two minutes later, Isaac had found someone who could create illusions and had [Skills] for bookkeeping and added him to the party. That way, Isaac could constantly provide information to the people outside and have it written down.

But even those two minutes were too long for him. He hadn’t done a Spire run in so long, and he desperately needed to be doing something productive that wasn’t dealing with people he’d rather forget even existed.

At least he managed to suppress his grin until he was out of sight.


VULTURE
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Despite the arguments going on outside, the rules for calling in help were clear. If you set off an emergency alert, the loot would be evenly distributed across all parties involved, and in case of disputes, the people who’d originally fucked up the situation would usually wind up with the short straw.

Of course, no one ever liked losing loot, so it was always a bit of a chore to enforce the rules despite them having been laid down in several international treaties.

Arguing was understandable, if annoying. Arguing while the clock was counting down to what might be Armageddon … that was a lot less ok.

But that was why Elena had stayed outside to crack some skulls.

The interior of the spire was a mess of broken masonry and twisted shards of metal, creatures rustling within the cover.

Creaking, clanking, the fingers-on-chalkboard sound of metal scraping against metal … the hairs on Isaac’s neck rose unbidden as the group advanced.

Normally, even with three S-Rankers involved, this first chamber was a dangerous place, to be approached with caution. With the current setup, that meant having the scout slightly ahead of the group, the mage raining down fire and the warrior protecting the mage.

Just a few months ago, this would have been dangerous to even them. But Isaac had leveled up during R’lyeh, and the others hadn’t been idle either.

They’d farmed the hell out of the Summer and Autumn Events, had truly masterwork gear created, and Isaac’s actions at the city of weirdness had earned him a significant amount of leeway when it came to [Raid Bosses].

He’d gone straight back to rapidly leveling after returning from R’lyeh, six months ago, and he’d hit Level 130 on November 16th, and along the way, he’d bought himself a nifty new [Skill]. He’d have bought it before getting [Lessons of History], but that other [Skill] had been just too useful for that specific situation.

[———]

The Meaning of the Name (legendary)

Two Titans.

Prometheus, the forethoughtful, and his brother, Epimetheus, whose name means afterthought.

One who is wise and perceptive, avoids mistakes, and traps before he trips straight into them. One whose hindsight might let him avoid making the same mistake twice, but by that point, the damage will already have been done. It should be clear which is the better thing to have.

This Skill grants its user the power held by the Titan that his Class is named after.  

Preternatural, nigh-absolute foresight, gained by boosting the user’s pattern recognition ability and mental celerity and temporarily granting them the ability to store all that information.

This process can be done subconsciously for short-term predictions, such as in combat, but anything longer term will both be more expensive and require active attention.

The efficacy of this Skill increases with the amount of information the user has access to, and may produce incorrect results if working off incorrect or incomplete data.

While this Skill does check the veracity of the user-provided info by checking it against all other available information, that is of limited use and may slow down the workings of this Skill if prioritized after the foresight itself or be of extremely limited usefulness if the predictions themselves are prioritized.

Cost: 20 mana per second for short-term predictions (combat), 50 mana per second for long-term predictions

If you also have Lessons of History, these Skills will work in concert to provide superior results for both and it will run subconsciously beside its sibling Skill.

[———]

When the first mechanical bird fell from the ceiling like the blade of a guillotine, he noticed it with his [Aura], and the vast sea of information he had about this enemy was channeled through [The Meaning of the Name].

Before, he’d just have intercepted it with a regular strike, aimed by his hands and eyes benefitting from a Perception Stat above 400.

Now though … a single Ka-Bar manifested in his hand before he threw it skywards while taking a single step to the side, preceding a crash when the bird smashed into the ground. His knife blade was stuck in its internals, having flown through a gap in the armor that had only existed for a split second while the construct was diving through the air.

More and more birds launched themselves at the human interlopers and fell from the skies, going inert before they could move more than a few meters.

Several clusters remained, steel feathers gleaming and ready to be launched in a devastating shotgun blast, but they were torn apart by a series of well-placed tornadoes. Powerful AOEs took a bit to prepare, but if you knew when you’d need to start channeling for optimal deployment, getting the timing down was a piece of cake.

Isaac didn’t even deal with the birds beyond the loners of the original wave. He was more focused on dealing with the tree-trunk-sized centipedes bursting from the ground ahead. Balmung carved through their copper-colored carapace as if it were paper, each single cut bisecting a dozen different vital systems.

Hacking and slashing, they advanced through the chamber. Isaac was in the front, bouncing around like the pinball he’d named his combat style after, with Amy following a few meters behind him, casually obliterating any enemies that dared to clump up. Arthur was next to her, with nothing to do. Yet.

The exit was easy enough to find, a door at the end of the chamber. Isaac kicked it open and dove through in an instant, avoiding a bladed whip that almost took his head off.

As Isaac dashed deeper inside the boss chamber, Arthur grabbed the whip and yanked, causing the monster to go flying.

He hadn’t done any damage in this chamber, so the monster hadn’t adapted to him. Heavy armor in a single sheet kept out Amy’s spells, a lack of openings for Isaac to exploit, whip-based armament that made dodging or blocking its attacks a pain in the ass.

There were a few tricks that let you deal with the Spire’s adaptations.

First, you could fight minions with your regular [Skills], then trash the bosses that were only prepared for your weakest attacks with your big finisher.

Second, you could only attack using part of your [Skill]set, then kill the boss with the other one. This was an option for Isaac, but his flames and [Compounded Impact] were mana hogs, and going that route would have taken too long.

Third, you could do what they’d done here: keep part of your team back just for killing the boss.

The first floor was cleared when Excalibur destroyed the monster’s final core, carving through the construct’s heavy armor even more easily than Isaac’s blade had destroyed the centipedes earlier.

That was one terrifying weapon.

Unlike most weapons, Excalibur did damage to other pieces of equipment based not on its physical sharpness, but the weight of history attached to the blade. In other words, in order to withstand its touch, an object needed to be decently well-known outside of a niche group. Historically important, the weapon that had taken a nobody to the third or even fourth Evolution.

Of course, while an object like the Rosetta stone might resist the blade’s “cut through basically anything” property, they also needed to resist the full physical might of a Level 130-ish melee fighter. The crossover between the groups of “insanely durable” and “important” was pretty small.

In fact, there were only a few weapons that qualified.

Isaac’s Balmung, Admiral Yi Sun Shin’s bow, wielded by one of his descendants, apparently someone had recently found Clarent, the only copy of Mimung that was currently in use, and, of course, Jingu Bang.

Perhaps there were a few others, somewhere out there, but there couldn’t be many. So basically, anything that found itself in Arthur’s range wasn’t getting away intact.

Floor two went by much as the first had. It was a series of rooms instead of one big chamber, but the general idea of “Isaac chops up the monster, Amy bombs areas, Arthur wrecks the boss” still worked.

Floor three, more of the same, for the most part at least. One big creature with two dozen whips, but with an addition of oil sprayers that almost caused Isaac to faceplant when he entered the chamber.

Arthur did slip, but he planted Excalibur into the ground, then used his grasp on its grip to fling himself at the monster and summoned the blade back into his hand at the moment of impact. By the time the monster had peeled him off, Amy had iced over the ground, creating a rough surface that allowed them to stand without slipping.

Floor four was where stuff got tricky.

The monsters were too tough for Isaac to casually hack apart, and there were no easy clumps for Amy to blow sky-high. Sure, their previous modus operandi still worked, but it was a little too slow for Isaac’s taste.

So they switched it up. Isaac charged ahead, doing whatever damage he could in passing, while Amy flung orbs of compressed air into the newly created openings, and the monsters exploded from the inside. Anything that survived the pair of them fell to Excalibur.

The fourth boss faced them with a decentralized control nexus to protect against Excalibur and heavily armored internals against Amy’s air orbs, but it had the exhaust pipes, gaps in the armor for improved freedom of movement, and all the various things the previous bosses had removed to deal with Isaac.

Sure, this thing was faster than its predecessors, but he knew what it would do before it did. With his knowledge of monsters and how they fought, and with [Lessons of History] constantly gathering more information every time the monster did move, that advantage was only going to grow.

A single wave of his hand sent a wave of Ka-Bars flying at it, and he barely even had to use [Remote Wielding] to adjust their trajectory as they flew through the gaps in the armor, then ignited with the flames of a solar dragon once they lodged somewhere important.

The boss had begun to fall before they’d even entered its room.

And then, they reached the top floor, which was just one gigantic boss chamber, surrounding the core that served as the Spire’s heart. A titanic orb, ten meters across, filled with intricate machinery and wrapped in heavy armor, connected to the floor and ceiling by a series of rune-covered cables.

Ludicrously powerful cooling systems ensured that it would not overheat while a series of portals allowed the core to safely influence the outside world.

That would have been bad enough on its own, but countless floating orbs that projected force fields would be running interference, and countless more that had a series of blades orbiting them would be attempting to slice them to ribbons.

The whole affair wasn’t classified as anything other than a regular monster, but it was easily the equivalent of a Tier 7 [Raid Boss].

Amy’s [Telekinetic Rending Storm] was a nasty AOE that created a pair of overlapping whirlwinds containing telekinetic blades, one rotating clockwise, the other counterclockwise. If something got caught in there, it was only coming out in pieces.

With the storm blocking the orbs’ main approach, Isaac and Arthur only had to defend a pair of narrow approaches on either side of the spell.

Sparks flew as floating blades scraped off Arthur’s armor while a dozen shield orbs flew in close, blocking his strikes at his arms. They’d tried to block Excalibur directly, which had gone predictably poorly.

But they were also utterly unable to damage the knight, which meant that side of the storm was handled.

Isaac lacked his friend’s defenses, but he had his own tricks.

A dozen floating blades danced through the air in a carefully controlled pattern, bouncing off a dozen flying enemy weapons in a single swing, knocking the attacks off target.

The shield orbs were a pain, though. [True Cut] was too expensive to use on all of them, [Sundering Strike] worked best against physical armor, and burning through the shields would have gotten real expensive, real fast.

The first [Telekinetic Rending Storm] was thrown forwards, into the crowd of reinforcements, and it was rapidly replaced by a new one, while a hail of [Magic Missiles] hammered most of the remaining blade spheres.

And then, a third one tore across the intervening space, obliterating the enemy swarm with impunity.

It was then that the core began to intervene directly. Where before, it had been content to assemble its spherical minions and teleport them into the chamber, it now began to glow with power, mana flowing along the cables that held it and flooding the room.

The elemental detonations numbered in the dozens at first, then the hundreds as the core’s power carved runes into the walls, floor, and ceiling, then overloaded the sigils to produce short-lived yet incredibly destructive effects.

Tongues of flame were brushed away with casual ease, ice melted by conjured hellfire, lightning deflected by suddenly appearing two-handed swords as Isaac began to counter the onslaught.

Hundreds of attacks were blocked, rendered useless by his fire resistance, and burned out of the air, but dozens still made it through.

A glob of acid cost him most of his left boot before he used [Fully Geared] to swap it out for one not currently being eaten by the incredibly caustic fluid. His shoulder was rendered useless for the five or so seconds it took to melt the ice that had frozen it solid. Flames blinded him for a crucial moment, allowing a wind blade to carve a deep gash into his chest.

But those small victories were to be the last the core had.

Now that she wasn’t spamming crowd control spells, Amy was free to unleash her full arcane might against their foe.

All members of Professor Bailey’s team had been offered the [System Researcher] [Class] for their first Evolution. Three of them had taken it.

Raul had left that path as soon as he could, realizing that, while he was good with magic and studying its depths, it wasn’t where his path really lay and had switched to a more druidic path, becoming one of the greatest nature mages in the world.

Patrick, meanwhile, had gone all in on the academic parts of his [Class], forging countless spells for any and all situations, each a masterpiece that would no doubt be taught in classrooms for decades to come, should he choose to make them publicly available.

Amy, on the other hand, had gone the exact opposite way. No hard rules, no carefully balanced spell patterns for her, just mana, experience, and determination. She’d been a [Spellweaver Savant], connected to the very essence of magic. And then, Isaac had given her one of the Aspects dropped by the Heart of Madness, a Tier 7 [Raid Boss], which she’d absorbed before her fourth Evolution. Combined with all her other achievements, it had given her the [Manaborne Spellweaver] [Class] and [Homo sapiens magia] race.

[Freeform Magic], [Forceful Spell], [Arcane Overcharge] were the first boosting [Skills] she used, taking mere milliseconds to do so. More followed, each activated so quickly that even Isaac had trouble following what she was doing. He did recognize the final piece that slid into place, maybe a tenth of a second after she’d started, one that turned the already immensely powerful spell construct into something greater than the sum of its parts.

[Spellwoven Gestalt].

The core of the Spire, functionally immovable, weighing hundreds of tons, was incredibly durable and very hard to move.

… Amy’s spell punched it clean from its rightful place, slammed it into the opposite wall so hard that even the nigh-indestructible material the Spire was made from cracked, and when the core fell back to the ground with a clank, picked it right back up and did it again. And again. And a few more times for good measure.

After a full seven impacts, Amy had blown through most of her mana, but the core was basically scrap metal at that point.

Technically “functional” by the barest of margins, as in, the only reason Isaac didn’t consider it fully destroyed was the lack of a kill notification.

But if hitting hard were all [Spellwoven Gestalt] did, it would have been a rather disappointing fourth Evolution legendary central [Skill], wouldn’t it?

Each echo of the spell ripped into the monster’s body and further tore open existing rents, massively increasing the already borderline-catastrophic damage it had suffered. .

Then the second wave of echoes, triggered from the largest internal damage points, was both so weak as to be practically nonexistent and utterly superfluous. Shrapnel bounced off the barrier she’d conjured.

And that was that, no more [Raid Boss]-equivalent.

“No proper loot,” Amy grumbled, making the nearest metal shard float into her hand. “Is this stuff useful?”

“It breaks up a few minutes after the monster is killed,” Isaac said, shaking his head. “The Spire is a dick like that. Let’s see if Elena’s made any headway outside.”

They left through the exit portal that had appeared on the far wall, coming into a place that was both more and less chaotic than they’d left.

Sure, the original group was waiting in an orderly formation, but a lot of new arrivals were raising hell.

It took a full five seconds for the first person to notice their return.

“Holy shit, they cleared it,” someone whispered, but for the most part, the pandemonium continued.

Isaac pressed his hands together and created a sudden, incredibly hot flame between them, superheating what little air was there. It exploded out from between his palms with a sound like a gunshot, making everyone jump in surprise or fright.

He jerked a thumb at the entrance. “We cleared the Spire, it’s ready for the next group. We’ve collected a full profile of the creatures inside and passed it on to that guy, he’ll be passing out a bestiary in a few minutes. I’ve still got a couple of cooldown [Skills] left and I’ll be accompanying the next group. So, who wants to go inside?”

The next group went in, and he held back for a bit, wanting to avoid gathering ire by hogging all the XP. But it rapidly became clear that the rest of the group, while enthusiastic, wasn’t quite up to snuff. They’d probably have cleared the place, but not without taking casualties, potentially even fatalities.

He still didn’t kill everything, but he did a lot more than he’d done before. [Compounded Impact] in particular was a wonderful anti-boss move.

And as for the core, it ate an [I Am The Sword]. It was a very durable object, so tough that, instead of breaking when he impacted, it was pushed away, tearing free from its moorings.

For the briefest second, it was sandwiched between him and the wall, being crushed, until it slid out, the massive ball of death ricocheting across the chamber.

Then, it took two dozen cooldown [Skills] on the nose and at least a few slipped through the cracks in the armor.

Now that they had an excuse to know all about the Spire’s inner workings, Isaac and Elena were able to create a perfect series of groups, complete with divisions as to who should engage the minions, who should engage the boss, and what set of abilities would work best against the core.

The runs went well from that point onwards, but then, the argument over loot started. Urgh.

Elena cleared that up with a couple of thorough dressing-downs.

The fact that there was so little loot meant that most people had soured on the idea of summoning another Spire and they headed home.

Amy was heading to London and Arthur had to hoof it from there to Camelot while she stayed in the city.

Isaac and Elena headed to Germany, dealing with both some more logistical stuff that hadn’t been appropriate for a gala and exploring the city together.


INTERLUDE MOON
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“You know, I’ve been thinking, is magic still supernatural?” Patrick asked.

“It’s magic, isn’t it supernatural by its very nature?” Raul asked while tossing a piece of jerky into the air for his pet dragon, currently in teacup size, to gobble up.

“Yea—” Karl began to agree, then paused. “What definition of supernatural are you using? Some say that anything beyond the laws of science, that cannot be properly understood, is supernatural. But I include magic in my calculations all the time. Some of it, anyway.”

He shrugged. “Ask me again in a hundred years, when we’ve definitively figured out whether we can scientifically define everything about it.”

“There’s also another definition, which says the supernatural is everything not following the laws of nature,” Raul said, gesturing at their surroundings. “There’s nothing natural about this shuttle. Magic is making it work, and the laws of physics are crying in the corner.”

“Is magic unnatural, though?” Patrick challenged. “It’s a part of reality now.”

“Or you could say it just got tacked on by whatever created the [System].” Karl shrugged.

“Think about it, we had the world work one way, with science explaining a lot, and for the stuff no one understood, it was something to figure out later. But what about all the myths, the urban legends, the cryptids? What if magic was still there, but at a low level, the stuff that got dismissed by the scientific community?”

“You’re talking about a whole lot of hypotheticals we can’t prove one way or the other,” Karl pointed out.

“But what if it always was there, at low levels, just suppressed?” Patrick responded. He was, of course, referring to the fact that they knew magic used to be around and was removed by the gods, but he couldn’t exactly say that out loud, now could he?

“Does it really matter, though?” Karl asked. “We can sort of understand and categorize magic, but do you have any idea how often I’ve run into situations where the laws of physics hold water with everything but the part I use magic for?”

“Do gravity, the strong force, the weak force, and electromagnetism all have the same rules, or do they each have their own, with a few being shared, that together make up the laws of physics?”

Karl suddenly frowned. “So you’re saying that we should include magic as a fifth fundamental force? Electromagnetism, gravity, strong and weak forces, and the arcane?”

“Why not? It’s certainly fundamental enough,” Patrick said. “It’ll take a while to convince the physicists of that, but …”

The whole argument was well thought out, but looooong.

“Is that what you think about when you don’t have anything to do?” Karl asked and Patrick nodded. “I just think about what cool tricks I can pull with my new powers.”

“You know, this is another one of those ‘Is water wet’ kind of arguments that really has no right answer and only depends on which definition you want to quibble about,” Raul pointed out, then returned his attention to his pets. He wasn’t going to engage, now that he’d figured out where this was going to go, which was nowhere. He wanted to do something other than take part in a futile discussion all the way to the moon.
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Most people in Karl’s situation would have been rubbing their hands with glee. They’d have looked like the stereotypical mad scientist and not inspired a whole lot of confidence in their work.

Sure, what he was about to do was indescribably awesome, but that didn’t mean he had to look like a lunatic in the process.

His mech manifested around him before he phased through the wall of the shuttle and gently dropped to the surface of the moon. Isaac had given all of them Aspects that dropped their need for air down to the bare minimum, so just holding his breath was enough to last him for almost half an hour. But who wouldn’t use a mech when the perfect occasion presented itself?

It unfolded further as the space became available, rising up to a full four meters in height. Muscles made from fibers that could lift the weight of a cargo ship at a millimeter of thickness. Armor plates that could shrug off hell- and dragonfire. Additional manipulators with sufficient fine control that they could manually assemble the most modern microchips in the middle of a hurricane. Thrusters that could enhance the weight of the expelled propellant as he fed mana into them, letting him reach hypersonic speed in short order. A scanner suite that had most labs beat.

Of course, it was more than just the world’s most advanced scientific multitool. A Demonlord Blood-powered cannon could pop out of his arm at the drop of a hat. It wasn’t quite as powerful as the car-sized, single-use assembly he created against [Raid Bosses], but it still hit like a meteor.

However, none of those were what really made it tick; that honor went to the part that was soulbound to him.

[Any Tool, Anytime, Anywhere]. It looked like an unnaturally liquid glob of steel that could shapeshift into anything he needed, but this went beyond mere hammers, screwdrivers, and gun frames.
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By molding part of the mass to be nonconductive, having it line thin “circuits” that had become superconductive, he could essentially create a constantly changing and adapting supercomputer that outright ignored most issues that came with miniaturization. Figuring out how to make it work had taken, quite frankly, forever, and he’d probably taken up 90 percent of the university computer engineering department’s time while working on it, but it worked. It worked, and the one-cubic-meter machine was on par with most server farms.

And, of course, all his various material-reinforcing and tech-controlling [Skills] flowed through every fiber of this construct, taking it well beyond what its physical properties dictated.

Obviously, none of that was, strictly speaking, needed here. He’d have been just fine going out in his pajamas, but who would do that?

When Karl’s feet touched the ground, he sank into the rock up to his knees, firmly anchoring him to the moon’s soil.

The [Aura of the Limitless Engineer] at work. He could infuse it into something to directly manipulate that object, to put himself inside it and work it on as precise a level as was needed.

When working on a scale as large as, well, the moon, that mostly meant ensuring he wasn’t tossed around when applying his powers.

[Visualize Creation] overlaid the plans that had been drawn up months ago onto the ground, then [Geokinesis] let him shape the rock as though it were just clay, creating a wireframe model that would have shattered under its own weight in seconds if it hadn’t been for his [Structural Reinforcement].

That took him around fifteen minutes, so he let go of his current breath and took another from the air tank clipped to his waist.

Now that he had a basis to work from, the real work could begin.

His personal storage space, the [Class]-based [Personal Warehouse], had been utterly stuffed with the needed materials before coming here, and a veritable flood of material poured out.

Doorframes thickened and the groves to attach the prebuilt airlocks to added themselves autonomously. Silicates transformed into aerogel mid-vacuum, one of the world’s best non-magical insulators clicking into place before moon-rock flowed over it.

Chunks of the ground began to refine themselves into raw metals, which were then combined with the trace materials he added from his storage, forming vastly superior alloys.

Mere seconds later the freshly manifested metal shaped itself into the required parts, reinforcing the new building wherever it was needed.

More rock flowed over the top of the building to create the ceiling, which was immediately transmuted into solid crystal. A window with an unmatchable view, but vastly tougher.

Overhead, yet another person had to be rescued, having accidentally launched themselves into the sky with their enhanced Stats. With a lot of the lower-leveled people, that usually left them flying through the air in a long, shallow arc that ended in a huge plume of dust. Embarrassing, and the spacesuit usually needed some repairs afterward, but with no consequences beyond that.

But if you launched yourself away at almost escape velocity, returning to Luna firma would take forever and there was no guarantee that they’d manage to make it back without jetting off for a second time.

Therefore, the poor astronauts with their superb space-maneuvering capabilities were going to be on rescue duty for the foreseeable future.

Thankfully, Karl had a very good excuse for why he didn’t have to deal with that.

“How’s it going?” Raul asked as he stepped next to Karl. The ranger wasn’t wearing a spacesuit, or any kind of protective equipment, just a pair of shorts with a utility belt and a short-sleeved t-shirt.

Perks of having a [Skill] that made the area around him perfectly suitable for his habitation. A too-high temperature cooled, a lack of gravity compensated for with magic, that sort of stuff was easy enough. But it also extended to a complete lack of gravity and even eldritch beings altering the fundamental laws of reality, which allowed him to walk his dinosaur on the surface of the friggin moon as if it were a normal park.

“Well,” Karl said as another room was completed, “all the rooms with ceilings already put in are ready to be pressurized. The biodomes will take a bit longer.”

“Ok,” Raul said and ensured that the rooms were fully habitable, then came out a mere thirty seconds later. “I’m going to look at the Apollo landing site. Do you need me for something else?”

Karl shook his head.

“Call me if you need me,” Raul told him and headed off into the distance, a dinosaur riding on his shoulder, a chihuahua-sized dragon bounding around his feet. The whole scene felt almost eerie, the lack of an atmosphere to diffuse the sunlight meaning that the illumination seemed blindingly harsh.
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A few hours later, Karl walked through the newly built and pressurized base, doing a final check. He hadn’t quite figured out the trick to moving around in one-sixth gravity, but that didn’t matter. [Structural Reinforcement] was set to strengthen any wall he came near, which meant he wouldn’t do any damage even if he were ricocheting off the walls and ceiling at every possible chance.

… Which he was. Relearning every movement was a bitch. He was getting better, slowly, as was everyone else, but right now, the chaos at the moon base could pass for a Three Stooges skit.

It would be funny … if it wasn’t his job to fix everything that got broken.


STEPPING UP YOUR GAME
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There were advantages and disadvantages to having a pair of 8-year-olds around.

On one hand, they certainly livened up the place.

On the other, they tended to require a lot of attention even when they weren’t the human reincarnation of a pair of tornadoes. And not the kind that blew through the American Midwest by the hundreds every year, mind you. No, the kind that showed up once a century and resulted in devastation that was in the news for days.

Tanja and Viktoria Thoma were … a lot. Blond, adorable little bundles of energy that would have probably gotten themselves badly injured a dozen times over doing reckless stuff if they hadn’t had a literal kindergarten teacher for a mother.

Just last night, they’d begged Isaac to throw them into the lake he used for aquatic summoning as hard as he could.

… That would have landed the pair in the ER under the best of circumstances, so he’d not done so.

Still, when their parents had asked whether he could look after them for a week while they went on a couple’s trip, he’d gladly agreed. As useful as his home out in the boonies was, it got lonely.

“Come on Isaac, let’s use the portal!” Tanja begged as she ran alongside him. “Just this once?”

“Aw, do we really have to go to school?” Viktoria asked from his other side. “Let’s go to London!”

In hindsight, using [Continent Strider’s] portal to have dinner in far-off locations might have been a mistake.

Sure, the portal’s cost scaled with how long it would have taken him to travel there without it, which meant that a mere thirty-kilometer hop to their school was all but free, but there was an issue with that.

Namely, every time he opened another portal on the same day, the cost doubled, and he still needed his long-range jumps to get to work.

In the end, they reached a good compromise. One of his sisters sat on each shoulder, he made sure to hold them there tightly and flew to the school, balancing on Old Reliable in its largest form.

They’d asked him to do that before, but that had been during the early days of the [System], and it would have been very attention-drawing then.

Now though, it was merely out of the ordinary.

He landed lightly a few meters away from the traffic jam that was the school’s entrance, dropped the twins off, and was about to go to work, when he spotted their homeroom teacher.

Or at least that was what she was pretending to be. In reality, she was some manner of government operative, officially tasked with protecting the twins as the close relatives of an S-Ranker.

On one hand, that was a good thing, as Isaac could not protect his family twenty-four-seven, no matter how many precautions he took.

On the other hand, having a spy hanging around the most vulnerable members of his family could be taken as a threat, couldn’t it?

Which was why he’d made it abundantly clear what would happen if he caught even the slightest inkling of a problem.

He was a good ally, at the moment, but he’d be a terrible enemy. And considering how famous he was, any issues would be loud, public, and likely expose several dirty secrets..

The teacher flinched when he poked her with his [Aura] and gave a jaunty wave. Clearly, she hadn’t forgotten how he’d casually seen through her cover without even trying.

But that small reminder was all he was going to do. Up until now, the whole thing had been played straight.

[Continent Strider] activated and dropped him off a fair distance to the north of his position, something that would have taken him half an hour to walk.

It was a testament to how normal long-range teleportation to this place was that the soldiers manning the teleportation port didn’t even jump when he suddenly popped out of thin air.

Isaac pulled out his ID and passed it to the pair.

“Have you read and fully comprehended the list written on the wall to the left of the booth?” one of them asked.

Isaac looked at it. The long, long series of statements that basically boiled down to “I’m not a scammer, I’m not pretending to be anyone else, I don’t have bad intentions, this is my real ID” hadn’t changed since yesterday.

“Yes,” he said.

“Can you truthfully make every statement written on it?”

“Yes.”

“Welcome, Dr. Thoma,” the guard said and returned the ID. “Good luck today.”

The teleportation port was a concrete room the size of your average house with a [Skill] on it that attracted all incoming teleports within ten kilometers. Anyone trying to invade Germany’s [Raid Boss]-murdering arena that way would be in for a rough surprise.

As he left it, he headed down an armored corridor, which took the concept of “killing ground” to absurd heights. Even among S-Rankers, there were few who could fight their way in through this corridor.

And after two hybrid [Classes] that weren’t fully focused on combat, that lofty designation was one Isaac had barely been holding onto.

For one, the advantage of his future knowledge allowed him to still fight at a point beyond what the numbers on his status sheet would suggest.

In addition, while his hybrid [Classes] had fewer overall combat [Skills], but they’d still given him quite a few good ones, among them several powerful passives, which he could use freely, without paying mana.

He might not quite have the full versatility of various powerful active attack [Skills], but most of the ones he did have were highly flexible, like [Legendary Blow] and [Divine Fire].

And when it came to applying his knowledge, flexibility was king.

Besides, he was only twenty Levels away from his fifth Evolution, and he couldn’t think of anything that would convince him to not pick a proper combat [Class], firmly cementing himself as an S-Ranker.

And until then, well, he could enjoy the advantages of his current set of abilities.

During the R’lyeh-clusterfuck, [Legacy of a True Warrior] had evolved to passively teach the related [Skills] to anyone he fought alongside, if they shared his goal.

Which meant that he’d been able to quite handily convince the Bundeswehr to set him up with a group of soldiers that all wanted to, eventually, save the world.

R’lyeh had also been the single purest piece of evidence as to how well he could lead people against a [Raid Boss].

There’d been no military officers above him, no others he’d had to run his plans by, just him throwing a group of random people against a Tier 7 [Raid Boss] and winning.

And now, he was fighting a [Raid Boss] a day for a month straight, without needing to arrange everything for months in advance.

Isaac had finally reached the end of the corridor, walked another fifty meters, and entered the main arena.

What used to be a concrete island with a slightly raised ring on the outside to prevent the gore and viscera from flowing into the ocean had turned into a full arena, a kilometer across, vast metal walls rising almost a hundred meters into the sky, with monofilament net covering the top. The wire was enchanted with a nasty array of cutting magic that would slice and dice anything that touched it while up there, but if it ever tore and fell, or was blasted out and went off-island, the magic would be dispelled to avoid accidents.

It. Was. Perfect.

“What’s on the docket today?” Oberst Gram asked. He’d been transferred here once the facility had been finished since he’d worked together with the researchers so often in the past.

Of course, he already knew the answer to his own question, Isaac had submitted his plans ahead of time so proper preparations could be made.

Usually, Isaac had gone for monsters whose materials would later be turned into high-Level gear. He hadn’t been a crafter in the other timeline and hadn’t had access to all the great recipes. But what he did have was the bills. He’d been in charge of logistics and finances, which meant that whenever a high-Level piece of equipment had been ordered, he’d gotten a full breakdown of what the crafter needed.

And now, it was just a matter of gathering all those materials, tossing them at Stagmer, and asking, “What would you like to make out of that?”

Today, though, the source of an entire school of enchantments was going to fall beneath his blades.

The Sanguine Monarch.

That name could have meant a lot of different things, been interpreted in a lot of different ways, but almost everyone could agree that this monster would have something to do with blood, and was probably a vampire.

Countless preparations had been made.

Not having the rest of the team here meant that he had less magical firepower, but that’s what technology was for.

Karl wasn’t here to construct a hellcannon, but a single-use, demon-blood-powered artillery piece controlled by an artillery officer immune to any weapons he operated, even when they blew up, could somewhat replace his contribution.

Not having a dragon, Patrick, Amy, or Raul also hurt, but another four cannons sort of compensated for their absence. These weapons were beyond expensive to maintain, and building them strong enough to work against [Raid Bosses] made them somewhat unstable. They always burned themselves out when fired, but sometimes, they outright exploded, which was why they were weapons of last resort, but they were powerful enough that that was worth it.

Alchemical desiccant had been spread out across the arena as the monster’s name indicated liquid-based attacks at the very least, if not an outright liquid form, which meant the powder should inflict a fair deal of damage.

A dozen variations on the battleplan against the Sanguine Monarch had been written and distributed, and together, they covered every point they needed to.

Elite soldiers equipped with gear that perfectly complemented their [Skills], including the ones Isaac had taught.

All in all, it should go decently well. Not so great that it looked like he’d known about everything ahead of time, but not so badly that it would cost him this opportunity.

It took another half hour for the final checks to be done, but then, they finally got on with the summoning.

A baleful red light shone from the runic circle, putting everyone on edge. Then, it shut off, leaving everyone looking at each other in confusion for a few seconds, until the vampire itself flashed into view.

Heavy weapons came to life, cannons that normally served as the main guns on destroyers and frigates roared to life, each capable of firing up to a hundred 12 kg shells every minute.

Almost all of them had already fired by the time the first projectile tore off the vampire’s left arm and the whole bloody monster exploded.

A bloody fog spread to cover the ground, fatal to anyone under Level 50, not that anyone was sufficiently stupid to be close enough to get caught in it.

More and more body parts flew through the air, hitting the ground and sprouting, until almost a hundred times the monster’s original volume was spreading out across the summoning area.

Wherever the fog touched the desiccant they’d spread ahead of time, it vanished, and several flesh globs withered and died, but plenty more survived.

The guns, which had fallen silent when the first enemy had apparently self-destructed, came back to life.

Too late. The monster’s constituent parts began to grow. Some of the ones on the outside threw up massive folds of skin that stood up without any obvious support and blocked the artillery.

Crimson apparitions leaped from other bits, blood shaped into deadly monsters sent into the surrounding crowd of people, only connected to their sources by a thin string of red. At least they’d absorbed most of the fog.

Yet others glowed with arcane light, empowering all nearby “nodes” and enhancing their growth, creating a labyrinth of flesh, blood, and magic.

“Go after the enhancing ones first, don’t use offensive cooldown [Skills], barrier-generating nodes are targets of opportunity,” Isaac ordered, then charged.

The moment he crossed the perimeter, the outside world vanished, leaving him alone in a labyrinth of blood and death, walking across a disgustingly fleshy ground.

Of course, the party network let him know what was going on outside, but it was still creepy as fuck.

Hellfire gathered around him and blew across the field, wiping out dozens of nodes, but thousands remained.

More and more flames burst from him, smashing prime targets and reducing the monster’s eventual strength, yet with every hit, all remaining bits grew a little more resistant to what had destroyed the rest.

Flying swords shredded the empowering nodes, gunfire destroyed the weakened barrier nodes, and the naval guns reaped a bloody harvest while a few people focused on keeping away the apparitions.

They were doing good, but not great.

“Use the Barrage Suits!” Isaac ordered.

The “Barrage Suit” was yet another way that the instant re-equipping [Skill] he taught could be abused.

It was just a set of armor, designed to have the maximum possible number of flat surfaces that runes could be engraved on, forming dozens of single-use spell diagrams. The whole affair would self-destruct in short order if it had been kept in the real world, but protected in the [Skill], it could last basically forever, until you wanted to whip it out as a titanic “fuck you” to everyone around you.

… It had taken less than five minutes for it to receive the nickname “Der Mittelfinger.”

The suits they had here were, of course, designed to not target humans, which allowed them to be used with impunity.

Every human in range looked like they’d exploded into a rainbow of color, shredding hundreds of nodules.

Another thirty seconds later, Isaac called for a retreat as the monster had begun pulling itself back together.

Several soldiers were limping, others looked like they’d spent a week in the desert with barely anything to drink, there were even a few missing limbs, but no one was dead. Good.

The Sanguine Monarch’s third and final form stood ten meters tall, pale grey flesh stretching its skeleton, a pair of wings made up of bloody vapor and bone fragments floating through the air behind it.

It looked scary, sure, but it had only adapted to basic firearms, a billion different spells they wouldn’t be able to use again anyway, blades, nothing they needed badly.

With a single beat of its wings, the monster flung itself skywards, stopping just underneath the deadly net, and the next blew them almost completely apart, bone fragments and drops of crystalized blood blasting through the arena.

A shield of flame obliterated anything that came near it, but countless more hit, even taking out several of the guns.

The worst injuries were teleported away as the medics intervened, thankfully, but the damage was still bad.

And then, the monster launched itself at the closest people in a single incredibly quick movement, claws flashing through the air, trailing crimson droplets as they were withdrawn while its wings continued to wrap it and its victim in a storm of deadly projectiles.

Before it could finish the job, Isaac slammed into it, [I Am The Sword] active, a Vitruvian Man pose maximizing the contact area and reducing the impact’s penetrative power. Instead of being cut apart, the monster was flung backward, bodily crashing into the far wall and staying there long enough that the guns finally got a bead on it again.

A few hundred shells had torn holes into the Sanguine Monarch’s body, but it snapped its wings to unleash another blast of bone fragments as it launched itself at Isaac, once again escaping the guns’ sights.

Normally, all the blood on the battlefield would have been swirling around as deadly blades and life-sucking fog … except it was currently reduced to a crusty mess on the floor, bonded with the desiccant they’d spread about the place.

It was met with a barrage of spells and gunfire but bulled its way through, heedless of injuries.

[Phantom Step] teleported Isaac out of the way of a claw slash, a fully empowered [Legendary Blow] to the knee hobbling the monster before he was forced to retreat to avoid yet another wingstorm.

Half a dozen flying daggers backed by [Compounded Impact] took out the other leg and it collapsed to its knees, allowing the guns to unleash a constant stream of fire into its chest.

The flying weapons snapped back into place on its back, now that it was forced to use them for mobility.

“Hellcannon B and E, fire at its chest,” Isaac ordered.

Twin streams of fire hammered into the monster’s chest from both the front and back, meeting in the middle as they tore through it.

The Sanguine Monarch froze for a brief moment before it exploded into a frenzy. It was still very badly injured, but also the embodiment of every saying about not cornering a wild animal.

Isaac got ready to charge in again, hoping to take advantage of his precognition to evade the barrage of strikes.

Unfortunately, Gram was faster.

“[MOVE]!”

A [Skill] to clear a crowd to allow emergency personnel through, a [Skill] to royally fuck over enemy formations, a [Skill] to fling singular enemies into stuff that could badly injure them. Like the net of slicing and dicing that covered the arena.

… bad idea. Really bad idea.

[Raid Boss] drops had a brief moment of invulnerability after the monster that dropped it died to avoid them getting destroyed before the finishing attack had petered out, but it really was brief.

The Sanguine Monarch’s badly damaged, hell, shredded, body slammed into the net and flew out the top as slabs of meat, then came back down as even smaller cubes as it fell back through. Small issue, the small folder that had formed amidst its remains also hit the net and was reduced to scraps.

“Scheiße noch eins,” Isaac muttered, then directed some soldiers with a logistics background to gather them up. Collecting resources, even when they’d been scattered across hundreds of square meters by, say, a plane crash, should have been right in their wheelhouse.

“Please get in contact with the police CSIs, maybe acquaintances in the intelligence community. Someone has got to have an un-shredding [Skill]. What about …” Isaac began to ask when Gram walked out of one of the bunkers that lined the arena.

“I’ll handle it. You wouldn’t believe what happens to the paperwork sometimes.”

“I also don’t think I want to know,” Isaac responded flatly.

One minute later, every scrap of paper had been gathered, cleaned of viscera, and restored to its proper form as a spell-booklet.

Isaac thumbed through it, ooh-ing and ah-ing at all the right places.

“This is part of an enchantment system, and it says that there’s a full set we can acquire if we kill more of these,” Isaac said.

“Clean up the mess, get you one for your training arena [Skill], and then keep killing them until we’ve got the full set?” Gram asked.

“I have to be home at five,” Isaac reminded him “If we’re not done until then, we’ll have to see if we can get some on tomorrow’s schedule as well.”

“Sure.”
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Eight hours later, they had a complete book, which Isaac was taking with him while a copy remained with Gram. He’d also gained five Aspects of the Sanguine Monarch, which would be handed out to worthy bearers. His deal with the Bundeswehr stated that these people couldn’t be criminals, foreign agents, and the like, but it wasn’t as if he wanted to empower those kinds of people anyway.

He reached the portal room and in a single step, crossed the distance to Munich. There, he bought three giant pretzels and several Weißwürste for dinner, then marched to his sisters’ school the old-fashioned way. You know, superspeed and a magic power that exponentially increased his travel speed when he wasn’t engaged in combat.

School was five minutes from being let out when he arrived, so he settled in to wait and looked at his phone when he noticed someone approaching him.

“Good afternoon, Dr. Thoma, could I bother you for a moment of your time?”

“Am I going to like the topic?” Isaac asked snidely. Having someone wait for him at his sisters’ school, even for something nonviolent, was not putting him in a charitable mood.

“Well, I represent the Aurum-Sack Conglomerate, and I was curious about your thoughts on companies summoning [Raid Bosses]. It would be an immensely profitable venture, for us as well as your own company, Akashic Industries, yet legislation continues to be written that blocks any attempts to do so.”

“You mean, why would the meanies in power prevent you from summoning a monster that often requires a nuclear response?” Isaac asked. “Moral issues aside, why would you want to risk the legal repercussions? You can probably figure out what the Bundeswehr built to fight them, create equal preparations, and maybe, we can talk.”

“But that would cost billions,” the man practically whined.

“And most people would consider human lives to be priceless,” Isaac responded and walked off, muttering under his breath once he’d made sure there was only one person nearby with the Perception to hear him.

“Mrs. Miller, if you’re half the spy you seem to be, you heard that little conversation. I think we both know that someone ambushing me here is a crossed line and the sort of thing you should be dealing with. I’m not asking you or your superiors to use extralegal means, but I do think a little look-see into their closet is in order, don’t you?”

It took a bit, but eventually, the lesson she was teaching finished, and she gave her answer. “Sure thing.”


INTERLUDE MONKEY KING
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Sun Wukong was bored, and that was never a good thing, not for him, and not for anyone sharing his zip code.

He danced over the clouds, his regalia glittering in the sunlight.

When he’d gained his [Class], [Heir to the Intelligent Stone Monkey], he’d gained so many things, this outfit among them.

He’d also decided to ditch his old name, the one the stuck-up people who thought they were the boss of him knew. The kind that was only spoken fully when he was getting yelled at.

Really, this was the single best thing that had ever happened to him … well, at least if he counted this as a part of the [System], because that day had been when he’d begun to shed his shackles, to gain freedom.

… And then, when the people who thought they were in charge had tried to assert their control, he’d resisted and ended up kicked out of his home nation. No matter what his problems had been with that place, being forced to leave had stung. Not to mention that now, there was no one who would actually fight him without his directly picking that fight.

Ugh, boredom was the wo-orst. Seriously, what was he supposed to do? Not like there were a whole lot of big bad monsters around for him to test himself against. And his mana pool was too small to summon anything worth fighting.

[———]

Dragon (Tier 7) has been summoned near your location.

Summon Location: Barren Field (17 km away, south by southwest)

[———]

Ooh, that looked like fun.

[———]

The treaty of Seoul states that an unleashed [Raid Boss] may be fought without the use of nuclear armaments, should sufficient forces be present.

Local military leaders have concurred that this is the case and thereby invoked the treaty’s support functionality.

Merely by deciding to support this endeavor, you will receive the following benefits:

Automatic addition to command-and-control network for as long as you fight to destroy the [Raid Boss]

Minimum 10,000 XP gained from battle

+10 to all physical Stats during the battle.

[———]

And now everything was set up under the control of some treaty. Eh, not like that was going to interfere with his fight. Gatekeeping [Raid Bosses] with a mana cost was so annoying!

[———]

First Lieutenant Kade Benson has been designated as Incident Commander.

He has been granted temporary command authority over all responding forces.

[———]

Boo! Why was some random jackboot in charge when he was around?

For crying out loud, he was the Monkey King, it was right there in the name.

But a military rank did not a leader make, so he was just going to ignore the orders. What was that guy going to do, sue him?

[Cloud Somersault] flung him off the cloud he was standing on, high into the sky, until he reached something his cloud-walking boots could kick off of.

He’d seen the dragon during his ascent and now that he knew where to find the monster, he could launch himself in that direction.

The humble hairpin he pulled from behind his ear as he fell first shifted into a regular quarterstaff, then transformed into its full size, a titanic iron rod seven meters long and as wide as a barrel.

Ah, Ruyi Jingu Bang, the [Staff of the Monkey King], a weapon with no equal.

Below, the dragon seemed to have noticed the incoming meteor and looked up, mouth open, and roared.

It was the typical Western dragon, a hundred and fifty meters long, with golden scales, two wings, four legs, and a long tail, a crown of backwards-facing horns at the back of the head, a row of spikes along its spine, and a series of wide scutes protecting its stomach.

Oh, and the others were also down there, a bunch of people in uniforms who’d decided they were in a position to fight one of the great beasts of the land, but they weren’t really needed here.

The dragon unleashed its breath, a powerful stream of flames so hot that the air around it shimmered from the heat. Then it hit with immense physical force, as if it were a liquid shot from the world’s strongest fire hose, rather than a cloud of plasma.

Not that it mattered. The Monkey King alone weighed over two hundred kilograms, and the staff’s almost eight tons were even harder to shove aside.

And as for the flames themselves … his mythological forefather had found several ways to immortality, becoming harder and harder to kill until eventually, he’d obtained eightfold immortality.

Sadly, the full benefits of that hadn’t carried over through the [System], but he was still pretty happy with what he’d gotten.

[Eightfold Immortality, Sixth Immortality: Samadhi Fire Tempering].

He was almost completely immune to all elemental damage, except fire, which couldn’t harm him no matter what.

“What the hell are you …” someone yelled through the party he’d automatically been added two, but he ignored them.

“INCOMING!” Sung yelled, holding Jingu Bang over his head with one hand while waving at the little figures below to move away.

The flames petered out when he came within a hundred meters of the beast, put both hands on his staff, and swung it downwards. Throw in a [Power Strike] aaaaaand … BONK!

One moment, the dragon was one of the most powerful and imposing creatures on the face of the planet. The next, its face smacked into the hard-packed dirt with enough force to make a meter-deep crater, unleashing a shockwave that shattered several of the barriers that had been erected around it, a massive dent in its skull revealing where it had been struck.

Jingu Bang shifted back into a regular ol’ staff, properly sized to be wielded, and he bashed the dragon, once, twice, cracking its skull at the temple with the first and popping an eyeball with the second.

But the dragon managed to withdraw its head from the earth, unleashing huge plumes of dirt and dust in the process. The skull hung limply, either the neck, musculature, or both apparently damaged, but it was still very much moving.

“Ha ha, so you can keep going?” Sun laughed as he leaped off the dragon’s head.

[Seventy-two Earthly Transformations] was yet another awesome ability copied from his mythological forefather.

Shift into a fly, make your way into your opponent’s ear, transform into a boulder, and watch all your enemies go poof!

… at least that was how it was supposed to go.

Instead, Sun was launched out of the dragon’s noggin amidst a spray of gore. Ew.

“So, you’re tough, hu—whoa!”

He hopped backwards as the dragon’s great jaws snapped shut where he’d just been.

Damn, that dragon’s head was tough. Of course, it would have been boring otherwise.

The beast continued to chase him, catching continuous fire from all the people present.

Boo, spoilsports. This would have been so much more fun as a one-on-one fight.

Then, the dragon faceplanted against a suddenly appearing barrier, an almost comical look of shock and surprise on its face.

“Back off, we can’t keep working around you!”

“Fine, I’ll attack the other end,” Sun grumped. [Cloud Somersault] flung him skywards, and cloud-walking boots smashed into the tiniest, wispiest thread of water vapor in the sky and sent him hurtling back to the earth with crushing force.

A once-more enlarged Jingu Bang hammered into the beast’s spine above its hindlegs, bringing the great dragon to its knees amidst the sound of breaking bones.

“You …”

And the voice was complaining again. Seriously, what was that guy’s problem?

Wham!

The dragon’s tail smashed Sun off the creature’s back like a bat knocking away a baseball. He hit the ground and bounced, once, twice, thrice, each hit blasting a sizeable crater out of the ground, until he smashed into the dirt for a fourth time, rolling and tumbling another fifty meters.

Sun lay there for half a second, slightly dizzy, staring at the sky.

He was surprised, and a little mad at himself for getting sucker punched, but [Eightfold Immortality, First Immortality: Teachings of Puti Zushi] had made him tough beyond all reason.

This time, [Cloud Somersault] flung him straight at his opponent.

His temporary allies had taken this as a chance to unleash their big finishers, knocking the beast around like a bumper car.

Jingu Bang smashed into it next, cracking one of the bones in its foreleg, then he danced backwards to avoid a retaliatory snap of its jaws and bopped it on the nose.

Now this was a challenge worthy of him.

Grinning ear to ear, Sun danced around the monster, his staff a blur. There were others present, and more arriving, but there were only two people truly in this fight. Him, and the angry lizard.

Then, the dragon’s [Aura] burst out of it with renewed fury, fear smashing into all those within range like a physical thing.

Some stumbled back, others bulled their way through it through sheer force of will.

And as for Sun, well, he had [Eightfold Immortality, Fourth Immortality: Devourer of the Heavenly Feast] to keep out even the nastiest mental effects. He knew that there were still chinks in his armor, but as annoying as it was that they existed at all, he was still one of the toughest beings in existence.

Jingu Bang was raised above his head, transformed to its fullest size, and dropped on its head.

Oh, it hadn’t expected to be hit that soon after unleashing its trump card. The poor thing even choked on its own fire, giving Sun another free shot at its skull, the sound of cracking bone ringing out.

Perhaps now the earlier maneuver, vis-a-vis transformation, would work?

Aaaaaand pop!

This time, the monster’s head broke apart as any creature’s skull should when a boulder suddenly appeared inside its ear canal.

“Aha, just had to tenderize it a little first, next ti—hey guys, how’s it hanging?” Sun asked, waving at the gathering crowd, Jingu Bang lightly resting on his shoulder.

The man in the front, an imposing black man wielding a large riot shield with the logo of the United States Marine Corps emblazoned on its front, glared at him.

“Who are you, and what the fuck do you think you are doing?”

“Hey, come on, it’s all in good fun,” Sun responded.

“This was a [Raid Boss] and if there hadn’t been a bunch of high-Level people present in the nearby military base, this would have ended with a nuke getting dropped on this place,” the apparent Marine snapped.

“But they were, no one died, and I had fun punting the dragon. I’m not going to tell you to loosen up, I know you government types enjoy having a stick up your behind. But I like to enjoy my life.”

Jingu Bang shifted back into a needle and returned to its place behind his ear as Sun jumped onto the dragon’s corpse. “That treaty of yours has to have some kind of provisions about loot sharing, right? So, what do I get?”

He could practically hear the steam coming out of the marine’s ears. Oh, it looked like the fun hadn’t stopped alongside the dragon’s life.

“How about we all calm down, figure out where the dragon came from, if there’s going to be another one, and once we know shit isn’t going to hit the fan, we can deal with the loot,” a new voice rang out as a young man teleported between them.

The speaker was wearing what looked like regular street clothes at first glance, the only unusual piece of apparel being a pair of armored bracers, but there was more to it than that. Black hair so dark it seemed to swallow the light contrasted bright emerald eyes that flashed with exasperation, and something else that Sun couldn’t quite place.

Guilt? Fear? Some weird combination of the two?


PRIMATE PANDEMONIUM
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“We should go to the British Museum next!” Viktoria cheered as she ran out of the Borough Market alongside Tanja and Isaac.

Isaac snorted. “That takes the whole day to see properly, and it’s already 4 in the afternoon. Maybe you can go there with Mom and Dad next weekend. But what do you think of Kew Gardens? It’s a beautiful park.”

“Is there a playground?” Tanja asked, lighting up.

“No, but there are badgers,” Isaac told her, and her grin broadened to the point where it looked like her face was going to split in half.

Traveling to the gardens via subway would take forever, and just like Seoul, London frowned on the airspace getting cluttered up by a bunch of flying people, which meant he had to “walk” the whole way.

Having someone run through the streets of the city like a bat out of hell, occasionally leaping over streets when the stoplights stayed red for too long, wasn’t exactly less disruptive, but that was what the lawmakers demanded.

He was about to get moving when his phone buzzed.

“Hold on, I have to check about that,” Isaac said and pulled out the offending hunk of circuity. A [Raid Boss], a dragon to be more specific, summoned in Texas. Under most circumstances, it would have gotten a nuke dropped on it in a heartbeat, but there’d been a group of marines nearby and they’d engaged with enough force to have a good shot at winning.

A day without radiation blanketing the land in a deadly miasma was a good day.

He could also hardly jump over there to help at the drop of a hat. The treaty of Seoul had some exceptions for people coming to help, but when it came to people improperly crossing the border, the United States tended to be a little … testy.

Not something his help was needed for, and his [Continent Strider] charges were getting low. More than enough for emergencies, but not so he could go jetting around the globe every time something mildly concerning happened.

“It’s nothing, let’s g⁠—”

The damn phone buzzed again. This time, it was reporting on a new arrival, a powerful physical fighter with a giant, size-changing staff and … a tail?

Oh. Oh no. That … shit. Godsdamnit. He could get to the battlefield in a matter of seconds, but he’d have to come back the old-fashioned way. Even if the situation was resolved in just a few minutes, he’d still be leaving the twins alone in a strange city for hours. Nope, he couldn’t leave just yet. Hopefully, he wouldn’t have to make too many calls.

Thankfully, Arthur picked up the phone before the second ring.

“Let me guess, the dragon’s a problem?”

“I need someone to look after my little sisters. Can I get a portal to the north exit for the Borough Market in London?” Isaac asked, and the hole in reality opened a few seconds after he’d finished talking.

The three practically jumped through it, leaving them in Camelot’s great hall, with a whole lot of people staring at them.

Arthur slid to a halt in the hall a moment later, looking worried. Isaac accepted his friend’s party invite immediately.

“How bad is it?”

“The dragon’s not a problem, but the new arrival could be seriously bad, and I can’t abandon my sisters alone in the middle of London,” Isaac told him. “Do you have someone to take care of them?”

“I’ll work it out, don’t worry about it,” Arthur said.

“Thank you.”

Isaac turned around and crouched in front of the twins. “That’s my good friend, Arthur. He’s going to watch after you for a bit because I have to work a little.”

“Have fun!” Tanja said and ran past him, coming to a stop in front of Arthur a brief second later. “Isaac always says that parents are supposed to parent, but older siblings, grandparents, and family friends are supposed to spoil. Is that true?”

Isaac chuckled softly. He didn’t even have to see her face to know she was wearing an expression like butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth.

Viktoria hurried to catch up to her sister and he paused for another second before using [Continent Strider].

In a helpful twist of fate, the closest place to the incident he’d ever been was the airport in Houston, which meant that he could even avoid trouble for teleporting into the country improperly.

He appeared just in front of passport control, pulling out both his passport and the up-to-date Travel Authorization paperwork.

“I have a passport, I have authorization to enter the country, and I’m here to help with the [Raid Boss]. I have no intention of committing acts of terror against this nation, nor violate its laws,” he rattled off, slamming both pieces of paperwork onto the officer’s desk.

If this took more than five seconds, he’d run past the desk and screw the consequences, but if he could avoid them, that was a damn good thing. The US really got quite mad about people illegally teleporting onto their soil.

But the officer took one look at him, then glanced at the paperwork, the magical polygraph and just mutely nodded, waving Isaac past him.

Isaac tore off through the airport at ludicrous speed, keeping just below the point where the wind generated by his movement would have gotten dangerous.

As long as the fight continued, the situation was safe, because that meant the blasted monkey had a target to go after.

But when that dragon dropped, anything could happen.

Especially as there was no way in hell that the monkey had entered the country the proper way, meaning that no one would have known about the Chinese S-Ranker being around before now. That alone could cause trouble aplenty, and the argument about the loot could easily spiral into something awful.

After all, this was the spiritual successor to the being who’d picked a fight with the heavens themselves over a title.

The [Heir] of the Monkey King, regardless of its precise name, was quite possibly the single most powerful [Class] in existence. In fact, Isaac suspected that there was a real Sun Wukong out there, the original, ascended to the heavens, who’d directly created it.

In the end, the original would probably have ended up as a neutral deity, not concerned with good or evil, but whatever it was he found interesting this time around.

If he’d had a choice, he’d have picked that particular [Class] in a heartbeat. Immense physical power, nigh-complete immunity to pretty much any attack, with a defense that could only be pierced by attacks specifically crafted to exploit one of its few weak points or through an ungodly amount of luck.

Throw in mobility [Skills] that could both fling him around like a bouncy rubber ball in combat and help him travel the world at great speed, and it would have been pretty perfect.

Sure, with that [Class], his path would have been a bit different, with less teaching and more direct action, but with the sheer amount of power it offered, it should have been fine.

But there was no way to get that power, not for him.

[Heir-Classes] had a certain mindset requirement. The Monkey King was carefree to the point where it could almost be called idiotic, and there were no boundaries he wasn’t willing to cross if he felt like it.

Sure, Isaac was willing to color outside the lines as the situation demanded, eternally mindful that the means he used changed the result he ended up with.

But that was a far cry from what was needed to inherit the powers of someone who’d devour every invaluable peach he was supposed to look after, then wander through the heavens, running off with the entirety of a feast for the gods and finally ransacking the laboratory of Laozi.

There were still a few questions that needed to be asked. For example, was the Monkey King a Chinese citizen who’d stormed off in a huff when being asked to do something he didn’t like, or was he just someone who really liked the myths?

Or had he stormed off in a huff and been rewarded the [Class] for that display of resistance?

But the fact that he’d managed to stay out of the public eye so far did say quite a lot.

A monkey person walking around would have ended up on social media in a matter of seconds in most nations.

So why was he suddenly here? If he was a Chinese citizen, he was in possession of a class that meant the government would bend over backwards to keep him happy. But he was in the US, stirring up trouble.

Isaac would have bet his company that he felt he’d been insulted by something and run away, fully convinced that it was everyone else who was the problem.

Not bad, not actively malicious, and with too low a mana pool to summon anything problematic, Sun Wukong was still a titanic pain in the ass and a walking force of chaos.

That damn primate would definitely be useful when a monster of cataclysmic power showed up, but once there were enough people with the needed power, Isaac would probably do his damndest to get him banished from the planet.

A powerful individual, even one who wasn’t the biggest fan of rules, could be useful if they behaved themselves. A powerful individual who did whatever the fuck they wanted regardless of the consequences … nope.

Until then, however, having him around and not an international fugitive after fighting an entire company of Marines should be good.

The dragon’s body finally came into view, a great golden heap amidst clouds of dust.

Magical barriers, many of them barely intact or even outright broken, ringed the battlefield.

A surprising number of civilians were also present, but the main attraction was Kade, standing there with the shield he’d lost about six months before the other timeline had ended, about to absolutely blow his top on the simian interloper.

So, this wasn’t going to get too chaotic then, Kade had a good head on his shoulders, the situation was unlikely to esc-- …

Oh. Oh hell. Kade!

Well, wasn’t this going to be awkward?

Isaac wished he could have given a good excuse for why he’d stayed away, why he hadn’t contacted him, but the truth … honestly, he could try to rationalize the explanation at a later date. Right this minute was the wrong time for this!

A single [Phantom Step] carried him the rest of the way, almost directly between the two.

“How about we all calm down, figure out where the dragon came from, if there’s going to be another one, and once we know shit isn’t going to hit the fan, we can deal with the loot,” Isaac suggested, hoping to buy a little time so he could get back into a good headspace.

“We know where the dragon came from,” Kade said, jerking his thumb towards the group of civilians. “This was an attempt at a commercial summon. They set up a bunch of barriers to keep the dragon contained, but my company was nearby and arrived before they were tested. And then he showed up.”

The last sentence was punctuated by a finger-point at the Monkey King.

“Yeah, and I kicked that dragon’s ass,” Sun proclaimed. “So, what part of the loot am I getting?”

Yep, now that he was paying attention to the monkey, rather than Kade, it was clear that this was the same Sun ”zero-attention-span” Wukong Isaac knew from the other timeline. Not just someone with the same [Class], but the same person. Well, that made things easier down the line.

Isaac didn’t know his original, legal, name, but he was aware of the fact that this guy was still human under all that fur and stony skin. Still impulsive beyond all sanity and even the twins had him beat in terms of attention span, but at least there were tricks to dealing with him.

“Did you manage to figure out what the dragon’s special loot is?” Isaac asked. “It could be literally anything. I’ve heard stories about gemstones in their chest or skull, blood that hardens skin into armor, and so on …”

And off went the Monkey King, leaving behind a plume of dust as he sprinted towards the corpse.

Despite all appearances, Sun wasn’t stupid, but he did have quite a few big and exploitable weaknesses.

“Are you the real one?” Kade asked, eyeing Isaac suspiciously.

“Real what?”

In the tone of someone reciting a speech for the billionth time from memory, Kade said, “Are you, the person standing in front of me, currently impersonating someone, using magic, [Skills], or other means to disguise your form to the point where you cannot be identified as yourself or could be mistaken for someone else?”

Ah, first a dragon got dumped in his lap, then the Monkey King showed up, and finally, a famous researcher jetted across continents. He probably felt like he was being punked.

“No,” Isaac said. He paused long enough to leave that standing as an individual statement, then added, “I’m Dr. Isaac Thoma. I heard about the situation and wanted to see both the dragon and the Monkey King and intervene in case shit hit the fan.”

Kade glanced down at a small gemstone, which he’d pulled from a belt pouch. It continued to glow a calm blue.

“Good enough.”

A middle-aged man in an outfit that just screamed “pencil pusher” finally made his way past the Marines and marched up to Kade “Hey, are you in charge of this mess? What gives you the right to swipe our monster’s loot?”

“Did you properly register your intention to summon this monster? Did the summoning area get inspected ahead of time? If we hadn’t shown up, you’d have had a nuke dropped on your head, not to mention what would have happened if that thing had gotten out,” Kade said.

“Bah, we put up a hefty barrier,” the jackass complained. “We took all the proper precautions, and we’d have seen how thorough our preparations were if you hadn’t messed everything up. Regulations are all well and good, but at some point, they just stifle advancement.”

“That barrier was meant to hold a [Raid Boss]?” Sun asked, having returned in a flash now that he sensed the opportunity for some mischief. Jingu Bang swished through the air and the barrier shattered like glass faster than the manager could see.

“You … you’re too strong. That’s not a fair comparison!” the man spluttered.

“But I’m not, I’m a speed-based fighter,” Isaac said. “Mind if I try?”

He stepped over to the closest intact barrier and rapped his knuckles on it, pressed his hand against the surface, and experimentally tapped on it a couple of times with his index finger.

“Of course I do!” the man snapped.

“I wasn’t asking you,” Isaac said, pointedly looking at Kade.

“Go ahead.”

When Isaac drove his fist into the magical barrier, it shattered like glass, making it look incredibly fragile.

In reality, there was a chance that the whole setup might even have worked, but he didn’t want to encourage people to make preparations based on what might work, but what was guaranteed to not end in a catastrophe.

The trick had been simple. Unlike [Power Strike], the various other [Strikes], and even [True Cut], [Compounded Impact] didn’t have a visible indicator of it being activated.

And every time he’d touched the barrier, no matter how lightly, he’d activated the [Skill], timing the contact so that when he wanted to destroy the barrier, he had the exact right amount of power prepared.

“So, ‘all the proper precautions,’ huh?” Kade asked acidly.

The conversation continued in that vein for a while. Sun tried to figure out what was the important part of the dragon, popping back whenever he saw the opportunity for a little fun.

And Kade was developing a dangerous-looking throb at his temple.

Isaac had hoped the situation would remain that “calm,” but he hadn’t truly believed that.

He spent his time pretending to look over the dragon while more and more officials arrived. Now that the situation wasn’t immediately going to blow up, he was feeling a little lost but wasn’t yet willing to run off.

Instead, he stuck around, sneaking the occasional glance at Kade. What. A. Mess.

But how should he have approached the situation? Hey, we used to be friends in another timeline. I know you’re a very different person now and I didn’t meet you at this point last time around, but how about we become friends?

His sisters might be living reincarnations of hyperactivity at the moment, very different from the women he’d known near the end of the other timeline, but he’d known them like this before and he knew that given enough time, their relationship should return to what it had been

With Kade … not so much. What the hell should he do?

Once again, he forced himself to drag his vision away from his friend, staring down at the dragon’s remains. Former friend? Potential friend? Ex-friend? Timey-wimey strangeness-disassociated acquaintance? What words even described this mess?

Around him, the Monkey King moved, chased by an official. Every time the poor bastard got close enough to hold a conversation, Sun would move so quickly he all but vanished from view, appearing maybe a hundred meters away from where he’d started.

Perhaps Isaac had been wrong when he’d assumed this would end in immediate disaster? However, he should probably wait and see how the mess ended, and someone still had to figure out what the primary loot from the dragon was.

Scales, flesh, blood leaking out from cracks in its hide, it was a mess, a fact not helped by the number of people poking and prodding at it.

The secret of the “special loot” for this [Raid Boss] lay hidden deep in a specific version of the song of the Nibelungs, where Sigfried gained his invulnerable skin by melting dragon scales and covering himself in the stuff, where they hardened once more, turning into a biological suit of armor.

And that was what you could do with it in real life too, melt the scales and bathe in them, bonding them to your skin to strengthen your defenses, and once it was on, it was functionally impossible to get off again. It wouldn’t melt, it would regenerate when you were injured, and so on.

But that would probably take quite a while for someone to figure out. After all, who tried to use fire against a fire dragon, especially when it was already dead?

Of course, as a paper-thin covering, the dragon scales didn’t make much of a difference unless the person using them was very fragile. The [Raid Boss] was durable as hell, sure, but its scales were almost half a centimeter thick.

That was why you had to melt them, then distill the liquid down and use that for armor, though that carried with it its own set of issues, namely, you could only bond so much highly magical material to your body before it started causing problems—specifically, around a fifth of a square meter could be armored in nigh-indestructible armor.

There were a few hundred schools of thought as to how one should distribute the dragon scale to use it to its greatest effect. Some people used it to cover their vitals, armoring their skulls and even their eyeballs and eardrums, cutting off access to their brains.

That was one option. Others created armored gorgets to protect their necks and throats.

Then there were those who felt that a pair of plates both in front of and behind their heart was a good investment.

Or one could armor up a specific body part, like a forearm or shin to use as a weapon/shield. Hell, he’d even heard of martial artists creating a thin line along the edge of their palm to enhance the striking power when hitting with the side of their hand.

The correct answer really depended on your build.

For example, protecting the weak points of his skull or his heart was the wrong choice for Isaac. Those kinds of attacks required precision, which was hard to achieve on someone as fast as him. Also, wasted, considering how comparatively fragile he was.

Protecting your brain was viable for someone like Bailey, a healer who could fix literally anything wrong in short order. Well, Bailey, specifically, didn’t need that due to his [Skills], but the point still stood.

Which was why he was just going the boring route and using the same pattern he’d used the last time.

Thin protective bands that wrapped around his body.

The best way to catch someone like him out was AOE spells and sweeping strikes. The bands wouldn’t do much against the former, but they’d be highly effective against the latter. If they withstood the attack, they’d prevent him from being cut in half and make it so that all the energy left in the blow would instead send him flying, opening the distance and giving him the chance to either retaliate or skedaddle.

Or, perhaps …

Dirt crunched under Kade’s boots as the Marine walked straight towards Isaac. He did not look happy.

“You’ve been throwing me the side-eye ever since you got here. Do we have a problem?” he asked in a tone of voice that showed he was expecting trouble.

… Thinking back on it, maybe a German guy showing up out of the blue, steamrolling the person in charge, and then constantly throwing hard-to-interpret glances at the black guy who’d been leading before then? That could be interpreted as the newcomer being a wee bit racist. At the very least, it certainly looked off.

But Isaac did have a perfect response, and one that would be confirmed by Kade’s truth-telling artifact.

“I’m sorry about that,” he said, awkwardly scratching at his neck. “You’re a dead-ring—you look just like an old friend of mine, you could literally be twins, you even have the exact same voice.”

Kade raised an eyebrow.

“He died two and a half years ago. I never really dealt with the aftermath, and now, I didn’t expect to run into his doppelgänger here. I’m sorry I made you uncomfortable.”

And that was the end of that. Dead friends, the perfect way to bring any conversation to a screeching halt. Kade looked like he was about to apologize, but Isaac held up a hand to stop him.

“I’m really sorry for acting weird, this is completely on me. I hope the rest of your day goes better.”

“Thank you,” Kade said and retreated back to deal with something else.

That could have gone a lot better, but it was over. Now, he could think about how to properly get to know Kade at some point later. But damn if it wasn’t awkward.

And thankfully, the universe provided a distraction to get his mind off the situation.

His phone buzzed with a text from Arthur, which said, “need to talk, usual place, soon.”

Innocuous enough, but in reality, it was a relatively unsophisticated code that basically boiled down to, “Someone wants to talk to you via the [Round Table].”

That particular [Skill] had recently hit Level 20 and evolved, thanks to how many high-Level people were drawing on it at any given moment, gaining two new Aspects in the process.

Firstly, it now contained a pocket dimension that one could physically enter from the position of any member, but so long as someone was within, their original entry portal had to stay open. That being said, there was nothing preventing another person from entering from a different location and both people leaving through the new portal, making it a highly energy-efficient, if clunky, fast travel system … that only thirteen people on planet Earth could use.

Secondly, the way “meetings” worked had changed. Where formerly, anyone wishing to attend had to either be asleep or in what amounted to deep meditation, now, just one person had to be projecting themselves into the [Round Table], and they could talk to anyone who devoted a little bit of their attention to listening.

The voice seemed to come from far away, as though the speaker were standing at the far end of a long tunnel, or at the bottom of a deep well, but it was both perfectly understandable and familiar.

Polizeirat Franz Habicht was someone Isaac had only known in this timeline, but they’d worked together well when they’d first met, and that had expanded into a very fruitful partnership.

“I wanted to give you a heads-up. The foreign minister is about to call you to ask you to get the Monkey King to visit Germany, possibly even broker some kind of agreement.”

“Oh, hell,” Isaac muttered, making sure to keep the statement entirely in his head and directed into the [Round Table].

“What’s the problem?” Habicht asked.

“The Monkey King is stupidly powerful, entirely combat-focused, and has the attention span of a gnat, not to mention he can be a bit of a diva when he feels he’s being treated like an idiot. He doesn’t exactly have a temper, but he can still lose his cool when things are pushed too far, and when you consider how powerful he is, that could be catastrophic.”

“Could you take him?” Habicht asked.

Isaac almost shrugged but kept still, not wanting to outwardly show that he was having a mental conversation. “Given a week to prepare and enough resources to give all the bean counters in the German government a collective heart attack, maybe.”

“Shit. And you might have to?” Habicht asked.

“Maybe. I’m not saying that it’s guaranteed or even likely that the situation will go that badly, but it might. Inviting him back home could go well, just having someone create a copy of his staff could be invaluable, but it could go badly.”

“Assuming you do manage to invite him over and he has to be dealt with, how would we do that?” Habicht asked.

“Varied attacks,” Isaac said. “He has multiple nigh-absolute damage immunities, but he can’t simultaneously use them at full power and they change automatically. Hit him with bullets and they’ll bounce off, hit him with fireballs and they’ll fizzle out. Hit him with flaming bullets and he’ll take half-damage from each. The switch is instantaneous, so you have to pack all effects into a single attack or have part of them as an ongoing attack like a stream of fire while you shoot him.

“The immunities I know of are physical, elemental, and magical damage, curses and other debuffs, and mental manipulation. Apparently, vitality-draining effects don’t count as curses; his immunity to that exists separately.”

“So, rifles with bullets made from metals that cause elemental effects, enhanced by [Skills] that add some manner of magical damage, all the while people try to make curses stick to him, and his immunity to that has to be constantly active. Maybe add some kind of vampiric effect to the weapons,” Habicht mused, and Isaac could practically imagine him thoughtfully stroking his chin.

“In theory, that should work, but all that’ll do is let the damage go through. You’d still be dealing with a stupidly fast, strong, and durable enemy,” Isaac said.

“I’ll still see if we can develop weapons like that, and how far I can backdate the request so it doesn’t look like we’re preparing to go after him,” Habicht said. “And now …”

“My phone’s ringing, thanks for the warning,” Isaac said and withdrew his mind from the round table.

So yeah, inviting the Monkey King over to Germany could go badly, but what if he managed to talk the minister into taking responsibility for the end result? If he didn’t catch the flack for the failed negotiations, he might be able to draw a huge advantage out of this.


A SIMPLE INVITATION
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Isaac erected his anti-eavesdropping field and picked up the call, but instead of a voice emanating from the device as it was supposed to, it came from the air right in front of him, accompanied by an image of Außenminister Gunnar Krause, hanging in midair as though a tablet running a video conference had been teleported there.

So the foreign minister had a [Skill] that turned any call with him into a face-to-face meeting. Yeah, that wouldn’t go terribly. Isaac would prompt someone to ask what would happen if he used that ability on someone in the middle of a delicate operation or a fight. Isaac would have asked that himself, but that accusation would not have made the best impression right now.

“Herr Außenminister,” Isaac greeted, going full stone face. He didn’t trust his acting skills to beat a veteran politician, but an impassive mask that gave away absolutely nothing, backed by [Hundred Faces], should do the trick. Besides, officially, Isaac had no idea what this call was about, so he had a good excuse for a neutral greeting and expression.

“Dr. Thoma, I wanted to thank you for your continued efforts to ensure that the country we call our home makes a full transition into the world of the [System]. Your efforts have made an impact well beyond what most people will achieve in their lifetime.”

Well, it was true, but the buttering-up was a bit blatant, wasn’t it?

“Thank you,” Isaac said. “Can I ask why you decided to have this conversation now? I’m guessing it has something to do with the monkey playing negotiator-tag behind me?”

“Negotiator … tag?” Krause asked, barest hints of a frown appearing on his forehead “The press coverage just shows him running around.”

“There are multiple parties trying to get him involved in some kind of deal, and he keeps running away mid-sentence, moving just far enough that it looks like catching up to him is a viable option. He’s also telling each of them different things. Half of them are convinced that his surname is Sun, and the others think it’s Wukong. And that’s just the start.”

Krause frowned more noticeably this time. “My notes say the surname is Sun; that is correct … right?”

And now, the Monkey King was confusing people on the other side of the globe, who he hadn’t even met yet.

“Yes,” Isaac said. “His whole name translates as ‘monkey awakened to emptiness,’ with Sun meaning ‘monkey.’ However, that portion of his name can also be read as the traditional Chinese surname ‘Sun’ and uses the same Chinese character. It was also explicitly given to him as a surname, so if you want to address him as ‘Mr. Last name,’ use that.”

It certainly hadn’t offended him in the other timeline, so it should be fine in this one.

“Thank you,” Krause said. On his desk, Isaac could see another sticky note appear, detailing the proper means of address.

“Like you already said, this has to do with the Monkey King. We’re hoping to enter negotiations with him, and as the man on the ground, I’d like to ask you to help convince him to hear us out.”

“Alright, but I do have a few conditions,” Isaac said.

“Conditions?”

Isaac had to give the minister credit for self-control. Most people’s eyebrows would have been crawling off their head at that proclamation.

“[Heir-Classes] have a mindset component, which means that any potential inheritor needs to be somewhat similar to their forbear. And the original Monkey King is … a lot. Impulsive, seriously lacking in self-control, and while he isn’t volatile, precisely, he will blow his top in situations where most people would calm down and take a breath. He’s picked a fight with all of heaven over not being given a grand enough title, and at a later occasion, wandered through it, demolishing quite a chunk of it.

“He’s not evil or malicious, mind you, but with how much collateral damage he inflicts when he’s serious, it doesn’t really matter, does it?

“The inheritor used to be human, so he should be a bit more reasonable than a literal monkey, but the exact opposite might be true. He might decide to start breaking rules just for the hell of it.”

Krause nodded. “You want me to take responsibility for what he does so that nothing falls back on you.”

Isaac nodded back. That hadn’t been a question, but he was going to answer it anyway.

“I’ll help, but I want you to take full responsibility for how this turns out, good or bad, with no mention of my involvement beyond the bare minimum needed for the official documentation.”

Krause nodded again. “I can do that.”

“I need to hear you say it,” Isaac said. That way, he could later state that the minister had promised to take care of the situation in depth.

Krause did so and Isaac had to suppress a grin. Unless Sun did something spectacularly stupid/destructive/lethal, it wouldn’t fall back on Isaac. Of course, if the Monkey King killed someone or even multiple people, that wouldn’t matter. But any havoc below that level was something that Isaac was mostly ok with, as long as he wasn’t footing the bill.

“Also, I have two more conditions,” Isaac continued. “First, I’m not a bargaining chip. My help, my training, the [Skills] I teach … please don’t make promises that I have to repay. I get that a series of free epic-rarity [Skills] and training to use them to their greatest effect make for a good offer, but I’m doing a lot of important work, and there are obligations I have to obey.”

Krause didn’t look like he liked that, but he didn’t say anything against it. It was a decently well-known fact amidst Germany’s movers and shakers that Isaac had a standing invitation to emigrate to South Korea. He’d never threatened to use it, but most people correctly assumed that that was what would happen if someone used the “You’re a German citizen, I’m a member of the German government, listen to what I order you to do” argument. He wanted to save the world, but he didn’t necessarily have to do that from Germany.

“And the second?” the minister asked, no small amount of dread swinging along in his voice.

“You don’t offer to let him fight in the arena at Etzel island, or at the university summoning rooms. They wouldn’t survive a single battle with him, and if they get trashed, that brings all of the research that’s made the transition so manageable to a screeching halt.”

“I can see how that would be prudent,” Krause said after a long pause. “I’ll make sure it’s off the table.”

“No, don’t do that. If you tell him he isn’t allowed to go there, he might try out of spite,” Isaac said. “Just don’t mention it, and offer to build him a separate arena just for him. He’ll be happy with the 5-star treatment, and when it gets trashed, we have a built-in excuse for why we can’t keep summoning Kaijus for him.”

“That’s a good idea,” Krause said. “So, I take full responsibility, no promises on your behalf, no letting him use the current governmental summoning rooms. Anything else?”

Isaac grinned and started to pace as he began to list off things on his fingers.

“There are some things I need you to do so this might work. First, we need bait. Good food, a whole feast’s worth. Get a good-sized conference or official dining room, and cover the table in food. Really good food, not the fancy fare you feed the ambassadors.

“Currywurst and fries, Knödel and Schweinshaxen, giant pretzels and Weißwurst. Typical, hearty German food from the kinds of restaurants Berlin locals go to. And then toss in a few of the more high-priced, visually appealing dishes from the ambassadorial restaurants as decoration.

“For drinks, beer by the barrelful from the oldest still working brewery in Freising, some beer from Berlin’s Hofbräuhaus, also by the barrelful, and a selection of good microbreweries. I don’t drink much beer, but I’m sure you can find an expert. Also, a selection of wine focused on vintages that taste good over prestige.

“Do you still have spare charges on the [Evacuation Portal]?” Isaac asked. That [Skill] was one most countries had access to and it allowed them to connect consulates and embassies to the capital a few times a week. The idea behind it was that the staff could be rescued in case of an emergency, though it normally got used to ship people around the globe.

Krause nodded.

“In that case, could you use one charge to fetch us from the Houston consulate, if I can get him there?” Isaac asked, and Krause agreed.

“Alright, we need to talk about how you’re going to approach the situation,” Isaac added. “He doesn’t have the greatest attention span, so don’t give him a dozen pages that basically boil down to ‘We give you what you want, you kill monsters for us.’

“A simple, common-sense agreement will have to do, else he’ll tune you out before you can finish discussing the first page. Also, if you manage to sneak a clause past him because he’s not a lawyer, then he’ll ignore it, break the agreement, and eat the penalty. The same goes for a situation where he feels like you’re trying to pull one over on him because the agreement is too long.”

“That shouldn’t be a problem,” Krause said.

“The ‘intelligent summoning pledge’ is a contract that states that the signee won’t summon a monster that is likely to cause trouble, a very simple statement. Tell me, how long is that particular piece of paperwork?”

Krause awkwardly scratched at his neck. “I’m not that familiar with it. I don’t summon, but I’d guess around five pages?”

Oh, sweet summer child.

“The German government turned a document that simple into a forty-page monstrosity,” Isaac said flatly. “Like I said, prioritize intelligibility over making it airtight. But don’t treat him like a kid or an idiot. He’s not stupid, he just has a short attention span. Absurdly overpay him, but don’t make him feel like you’re just humoring him.”

With every passing sentence, Krause grew more nervous. The visual clues weren’t significant, but they were still clearly visible to Isaac.

“Anything else?”

“Yeah.” Isaac nodded. “You need to figure out what you’re going to do when shit hits the fan. This is going to go well until it isn’t, and then, the damage could be everything from an entire city not having any sweets or booze because he ate it all, to said city being turned into a crater.

“What I’ve seen so far from him is chaos, and while he might improve when he’s not being screamed at by a pissed-off Marine, I wouldn’t rely on it. The Monkey King might be a fun-loving goober who helps us when the chips are down, but one we have to clean up after sometimes. Or he might be an elemental force of nature who does whatever he wants, regardless of the damage that he inflicts upon his surroundings and the people who live there.

“And keep in mind that overt preparations will piss him off.”

Krause nodded. “If things start looking like they’re going to develop in that direction, we’ll be ready. Having someone who can smash any errant [Raid Bosses] flat isn’t worth it if he causes more damage in a single day than he prevents in a month.”

Isaac had the distinct feeling he was just being humored, but as long as plans were being made and preparations were in place, he was fine with that.

Isaac said his goodbyes, promised to send Sun the minister’s way, and hung up.

At the end of the day, he didn’t see the problem with stuff being broken and politicians who tried to interact with Sun being embarrassed. As long as the Monkey King’s worst impulses didn’t see the light of day, things were going to be alright.

And speaking of the troublesome birdbrain, he was currently back to examining the dragon, with the rocks stuffed in his ears making it abundantly clear that he was ignoring everyone trying to talk to him.

[Hunter’s Gaze] activated for the second time as Isaac stared at him. He’d scanned the monkey the first time he’d seen him, but now, he had the time to really take in everything his [Skill] told him.

Those Stats were insane.

Mountainous Strength, more than double his own.

At 600, Isaac’s Agility was higher, but the margin was far smaller than he’d expected.

Isaac also had him beat in Perception, but once again, by less than he’d hoped. And Sun could definitely hear everything going on around him, rocks or no rocks.

Fortitude was a wholly different story. It was Sun’s second-highest Stat.

And, of course, he had a ton of powerful physical Aspects from rock, air, fire, and monkey monsters.

Meanwhile, his Magic Stats were in the pits. He could barely summon Tier 7 monsters, let alone Tier 8s. Now that he thought about it, that explained a lot about how he’d been in the other timeline.

He’d kept sniping powerful monsters from their summoners and fighting the most powerful hordes until he’d eventually died when a particularly diverse horde had had too many different attack types and overwhelmed his defenses.

Sure, he could have summoned monsters on his own, but at some point, they’d stop giving him XP.

And as for having others summon for him, his antics hadn’t exactly made him popular with the world at large.

Isaac suspected that this whole thing had then spiraled into the legendary rampages that had made him assume the Monkey King would grow to be a problem in this timeline as well.

Or, of course, he could still just be a loose cannon who’d inevitably become a huge problem.

At least he had an idea of how he could eventually drive Sun away from his most destructive tendencies, all the while making sure to keep a plan for kicking him out in his back pocket.

Fully having one of the strongest combat-focused S-Rankers on his side and possibly even willing to play ball when it came to coordinated combat … that would be the dream. But at this point, Isaac was perfectly willing to settle for “not actively being a nuisance.”

Time to wrap this up.

“Hey, Mr. Sun, you’ve got a claim to most of the dragon’s body. Can I have one scale to see if I’m right about what the special loot is?”

“What do you think it does?” Sun asked, holding out one of the requested objects.

“I think you can melt it and turn it into armor that bonds to your skin,” Isaac said as he took it and summoned a weak, campfire-strength flame into his palm. The carapace immediately liquefied, dropped down onto his palm, and hardened once more, practically becoming impossible to see. As both the human and stone monkey stared at the patch of altered skin, it continued to grow more and more indistinct until there was no way to tell it was there.

Sun immediately began to poke at the spot, completely ignoring Isaac’s personal space. Urgh.

“Hey, awesome! Do me next!”

Isaac shook his head. “We can’t take that many without doing a proper loot distribution.”

“Bo-oring,” Sun groaned.

“Eh, shouldn’t take too long,” Isaac said. “The original summoners fucked this up badly enough that they lost all rights to the body and you did most of the work.”

And indeed, things went by pretty quickly. Isaac told everyone he’d figured out what the loot was, let a couple of people experimentally poke his armored palm, and that was that.

Of course, he’d remove that armor with [True Cut] later and create a lattice of concentrated scales later, when he’d gotten his hand on some more scales.

The division of the loot went by stunningly quickly. Kade was more than happy to get the hyperactive primate out of his hair and streamlined the process.

Obviously , the various people trying to get Sun to do something weren’t happy he was about to leave, but asking the Lieutenant to delay matters while the Monkey King, having since taken the rocks out of his ears, was listening in … bad idea. Very bad idea.

Isaac’s phone had buzzed with the needed message a while ago, and now, he could put the full plan into action.

“Oh, and Mr. Sun, the German government has prepared a feast for you, no strings attached, if you’re interested.

“… Well, a bunch of diplomats will probably be talking at you, but you can just tune them out if you’re not interested and pack away the leftovers in a spatial ring,” Isaac amended with a wry grin. “Anyway, I’m getting something to bribe my sisters with so they’re not mad at me for running over here, then heading back home via a portal in the German consulate in Houston. If you’re interested in a mountain of food, feel free to join me.”

With that, Isaac began to walk off at a slow pace, more than enough for the Monkey King to catch up in a matter of seconds once he’d stuffed his loot into storage.

“So, what kind of food did you get?”

Isaac shrugged. “I haven’t seen it yet, but I’m told it’s good food, not the fancy stuff that takes hours to come out of the kitchen and is ninety percent air. Also, if I understood things correctly, there’s beer by the barrelful and great wine.”

“That sounds great!” Sun exclaimed and accelerated so quickly that he unleashed a sonic boom, kicking up a huge cloud of dust in the process.

Isaac chuckled under his breath and caught up easily, at which point the monkey used some kind of movement [Skill] to fling himself further in huge leaps. Isaac just poured on more speed, at which point Sun decided to go even faster.

If there’d been more space available, this might have escalated into a serious race, but they’d arrived at the city already and moving that quickly would have caused all sorts of problems.

Isaac fished his ID out of his pocket when approaching the embassy, but as it turned out, he needn’t have bothered. They were already rolling out the red carpet, with the smell of the feast wafting out of the already-established portal.

Sun was through in a flash while Isaac followed at a more leisurely pace.

“So, I hope you enjoy. I have to go fetch my sisters from their babysitter. Have fun.”

Sun turned around and waved, then all but dove into the food. Half a grilled chicken vanished in a single chomp, a baked potato wasn’t even unwrapped before it vanished down his gullet, and that was only the start.

The “fancy trash” food got a chuckle before Sun tossed it into the air and caught it with his mouth.

Isaac called Arthur and got a portal that led him straight back to Camelot, where he was enthusiastically greeted by the twins, with Viktoria glomping onto one of his legs while Tanja hopped onto one of his shoulders.

“Hey, can you have another emergency in England soon?” she asked with a cheeky grin on her face. “We had a lot of fun with the knights.”

“I don’t think we need an emergency for that,” Isaac said, then turned to face Arthur. “Thank you so much for looking after them. I’m really sorry about this.”

“Nah, we had fun, though a bit more of a warning would be good, next time,” Arthur said. “But I have no earthly idea how it’s possible for someone as measured as you to be related to someone that hyperactive.”

“Mystery of genetics.” Isaac chuckled. “I constantly wonder about that too. By the way, the Monkey King might be moving to Germany, if things go well.”

“Congratulations, or condolences?” Elena asked.

“No clue, we’ll have to wait and see,” Isaac told her.

The three of them ended up going back to Berlin through the still-open portal, then he took the twins to his home so they could go to bed. Once they were sound asleep, he began to make plans, contingencies for every possible outcome of the negotiations, including utter disaster. But he’d barely been at that for five seconds before he received word that the Monkey King would be staying in Germany.

One of the smaller mountains in the German Alps was being transformed into a tropical paradise, with enchantments warming it up while exotic plants were being speed-grown by [Horticulturists]. Soon, he’d get an awesome home there as well, and the government was, for the first time in the history of the country, paying college students to party. After all, Sun getting bored would be … bad.
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The next day, once the twins were at school, Isaac visited the mountain soon to be renamed “The Mountain of Flowers and Fruit.” They were vastly, insanely, overpaying this guy.

But there were ways to get something out of this.

The Monkey King was lounging around on the mountaintop, watching the goings-on when Isaac approached him.

“Hey Doc, how’s it going?” he asked, casually pulling an apple from his storage device and swallowing it in a single bite.

“Pretty well,” Isaac said. “Say, I had an idea: my [Heir-Class] lets me summon all sorts of cool gear and I was wondering if that was true for you as well. Because if it is, that has to be murder on your mana.”

“Maybe,” Sun said. “Why do you ask?”

“Because I just so happen to be good friends with the world’s greatest blacksmith, and he can either make you a better outfit or re-create your current one as a physical object, one you don’t have to pay upkeep for. He gets almost all the monster materials I don’t need, and he’s got a couple of copies of powerful artifacts lying around. For example, there’s this helmet that’s almost indestructible …”

Convincing Sun to visit Stagmer with Isaac wasn’t all that difficult after that. Getting him to let the blacksmith and a few others look at his boots and staff wasn’t much more difficult.

Five hours later, the Monkey King walked out of the crafting village utterly covered in fancy-looking jewelry and expensive clothing … which Isaac had paid for. But cloud walking boots were already being experimented with, and Stagmer was furiously working on creating a lesser version of Ruyi Jingu Bang. Expensive in terms of money, sure, but the gains were well beyond what he’d lost.

And hopefully, this would only be the start of a fruitful relationship.


DRAGON!
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The cloud-walking boot bounced off the strands of wispy water vapor with a satisfying “thwack” as Isaac brought his foot down on mostly empty air.

He grinned as he launched himself forward, speeding up in preparation to make the huge leap to the next cloud. That one was easily crossed, but the next was simply too big, so he briefly nullified his weight and flung himself skywards on a pillar of fire, landing with another resounding “thwack.” From there, he just kept running, a massive grin spreading across his face and eventually, he started laughing.

A deep, full, belly-laugh that echoed through the sky.

Isaac had run across the surface of the moon, climbed Mount Everest, walked across the deck of the Titanic’s wreckage, and done a whole lot of other incredible stuff. But running across the clouds as if they were solid ground was still amazing, easily comparing to the others.

The isle of Etzel came into sight and Isaac stopped to soak in the view. He’d had to hoof it here to ensure that his portal charges recovered, but being able to take the cloud highway had certainly made it more than bearable.

Isaac glanced down at the pair of black combat boots. Compared to the originals, they were far less garish, which was a huge plus, but they fell short in a number of ways.

Firstly, they were loud, impossible to use in a way that let the wearer stay unnoticed.

And secondly, they were stupidly inefficient. Sun only had to pay an infinitesimal trickle of mana to use his while these took a full 2 points of mana for every step. It didn’t sound like much, but it added up quickly.

Then again, these were the first iteration of these things. They’d get better, just like all the other copied artifacts had.

Most [Heir-Classes] had something they could summon, and whenever possible, Isaac had seen if he could arrange for them to be copied.

Of course, not all weapons could be adequately duplicated.

For example, copying Excalibur had been a shitshow.

In terms of raw physical properties, it was actually slightly inferior to some of the legendary weapons Isaac could summon, Balmung and Mimung. Its power lay in its legend, not its sharpness.

Both the weapon’s physical properties and its ability to turn its legend into offensive power had been copied … but what kind of legend did a cheap knockoff of a mythical weapon have?

Only two copies had ever been made. One was decorating Isaac’s office, and Stagmer was using the second one in his showroom.

Isaac’s ancient weapons were also being copied and were becoming useful, but he still felt he’d barely scratched the surface of what they could learn from the past.

Leaping from cloud to cloud, getting lower with each hop, he slowly made his way down to sea level, until he landed on the surface of the ocean.

To be precise, the cloud walking boots should have been called the water-treading shoes, as they could use anything that contained water as a solid surface, ranging from clouds to quicksand and even the surface of bodies of water.

Sure, Isaac could just have landed in the arrival area and been done with it, but there was something to be said for making an entrance. After all, it wasn’t like the fact that the boots were being replicated would stay secret for long. If nothing else, they were excellent proof of the benefits of having the damnable primate around.

Really, it was a case of “I never knew I was interested, but now that it happened, I never want it to end” for him.

Just having the Monkey King there and sort of behaving himself was easing Isaac’s worries. If anything big went down near him, he’d show up, and whether it was out of boredom or a genuine desire to help didn’t matter at that point.

He did the usual song and dance with the guards and entered a scene of organized chaos.

Paradoxically, knowing more about a [Raid Boss] meant they were making more preparations, not less.

When facing the unknown, they tried to cover all their bases, but couldn’t commit to any one thing too hard.

On the other hand, when they knew a lot about their foe, they could avoid going down the wrong path and instead go all-in on the promising concepts … which could take forever.

For example, setting up the array that prevented it from flying at all had taken a damn long time and the spell script covered most of the floor. Drawing the array itself hadn’t taken that long, but working out something with enough contingencies in it to survive the dragon walking over it, let alone anything else, had been a real time-suck.

As for the trick, it was rather simple. There were very few monsters that should have been able to fly under the laws of aerodynamics, and yet, there were plenty that could, in fact, freely move through the air by using various arcane methods to give the laws of physics the finger.

Some creatures, like ghosts and other monsters capable of moving even in a vacuum moved by directly using their magic to fly. But most winged creatures had innate magic that allowed their wings to be useful.

For example, Void Dragons’ wings could push against the very fabric of reality to produce thrust, irrespective of the medium they moved through.

Others, such as the Sanguine Monarch, had organs that looked like wings but, in truth, were just ways for them to channel a flight spell.

In general though, monsters capable of flying through the air using magic alone were rare.

Atmosphere-bound creatures with wings, even humans with [Skills] that altered their bodies, usually had an innate magic that seeped into the air beneath their wings, “hardening it” after a fashion, the altered property only interacting with the wings themselves, allowing them to work in a way that flew in the face of the established laws of physics.

But that ability still required air to be present, which was why the array would generate a vacuum directly beneath the wings of the creature, one large enough to take flight off the board while being small enough that there wasn’t a risk of a melee combatant blundering into it and getting hurt.

Meanwhile, the guns had been retooled to shred its wings as effectively as possible during the initial phase of the battle, as the array keeping the dragon grounded would likely not survive very long. After all, it was located on the floor of the arena, something that the dragon had ready access to.

There were already plans in the works for building another array into the ground itself for future battles against enemies with wings, but that would take a good long while to achieve. Also, they should probably hold off building them until an improved version had been designed.

And, of course, the engineering corps had jumped at the chance to build anti-dragon weaponry. Anti-armor shells and net guns were already a thing, of course, but there was an entire universe’s worth of possibilities for what could also be built and they’d run with it.

But now, everything was done, and the damn dragon was about to die.

Isaac met Oberst Gram in one of the handful of meeting rooms the battle island had for a final check of the preparation.

“Those the new cloud walking boots?” Gram asked and Isaac nodded.

“You know, the Ministry of Defense is considering buying those for all high-ranking officers to give them some extra mobility that doesn’t rely on other people or machines to increase our ability to stay out of trouble.”

Isaac groaned. “As if our national debt weren’t high enough already.”

“They’d be awesome, but I think that idea will go down as one of those harebrained schemes that die the second someone runs the math,” Gram reluctantly agreed. “Did you hear that there were suggestions of renting this place out to people who want to fight [Raid Bosses] to recoup some of the costs of building it?”

Isaac made a sound like a squeaky toy being stepped on before catching himself. “Please tell me suggestions are all they are.”

“Obviously,” Gram said. “Half the advantages of this place are the guns, and letting a civilian, even a high-Level one, operate one of those … absolutely not.”

“I don’t think that kind of civilian [Raid Boss] summoning, in general, is a good idea,” Isaac said. “I mean, when you’ve got a dozen people triple its Level, maybe, but allowing the rich to do so just because they can afford to rent the military’s toys … the question is when and how that will go wrong, not if.”

“True,” Gram said as he pulled up the current plan on the wall screen. “So, those are the current preparations, and no one’s had any bright ideas since the last time we talked.”

… He sounded about as fed up with the constantly updating plans as Isaac was. They could have obliterated that dragon days ago, but the flood of new ideas had scuppered that plan.

The first dragon had allowed them to create plans for its specific weaknesses. But the way it had been trashed by a being whose exact power wasn’t known beyond “a lot” meant that they didn’t really have a model for its exact power.

End result? Stupendous overpreparation.

“No, let’s do this before something goes off the rails,” Isaac said.
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The dragon appeared from the summoning circle in a bright flash, massive wings spread out, ready to launch it skywards.

The great beast got to beat them exactly once. It swung them at full force, expecting to meet regular, magic-enhanced air resistance, but the nature of the enchantment it was subjected to meant that there was nothing there.

Instead, they slammed into the ground with bone-crunching force, comparatively fragile wing-bones shattering as the ground trembled. That took care of their biggest problem. Wing membranes were fragile, yes, but even the fragile parts of a [Raid Boss] were durable as hell. Having it destroy its own wings took care of things nicely.

The sheer look of utter confusion on the monster’s face earned a few laughs despite the seriousness of the situation.

The naval guns roared to life the moment the monster appeared but paused a moment later when it broke its own wings so they could switch out their munitions. After all, the fragmentation shells meant to destroy the wing membranes weren’t needed now that the bones had been reduced to shards.

So straight to the second stage instead, with the magazines alternating armor-piercing and explosive shells. The former to crack the scales, the latter to detonate within the newly created holes to further strip away the protective covering. If it sat still for an hour, they’d kill it with ease.

As if this would be that easy.

Dragons could do the most damage on the ground, where they could bring not only their breath weapons but also their claws and tail to bear. However, that was also where they were at their most vulnerable. Flying while bathing pathetic mortals in flame was a way to fight fairly safely while unleashing devastation; however, being limited to just their breath attack massively reduced their offensive potential.

But that strategy wasn’t exactly possible with a pair of shattered wings, was it?

Now all one needed was a way to deal with the beast’s breath and the rest of the fight would be eminently doable.

Isaac charged at the dragon’s head the moment it began to open its mouth, flame pouring out like a tidal wave, the sheer force of it threatening to send him flying. But it did no damage. The Americans had managed to put out most of the fires by the time he’d arrived in Texas, but they’d missed a couple of embers, which he’d promptly stolen to make himself immune to this dragon’s flames.

So now, it was just a matter of enduring the pressure. For thirty seconds, the flames flowed over Isaac, reducing the ground beneath his feet to slag. For thirty seconds, the dragon was mostly standing still, trying to crush an annoying pest, while the humans poured fire onto it.

When the fire eventually petered out, Isaac had sunk into the ground up to his knees, and the dragon reeled back, having received a blast of frost fire to the back of the throat. It wasn’t strong enough to do real damage, but a creature so strongly aligned with fire taking a cold spell on such a vulnerable spot was supremely uncomfortable.

He phased his legs out of the molten rock and got out of the blast zone.

While the dragon made a wonderful cat with a hairball impression, claws and tail swiping madly to buy itself some personal space, not that anyone was stupid enough to be in range, artillery fire raked its hide.

[Command-Skill] enhanced gunfire, anti-armor spells, naval guns blasting through its hide after focusing on one spot for long enough.

[Raid Bosses] were tough, and the dragon was no exception, continuing to lash out even as it began to gain an ever-growing resemblance to a target in a shooting gallery, but it was slowly weakening.

Pre-prepared spells snapped into place around its legs as it charged towards the closest gun battery, stopping it in place, so it opened its mouth, preparing to unleash another blast of fire … only to choke on a series of oversized blades that suddenly appeared in its throat.

Isaac had flung as many blades as he could down its throat and then transformed them into both the giant blades he’d had made for just such an occasion and his Zweihänder.

Flames dribbled out of the dragon’s maw as it choked on its metallic “meal.”

It whirled around and charged at him, apparently having decided that he was the most annoying thing on the field.

Isaac had been hoping to deal with this without resorting to cooldown [Skills] so they could kill it again, but, oh well, an hour wasn’t that long a cooldown.

Just wait for a minute, predict how it will move, when its spine will be aligned properly, all lined up as straight as was possible … [Wave Charge], [I Am The Sword].

Under the temporary invulnerability and unstoppable momentum of his [Skill], Isaac burst through the monster’s open mouth, teeth shattering as it tried to bite him, and his trajectory crossed the creature’s spine three times, breaking it in each of those places.

It continued to stumble forward, its innate powers allowing its nervous signals to bypass the damaged spots, but it was slower, drunkenly lurching from side to side.

The gun emplacements began to fully drill through its body at that point, marking the end of the road for that creature. It hadn’t quite reached the point where the damage would kill it, but with so many holes in its body, it was only a matter of time.

Eyes long since blown apart, tendons shredded, and the number of internal organs reduced to pulp growing every second, it died.

Dragons really weren’t all that threatening without their wings. Once they were clipped, they were a lot more susceptible to spells that locked down their movement and they were no longer able to produce gale-force winds with a single flap.

Three more dragons died the same way, summoned each time all relevant [Skills] were off cooldown, one of which went into the [Grave of Swords] for training purposes.

Isaac’s time bumping off [Raid Bosses] by the dozens was coming to an end. Soon, the catalog would be full, all Tier 6 and 7s recorded, grimoires completed, and so on. Fighting them for [Skill] Levels, specific loot, and XP was a good idea, but not something he could afford to exclusively spend his time on.

Karl, Raul, and Patrick were returning from the moon, Bailey had been working hard on the bureaucratic front, hammering through both the funding and construction permits for new summoning areas that would allow them to face Tier 8, 9, and eventually even some Tier 10 monsters, and Amy’s sojourn into the furthest depths of what was possible to do with magic was coming to an end as well.

Once the gang was all together again, there were so many things they could do together.

That would take a few more days. So he had a few more chances to go after some [Raid Bosses], starting tomorrow. No more working their way down the list, it was time to be strategic about this.

And until then, there was an alchemist he had to bug.
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Professor Chandler’s lab had apparently always been impressive. Isaac wouldn’t know, he’d never been inside until well after the [System] had appeared, and by then, it had been the standard medieval alchemist’s workspace.

But that had been then. Now, the laboratory filled most of the building, old floors, and ceilings having been knocked out to make space for titanic runic arrays, gyroscopes that had no readily apparent function, but they had to be there for a reason, a dozen storage rooms, each intended to hold a kind of reagent with specific requirements.

Powerful wards absolutely covered the outside of the building, of course. After all, the materials inside were worth literally billions.

Every time Isaac approached a door, it scanned him, then peeled away the wards and let him in while arrows appeared on the ground to lead him right to where Chandler was waiting for him.

The professor looked well for his age, far better than he had the first time Isaac had met the man.

He was old, and the grooves life that had dug into his face were still visible, but his appearance was smoother, his back straighter, and he moved with an energy that belied his age.

Sure, much of that was down to mere Stat gain, but he’d taken a big step toward regaining his youthfulness when Isaac had given him the Aspect of the Sanguine Monarch.

The vampire’s Aspect gave not just the standard [Skill] of [Moment of Immortality], but also vitality-draining abilities. Usually, that meant draining monsters to shore up yourself against the consequences of getting older, but alchemists had other uses for it.

After all, what was a health potion but a way to artificially prop up the, well, health of the person who drank it? With a slightly altered recipe, a few expensive ingredients, and the right, hard to get, [Skills], one could easily give old age the middle finger … for a time.

You’d still age somewhat, your life could only be propped up for so long and you wouldn’t turn back the clock, but it still made a titanic difference.

Chandler put down the rock he’d been working on and stood, staring at Isaac, making it clear that he was paying full attention to him

“So, what have you brought me this time?” he asked, grinning in a way that was simultaneously expectant and manic.

“Dragon scales,” Isaac said, opening his storage space to drop a literal pile of the stuff onto an empty spot on the nearest table.

He held out his right hand, which had several patches of molten scales covering them.

“I figured out that they can be melted to pour onto skin, where it bonds with it to create biological armor. But adding more scales doesn’t do anything, they just roll right off, so I was wondering if there was a way to distill down the magic of these things. Remove the material, keep the magic, that sort of thing,” Isaac suggested. “Also, I found a lot of [Raid Boss] parts that are clearly meant to be alchemical ingredients, and I figured you might like them.”

Not to mention, around ten percent of the extra materials were the things needed to enhance the dragon scales.

Now all he had to do was lean back and wait ...
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“I managed to break down the material fairly easily, but there’s a bit of a problem,” Chandler explained as he showed Isaac a crucible of liquefied scales with arcs of power sparking off it. “The end result is highly energized. A few small areas imbued should be fine, but a full covering, like the Bundeswehr is doing, would likely be lethal.”

Isaac nodded, putting on a grim face. “Ok, but how much stronger is it? The original is pretty useless for me. If I’m going up against an opponent where I need the extra defenses, the standard boost won’t be enough. How much of the boosted version can I use?”

“I don’t know.” Chandler shrugged. “I was hoping …”

Isaac nodded again. “Yeah, I’ll get Bailey to help me figure that out.”

“… Yes.”

“Alright, thank you for your help,” Isaac said, picking up the crucible and putting it into his inventory. “I’ll tell you the second I know more about this stuff. Have fun working with the rest of the materials.”

He made his way down to his office, closed the door, and began to apply the material, thin strips of nigh-indestructible biological armor crisscrossing his body. They weren’t outright impossible to cut through, but they didn’t need to be. They just needed to be tough enough that he’d get thrown clear before being bisected.

Once he sensed he couldn’t add any more, he stopped, and put away some for the rest of the team. What he had left after that would make an excellent bribe for the military.


THE ETERNAL WAIT
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The portal flickered for a second, stabilized … and promptly began to fly away from them. It looked like the issue with the portal holding position at a constant direction and distance to the projection location hadn’t been fixed yet.

The array of manipulated space smacked into a tree and came apart at the seams.

“Ok, seventy-third time’s the charm.” Isaac sighed. Why oh why couldn’t they have tested the damn portal ahead of time? That way, the returning lunanauts could have returned triumphantly. But no, someone had wanted a triumphant return without considering that maybe, long-range portals were tricky and that it had taken a damn long time to even build an array to project it down here.

So why on Earth had the return date been chosen as the day the array was slated to finish, rather than the one after it?

Isaac sighed again and resigned himself to being here for a while. It wasn’t like he could help here. The theory behind long-range portal magic and compensating for planetary drift was well beyond his sphere of knowledge. Or was that lunar drift, in this situation? Not like that distinction mattered much to anyone not read up on the specific science at hand.

At least there was something he could do, and that was to check out his character sheet.

[———]

Name: Isaac Thoma

Class: Incarnation of the Promethean Spirit

Species: Einherjar

Level: 135

XP:  0/1,360,000

Health Status: Healthy

Mana: 3,000/3,000

Stats

Fortitude: 255 (+20)

Perception: 500

Strength: 330 (+15)

Agility: 650

Magic Power: 290 (+10)

Magic Regeneration: 600

Free Points:  0 Stat, 1 Skill

Aura

Aura of the Crimson Dawn (short range, combat, blood, regeneration)

Aura of the Desperate Seeker (long range, sensory, mental, projection)

Aura of the Eternal Warrior (mid-range, combat/mental/sensory, armament)

Central Skills

Form of Horror XXVI

The Chosen Weapon XXVIII

I Am The Sword XXI

Grave of Swords XXVII

Armory of Ancient Times XVIII

Legacy of a True Warrior XXVI

Divine Fire X

Champion of Mankind I

Skills

Hundred Faces XXVII

Stealth XXIX

Power Strike XXX

Piercing Strike XXX

Sundering Strike XXX

Blades XXX

Sneak XXVII

Sweeping Strike XVII

Far Strike XXX

Manifold Strike XXX

Hunter’s Gaze XXX

Phantom Step XXII

Unknown Fear XXX

Bestial Regeneration XXVIII

Undying Focus XXX

Tools of Terror XXI

Fleeting Presence XVII

Crippling Blow XVIII

Absolute Blade Mastery XIX

Compounded Impact XVIII

True Cut IX

Legendary Blow XVII

Fully Geared XIII

Knightly Leader XXI

Analyze Person XVI

Continent Strider XVI

Burden of Power VII

Expert’s Insight VIII

Blessing of Innovation XVIII

Lessons of History VI

The Meaning of the Name VII

General Skills

Gralloch XVIII

Alchemy XV

Death’s Embrace VIII

Bloodline of the Survivor (Empower Relatives)

Advanced Bureaucracy VIII

Police Procedure VIII

Healing VI

Quest Giver III

Omniglot (109 languages known)

Member of the Round Table (Shade: Seon Yoo-jin)

Accumulation of Knowledge (unranked)

Well of Wisdom’s Blessing (unranked)

Enhanced Dragon-Scale Web (unranked)

Crimson Runic Script VII

Aspects

Arcane Poltergeist (3 stack)

Greater Hydra (3 stack)

Megalodon (2 stack)

Twilight Weaver (3 stack)

Razor Apparition (3 stack)

Dragon (3 stack)

Least Demon Lord (2 stack)

Space Elemental (2 stack)

Lich (3 stack)

Death Knight (3 stack)

Aspect Skills

Flight of the Poltergeist

Ephemeral Form

Haunting Pursuit

Hydra’s Regeneration

Redundant Organs

Ignore Injury

Shark’s Body

Wave Charge

Lesser Illusion

Perception Interdiction

Warp Wave

Remote Wielding

Immortal Blades

Razor Trails

Draconic Heart

Dragonscale Mantle

Moment of Immortality

Grand Hellflame

Fixed Point

Space Affinity

Superiority of Undeath

Perfect Form

Lich’s Curse

Death Knight’s Endurance

Ghostly Armor

Armored Echo

[———]

He’d gained several Levels worth of XP from constantly fighting [Raid Bosses] but also accumulated a ton of [Skill] Levels.

His dragonscale weave armor had been registered on his character sheet, as had his blood runes after he’d gotten his hands on the Sanguine Monarch’s grimoire.

[———]

Crimson Runic Script (legendary)

Blood. The fuel that powers all living things. The fact that it is sometimes referred to as lifeblood just emphasizes this.

But your blood can fuel more than just you.

The Crimson Script is one such avenue to using this great power, allowing the user to unleash devastating attacks.

Tear apart elementals with your bare hands, turn your weapons into implements of doom that will tear apart your foes from the inside if you leave them sticking in their bodies, generate nigh-indestructible barriers (albeit at the cost of your vitality), and more.

[———]

And, of course, he’d slotted the Aspect of the Dragon.

[Moment of Immortality] had remained in place, obviously, but the other two [Skills] had upgraded into stronger versions.

The [Skills] he’d picked were actually different from the ones he’d originally intended to choose, way back when he’d been planning his future progression.

[Dragon’s Breath] was a nasty, close-range weapon that made for one hell of a sucker punch when it hit an enemy unexpectedly, but it had been made thoroughly superfluous by Isaac’s new [Class] and the [Divine Fire] it gave him.

[———]

Draconic Heart (epic)

Your heart beats with the force of an erupting volcano, its every movement sending immense magic coursing through your body, burning and swiftly annihilating any diseases, poisons, and other forces seeking to corrupt your body (barring exceedingly powerful opposition).

At the same time, this power can be unleashed to provide fuel for your own flame-based attacks, granting them overwhelming power at the cost of physical fatigue.

Lastly, the heart of a draconic beast grants the bearer enhanced longevity and vitality.

[———]

An even greater resistance to subtler means of attack, as well as old age, nice to have but he really hoped he wouldn’t need it.

Also, when he needed to, he could hit even harder, though that was limited to an emergency, last resort, get-out-of-jail strike, or a finishing move.

“Physical fatigue” was the understatement of the century.

The idea of his heart being an erupting volcano was mostly artistic flair, but it somewhat described the sensation. When he’d gotten that [Skill], it had felt like his heart had gained limitless power, as if a nuclear reactor had been implanted into his chest, energizing him.

However, when he used [Draconic Heart], that same power left him, lowering his energy well below the point where it had been before gaining the [Skill], utterly exhausted and feeling like he’d spent an entire week pulling all-nighters. Pre-[System].

Of course, as exhausting as that little trick was, it had the power to match.

Isaac had brought the roof of his summoning area down on his head the first time he’d used it, and the place was still trashed because Karl was still in outer space.

Those were the consequences of having the best of the best build your stuff. You needed someone of equal Level, with the same specialization, to do maintenance, and when you were at the bleeding edge of what was currently possible, that basically limited you to just the original creator.

Sadly, his second [Skill] wasn’t quite that good.

[———]

Dragonscale Mantle (epic)

The scales of a dragon, synonymous with durability for many.

And now, you have slain one of these great beasts, taken its power for your own, and turned its skin into yours.

Draconic keratin now armors you, ensuring that you are never without protection, yet it is no unbreakable bulwark, is it?

Which is why this Skill takes the concept of wearing your slain enemies and takes it one step further. All pieces of armor made from biological materials, even those integrated into your body, are significantly strengthened.

[———]

His already tough defenses had gotten a bit tougher, but really, his biggest worry had always been and would continue to be stuff that could get past his dragonscale webs.

But he’d also bought the second core [Skill] of his new [Class].

[———]

Champion of Mankind (legendary)

Humans are rather weak, aren’t they? Small and fragile despite how much of the planet they’ve conquered, what great things they’ve made, an individual human is still not all that powerful.

Which is why they sometimes need a helping hand. Someone who might give advice, stop powerful foes, or maybe just steal fire from the gods themselves.

This is the Champion of Mankind, humanity’s shield, and the vanguard of their march into a brighter future.

This is a Skill that grants the wielder the power to protect others, adjusted for the situation.

There are three forms this boost can take:

The Leader:

The Leader is the true power behind an army. When the Champion takes command, that fact becomes abundantly clear.

All troops (up to Skill Level times a thousand) under the Leader’s command gain a thirty percent boost to their physical Stats, are automatically empowered by [Veteran’s Knowledge], and gain access to the basic Skills of all standard combat Classes, such as Strikes, Blows, Shots, Healing Skills, and simple Spells.

Furthermore, the Leader temporarily gains a seventy percent boost to their physical Stats, as well as the Skills [Threefold Thoughtstreams], [Simulate Maneuvers], and [Battlefield Map].

The Leader lasts for one hour and has a cooldown of ten hours.

The Thinker:

The Thinker is the physically weakest of the Champions, yet also the most impactful, especially in situations where physical force is not the correct answer.

The Thinker gains access to any five regular Skills from scientific/knowledge-based Classes up to and including rare rarity and the third Evolution.

In addition, he gains access to the Skills [Parallel Thoughts] (each thoughtstream costs 1 mana per second from the Skill’s pool), [Simulation] (each simulated second costs 2 mana), and [Mental Celerity].

Lastly, the Thinker can feed Spells using the Skill’s mana at an exchange rate of 2:1.

The Thinker lasts as long as the Skill’s mana lasts (natural drain of 1 mana per second) and imparts a cooldown of one day.

The Vanguard:

The Vanguard is the simplest form of the Champion, but by no means weak. In fact, when it comes to raw combat power, it is utterly unsurpassed. When in Vanguard form, the user’s physical Stats double, and they gain a nigh-unbreakable set of armor custom designed to match their fighting style.

Furthermore, the Vanguard can, at will, draw in all ranged attacks made against nearby allies and even incite enemies to go after them instead.

Lastly, the Vanguard gains temporary access to the [Indomitable Shield], [Unstoppable Momentum], and [Unbreakable Charge] Skills.

The Vanguard lasts for five minutes and has a cooldown of four hours.

Cost: 6,000 mana stored in a separate pool

WARNING! This is a Skill meant to protect humanity and will fail when used in the service of ushering in its downfall.

[———]

More than anything, this [Skill] showed that [Incarnation of the Promethean Spirit] didn’t have a specific starter [Class] attached to it.

Most [Classes] evolved from specific origins, like a [Warrior] turning into a [Mage], or [Mages] becoming a specialized spellcaster, but Isaac’s current [Class] was all about one’s attitude and goals, not past [Classes] and [Skills].

As such, not all of his current [Skills] were fully optimized for his build, though this one was more suitable for him than it had appeared at first glance.

[Champion of Mankind: Vanguard] should have been a tank-only ability, given how it attracted attacks, but there was a little quirk to that.

You see, the attacks didn’t suddenly become guided missiles when they targeted him under the influence of the [Skill], they just gravitated towards him.

All he had to do was stay in one place long enough to mess with his enemies’ carefully calculated trajectories and dodge at top speed. If he was far enough away from his allies, the attacks would go wide.

Meanwhile, the [Champion of Mankind: Leader] would make him a million times more useful the next time he got shoved into a command role.

And [Champion of Mankind: Thinker] was in a class all on its own. It would be beyond helpful when doing research, especially when coupled with [Blessing of Innovation], he could, quite literally, debate himself.

Also, by splitting his mind, throwing in the foresight ability of [The Meaning of the Name] to increase his precision, and burning the Thinker’s mana pool to fuel offensive magic, he could deliver a devastatingly powerful and precise strike to multiple targets.

He’d also managed to push two more of his original [Rogue-Skills] to Level 30.

[———]

Far Strike (common, Level max)

Upon the user’s next melee attack with a bladed weapon, the blade will extend by 2+0.5n meters where n equals skill level.

In addition, the user may now imbue his weapons with 10 mana to create a range enhancing aura for a full minute. This extra reach is 0.5 meters, gaining an additional 0.1n meters, with n being every Level in this Skill over 10.

After countless battles where the user has used this Skill to destroy foes that thought they were safe due to being out of range, this Skill has evolved to grant him an even greater reach. The user may now input more mana at will, with the range doubling with every additional 20 points of mana invested.

Caution: Extremely long blades may give way if engaged along their entire length. This may be mitigated by applying a second Skill to strengthen it (eligible Skills: Piercing Strike, Power Strike).

And now, it has reached the pinnacle of its power, being able to be projected past solid objects, even bypassing non-magical armor, should there be sufficient space available behind said armor.

Cost: 20 mana minimum, no maximum mana investment

Manifold Strike (legendary, Level max)

The user may combine any number of [-Strike] type Skills into a single attack, so long as there is one Skill with a minimum Level of X available for each Skill used below that Level.

In addition, the overall potency of the Skills used increases by 10%.

After countless situations where this Skill has been used to deal devastating damage using the right combination of lesser Strikes, especially when combined with a second Skill that allows for multiple uses of the same strike, it has evolved to be even more powerful than the sum of its parts. Now, when staking multiple instances of this Skill using Legendary Blow, one may choose which Strike to use how often, modifying proportions as needed to create a truly optimal attack with no mana going to waste.

In addition, the complementary Skill of Legendary Blow has been enhanced to allow for an additional instance to be applied, for a total maximum of seven possible stacks.

And now, it has reached the pinnacle of its power, passively infusing all Strike-type Skills with the properties of all other Strike-type Skills at no additional cost, unless this is deliberately deactivated.

Cost: Combined cost of individual Skills * 1.20^used Skills

[———]

[Far Strike] was fairly meh, but Isaac was just glad it had finally hit the max Level. He so rarely used it lately, it was just too fragile to be useful at his current power level.

[Manifold Strike], on the other hand … not just a stronger [Skill], but one that was a permanent boost to his abilities, which was always something he needed.

The fact that [Unknown Fear] had also hit Level 30 was both good and bad.

Good, because it was a really good upgrade, and bad because the fact that it had leveled meant that someone had to have been scanning him. Trying to, at any rate. The idea was still less than pleasant.

[———]

Unknown Fear (epic, Level max)

There are many things that people are afraid of. Mostly, those things are definable, specific things. But there is another kind, the fear of the unknown.

With this Skill, the user becomes the embodiment of this fear. An unknowable entity, become fear itself.

It will block out any same Level and rarity Inspection Skills as a matter of course and is boosted by any stealth Skill, gaining strength as if it were one Level higher for every two Levels in a stealth Skill. Further power is gained based on Agility.

In addition, this Skill may now be used to project a false status when Inspect-style Skills are used. However, the user of Unknown Fear does not have true control over what the other person sees; they can only switch between showing them whatever they hope to see, something menacing, or merely a blank façade.  

After countless fights where this Skill has been used to hide its user’s true nature from warriors and kings, knaves, and stalwart defenders of justice, it has evolved to hide even its own attributes. Initially, Unknown Fear merely showed the vast, unknowable abyss to those who dared to Inspect its user, yet that, in itself, could identify them. This kind of all-encompassing darkness is by no means unique to Unknown Fear, but it is hardly a common impression to receive from a failed Inspect.

Now, however, whenever the user chooses to take on a different persona, the feedback likewise subtly shifts to the point where it cannot be connected to them. In addition, it will always take on the same feedback type when the same persona is taken up.

And now, it has reached the pinnacle of its power, cloaking the user in the darkest of shadows, even under the brightest of lights.

When the user is attempting to showcase another persona, pretending to be another, this Skill will actively aid this, impeding the others’ ability to connect both personas.

The human mind picks out specific physical details to lock onto for the purpose of identifying individuals, such as unusual height, shockingly bright hair or clothing, or missing limbs.

However, this Skill will make details shared across personas less visible while highlighting ones unique to a persona.

[———]

Isaac still wasn’t a covert operative, and with his build being focused elsewhere, he’d never be, but this would help immensely.

And lastly, two of his core [Skills] had also hit bonus-granting thresholds.

[———]

I Am The Sword (legendary, Level XX)

In the right hands, a sword can be a devastating weapon. But sometimes, the hands themselves can be a weapon far more dangerous than any mere hunk of metal.

And with this Skill, both are the case. For 0.1 seconds, increasing by 0.01 seconds per Level, the user’s form will become indestructible, immoveable, and inviolable while their momentum will be maintained for that period, tearing through or pushing aside anything in their path while this Skill is active. In addition, the user’s static body acts as a blade, far more likely to cut through instead of push away the target, and Skills that require a blade can be used upon it. 

This Skill can only be activated every 60 min and cost requires 750 mana to use, which it siphons off from the user’s mana regeneration so long as the user’s mana pool is full.

After countless fights where the user has torn through the most vulnerable points of powerful monsters, this Skill has evolved to deal devastating damage to even the gods of destruction that are the Raid and World Bosses.

Upon striking an enemy, the user of this Skill may choose to either enhance penetrative power to go through armor even when the laws of physics dictate that this shouldn’t be possible, or reduce it so that even a relatively fragile enemy can be sent flying.

Furthermore, the damage inflicted by this Skill will increase in different ways depending on the mode used. Maximum penetration will cause the user to disrupt the flesh around themselves as they move through a foe, while going for an impact-based attack will send powerful shockwaves into the enemy’s insides, inflicting internal damage without requiring an armor breach.

Cost: Major Stamina Drain, 1,000 banked mana

[———]

[I Am The Sword] is one hell of a heavy-hitting ability, one that made for both an excellent emergency ability and finishing blow. A moment where nothing short of a god could hurt him, and where his body turned into an unstoppable projectile.

This upgrade just took an already excellent [Skill] and boosted the most important parts of it. Both as an offensive armor-cracker, and to send large enemies flying.

When he wanted to use it for the former, he had to make sure to make initial contact with a small surface area, such as a finger. And for the latter, he often struck a Vitruvian man pose to prevent himself from flying right through his enemy. But it had never been guaranteed that he’d manage to achieve the goal he was going for.

Now though, it should work far better.

[———]

Divine Fire (legendary, Level X)

Fire. What can it do? Pretty much everything, as long as you’ve got the right kind and are creative enough.

Fire. What can it be? Pretty much anything, as long as you’re not risk-averse when it comes to getting it.

That is where the issue lies. Getting it. Of the countless mystic and mundane flames there are, one can only gain a few—if one takes the normal path, that is.

Stealing them … ain’t normal. But it is possible. It is audacious, ludicrous, but possible. And fully in line with the Promethean spirit. 

This Skill grants the user the ability to conjure and control mundane flames. Initially.

The real power of the Divine Fire is its ability to absorb and assimilate all other fire, both magical and not. The user becomes immune to all fires they have absorbed (and can extend this protection to objects on their person) and are able to then wield it with the same power and ease as the original fire.

Once conjured, flames fueled by the user’s mana directly can be controlled for free while secondary fires spawned by the initial flame can be directed by spending a negligible amount of mana. All flames can be extinguished for free, be they conjured directly or merely ignited by conjured flames.

All assimilated flames can be used individually or combined to form greater forms of fire, whose patterns can be stored for later use.

The user also grows partially immune to unknown fires based on their similarity to already assimilated flames.

Cost Patterns: Creation cost per second/control cost per second

Standard Flame (10/1)

Absorbed Flames:

Grand Hellflame (75/1-10)

Campfire (5/1)

Burning Magnesium (20/1-3)

Napalm (7/1)

Stellar Corona (60/2-4)

…

(see full list (1.998)?)

Combined Flames:

Sticky Magnesium (20/2-5)

Incinerating Gel (80/2-12)

Obliteration (100/25)

…

(see full list (214)?)

[———]

And that was his final upgrade. Nothing big, yet it was still hugely impactful as it would make getting new fires infinitely safer.

Unfortunately, now that he was done looking over his character sheet once more and the portal was still not working.

Ah, nuts.

Seriously, who the hell heard “There is no way in hell we’ll be able to guarantee we’ll finish in time” and went “I have faith in you, I won’t be prepared for any delays”?

Politicians, that’s who.

Another half hour later, the portal finally stayed put above the target area and several runic circles activated, catching hold of the spatial twist and pinning it in place.

Fucking finally.


TRIUMPHANT RETURN
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Raul was dusty.

It was an odd thing to notice, but when Isaac looked at the returning crowd, that was what stood out.

Karl was wearing a slimmed-down version of his mech suit, something he could comfortably wear for a long time.

Patrick was wearing a suit and tie, with an addition of a belt strap, which held a grimoire. It was new, and obviously the creation of a [Skill].

Excellent. Grimoires were the core of a science-based magic user’s growth, a place to note down spells as they were created and pre-charge complex magical creations, and now Patrick had one.

Raul, meanwhile, was also dressed in formal clothes to match the rest of the crowd, but amidst a bunch of people who’d spent the last several months locked away in sealed habitats, the one guy who’d gone outside without a space suit and gotten dust on himself stood out.

The second thing Isaac noticed was how much stronger those three looked. Everyone else had probably also grown significantly, but he didn’t know them well enough to tell beyond noticing there was a preponderance of space-related [Classes] in the crowd that hadn’t been there before.

Patrick had his grimoire that brimmed with power, a simple yet infinitely valuable upgrade.

As for the other two, their gains were less obvious yet just as impactful.

When he’d left, Raul’s field of normality had just been there, something that could sustain life, remove pollutants, and erase unnatural influences.

Now that he’d returned, it had become a physical presence, one that eclipsed his [Aura] unless he was projecting it very far from his body. An energy field that could create all normal environments as desired. It might not sound like much until you realized that the universe was mostly a vacuum. And then you remembered that the core of stars was also a part of nature …

Judging Karl’s progress was rather more difficult, however. After all, the advancement of his abilities was largely reflected in his technology, something Isaac was ill-suited to judge. He was hardly a Luddite, but being able to use modern technology was a whole different kettle of fish from judging sci-fi technology’s level of sophistication.

However, the artificial muscles powering the armor were obviously denser, and the processing unit was putting out vastly more energy, to the point where the surrounding metal would have started melting without the cooling system, and the armor itself could laugh off anything anyone not an A- or S-Ranker could throw at it.

The initial plan had been to create the portal, call the lunanauts back down, then hold a bunch of speeches and take this as a chance for some of the earthbound people to visit the moon.

Except the portal began to flicker and finally snapped out of existence before the glad-handing was even halfway done.

Oh, sure, it was a momentous occasion, the world would never be the same, but this was the second time Isaac had experienced this, albeit not from this close up. Shake this hand, compliment that idea, make a proposition to that other person, and so on.

The gala might have looked impressive from far away, but up close, it was just like any other high-level social event Isaac had ever been to.

Then the portal disappeared, the disappointment was great, yada, yada, yada.

Having the people who’d managed to make it work down here meant that reestablishing it would be a matter of hours at the very least, possibly even days.

“Don’t worry, we’ll head up the next time a shuttle goes up there,” Patrick had ended up promising. “The difficulty in creating portals between two different celestial objects will have to be accounted for, though.”

Then, one quick portal later, they were back in the meeting room in their building and Karl suddenly started talking like a waterfall.

“The communication system between Earth and the moon is working properly, right?” he asked, sounding incredulous. “We had the heir to the Monkey King move in on a mountain in the Alps, and the German government is paying for people to party with him?”

Isaac nodded.

“The same Monkey King who stole all the stuff he needed, got invited to join the celestial bureaucracy in lieu of consequences, stormed off in a huff when he didn’t get a high rank, was invited back in a show of good faith, then stole all the heavenly peaches, assaulted the servants sent to gather them, assaulted the heavenly brewers and stole most of the booze, stole a bunch of magic pills from a laboratory, realized how screwed he was and ran back down to Earth, but then went back to steal some more booze, slaughtered those who came to arrest him, and grew indignant because there were consequences for his actions?”

Wow, people could speak for a long time without breath if their Stats were high enough. Also, wow, that was a pretty good summary of the Monkey King’s antics.

“Yep.” Isaac nodded. “He’s been behaving himself for now, thankfully, but I am making preparations in case that changes.”

He then proceeded to explain how Sun’s various defenses worked.

“Just remember, he’s primarily a physical fighter, with most of his Stats invested in that direction. He doesn’t have many big tricks he can pull out beyond what we’ve already seen, but most people are spending mana like water to fight at their full potential, he doesn’t. If you end up in a fight with him and can’t win quickly, run because he’ll outlast you.”

“Are you sure your preparations won’t set him off?” Patrick asked. “I mean, if what Karl said about his predecessor is correct, we should be worried, but you could be causing the very thing you’re trying to avoid.”

Isaac took a moment to consider how to best answer that.

“In theory, that could be a problem. In practice, he’d have to know that I know how to beat him, and dig deep into every contact I have to view the full picture. Also, none of the stuff I’m having made is specifically against him. Chandler is cooking up some nasty contact toxin that can be tossed onto an enemy, where it will stick and constantly poison them. It’s also got an antidote that can be taken ahead of time and protects the drinker for a long time.

“The military is researching life-draining weaponry, and there’s no visible record of me having asked for those to be made.

“Stagmer is making daggers that are custom-designed to be enchanted with curses, that I’ll bring to certain contacts for enchantment later.

“There is a very reasonable explanation for everything I get because they’d also be useful against [Raid Bosses], specific monsters, and the cult. As long as I don’t start specifically training against him, it won’t look bad.”

Patrick looked up from his phone, where he’d clearly been looking up Sun. “But neither the real nor mythological Monkey King is particularly known to be reasonable. He might flip out just because he realizes someone is capable of killing him.”

Amy shrugged. “Curses, poison, vampiric weapons, all of those things are pretty normal. Isaac’s just getting them at a high quality. If that’s enough to set him off, dealing with him was never going to end well in the first place.”

“Good point,” Patrick conceded.

“How much is this costing you?” Raul wondered. “By my estimate, taking on Sun Wukong would cost a good chunk of this country’s military budget.”

“If I weren’t getting most of this through favors, or in exchange for materials I harvest myself, this would cost somewhere in the neighborhood of a few billion euros.”

A collective wince ran around the table at that.

“Anyway, we’ve also got good news,” Karl said. “Now that we’ve gotten our hands on the blood runes, I can pretend to do the work needed to pretend that the homemade, electric elemental-based generator Isaac showed us was discovered naturally.”

“Good luck fending off all the people trying to hire you once you publicize that,” Isaac teased. “You’ll need to get a whole new email address.”

“I already pity the spam filter,” Karl agreed and sighed dramatically, pretending to faint. “Oh, how hard it is to be a famous scientist.”

“Yeah, you’re underestimating how annoying job offers can get,” Bailey said. “If you ever need someone to be the bad guy and tell someone to back the fuck off, all you have to do is ask.”

“Thanks,” Karl said, creating a hologram of his generator. “Now, guys, can you look at this design? It’ll work, but does it look prototype-ey enough?”

“Hmm, doesn’t have enough coffee stains,” Amy commented dryly.

And that was generally how the rest of the conversation went.

But they had generators that could convert mana into power for all standard electronic devices, just in time for these things to become desperately needed.

As Levels rose and people grew more capable, fewer of them would be employed. This had been mitigated during the last few years due to the many new industries becoming available, but for many families, a time of poverty was slowly but surely approaching. The more expenses could be covered simply by having someone in the household with access to the [System], the better.


DARKNESS
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Someone had clearly decided to lean into the doom and gloom clichés, Isaac observed.

The shop he was walking into was giving him the heebie-jeebies, and that was saying something. The enchanted bones of countless small animals were strategically placed to give the impression that they were staring at anyone entering the place, and the light sources were several glowing crystals glued to the ceiling by way of spiderwebs. Behind the counter, a shelf made of black obsidian stood, housing countless jars of dubious-looking reagents. Seriously, this place couldn’t have looked more sinister if it had tried.

On the surface, it was just like any other “black magic” store that sold a whole lot of perfectly legal, albeit creepy, stuff, enchanted weapons for summoners, and the like, but there was more to it if you were willing to ask for it.

It was also not the kind of place where he could afford to be seen, and going in disguise could easily go badly if he came in with masterwork-level daggers.

It wasn’t like Stagmer’s books were available for public consumption, but he didn’t have the capacity to block most high-Level investigators.

Which meant that Isaac had had to choose between going as himself or in disguise.

It would look really bad if it became obvious he was disguising himself to do shady shit, so if he got caught out, the consequences would be terrible.

Or he could have disguised himself and hoped that the enchanter didn’t bother to look into the priceless weapons that had crossed his table.

Sending an intermediary could have worked, sure, but the real problem was the daggers. They were too unique, too trackable. The more obvious his subterfuge was, the worse the fallout would be if it came out.

That was why, in the end, he’d decided not to come here to enchant his masterwork weapons at all. The last time he’d been in Texas, he’d dropped by an army surplus store and bought himself eight combat knives. Disguised, of course. They’d get enchanted, then he’d take them right back to Amy, who’d copy the curses and apply them to the real weapons.

“Ah, I have a visitor.” A hissing, slithering voice trickled into Isaac’s ears, emanating from the back room. “So, what will it be? Something to see your enemies writhe in agony? Something to ensure that those who dare to steal from you will learn their lesson? Or perhaps there is someone who you feel failed to get their just desserts?”

“Pretty sure most of those are illegal,” Isaac commented offhandedly, pulling a bandolier containing the weapons.

“Ah, but every so often, someone does ask for one of those things. I refuse, of course, but offering does fit the image, doesn’t it?” the proprietor said as he appeared in front of Isaac, picking up the dagger and closely examining it, looking disgusted. The weapon was probably well below what that guy was used to dealing with.

The cursemaster was … something. A tall, rake-thin man with stringy black hair, perpetually bloodshot eyes, milky-pale skin that had veins shining through, and a general air of darkness with a hint of malice that had absolutely nothing to do with his [Aura], which was politely retracted into a defensive shell so as to not bother the customers.

“So, what is it that you’re looking for, then?” he asked. “What are you planning to do with these weapons?”

“Curse of Bloodletting, Curse of Feebleness, Curse of Myriad Agonies, Curse of Arcane Suppression, Curse of Cumulative Insanity, Curse of Sundered Health, Curse of Lost Gravity, Curse of Injuries Eternal,” Isaac rattled off. “One each.”

“You know your curses,” The cursemaster said, looking Isaac in his face for the first time. “Which leaves me wondering, why do you disrespect the curses by placing them in such inferior vessels?”

“Because there are many things a masterwork weapon is too conspicuous for,” Isaac said, leaving it open to interpretation as to what precisely he meant. But the implication of “I’m going to do illegal shit with these” still stood.

“I see,” the cursemaster continued in his strange hissing tone. Was that a personality quirk, or the result of some kind of [Skill]? A changed race, maybe? The man was damned hard to read even with Isaac’s identification [Skills].

“Well, if you get the chance, recommend my services, would you?”

Isaac shrugged. “If you’re sure that’s what you want, I can do that. But believe you me, you don’t want my colleagues knowing who you are.”

Of course, that was because he worked with law enforcement, but that wasn’t how his statement would be understood.

“Ah, I understand.” The cursemaster mirrored his shrug. “Now, for the matter of payment …”

Isaac laughed internally. When you regularly dealt with powerful people who likely had no trouble breaking the law, asking for payment had to be a thorny matter. After all, what was a little extortion to someone with the power to stomp cities?

Of course, the cursemaster would have a ton of defenses, enough to make betraying him costly beyond anything that could potentially be gained, but there was still a chance that things could go wrong.

Isaac pulled several Aspects from his spatial storage, including one that belonged to a Lich. A risky thing to be giving to a criminal, especially one who outfitted other criminals, but Isaac was sure that past-him had had a plan, before he’d used [Blessing of Innovation] to remove something from his memories. Some kind of sinister, backstabbing plan, removed to prevent him from tripping any “spy sensors,” probably.

The cursemaster’s eyes grew huge as he read the description.

“Tier 9, who are you?”

“Do I really have to explain what would happen if I told you that?” Isaac sighed. “How about you don’t insult my intelligence by pretending that I haven’t already paid more than enough, and get on with the enchanting?”

“Of course. I’ll also spare you the explanation of how curses are a legal grey area, but you’ll still get in trouble for using these on people.” The cursemaster nodded and began to work on the daggers, ingredients floating off the shelves as an incredibly sinister air started to fill the small shop. One by one, the knives gained a baleful glow, emanating energy that stank of blood, death, venom, and more.

“Thank you for your patronage,” the cursemaster finally said, handing over the last of the freshly enchanted weapons.

Isaac grinned. “You did a good job. If I ever need replacements, I’ll be sure to come back.”

He turned around and left the shop, undoing [Blessing of Innovation] once he was a few hundred meters away, and chuckled. He really had gotten good at not instantly undoing the [Skill] because he disliked the feeling of loss that came with using it to mess with one’s memories.

Ah yes, and he had had a plan. Use the cursemaster, who Zambon had connected to not only half the underworld, but also the cult, to get some enchanted weapons for Amy to copy, and then call in the cavalry.

To anyone scanning him, he’d have just looked like another customer, which he’d been at the time, but he’d still scoped out the place because of course he’d scanned everything around himself. Isaac was practically incapable of existing in a space without using his [Aura] to check around every corner and under every rock.

And the people who couldn’t be properly scanned made sense, now that he remembered the cult.

Isaac pulled a burner phone from his storage space and dialed the local police number.

“Good evening, dear Sir or Madam, my name doesn’t matter, all that matters is that I’m capable of turning this city into a crater,” Isaac introduced himself, hearing a sharp intake of breath from the other end of the line.

There were truth-telling abilities available to the people operating the emergency lines, but those were so far removed from the callers that their effectiveness was limited. A simple, short, statement without double meanings, like what he’d said about his power level, would solidly ring as true. A longer statement, akin to him properly explaining what he’d found, could easily be misread. But when someone made a credible threat, well, resources would be mobilized.

He waited for a moment to make sure that someone with a higher Level truth-telling [Skill] was on the line, then rattled off everything he’d noticed while in the shop, from the location of the guards to the curse under the floor that would zap anyone who tried to stiff the proprietor or came by later to rob the place. It would remember anyone who’d ever entered and if they stayed home long enough, the spell would be perfectly adapted to the miscreant.

This meant that Isaac couldn’t go back to wrap up the cursemaster in a neat little bow without getting into some serious trouble, but he’d expected something like that, and made appropriate arrangements.

Locating his ally took a bit of work, considering he was the sneakiest member of the [Round Table] and actively trying to go unnoticed, but he managed it and added him to the party.

In many ways, Jason North was an outsider of the [Round Table], not someone Isaac had known about from the other timeline, not someone hand-selected until they’d met for the first time.

Zambon had stumbled across the young man in Canada, where he’d been chasing the cult since well before the Hamburg incident, having discovered them all by himself.

At first, everyone had been suspicious, but in time, they’d so thoroughly scanned his life that even the most embarrassing secrets such as a history of bedwetting as a young child had been revealed. He was dedicated, skilled, his goals aligned with theirs, and he was overall a good fit, so he’d been invited in.

North had started out as a [Rogue] and stuck with it through every Evolution, always making sure to get his [Class] [Skills] at least above Level 20 and focused on the middle of the road path. He was an information gatherer, a trap master, an assassin, and a thief, highly capable in all of those areas, something that the entire table could now draw on.

Right now though, it was the last [Skill]set that was important. As Levels grew, stealing stuff became more and more risky. Wards, protective enchantments, and even curses, a high-Level [Thief] needed to be able to get around all of those. Throw in a few protective amulets, and there was no one better to go hunt down a master cure wielder.

And to top it all off, they were using the [Round Table] to borrow each other’s anti-tracking [Skills], which meant that tracking down either of them after the fact would be functionally impossible.

Dealing with the guardians from the cult would fall to Isaac, however, and that would be tricky.

Remaining unidentified in combat at high Levels was incredibly difficult if you had any degree of fame, simply because high-Level people tended to have at least a few signature abilities.

Which meant that Isaac’s fire was right out, as were [I Am The Sword] and Old Reliable. Even using a sword at all was risky. There weren’t many high-Level, speed-focused swordmasters in the world, so he wasn’t using one.

Instead, he was going in with just his bare hands and the [Aura of the Eternal Warrior], which he’d gotten along with his new Race at the fourth Evolution.

He could either wield it as a shorter-ranged sensory [Aura], or condense it around parts of his body to turn them into weapons. When applied to his hands, they effectively became blades, which was where one of his least thought-about [Skills] came in. [Absolute Blade Mastery] made him equally skilled with every bladed weapon, translating his ability to wield an arming sword into being a master with a glaive, Zweihänder, combat knife, punch dagger, carpet knife, and so on.

Reinforced hands as blades … that was probably pushing it a bit, but [Absolute Blade Mastery] was a legendary [Skill], it should be able to handle even such a liberal interpretation of what was considered a bladed weapon.

And then, he slapped [Death’s Embrace] onto the [Aura], the empowering [Skill] giving it a feeling of death and decay.

Sharp, deadly, combative, that was what Isaac would look like to his soon-to-be opponents, a speedy combatant who fought with his fists, very much different from the swordsman he normally presented himself as.

“So, Isaac, you ready?” North asked as he crept towards the shop. They’d both already disguised themselves using [Hundred Faces], giving themselves highly average appearances. Brown eyes, brown hair, a medium dark skin tone that could belong to anyone from a very tanned white person to a Black person who’d never seen the sun, and so on. Aggressively average, an obviously fake look, but also damn hard to connect to anything.

“Yes,” Isaac said, slowly closing on the apartment that held the cult’s watchers. “Wait two seconds, then head in.”

The sound of Jason kicking in the door to the curse shop echoed through the city and the cultist guards leaped to their feet, ready to come barging in to save their charge.

That, the moment when they were utterly confused and zeroing in on a specific incident, all facing in the same direction, was when Isaac struck, coming in from behind them.

[True Cut] lacked any kind of visible indicator it was being used, nor did it leave behind noticeable traces, so he could use it to shred the apartment’s wards before phasing through the walls.

No one had the personnel to spare to have quality fourth Evolution agents watching every important location and person, so even the cursemaster only had a single person at that level. The other two were merely at the peak of the third Evolution.

And, of course, the strongest one went down first, folding around Isaac’s red-glowing fist like wet laundry, then flying into the wall with enough force to smash through both it and the next two after it, which left the man lying in the middle of the street atop a pile of bricks.

The second cultist at the third Evolution drew a pair of daggers and charged at Isaac’s back while the guy at the fourth Evolution transformed into a living thunderstorm, a form made up of black clouds and crackling lightning. Thankfully, the building was empty, so there was no need for Isaac to restrain himself.

A flurry of daggers flew at his back, but he dodged each with casual ease, delaying each motion so it wasn’t obvious his [Skills] let him predict his opponents’ moves to the point where it was literal precognition, then backhanded the man through another wall.

[Absolute Blade Mastery’s] other effect let him decide specifically how much damage his blows with bladed weapons did. Well, he could reduce it as far as he wanted, anyway, which was needed when he wasn’t trying to kill his opponents.

If the local cops had a bunch of cultists to interrogate, or a whole lot of prisoners killed via a suicide [Skill], they’d focus on that.

On the other hand, if they had a bunch of corpses and a seriously threatening phone call from the person responsible, guess who’d get hunted to the ends of the Earth?

So, the two little guys were already out cold, and that just left the living thunderhead.

A massive bolt of lightning, as thick as Isaac’s arm, tore towards him while the transformed human’s speed suddenly doubled and a cloak of lightning wreathed him. Someone was burning every cooldown [Skill] they had, likely in the hope that they’d get to save the cursemaster. Too late, North was already done. He could have done it without raising any kind of fuss; the only reason he’d kicked in the door had been to provide a distraction for Isaac.

In response to his opponent, Isaac condensed his [Aura] into a shield in front of him while he threw himself out of the path of the lightning bolt. The shield shattered, and the coating on his limbs broke a moment later, but he’d already been moving out of the path of the attack before it had even been launched. That one had been so obvious that Isaac didn’t have to pretend to not be prescient.

If it had hit, it would have been bad. Getting caught in the attack’s corona left him ever so slightly crispy, but still in decent shape.

And he had his own powerup.

[Champion of Mankind: Vanguard] didn’t have any flashy effects, and without nearby allies to shield, it didn’t attract ranged attacks either. It just made him stupidly fast, more than enough to match his enemy’s boosted speed.

Isaac dove through his foe’s lightning field, taking no small amount of damage in the process, but it was already healed by the time his fists landed.

Fighting incorporeal enemies was a pain in the ass, normally. [Skills], mana, and mana-infused objects could do damage, sure, but that damage was mostly internal, burst blood vessels, cracked bones, and bruised organs where the physical structure had been disrupted. Painful, but damn easy to heal.

But the [Aura of the Eternal Warrior] let him do damage anytime, anywhere, to anything, no matter what, utterly ignoring such things as intangibility or elemental immunities. The [Skill’s] description said so, and he’d confirmed it in testing, but it had never been used against an enemy like this.

When Isaac’s grey-and-rust-colored knuckles hit the cloud man, he was pushed backwards as if it were still flesh and blood, shifting around the fist as if bones were breaking and flesh were tearing. Intangible, made up a material that charred the attacker’s flesh upon contact … none of it mattered. Every strike created damage that would stick no matter what, and his enemy’s stormy form collapsed onto the ground in a heap.

A moment later, the being of water vapor and lightning reverted to a form of flesh and blood. And a lot of the latter wasn’t where it was supposed to be, dripping onto the ground from wounds that would have killed any lesser person. Chump that guy might have been, but he was tough enough to survive.

In the distance, sirens echoed and a sphere of force slammed down around the area. The cops had gotten here quickly. Good.

Less good was that getting out wasn’t going to be as easy as Isaac had hoped it would be. The “Let’s not let any criminals run away” [Skill] even extended underground. This was going to suck.

Isaac phased and dropped through the floor, falling until he smashed into the force field, and came out on the other side, feeling like he’d been fed through a woodchipper. Ow.

Still, projecting a force field through solid matter wasn’t easy, which had vastly weakened the barrier, which had made jumping through it possible.

Now that he was free, he could just run. With his mana pool still well above two-thirds full, he could stay phased for a very long time. And considering that Lisbon was right by the ocean, he didn’t even have to surface anywhere near where he’d dropped off the face of the Earth.

In the end, he met North all the way in Normandy, in the middle of a nice little cafe that boasted about “the best pastries in the region.” That probably wasn’t entirely true, but the place did smell good and Isaac was feeling like getting some sweets.

Besides, between North’s [Paragon Rogue] [Skills] and Isaac’s privacy field, they could have talked about murdering the President of the United States in the middle of FBI headquarters without getting into trouble. Doing this somewhere comfortable wasn’t costing them anything.

“So, what did you get?” Isaac asked.

“Basically everything that the cops won’t need to convict the guy,” North said. “And I managed to figure out what most of the objects I had to leave behind were for.”

He shivered and surreptitiously glanced around the cafe. “Those people are nuts.”

“Did you manage to get in and out without trouble?” Isaac asked. As far as he’d been able to tell, there hadn’t been any trouble, but you couldn’t always see all damage, especially when so many curses were involved.

“Of course.” North looked like the very idea of something going wrong was ludicrous. “How much trouble could a place really give me if I know where all the traps are?”

“Point taken,” Isaac replied. “So, what were the objects you had to leave behind for?”

North told him and Isaac swore internally. As dangerous as each of the objects were individually, and as capable as North was at sussing out the truth, he hadn’t had all the knowledge needed to put the full picture together. Those things put together were a bloody magical WMD. At least that plan was well and truly ruined now.
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“How was your trip?” Amy asked Isaac when he entered the workshop.

“Eh, so-so. Got some shopping done, but there were a bunch of people I didn’t really get along with,” Isaac responded.

“Oh, could someone remind me that I need to get some Christmas shopping done after this?” Patrick asked.

“Sure,” Isaac said, then added in a small voice, “I still need to get that done, too.”

With the whole Monkey King business, he’d been incredibly busy. At least he still had a week left to shop.

One by one, eight knives were placed on the table, causing everyone to shrink back slightly.

“Those things are evil,” Amy whispered. “So cool!”

She immediately grabbed a dagger and began examining it closely. Patrick did the same with a second one, while Isaac began to pull the weapons that were to be enchanted onto the table as well.

Eight standard combat knives, meant for fighting, applying the curse with each strike

Eight slender stilettos, perfect for plunging deep into an enemy.

All sixteen held a Damascus pattern of red and black lending them a sinister air even before being enchanted.

“Seems like a damn shame to use masterworks as a single-use weapon.” Patrick sighed as he glanced at the stilettos. “They’ll be damn useful when you do use them.”

“Single-use?” Amy asked.

“The blades can be snapped off if you twist the handle just right. That way they get stuck in the opponent,” Patrick explained, casting an X-ray spell on the handle to show what he meant.

“Yep,” Isaac said. “And then, the metal will liquefy, mimicking the victim’s blood as it nigh-irrevocably bonds itself to their body, impossible to remove without immense magic, and constantly reapplying the curse whenever it is dispelled.”

“Diabolical,” Amy commented in a dreamy tone, seemingly enraptured by the dagger. “These things are going to be war crimes by the time we’re done with them, aren’t they?”

“Probably,” Isaac said. “But if we ever have to use it against a person, we’ll have bigger issues. Besides, if we don’t tell anyone about these, we can just play dumb.”

“Do you really think that’ll fly?” Patrick asked.

“Of course not. But using a weapon that might get classified as a war crime is going to be a lot less trouble than using one we know is a war crime,” Isaac explained.

“I still hope we never have to use them against a human,” Patrick said.

“You and me both,” Isaac said. “Anything that needs these weapons to combat … if we need them, we’re in serious trouble.”

“Ok, that’s interesting and all, but we’re kinda working here,” Amy grumbled as she looked over another dagger.

“Sorry,” Isaac apologized. He sat in the corner and began to battle the bane of his existence. Paperwork.
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Eighteen hours later, the three of them stood at the table, looking over sixteen weapons that gave the impression they’d kill you if you so much as looked at them too closely.

Behind them, the room resembled a warzone. Scorch marks from sparks that had started flying around for no apparent reason, empty reagent containers, candy bar wrappers, takeout boxes that had been stacked properly until Patrick had bumped into them, and more.

Each of these weapons had the exact same line about how Stagmer had made it. Patrick had copied the curses Isaac had brought them and Amy had then taken the neat and tidy spell script and turned it into a work of art of world-shaking power. Meanwhile

[———]

Cursed Dagger of Bloodletting

An immeasurably deadly weapon, forged by a master blacksmith, enchanted by the work of the Sage of Arcana, which was further refined by the Spellweaver born from the mana itself.

Any wound caused by this dagger will not stop bleeding until it is fully healed, and the victim will bleed not just their lifeblood, but their physical and mental endurance, even their willpower.

Cursed Dagger of Cumulative Insanity

What is insanity? Doing the same thing over and over again and expecting a different outcome? Seeing things that aren’t there? Something else entirely?

… Probably that last answer.

Regardless of what the real definition is, this is a dagger that influences the victim’s sensory perception, altering the speed at which certain sensory inputs register with the conscious mind at random, as well as randomly forcing the victim to zero in on a random, non-important piece of information.

Cursed Dagger of Feebleness

Weakness by a thousand cuts, every wound inflicting mounting limitations, until they are nothing but a lump of quivering flesh on the floor. Injuring muscles will cripple them, damaging nerves will almost completely remove the victim’s ability to use them, and more.

Cursed Dagger of Myriad Agonies

Have you ever cut yourself? You have, haven’t you? Felt the kiss of a blade in your flesh, your nerves screaming out, or perhaps it was mere paper that inflicted pain, rending your mind with agony?

What about bruises, then? Have you ever stubbed a toe, bumped a knee, walked into a glass door you thought was open?

Across a person’s life, they will inevitably gather countless injuries and painful memories. These now power the Cursed Dagger of Myriad Agonies. Every injury inflicted with this weapon will call up memories of any and all similar injuries suffered by the victim, as well as reducing the effect of the human body’s standard methods of coping with pain.

Cursed Dagger of Sundered Health

An injury to the victim’s health, in more than one way. That is what this dagger promises. It doesn’t merely damage the victim in the present, but cripples them for the future, weakening their ability to recover from venom, poison, disease, and other curses.

Cursed Dagger of Arcane Suppression

This is a weapon that does not only cut flesh, but the spirit, leaving the victim leaking mana, each wound leaking additional mana whenever mana is used.

Cursed Dagger of Lost Gravity

Every time this cursed weapon cuts the victim, it will alter the effect of gravity upon them by a random amount between five and fifty percent, both increasing and decreasing it, for up to ten seconds. The user will be informed of the change; the victim will not.

Cursed Dagger of Injuries Eternal

Any injuries inflicted by this weapon will never heal except by exceedingly powerful healing magic, burdening anyone hurt by this weapon with nigh-eternal suffering.

[———]

The daggers were powerful, inflicting progressively stronger debuffs with each cut, but they were still more fragile than Old Reliable and not something he could afford to use often in combat, especially as he wanted to keep these a secret, the ace up his sleeve. His ultima ratio.

[———]

Cursed Livingblood Stiletto of Bloodletting

An immeasurably deadly weapon, forged by a master blacksmith, enchanted by the work of the Sage of Arcana, which was further refined by the Spellweaver born from the mana itself.

When stabbed into an enemy, the user may twist the hilt of the weapon, leaving behind the blade, which will then transform into liquid and flow through the victim’s bloodstream alongside their lifeblood, eternally inflicting and renewing the Curse of Bloodletting.

While the Curse is active, blood will never clot and the victim will bleed not just their lifeblood, but their physical and mental endurance, even their willpower, until all wounds are cleansed.

[———]

The rest of the stilettos were basically the exact same thing. Instead of the effect being added to the wound, they were added to all wounds inflicted. Well, gravity made the victim suffer from constantly alternating gravity until they got rid of both the curse and the liquid flowing through their veins.

Isaac was sorely tempted to do an evil laugh, just this once. They were. Just. So. Perfect.

Amy, on the other hand, had no such compunctions, cackling like a madwoman.

Isaac still resisted the urge, but a huge grin still graced his face.

Bloodletting was powerful; combined with Feebleness, Sundered Health, and Arcane Suppression, he could now unleash devastating debuffs. And he’d have something useful in all situations. But they were also a little boring, simple.

Myriad Agonies, on the other hand … oof. Isaac had had a dagger like that, accidentally cut himself with it, and regretted it for days afterwards. That was a weapon to be very, very careful with.

Lost Gravity didn’t sound powerful, but anyone who’d ever been under its effects would know that continuing the fight after the first cut was all but impossible.

Injuries Eternal didn’t do much in the moment, but if he was unable to finish off an enemy, it would come in clutch.

And Cumulative Insanity, well, it was enough to drive a man insane. Combined with the Curse of Lost Gravity, it would render an enemy practically helpless, no longer the master of their senses or movement.

The three of them grinning at the thing they’d created could have lasted for hours if it hadn’t been for Bailey. After all, the lab was a shared space, and the professor had booked it for, well, now. And the room wasn’t exactly in a great state.

Maybe, just maybe, they’d gotten a liiiiiiittle overexcited.

He wasn’t mad about the mess, though, just disappointed. That was worse.


EVERYTHING IS FINE … MOSTLY
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Among the many, many things the [System] had brought with it, food was one of the last things people would think of. And really, it didn’t get that crazy for the most part.

Sure, Kraken calamari was fancy, but it wasn’t that much better than regular squid.

However, there was a handful of extremely special dishes that could grant permanent boons. The Lindwyrm, the dragon-serpent of venom and death, could be cooked to grant the eater a single [Skill]. The Salmon of Wisdom, meanwhile, could boost one’s mana regeneration.

Isaac had, of course, already eaten them, he wasn’t someone to give up on such an advantage. But now, he’d gotten his hands on enough surplus ingredients to cook a meal for his family as well.

Thank god his sisters weren’t a few years older, or they’d not have gotten to eat for hours, not until all the various Instagram pictures had been taken. It was a little silly to be complaining about “today’s youth” as someone barely out of their teenage years, but, well, time travel.

So no picture madness, just a couple of overly excited preteens who’d just been fed “dragon” steaks and salmon sushi that seemed to glow with an inner light.

Just feeding people magical food before they unlocked their [Class] wasn’t going to result in an outstanding starter [Class] right from the outset, but in combination with proper training and support in general, it should give them the best possible start in life.

As for making sure that magical food was even safe for children, and anyone else who hadn’t yet gained their [System], that wasn’t something Isaac had checked himself.

In the other timeline, some researcher’s kids had eaten the food after explicitly being told not to and been totally fine, even in the long term.

Of course, people had immediately cried “human experiment,” accusing the researcher of orchestrating the situation, but she’d willingly submitted herself to truth-telling spells.

And, well, she’d ended up proving the old adage about how the fastest way to get something done was to tell your kids not to do it.

Long story short, the various enhancements would lie dormant until the [System] went active, and while the benefits weren’t as great as one might think, there was no reason not to strengthen them as much as possible.

So, dinner took a while, between the overly excited kids and his parents examining the boons granted by the food, but it was fun. And, of course, tasty. Christmas shopping was done, there was no immediate issue to deal with, just the usual array of systemic problems. Playing Whack-a-Mole with those could be done alongside the usual family activities.

“Tomorrow’s Christmas!” Tanja yelled as she ran through the hallway the second she was allowed to get up from the table, all but bouncing off the walls.

“Yeah, and Santa can still take away gifts if you destroy the house,” Viktoria said, causing her sister to stick her tongue out. “Santa’s not real, stupid. Or are you still a baby?”

And that was the end of peace in the house for a good long while. Somehow, their mother was able to perfectly raise other people’s kids in her profession as a kindergarten teacher, but her twins … calling them the living incarnations of chaos was an apt way to describe them. No amount of stellar parenting would make them into perfect little angels.
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Christmas was … a thing. A very important thing, one that was meant to bring joy to all, and so on, and so forth, one slowly transformed into an occasion to force the whole family together, into a small area, where fights would inevitably break out while rampant consumerism sucked one’s wallet dry.

Isaac wasn’t trying to be a Grinch, he really wasn’t, but the situation wasn’t making it easy.

The Winter Event had gone well and all, he’d gotten the Christmas shopping done, and now, he was back in his childhood home, but he wasn’t feeling happy.

Sure, his family was great, but he could hear everything within several city blocks and the situation was overall heavily stressed. Isaac himself, well, he wasn’t exactly a paragon of relaxation either. He’d built the same snow castle he had last year, but unlike then, he didn’t stick around to supervise.

He was busy, and there was no way to work around that chaos without also risking something going horribly wrong. And the chances of an incident taking place weren’t as small as one might think.

Christmas was when everyone was all in one place together, and tensions could easily boil over. Throw in the fact that, well, Christmas was bloody expensive, especially in a time of economic upheaval … in Isaac’s mind, it wasn’t a question of if something would go wrong, but when.

After all, when proving yourself was as simple as drawing a few squiggles in the snow, tossing in random household objects, and using a little mana, that seemed like an attractive option after getting yelled at for not bringing in enough cash.

Most people were smart enough not to behave like complete morons, but most people weren’t the issue, the minority of idiots was.

The [System’s] three-year mark was rapidly approaching, the time when shit had truly hit the fan in the other timeline, economy-wise.

Isaac had been working on that in the background from the very start, but if “fixing the economy” were easy, ninety percent of politicians, as well as most lawyers and accountants, would have been out of a job.

The most important thing was to ensure that everyone had something to eat, clothing to wear, and a roof over their head.

Plans for living off the [System] did exist, an endless number of them. They’d existed for almost as long as the [System] itself. Isaac himself had written a couple, intended for people who lived in places without the infrastructure to reliably provide clean water and sufficient food.

What monsters were edible, which ones to eat how often for balanced nutrition, etc.

In addition, it also contained quite a few dire threats that your average citizen would not be aware existed. How many people knew that drinking pure water could kill you because it drained your body of several trace elements via osmosis?

Adults with a Fortitude above 100 could easily survive drinking water elementals, their very cells clamping down and preventing the essential minerals from being sucked out, but children and less durable grown-ups couldn’t. That was why you needed to add certain trace elements and needed to know where to get those trace elements, as well as how much of them should be used.

Meanwhile, a way for every adult to have access to functionally free electricity had been “invented” by Karl, soon to be unveiled.

But living off the [System] was merely surviving, without most of the comforts that modern humans were used to.

In an ideal world, this was where something like universal basic income would have been used, in a situation where no one could argue that those unemployed were simply lazy because the jobs, quite literally, did not exist, but that was unlikely to happen in Germany. And even if it did, there were plenty of nations on planet Earth where it would never fly. Bloody politics.

A snowball thudded against his window, jerking him out of his musings.

Tanja had thrown that. Viktoria was starting to mellow out, a bit at least, but so far, it seemed that one of his sisters was determined to remain a little hell-raiser. And as the responsible elder brother, he couldn’t let such a thing happen, now could he?

Isaac flung himself through the wall of the house and landed on the street outside, making sure to hit an ice patch to send himself careening into the mass of snow in a seemingly uncontrolled manner.

By the time he came to a stop, he was lying on his back, icy water already soaking into his clothes as he stared up at Tanja. She chuckled … and promptly dumped an extra helping of snow into his face.

Oh, that did it!

Isaac surged to his feet as his sister ran, shrieking and laughing as he chased after her at a speed so slow it felt like he was moving through molasses. Snowball after snowball flew through the air, accurate but slow enough to give her time to dodge, which she did most of the time.

Of course, being the only adult in the winter wonderland actively chasing a little kid made him a target, and he got pelted with snow from every direction.

By the time Isaac went back inside ten minutes later, he was soaking wet, but happy. He headed into the bathroom to use his fire to dry off and finally ended up back in his room.

The work never stopped, especially now. Isaac had made every preparation he could when he could, but that wouldn’t be enough. There were some general plans he could make, which could be made to work irrespective of the situation, but much of what he did would have to be tailored to the circumstances at hand.

It wasn’t like there was some kind of perfect solution he could import from the other timeline, because this was a part of what had broken that world.

Of course, trying to fix everything himself was possible. The “trying” part, that was, to run himself ragged taking down the biggest threats while everyone else grew stronger until eventually he’d fall short and he’d have to just hope it had been enough.

Another snowball smacked into the window and Isaac sighed, heaving himself out of his chair while he closed his laptop.

This should be a time for happiness, for him to enjoy being with the family he’d once lost … except at the same time, he was listening to everyone else in the city, and so many of them were arguing, fighting. This was all sounding like the end of the world as he knew it was nigh. Again. General unrest, societal collapse, etc.

He knew that wasn’t the case, the issues were merely being exaggerated by everyone being cramped together in one place, but it still sounded awful.

And yes, reducing the power of his hearing down to near-original levels would have been an option, but that would just have driven him even more up the wall. Hearing awful stuff was bad, being functionally deaf was a million times worse.

He chased Tanja around the snow piles once again, until it was time for the gift-giving. Just like always, the adults got the kinds of basic things that people wanted to get but weren’t quite willing to pay the money to do so. The kids, meanwhile, got a whole bunch of toys.

Isaac also handed out a few more protective amulets, on top of the ones that he’d already given his family.

Considering how little sleep everyone needed, the “party” went on until late in the night, and it was a lot of fun. In the end, the fairy tale ended, and Isaac had to go back to work.

The situation might be looking grim, but it wasn’t without ways to improve, and a hell of a lot better than it should have been.


SPARK OF GENIUS
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July 14th, 1945, the first nuclear test

December 3rd, 1967, the first successful heart transplant

April 30th, 1993, the public availability of the internet

And now, on February 2nd, the world got access to a functionally limitless source of electricity, available for the entirety of humanity to draw upon.

Yesterday had been Isaac’s birthday, a sadly depressing event. When he’d visited his family, it had only served to highlight the difference between him, and who he’d been the last time around, how much he’d changed. And when the team had thrown a party for him, it had only served to empathize who wasn’t there, who didn’t know the real him.

But today, today was going to be incredible. This was going to be Karl’s big day, sure, but Isaac was still excited, to the point where Amy had asked him if he’d stuck his head into the reactor. Apparently, he’d been acting more than a little … hyper.

Isaac was wearing his full set of formal clothing. A three-piece suit, his armored bracers subtly concealed under his sleeves, Old Reliable in Ka-Bar form attached to his belt at his back. A notepad took its place in his breast pocket, and the inside of his suit contained a few other bits of basic equipment, like a packet of healing pills. Nothing obvious, nothing in your face, just present for anyone who looked closely enough. Meanwhile, his boots were the newest iteration of the copycat cloud stepping boots, kept in a formal style, black leather shoes not out of place at any black-tie event.

From head to toe, he was every bit the warrior scholar he’d become. Equally at home in a place of learning and on the battlefield.

Isaac continued to pace, walking the full length of the basement in under a second, turning, and striding back at speeds that would fling loose papers around like leaves in a hurricane. But no one used paper anymore outside of a handful of documents and definitely wouldn’t leave them in a hallway with so many high-Level people storming through it. No, this place was the perfect one to pace.

One hour to go.

He poked his head into the room where the generators were being prepared. One was the “prototype,” all rough edges, and it had a dozen different places that had been altered a thousand times before it reached its final form.

The other had supposedly been built in one go using all the knowledge gained from the original creation. That was the one that would be presented to the world shortly, the other would be made available for inspection, and then go straight into the university’s museum. Or, as Amy called it, “the hall of bragging.”

This was one of their museums, anyway. The university had a few. The astronomy department had an entire planetarium, complete with two stories of exhibits. The chemistry department had an entire hallway of metals, minerals, and individual elements.

But out here, in the boonies, all they’d had were the gardens belonging to the botanists and horticulture departments. Until now. With so much new construction, turning one of the buildings into a place to teach people about the [System] and display their accomplishments was perfectly possible.

The first “trophy” within was a mass of slate shards belonging to the very first Slate Golem the team had ever killed, complete with the dissected core.

Several more monster materials were present, each impressive-looking but not particularly expensive. They didn’t want to make the place too tempting for thieves. The historical value was high enough, no need to add material value on top of everything else.

Then there was the shattered Zweihänder Isaac had used to kill the first Tier 5 monster in a controlled environment, repaired in a way that showed exactly where it had broken when the giant, mobile mass of titanium had gone and fallen onto the blade.

Some heavily censored video footage of the battle against the Demon Lord of Seoul at the booth that talked about [Raid Bosses].

In addition, small trophies from their other exploits lined the walls.

For example, the harness that would turn a normal horse into a Pegasus, a trophy from the very first Event.

A picture of the literal mountain of promotional gifts they’d gotten the first few times they’d appeared on the world stage, with Isaac standing next to it for scale, leaning on his Zweihänder.

And then there was a pot of literally fossilized stew, donated by Chef Caroline Ulrich. They’d been giving her all the monster bits that looked like they might work as food since she’d moved her restaurant into a food truck nearby, but sometimes, they were wrong about how fit for consumption something was. Well, no one had eaten anything and therefore no one had gotten hurt, and now, it was a funny story for them all to laugh about.

“So how are you guys?” Isaac asked as he looked into the room where Patrick and Karl were preparing. Well, overpreparing. Polishing every piece, even when it already shone like new, and so on.

“Nervous,” Karl said. He was wearing a three-piece, just like Isaac, but there was no armor in it, just technological gadgets. And his tie had a fancy circuit board pattern on it.

Patrick, on the other hand, wore a deep blue hybrid between a suit and a mage’s robe, still appropriate for a formal event.

“Just finishing the final, final, final checks,” Patrick added. “Everything’s set up. Working generator, empty shell for the assembly demonstration, spares for both, generators in various stages of construction to give people a good look at the guts.”

“I’ll leave you to it, then,” Isaac said and left, going right back to pacing. Up and down the corridor, thinking, preparing for disaster scenarios, coming up with counters for “gotcha questions,” and so on. For the dozenth time. Waiting until now to prepare … that would have just been plain moronic.

But the wait passed eventually and then, they stood in front of the crowd of reporters, scientists, politicians, industry leaders, and more.

Bailey and Raul had on simple but supremely well-made suits while Amy was wearing a dress that evoked the image of a mage’s robe seemingly without being one.

Karl stepped up to the mike and began to speak at the precise moment the press conference had been scheduled for, on the dot.

“Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen. Today, we will change the process of electricity generation forever. A functionally unlimited source of energy that can be harnessed by almost anyone, requiring next to no knowledge to use or even set up. All that is required is the ability to use mana.”

Using the party they’d set up ahead of time, Karl could easily ask for props to be delivered at just the right time, without requiring any kind of visible signal, so Amy teleported up the first generator the second he took a few steps towards the open part of the stage, manifesting the machine amidst a flash of light.

“This is a mana-to-electricity converter that is made up of standard, hardware store wiring, simple rubber insulation, and metal plates that, once again, you can get from any hardware store.”

He placed his hand on the plate that held a painted-on handprint, the only one connected to the elemental core. All the others were insulated using rubber, but this one required quite a bit of work to create. Several runes had to be added that both prevented you from getting zapped when touching it and allowed mana to flow inside.

And a mere moment later, the lightbulbs on top of the generator lit up.

“These generators can generate up to 57 kilowatt-hours per day, at the cost of around a hundred mana per hour, and it’s possible to add additional mana to compensate for a period where the mana flow is cut off, up to five and a half hours’ worth. If combined with a battery pack, it can easily provide a constant flow of electricity for any standard home, and multiple units could be used in concert to power larger buildings or devices.”

The one small issue with these things was that they were hard to scale up, using an elemental higher than Tier 3 should allow for the creation of more powerful generators in theory, but in practice, it didn’t work. And trying would just result in electrical burns and an involuntary game of “The floor is molten slag.” But these things were meant for small-scale use; there were alternatives for the bigger stuff. Generators that used the blood of a Demon Lord were replacing the nuclear reactors on aircraft carriers and the like.

“In other words, you can get unlimited energy for one’s household for less than two hundred euros, though you might need a few adaptations to keep the fridge running overnight, and something that works during the day if you don’t work from home. But devices capable of storing electricity have existed for decades and a list of the most useful and cost-effective models has been gathered and is available on the university’s website.”

Karl continued on for a few more minutes, going a little more in-depth on how everything worked, and then, he finally asked Isaac to do the demonstration.

Isaac simply nodded and stepped to the side, where a blank area of concrete was available.

Two Ka-Bars appeared above his hands, then promptly flew through the air and began to carve an intricate pattern into the ground, the Tier 3 circle taking shape in less than a second. As the dust settled, the summoning materials for a Lightning Elemental were revealed. He’d surreptitiously dropped them in during the creation process. A little showmanship never hurt anybody.

The Ka-Bars demanifested, then reappeared over his hands, clean. A small cut on the tip of each index finger and the blades’ tips were flying across his arms, drawing crimson runic patterns.

And lastly, the Summoning Circle flashed, spitting out a Lightning Elemental, though the monster promptly vanished, sucked into an orb hovering between Isaac’s palms, when he thrust his palms into the electric maelstrom.

[———]

Lightning Elemental has died to Environmental Hazard [Blood Magic Field] and has been transformed into Lightning Elemental Core

[———]

All in all, the process had taken barely five seconds.

While Isaac took care of procuring the elemental spark, Patrick demonstrated how to create the reactor from scratch without an [Engineer’s] [Skills]. Just [Telekinesis] to move around the metal plates and a magnification spell to allow everyone a better view.

The crackling orb of energy was carried into an awaiting receptacle that Amy had teleported onto the stage and placed within. A brief burst of [Hydra’s Regeneration] fixed up the small cuts on his fingers and that was that.

“As you can see, the process of creating this generator is not complicated. Granted, this is their hundredth time doing this, so they might be slightly faster than most people, but the principles remain the same,” Karl announced. “Now, does anyone have any questions?”

Of course, the questions immediately began raining in, but Isaac only half-listened, paying more attention to his new prompt.

[———]

Congratulations, Incarnation of the Promethean Spirit, for embodying the very essence of your Class!

You have taken a weapon of a divine war, unleashed to help humanity destroy itself, and turned it into a driving force for progress.

For creating such a spectacular display of irony, you have been awarded 500,000 XP.

[———]

Excellent. Isaac grinned. Apparently, his past gains hadn’t been a big enough deal, but now, his actions had been acknowledged.

Most of the questions Karl got were either technical or of the softball variety, but then, one of those highly annoying gotcha questions got tossed their way. It was also the single most predictable question there was, so they’d been able to prepare for it well ahead of time.

“What would you like to say to the employees of power companies who will lose their jobs as a result of your invention becoming available to everyone?”

“As the vast majority of them have already been fired due to [Lead Engineers] being able to do the monitoring and maintenance via [Skills], I suspect most of them will be very happy to not have to deal with an electric bill anymore,” Karl responded evenly. “Incidentally, said bills have not been reduced to reflect the companies’ reduced costs and are no longer appropriate, given the current economic situation. This machine will take a lot of pressure off the people who, up until now, had to pay the inflated bills.”

“Ah, I see.”

And that was all she wrote. Seriously, that had been so bloody predictable.

Isaac kept a straight face because the massive grin threatening to manifest wouldn’t exactly have been great optics, but he was laughing his ass off on the inside.

A few more questions were asked, but there was only one more that Isaac really paid attention to.

“Professor Bailey, your team has produced several incredible innovations. What would you say is the secret to your success?”

The very epitome of a softball question, but Isaac was interested in hearing the answer.

“It’s simple. Priorities,” Bailey said. “Companies look for profit, expanding the use of their current products, as well as creating new ones, but only when there is money on the table. The military is always looking for more destructive power and utility. We’re chasing knowledge for knowledge’s sake, and quite often, we find something that no one could possibly find by actively looking for it because there was no prior indication that it existed. We do foundational research and I work with some very smart people who come up with some very creative uses for our findings.”

Really, what had he expected to hear? “We have a time traveler working for us” might have given that reporter the scoop of the century, but it would have really set the cat amongst the pigeons. Much better for everyone if that was kept on the down low.

The press conference part ended soon and the mingling portion of the event began, which went as those kinds of things usually did. That, too, ended eventually, and they fled back down into the bowels of their building once they could safely do so.
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“… telling you, things will stop after two, maybe three attempts,” Amy said with vehemence.

“This is Isaac we’re talking about, he’s terrifying when he wants to be. One and done, that’s my bet,” Raul responded.

“Guys, I’m really not comfortable with this bet,” Karl said.

“Ok, what was going on here?” Isaac wondered. He’d been out of earshot for barely a few minutes. What on Earth had they gotten up to in the meantime?

“Oh, we’re making a bet about how many people are going to try to kill Karl and fail before they all realize it’s futile,” Amy said.

Karl grumbled something uncomplimentary under his breath. Amy did have a point though; they’d just punched a whole bunch of very influential people right in the wallet. Oil and power companies, non-electric car manufacturers, and more besides. Someone was bound to do something stupid.

“I can answer that: Zero,” Isaac said. “I already took care of everything. The people who had skeletons in their closets from before are under arrest, and those who don’t, but are likely to do something drastic, are being watched. So, what do I win?”


INTERLUDE WHACK-A-MOLE
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There were many mysteries in this world, questions beyond counting.

Why did the gods fight this proxy war?

Why were human beings so inherently self-destructive?

Where the actual fuck had Isaac Thoma found that terrifyingly capable investigator of his?

And, of course, what trouble could a mischievously inclined [Rogue] get up to using said information? Especially when his “orders” were to “go crazy and ham it up”?

This wasn’t meant to look like someone working specifically to save Karl Siegel, someone who had personal skin in the game, but rather someone who decided to take care of things out of an overly developed sense of “justice,” in the comic book sense of the word.

Jason North was fully aware of how he could come off to others, but honestly, playing it up was fun.

The warehouse looked like any of the dozen others that surrounded it, a tall ceiling, corrugated iron walls and ceiling, three stories of offices making up one of the sides, loading docks on the opposite side of those. A place that no one really cared about, no one watched over, where no looky-loos or busybodies would call the authorities.

In other words, the perfect place to prepare for a high-profile assassination, especially when said assassination involved innumerable large pieces of equipment.

The mercenaries within were technically official military contractors with all the required licenses and paperwork to operate legally, but they were suspected of taking on quite a few decidedly illegal tasks due to how well they paid. In addition, they apparently had an unhealthy level of self-esteem, if they were willing to take a contract on an S-Ranker.

During the last few days, Jason had run all over the globe, picking fights with hitmen, mercenaries, A-Rankers of dubious morals, and a single S-Ranker. Each time, he’d come out on top after delivering some kind of admonishment, making it abundantly clear that he disapproved of the actions taken, becoming an urban myth overnight. After all, none of the people he’d gone after had been in a position to call the cops, not without revealing their own crimes. But rumors still circulated.

And now, he’d gotten the heads up about this group, already in the same city as Karl, preparing to take action. Heavily enhanced firearms that could breach an [Engineer’s] personal armor, MANPADs to stop an escape via air, [Tacticians], and a [Mercenary Commander] with [Skills] that could lock down an area, [Snipers] and [Heavy Weapons Specialists] to do the actual killing … it was a good spread, one that might even let them succeed. Maybe.

Jason didn’t know everything about Karl, he lacked a full breakdown of the man’s capabilities, but he’d become an S-Ranker with a non-combat [Class]. He had to be powerful.

Either way, no one would ever find out how an ambush would have gone because these jackasses were getting ambushed first.

[Round Table: Borrow Skill: Unknown Fear]

A simple little trick, borrowing Isaac’s version of [Privacy]. Combined with his own [Face in the Crowd] that fed the information of random nearby individuals to anyone who tried to inspect him, getting any kind of information on Jason was literally impossible. No one on planet Earth had two separate, maxed out, anti-[Inspect] abilities, and for the next ten minutes, nothing and no one could get any kind of information on him.

“You know, they say there’s no honor among thieves, but really, I’d have thought even the lowest of the low would have some standards,” he announced as he walked into the warehouse. Behind them, the four pieces of the door hit the floor with a loud clang, neat cuts having separated it into evenly sized chunks.

[Flickering Dodge] took him a few meters to the side without requiring him to pass through the intervening space, causing his opponents’ initial salvo to go wide. Twin daggers appeared in his hands, and glowed briefly as the effect of his maxed out [Blades] was applied. Until he picked another weapon, they were both tough and sharp enough to be used by even a Level 137 [Rogue of Myth and Legend] without fail.

“I mean, we’re talking about someone who changed the world with his inventions, who’ll be mentioned alongside Tesla and Edison, Newton and Einstein. But someone got butthurt about a loss in profit and now you’re ready to gun him down in the streets like a dog? HAVE YOU NO SHAME?”

The second salvo was far less ragged than the first, with nearly every one of the twenty people in the warehouse either having drawn their guns or begun casting spells. They still missed, though, and his next [Flickering Dodge] took him right up into the face of a charging [Rogue]. Or at least that was what the man looked like based on his build, mana level, and defensive [Skills].

[Piercing Strike] sent both blades plunging into his opponent’s body, then a re-cast tore them through his flesh, gutting him like a fish, and then, he [Snatch]ed several internal organs away. Knife fights were an ugly, ugly business, and most people who regularly engaged in them almost always grabbed regeneration Aspects to rapidly recover from injuries. But missing organs were a bitch to fix.

“People suck, I know, but you and everyone else who’s decided to accept a contract on the man who changed the world for the better, you’re special. You actually manage to suck badly enough to piss me off. And now, sow wind, reap the whirlwind and all that.”

This group had a grand total of four melee combatants to engage their targets while everyone else tore them to pieces. Well, one of their frontliners was currently busy trying to recover his innards behind him and the other three weren’t going to last long either.

[Shuffle] randomly switched both his position and that of up to three enemy targets.

Suddenly, the second enemy [Rogue] found himself in the path of his comrades’ fire while Jason’s blades plunged into the side of the toughest-looking guy melee fighter, [Down for the Count] ensuring that his opponent wasn’t getting up anytime soon. Every injury was affecting his victim nearly as badly as they would have a standard human. Most people at this level would think nothing of running around with cut abdominal muscles, breathing deeply with broken ribs, walking on broken feet, but any normal person with those kinds of injuries would be curled up on the ground, waiting for an ambulance.

Pricey in terms of mana, yes, but letting that guy get back up would have extracted a price in blood, so it was worth the cost.

One guy was gutted, the second shot to hell, and the third one was currently discovering that his wounds were both far worse than they should have been and were refusing to heal. And the last one wouldn’t last long either.

Several walls of concrete erupted from the ground to hem Jason in, and at the same time, two overlapping area [Skills] hit him. The first rooted him indelibly to the ground, stuck until the effect ended, while the second would draw all ranged attacks in the area towards him, including his own.

So they were already breaking out the cooldown [Skills]? That meant they’d be going into the next fight underpowered, but apparently, they were acknowledging him as a true threat.

The opening salvos were simple magic spells that flew through the few openings left by the walls, as a hail of bullets sped past them. If he stayed here, he was screwed, but leaving wasn’t an option while literally fused to the ground.

A lesser version of that [Skill] could be beaten by simply taking off one’s shoes, but that wasn’t what he was dealing with here.

[No Prison Can Hold Me] was one of the most variable [Skills] he’d ever heard about. Depending on the situation, this third Evolution cooldown ability could manifest a lockpick into his hand, which would disappear once the lock in question was open or … or it could do something a little more extreme.

As he fell into the ground, phasing, the last thing he saw was his feet still standing where he’d left them, and then, the concrete covered his view. But on the way down, he reached into his [Thief’s Pocket] and dumped out every single alchemical weapon he had in there that couldn’t be traced back to him.

The ground rocked all around him as he pulled himself through the rock and dirt until he reappeared just outside of the warehouse, pausing only long enough to down the strongest healing potion he had. It restored his feet in the amount of time it took to stand up, at the cost of almost all his natural healing, including that provided by his regeneration [Skill], for several hours. So he’d better make sure the next go around didn’t go as badly as the last one.

Entering [Stealth], Jason strode through the open door and scampered up into the ceiling rafters, staring down into the mess below. Smoke bombs, alchemic frag grenades, incendiary devices that these guys were still struggling to put out, they’d all made one hell of a mess.

“Looks like you enjoyed my presents,” he called out, pulling out a dozen throwing knives from his storage. He unleashed a [Blade Fan], the weapons spreading out in a perfect arc and cutting into the nearest group of enemies.

Amidst the flames and smoke, the enemy formation was in chaos, uncoordinated as hell. The group’s [Healer] was easily identifiable, as he was trying to fix the most badly injured member, a perfect target.

A thrown dagger tore cleanly through the man, flinging him off the slowly recovering melee fighter. Neither of them was dead, but decidedly out of the fight. That explosion should have also brought down the authorities on this place, so by the time these guys were fully recovered, they’d be in handcuffs.

“Eat [Steelhail]!” someone yelled and suddenly, an artillery shell appeared in his face. Uh-Oh.

He leaped backwards, phasing through the ceiling in the split second before it detonated, tearing the metal between them to pieces. Thankfully, the shrapnel lost most of its momentum in the process.

Every single person able to get a bead on him as he fell back down opened fire, unleashing enough firepower to kill him a dozen times over. Did they really think he was stupid enough to not have a midair mobility [Skill]?

[Always on Solid Ground] let him walk on anything and everything that wasn’t empty air. Fog, clouds, insects, random leaves flying in the air, and yes, smoke, all of it might as well have been a paved road.

A series of overlapping explosions tore apart the place he’d been a split second before.

His next target was a [Sniper] who’d set himself up in the corner of the room, complete with [Skill] generated cover, an energy field meant to deflect ranged attacks, and more he couldn’t identify just yet.

The sniper rifle barked once, twice, thrice, each sharp report wiping out all other sounds in the warehouse, spewing a trio of glowing projectiles at him. His knives cut two of them out of the air and the third grazed his arm, leaving behind a burning trail of pain. But now, he was in ra⁠—

A minefield. A minefield that had not been there a millisecond previously covered not only the ground in front of and underneath him but a good third of the warehouse, too densely clustered for even a [Rogue] to move through safely.

A simple leap took Jason back into the ceiling, but as it turned out, those mines weren’t nearly as simple to evade, detonating as he passed over them, shaped charges spitting pillars of fire at him.

Slightly turning his body let Jason avoid most of the force of the nearest blast, enabling him to catch the shockwave in a way that tossed him clear of the mess. And then the instant he was no longer in a position to threaten the [Sniper], that jackass opened fire again.

Police sirens were already loud enough to let everyone here hear them, which didn’t leave him with a whole lot of time. Most of the group was down with various degrees of injury, but that sniper was still looking hale and hearty. Along with three of his compatriots. If he let the cops confront four fully healthy, high-Level individuals, he’d never hear the end of it.

Once again, he left the warehouse and phased back in. The proper counter to that trick was to move away from the wall, forcing his enemies to abandon their perch, leaving them vulnerable.

The claymore someone had left behind for him still would have blown up in his face if he’d jumped in right where they’d been. Instead, he phased back in through the ceiling and dropped down in a place that left his enemies between him and the majority of their comrades.

[Retrieve Blades] caused every single knife he’d thrown in the course of the fight to fly right back towards his [Thief’s Pocket], the people standing in the way be damned. And that was the fight. The last three enemies were pulled along by the knives stuck in them until they managed to turn far enough that the daggers pulled themselves free, slamming home into his storage while his last opponents fell to the ground.

The sound of a portal opening echoed from somewhere nearby and heavy boots began to clomp over asphalt. Oh great, someone had called the cavalry. That was either GSG-13 or the military, which meant that he was officially no longer needed here.

As Jason vanished into the night, [Leave no Trace] activated, burning away any trace of his presence, from random skin cells to the severed feet he’d left behind.

Under the effect of the world’s strongest identity disguising effect, with [Hundred Faces] altering his features, his identity would forever remain a mystery. The mercenaries trying to kill Germany’s new favorite son weren’t going to get any mercy from the police or the courts, and they weren’t in any shape to run away.
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And now to deal with the real problem, evil, annoying corporation number … how many had he picked fights with so far? Eh, it wasn’t like it mattered. Number one, number fifty, number sixty-nine, who cared?

The proper way to deal with them varied from company to company, depending on just who was responsible for the attempt. In this case, hiring the mercenaries had been a joint decision from most of the company board.

So he marched straight into the lobby of the company’s headquarters, still covered in blood, during one of the board’s meetings.

“I won’t be needing these back,” he announced, tossing his daggers onto the security guard’s desk, and walked in through the metal detector. It didn’t go off. He’d made sure to pick an outfit that didn’t contain any metal, not even in the belt buckle, just to fuck with the guards.

“Hey, stop!”

After a split second of stunned silence, the guard leaped up and charged after him. Too late, too slow. Jason was on the staircase a moment later and running up, leaving behind a trail of bloody footprints.

Behind him, an alarm began to wail.

Oh, where was the records room again? [Remember the Plan] … ah, there we go. He left the staircase, noticed that his shoes were looking a little dry, and pulled a blood packet from his storage. An expired one he’d saved from the hospital trash. It splattered against the ground, and then the packet itself disintegrated under the might of his evidence-destroying [Skill] and he charged through the growing crimson puddle, tracking bloody footprints all over the place.

Finding the records the police would need to prove a link between this place and the warehouse mess would have been a pain in the ass under normal circumstances, but he did have a plan, drawn up by the living embodiment of invaded privacy that was Isaac’s investigator. And, of course, he also marked files that were incriminatory in other ways, belonging to other cases. Blood was smeared across all the right drawers and files, and that was that.

The cops had obviously been called about the bloody lunatic who’d charged into the building, most likely before he’d even left the lobby, and they’d be following the blood trail. They wouldn’t find him, but they would find all the clues he’d “marked” and there were laws about how evidence discovered by sheer happenstance while, for example, chasing a criminal across private property, was admissible in court.

Walking into the boardroom, on the other hand, well, that was just to fuck with people.

“Good afternoon, assholes and bastards,” he declared loudly as he kicked open the door. “I won’t take up too much of your time, as I’m sure you’ll have your hands full all too soon, but until then, I do have a few moments.”

“Get. Out!” the guy at the head of the table yelled, finger jabbing at the door, showing far more bravery than Jason would have given him credit for.

… On second thought, it was probably stupidity.

“Eh, I don’t think so.” Jason shrugged and approached the man’s chair, prompting the idiot to leap out of it in fright. He took the proffered seat and plopped his dripping-wet shoes onto the table.

“See, there’s being an asshole, and then there’s being an asshole. I know your company’s hurting, but you’re not going to fix anything by killing the guy who invented the new generator. The whole thing is already open source, killing him is just next-level petty. Super pathetic, really. I mean, I’ve slept on [Raid Bosses], that damn monkey, tin-pot dictators, and superpowered serial killers. But you guys … you actually managed to piss me off. That’s why I’m here.

“I’ve been grinding away with the [System] ever since it launched, and it was fun. Really fun. And now, you’ve made me get off my ass to come yell at you guys. Fuck you.”

A huffing security guard burst into the room, gun drawn.

“Well, I’d say ‘see you around,’ but I don’t think I’ll be visiting you in jail,” Jason announced as he rolled off his chair and withdrew the mother of all paint bombs from his storage.

Red, sticky, functionally impossible to remove paint splattered across the boardroom as he backhanded the balloon.

Two more security guards arrived and opened fire alongside the first one, but he just threw himself out the window, phasing briefly to avoid showering the sidewalk below in broken glass.

Jason cackled as he fell, activating his stealth [Skills] to become functionally invisible. Then, he switched his outfit using [Phantom Armor], replacing his blood- and paint-covered clothes with simple jeans and t-shirt. A few seconds later, he landed lightly on the street opposite the building he’d just leaped out of. The cops had arrived by now and noticed his swan-dive, charging towards him, but he just ran off, cackling silently. His ribs still smarted from the fight—he’d avoided taking another potion so his normal healing could come back into effect—but damn, that had been fun.
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Someone had run around picking fights with hitmen and mercenaries, embarrassed businessmen who’d hired them, and given cringy speeches all the time, but never left behind anything revealing their identity or killing anyone. The “victims” were all but gift-wrapped for the authorities, with their attacker having already reached the status of an urban legend. No one was sure if it was all the same person, or if there was a group running around pulling those stunts.

And then, they gave the police a reason to have to investigate the people hiring assassins. Blood trails, weird smells that indicated the presence of a corpse, and chemical spills that looked serious to even investigative [Skills] despite being harmless, all positioned in a way that brought the investigators into possession of other evidence.

Habicht sighed. Those stunts had Isaac written all over them. The planning part, at any rate. The good doctor had an alibi for almost every incident. Based on the [Skills] used, the “ghost” was Jason North, especially when one considered the speeches he’d given.

But he didn’t know; no one ever told him anything. They couldn’t, not with how often high-level officers talked about active investigations. There was always the risk of him having to tell a lie to avoid spilling the beans about one of his [Round Table] colleagues, so it was best he didn’t know any specifics. He could put together most things from context anyway. It wasn’t like he needed proper confirmation on this stuff. But he still had to deal with some of the fallout, unfortunately.

“I need protection from that lunatic!” the small man who’d somehow reached his office screamed at him.

Habicht sighed. “No.”

“But he’s coming for me next, serve and protect, isn’t that your job?”

“First, that’s the American police department’s motto. Ours is ‘the police, your friend and helper,’” Habicht sighed again. “And secondly, as far as I know, you’re not a target.”

“But he’s come after a whole bunch of energy company executives!”

“No, this individual or group of individuals goes after people who tried to get Karl Siegel killed. The fact that many of them happen to be energy company executives is mere correlation. So unless there’s something you’d like to confess, we’re done here. Also, if you’re not out of the building by the time I figure out who you bribed to get into my office, I will be arresting you for that.”

The man blanched and scampered out.

Habicht leaned back in his chair and rested his head on its back. He’d heard that Jason was already dealing with something else, so the people who’d tried to commission Karl Siegel’s murder had probably been dealt with and his visitor wasn’t on that list. However, the man was clearly fearing repercussions about something he’d done, so a little investigating was probably in order.


ALL AROUND THE WORLD
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“Why the hell does it require a twenty-page legal document to give stuff away?” Amy grumbled as she slapped her laptop shut.

“Because whoever invented the concept of bureaucracy was a sadist.” Isaac sighed as he read over the document she’d just sent him. They might have gone a little over the top in making sure this invention would remain safe and publicly available.

“They should have named the word for ‘sadism’ after that guy, not that Marquis,” Amy muttered under her breath.

“Now we’re, ” Isaac paused for a moment and dramatically checked his calendar, “a quarter of the way done. Next up, someone needs to make sure the meeting in Brussels doesn’t turn into a bloodbath.”

“Yeah, who thought that inviting a whole bunch of S-Rankers into the same place at the same time was a great idea?” Amy asked. “[System’s] third anniversary, an auspicious moment, what better time to show unity and demonstrate that we have the power to deal with anything the world has to throw at us, blah, blah, blah. And who has to make sure this doesn’t turn into a big fight?”

“Karl’s insanely busy, Bailey’s making sure he doesn’t get overwhelmed, Patrick’s in Seoul doing research with Professor Kim that’ll either change the world or set off every seismograph in the hemisphere, and Raul is back on the moon because someone accidentally killed half the biosphere. Lazy bastards, one and all, leaving us to do all the work,” Isaac listed off. “Someone’s gotta do it, though. By the way, I booked the Draconic Abyss Dungeon for once this is done. Would you like to come?”

“God yes,” Amy sighed. “I need to blow something up after this mess.”

They worked side by side for another hour or so before Amy slapped her laptop shut once again, leaned back in her chair, and teleported a beer into her hand straight from the fridge.

“Every S-Ranker in Europe. Sixty-eight S-Rankers, all in one spot,” she sighed and took a deep drink of her beer before continuing. “At least the Monkey King isn’t coming.”

“Yep,” Isaac agreed. “I’d have given it five minutes until utter chaos broke out.”

It had been pretty easy to make him stay put. They’d invited him as a part of the official German group, but he only lived there, he wasn’t a citizen or particularly patriotic about the place he now called “home.” He’d thankfully declined, fully convinced that it had been his own idea.

“That still might happen,” Amy pointed out. “We should really drench the entire conference hall in wards and protective spells, but some diva would inevitably throw a hissy fit or decide the whole thing is a trap.”

“Yeah.”

There wasn’t really much more to say. Very few S-Rankers had their head completely screwed on straight. The team was mostly fine, but they hadn’t reached their rank through the crucible of disasters that created most people at that power level.

And then there was Isaac, who was, of course, the paragon of sanity, who dealt with all his baggage the very instant it cropped up. He did not have a problem with workaholism, a tendency towards paranoia, or any other kind of issues, no siree.

Sure, there were a few S-Rankers who’d reached their station through hard work and diligence, fighting a thousand monsters at the same time, soloing [Raid Bosses], and more, but were they really completely sane?

That kind of recklessness was normally a sign that someone was more than a little touched in the head.

“How many unknown S-Rankers are out there?” Amy wondered. “There are what, five hundred, in the world right now, but those are just the ones we know about. And if someone as unsubtle as Sun ‘incarnation of impulsivity’ Wukong can hide for years, who knows what’s out there?”

“He lived in China. The government was probably keeping things on the down low,” Isaac suggested.

“So China is hiding some. Russia too, probably, maybe the US.” Amy began to count the countries off on her fingers. “But there can’t be that many, right? S-Rankers are usually born from chaos, and a nation somehow managing to hide an S-Ranker amidst that kind of pandemonium … that would be kind of hard, wouldn’t it?”

“If your nation is in such bad shape that an S-Ranker rises to combat it, I doubt anyone would have the time, resources, or presence of mind to keep them hidden,” Isaac agreed. “Can you imagine if Germany had tried keeping me a secret after I ‘discovered’ how to use [Aura] properly?”

“No, no, no, imagine if they’d tried to deny they had an engineer of Karl’s caliber after we shared the magic generator.” Amy straightened a nonexistent tie and continued in her best “dusty politician” voice, “Ahem, I, I … we do not have any kind of genius engineer, even though we just developed something that will revolutionize electricity generation. That … the machine just appeared … no, actually, what machine? There is no generator at all, is there, no one ever created anything new, you’re all imagining things. What do you mean you heard about the generator? You’re all talking nonsense, people!”

Isaac burst out laughing. “Sad thing is, I know at least three heads of state who would try something like that.”

“Obviously.” Amy nodded. “It wouldn’t be politics if there weren’t at least one poster child for the Dunning-Krueger effect at the table. Seriously though, how many hidden S-Rankers do you think there are?”

“Maybe another one or two hundred? Two-fifty at most?” Isaac shrugged. “Like you said, some governments might have a few hidden aces, but S-Rankers aren’t quiet. Deliberately creating one means throwing them against [Raid Bosses] or monster hordes, which is hard as fuck to keep quiet. And one rising through adversity usually ends with them in the spotlight.”

“Jason and Fenrir managed it,” Amy pointed out after casting a privacy spell.

“Jason is a [Rogue]. You become an S-Ranker in sneaking around by being inconspicuous, and Fenrir lives in the middle of nowhere. He’s usually just mentioned as one of the ‘weirdoes who live in Antarctica,’” Isaac said.

There were plenty of known S-Rankers in most of the world, with the exception of central Africa, the Middle East, China, Russia, and India.

The issue in India was obvious: It was too cramped, at least in the cities. Summoning there would inevitably lead to massacres, which was why hunting high-Level monsters was right out. Sure, advancing and gaining a legendary [Class] without summoning monsters was possible, but hard. Therefore, there were only a few S-Rankers there, especially when you compared their numbers to the nation’s total population.

Both the Middle East and Central Africa had been in chaos before the [System], with civil unrest and several wars throughout the regions, and people gaining superpowers sure as hell hadn’t helped matters.

Those places were the kinds of crucibles that either forged S-Rankers, or killed them before they could reach even a fraction of their true potential.

There were probably some in the mix, but there wasn’t much data available about the combatants, certainly not enough to determine whether someone could be considered an S-Ranker.

The “S” in “S-Ranker” or “S-Tier” didn’t really stand for any one thing in particular, though popular interpretations were that it meant “special,” “super,” or even “sugoi,” which was Japanese for “awesome.”

However, it had picked up a new meaning in recent years, Scalebreaker. Because, well, that was what that Rank was defined as, someone so powerful that the standard means of measuring power didn’t really apply anymore.

The problem? In an active warzone, displaying that kind of power made you a target, and if you were just starting to grow into your abilities, got you killed. The tallest blade of grass is the first to be cut by the scythe and all that.

Then there were Russia, China, and authoritarian governments in general, all of which had the same issue. The only S-Rankers such governments could reasonably create were the ones overthrowing said governments.

“Actually, I was wondering: Are we missing anyone?” Amy asked. “I mean, you’ve changed a lot. Are there any specific, impactful, people this timeline probably won’t have?”

“Hmm, a few,” Isaac said as he scratched at his neck. “But they might show up eventually, they’ve got a few years. The only ones I know well that we’re never going to get are a couple of France’s best.”

He then launched into an in-depth explanation of the history of other-timeline France. There’d been a small issue in 2024, which had completely blown up into full-on civil unrest in 2026.

The situation had come to a head when the [Heir] to the Maid of Orleans, rallying support for the government, had run straight into the [Torch of Revolution], fanning the flames on the other side.

Somehow, that hadn’t sparked a full-on civil war, instead slowly simmering down into an uneasy peace and compromise. In the end, things hadn’t blown up completely and the nation had gained two S-Rankers.

But the original mess hadn’t happened, so the situation hadn’t escalated to the point where the S-Rankers had developed.

Instead, in this timeline, they’d gotten the world’s greatest doctor, the [Heir to Louis Pasteur]. In the other one, he’d been a weirdo doctor who’d decided to symbolically kill disease-related monsters on the original Pasteur’s grave to show “humanity’s victory over sickness.”

However, in this one, he’d kept on working even as the [System] made his job mostly superfluous, heading out with Doctors Without Borders and making it his mission to ensure that the people not protected by the [System], namely, children, were protected from disease as well. Advanced vaccinations, touring areas, and systematically eradicating certain nasty pathogens … eventually, he’d hit Level 100 through just doing his job and returned to France, where he was now working as a doctor to raise money so he could effect permanent change.

Isaac wasn’t entirely sure what he’d done to effect such drastic change, but he was really happy about it. Hell, he’d even sent the man a jar of the enhanced molten dragon scales so he could protect his head. Healers at a high enough Level could, in fact, recover from decapitation, regenerating their entire body in moments.

“Sounds like he’s an interesting man,” Amy said once he was finished. “But I was promised a Dungeon to blow stuff up in, so unless we’ve somehow managed to …”

“Yeah, let’s get out of here before someone decides we’re not looking busy enough,” Isaac replied hurriedly and pulled his laptop into his storage space.

Amy waved her hand and opened a portal to somewhere in the middle of Mongolia. They both stepped through and Isaac opened a second one to take them the rest of the way to Seoul, leaving them in the arrival area of the Hunter’s Guild.

They’d probably have to head home within 24 hours to do more work, as the piles of paperwork would soon grow into mountains with no one to do it, but for now, they were able to do something else.

One of the greatest Dungeons in the world awaited them, and despite how terrifying an enemy it was, there was no paperwork to be found within.


DRACONIC DUNGEON CHAOS
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The Draconic Abyss was one of Seoul’s three great Dungeons.

The second was “The Hells,” a demon-filled series of catacombs that looked like something straight out of Doom, and the third was called “Thalassophobia” because that was what you got after fighting your way through a series of caverns containing anything and everything that made the deep sea so terrifying.

But most people would still agree that the home of Dragons was easily the most dangerous of the bunch.

A boss that was a [Raid Boss] in terms of size and offensive power, only lacking the unnatural durability that let the real thing fight off armies.

Traps that could explode with the fury of a draconic breath weapon, using literally any kind of element.

And, well, Dragons.

The entrance was pretty normal, though. A couple of D-Rankers stood guard, their only job being to hand out warnings about the monsters within and report back to the Guild if something went wrong. They weren’t expected to do more than that.

On the way over here, Isaac had tucked in his shirt, fully exposing the S-Rank badge at his belt.

“What are the official requirements to get one of those badges?” Amy asked, “By international standards, I’m classified as an S-Ranker, but they only hand out those badges here.”

“Knock the investigator’s socks off. If you do that literally, make sure it looks like an accident,” Isaac told her, earning a small laugh. “Seriously though, just cast your strongest attack spell that you can cast off the cuff on the first target, create your shield while you’re doing that, and trigger the attack spell that you have to block. Teleport to the other end of the room to show you can do that as well. All the while, be charging one of your big attack spells and throw that at the target to prove you can multitask.

“The ceiling will come down, but that’s just for dramatic effect. There are real protections on the outside of the room so the building doesn’t collapse, along with wards that make sure the rubble doesn’t fall on anyone.”

“Wait, they built the training room so it can be wrecked?” Amy asked incredulously.

Isaac shrugged. “The Hunter’s Guild, Ranks, Adventurer chic, all of that is straight out Korean popular culture. As are scenes where the overpowered protagonist accidentally destroys the testing room. Why wouldn’t they build it like that?”

Amy just snorted and cast her pre-battle spell array. Basic protection cantrips, an enchantment on her clothes that reduced air resistance to virtually nil, a spell that rolled her hair up in a bun to keep it out of her face, and the bun would remain intact even should it be hit by an artillery shell. A few more spells to keep flames off her, a pre-cast, short-range teleportation spell that she could trigger once to dodge an attack before she had to recast it, and so on.

The guards looked at them with bored expressions, and one of them briefly glanced down at Isaac’s badge. A [Skill] flashed in the man’s eyes and suddenly, he jerked into a pose that was probably meant to look professional but only served to highlight how he’d been slouching before.

“Isaac Thoma and Amelia Shaw for the Draconic Abyss Dungeon, I booked it ahead of time, it’ll be just the two of us,” Isaac introduced them.

“As an S-Ranker, it’s your prerogative to enter this Dungeon with fewer than the legally mandated number of individuals. Do you acknowledge that you are making use of this privilege and not adhering to regular safety standards?” the guard rattled off, and Isaac replied with a simple “Yes” before getting waved in.

This Dungeon was officially rated for a party of a minimum of seven A-Rankers, and ones with specialized combat builds to boot. Sure, there were people who’d reached high Ranks without specializing in combat, and that was damn impressive, but in this place, just being able to hold your own wouldn’t cut it.

As for S-Ranker-only Dungeons, they didn’t exist. Dungeons that powerful were destroyed the instant they looked like they might reach that point. They’d be too dangerous by then, and even a nation with seventeen S-Rankers like South Korea couldn’t clear it regularly enough to prevent Dungeon breaks.

Isaac dismissed his regular clothing, swapping it out with his current armor set. He kept switching it out as he got his hands on new sets, or Stagmer came up with something new, but he was hoping to eventually get something that could last him longer.

His current outfit was mostly made from dragon scales, interwoven with heavily enchanted metal wires, all attached to a spider silk undershirt. Durable, form-fitting, reduced air resistance, flexible, everything he needed. It was a good set, but it was a little too … generic.

At some point, he wanted to get a set that was built perfectly to his requirements, everything attached to the exact right place. Everything he needed, positioned so he could grab it with a minimum of effort, extra armor in places that did not need to be as flexible with his specific fighting style, and so on.

But that was a massive effort, too much for a piece of armor that would only last a few months.

Amy, meanwhile, had been wearing her combat outfit from the start. It looked like a wizard’s robe that had been designed by someone with a mind for the realities of combat. Everything was in the right place, armor over the torso and the hood, which could be flipped up to protect the head.

There were also twin bracers on top of the cloth, each with a prepared shield spell that could be triggered in case of emergency.

“Ready?” Isaac asked, getting a nod in return. He grinned slightly and headed in along the rocky passage. It reminded him of an old-fashioned mine shaft, though it was big enough for people to actually walk through without hitting their heads on the ceiling.

After a couple hundred meters of a gentle downward slope, the path opened into a cavern filled with small, embering coals, casting a deep orange glow throughout the cavern.

And standing in between those coals were the first mobs of the Dungeon. Bipedal, scaled, massive claws that could tear through modern tank armor like tissue paper tipping each finger, heavy tails resting on the ground behind the creatures. The Dragonoids would have been terrifying enough based on their natural weapons alone, but these fuckers were well-equipped. Swords, spears, shields, or heavy gauntlets protected the off-hand, and a few of the lither ones were wielding rapiers or a pair of daggers.

On the way down here, they’d made a plan. It basically boiled down to “Isaac attacks with swords, Amy attacks at range,” but nothing more was needed here. The real strategizing would happen in the moment to moment, anyway.

Isaac exploded into motion, Balmung in his hand, and skewered the closest Dragonoid before it ever had the chance to react, then tore his blade sideways, leaving the creature with a hole in its side, severed spine, and practically bisected.

It was still intact enough to breathe fire as it fell, missing by a full meter. Isaac stuck out his hand and caught the stream, absorbing the flame.

[———]

Divine Fire has absorbed Dragonoid Flame (Dungeon altered).

[———]

So nothing special. Nothing he’d had before, but that was to be expected. Dungeons initially had access to the same monsters found on the summoning tables based on their type, with new ones becoming available based on materials fed to them. But then, they could begin to alter them, creating new variations unique to that specific Dungeon.

This flame hadn’t been a winner, but there could easily be invaluable ones out there, permutations that only existed in this Dungeon, just waiting for him to absorb them.

The nearest creature parried Isaac’s blade as he swung for its head, but a second copy of his sword materialized in his other hand, skewered the monster, and promptly transformed into a Zweihänder, the extra length driving it through the Dragonoid behind his original target.

Of course, this left the sword thoroughly stuck, so he dismissed it as he went after his next target. Then that one began to unleash its breath attack, so he avoided it while the attack built. He’d absorbed so many different draconic flames that he was all but immune to them.

Over twenty creatures were coming from his left, but before they could do more than take a couple of threatening steps towards him, the floor between them exploded in a shower of ice, razor-sharp icicles piercing even these thing’s tough scales blasting apart both the floor and ceiling, ready to tear through feet and cut open faces as the monsters ran through them.

A few decided to clear the way with their breath weapons, others decided to go after Amy. Neither strategy worked particularly well. Isaac danced through the flames to absorb them, then cut them down with his blade elongated into his Zweihänder once he’d copied their fire. And the ones going for Amy were cut down in seconds, her well-placed [Magic Missiles] to the eyes and/or throat taking them down easily.

This whole damn room was no challenge, but that was how Dungeons worked. The first few rooms, possibly even the first few floors were meant to waste the invaders’ energy, potentially even make them use up their cooldown [Skills].

But only an idiot was going to go into a Dungeon where they’d have to waste those kinds of resources in the opening stages.

Behind Isaac, another explosion rang out as Amy bought herself some breathing room, followed by a flurry of rock shards flying past him. Their trajectory had been highlighted in the party ahead of time, ensuring he could easily avoid them.

“[Switch]!” Amy warned via the party chat and suddenly, the Dragonoids closing in on her were facing a grinning Isaac, face illuminated by the flames of their breath weapons as they flowed over him. On the far side of the cavern, several more magical blasts made the ground shake, leaving the monsters facing Isaac as the only living ones left in the chamber. They didn’t last long.

The floor began to glow cherry-red around the coals, and the air suddenly heated up to the point where it felt like they were sitting in an industrial furnace.

There would be no resting here.

The path to the main area was short, barely fifty meters long, and they couldn’t rest there either; the heat chased them. Well, Isaac could have ignored it, but Amy would have had to waste mana to keep it off her, so they headed out rather than staying put.

“Holy shit!” Amy blurted out as they left the corridor, emerging onto a ten-square-meter platform situated over an empty, black void.

“Yep.” Isaac nodded. He’d told her everything he knew about this Dungeon before they’d gone in, of course, but actually seeing this bottomless abyss that gave the Dungeon its name was a whole other thing.

In reality, the “void” was just a particularly deep pit, around two kilometers from top to bottom, but there were several annoying magical effects in place.

The first of these caused light diffusion comparable to being deep underwater, with an additional effect further muddying things at around five hundred meters distance, so it was impossible to see any further, no matter where your [Perception] was. Furthermore, it muffled sound to the point where narrowing down the specific location of anything within the murk was downright impossible.

A sensory [Aura] could pierce the veil, but you’d still have to hit an enemy with it to see said creature, and this place was so large that the chance of landing a hit was nigh impossible.

And then there was the wonky gravity. A vastly increased draw for anything that wasn’t a dragon, making most methods of flight insanely expensive, while the dragons themselves might as well have been on the moon, capable of incredible feats of aerial acrobatics.

Which meant that the delvers were stuck taking the admittedly wide set of stairs that wrapped around the central column, all the while fully exposed to the flying, fire-breathing lizards that could come from anywhere, anytime, in any number. Only on the ground would the fog lift and the monsters be properly combatable.

“Isn’t a big void like this a huge sinkhole risk?” Amy asked.

“It would be if they hadn’t reinforced the walls to a ludicrous degree,” Isaac said. “There are also [Geomancers] and highly capable [Structural Engineers] on standby in case they have to destroy this Dungeon. They want to hold on because this place is the perfect farming ground for several valuable materials, but the Guild learned its lesson about where they put Dungeons for aerial creatures.”

Amy winced. “I pity the person behind this place.”

Isaac nodded.

And then, the descent began. Isaac kept several thin shells of [Aura] projected out into the void, not thick enough to get a whole lot of detail on anything that passed through it, but when something did head towards them, he’d know well before he saw it.

Amy, meanwhile, had several pre-cast [Magic Missiles] hovering over her hand, each infused with several powerful additional spells. Venom, something that caused temporary blindness if it struck anywhere near the face, and more. Much more.

The first hundred meters down were quiet. Too quiet.

“Do you think the Dungeon knows that holding back the monsters makes people more scared than just sending monsters after them?” Amy asked via the party, not wanting to give this place ideas.

“Probably,” Isaac admitted.

“Ore,” he pointed out a moment later, gesturing at the column.

While Amy watched his back, he used Balmung and gratuitous use of [Sundering Strike] to weaken the surrounding rock to extract it.

The Dungeon provided several incredibly useful materials, just randomly attached to the column, but extracting them wasn’t easy, and you were very vulnerable during that process.

So of course that was the moment the first monster showed its face. It was a regular old dragon, two wings, four legs, one tail, and a maw that could unleash a powerful elemental blast. This particular version spat acid. It was also barely ten meters long, a baby by most standards.

A single enhanced [Magic Missile] slammed into its face and it began to lurch drunkenly through the air. It had contained a variation on the curse that Isaac had bought from the cursemaster, specifically, the one that randomly changed the gravity of the affected. Coupled with its blindness, the beast’s flight became completely erratic and it slammed into the column below them.

Then, the dragon’s entire extended family made an appearance.


A WAVE OF FANGS AND CLAWS
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Amassive creature the size and shape of a fighter jet led the way, blasting past them at well over the speed of sound, a dozen bolts of acid unleashed from its mouth.

Amy was forced to anchor herself to the ground with magic to avoid being flung away by the wind whipped up by the dragon’s passage, while Isaac just phased briefly to not get tossed around like a leaf on the wind.

Then, a second creature of the exact same type dropped past from above, forcing them to defend themselves again, from both the wind and another shotgun blast of acid breath.

That was new. That had been a deliberate choice by the Dungeon. Shit.

Acid was just as good, if not better, than fire and fucking with regeneration, and this place knew Isaac was immune to flames. So it was sending creatures that breathed acid after them.

At the same time, the dragons whipping past were tempting them to take pot shots, wasting their limited mana.

And all around them, any acid shots that weren’t blocked by Amy’s shield splattered across the ground, just waiting for one of them to step into the flesh-melting puddles.

“We’re leaving!” Isaac snapped as two more of the speedy dragons whipped by. Staying in place too long would leave them hemmed in by a sea of corrosive liquid while more of the flying pests bombarded them.

They rounded the last bend, almost at the exit, only to come face-to-face with a giant, mottled green dragon that had just finished unleashing its breath weapon down their path of egress, a nasty combination of acid and venom, truly sealing the place. As if the solid plug of ice that filled the original entry room hadn’t been enough.

So leaving was out of the question. They’d be sitting ducks trying to get through there, forced to stave off the acid and toxins while being bombarded by the lizards.

And hacking their way through the ice would be even more dangerous, with the corridor being perfectly shaped to funnel the breath weapons towards them.

That settled it. For some reason, the Dungeon had it out for them. These places weren’t allowed to block the way out, and any Core that decided to alter its defenders to better beat delvers was one step away from becoming a serious threat.

Isaac pulled one of the emergency beacons the Guild gave away freely and triggered it in the “something’s seriously wrong, someone with decision-making authority better get their ass down here” configuration.

They would probably be able to beat this place, but chances were, it would have to be destroyed and who knew what crap the Dungeon could come up with if they had to dive in a second time. Best case scenario, the “rescue party” contained someone with enough authority to declare the Dungeon a bust, and order its destruction.

Because if he decided to pull that trigger on his own and turned out to be wrong … it would be very, very bad.

Unlike most of the dragons, which had stayed out of Isaac’s melee range, this big toxin factory had its head resting on the entry platform.

Big mistake.

[Phantom Step], Balmung glowing like a noonday sun from countless [Piercing Strikes] went through the beast’s eye, and then, the sword ignited, flooding the inside of the dragon’s skull with hellfire.

Without making a single sound, the monster collapsed, dropping away into the chasm, trailing flames from an empty eye socket.

One big dragon down, but judging from the roars that echoed through the room, there were several more of the large beasts out there.

Back down the stairs, it was. Staying in any one place meant death.

An agile, small-ish beast buzzed past, freezing over the stairs in front of them with a blast of its breath. Isaac leaped over the patch with ease, but Amy didn’t react in time and slipped. A hastily-cast levitation spell caught and carried her over the “trap,” but this mess was nothing more than a preview of messes to come.

With flying being all but impossible off the stairs, Isaac was pretty much useless. Throwing blades was possible, as were flame spells, but he was still primarily a close-range fighter. Flying Ka-Bars to carve through wings, knives tossed into gaping maws only to be transformed into his giant blades to tear the monsters apart from the inside. Effective, but not nearly as much as his normal attacks, and it was quite a bit more expensive than normal.

Also, while his mana regeneration might be high, his build was still focused on finishing fights quickly, rather than a running battle.

Amy was doing a whole lot more, war spells lighting up the sky with titanic chain reactions that obliterated entire swarms of weaker beasts, and once, she even shoved a dragon’s flames back down its gullet and held them there until the creature popped.

She was incredibly effective … while her mana lasted. Once it ran out, they’d be in real trouble.

Scratching sounds reached Isaac’s ears from above, and after a moment, he realized that several drakes were scampering around up there. Well, going back would be even harder than before.

“Should there be this many dragons around?” Amy asked, sounding irritated. “I feel like we’ve already killed this place’s regular complement twice over!”

“You’re right,” Isaac said grimly. “I’m pretty sure this place has been holding back for a long time.”

Their running battle had taken them halfway down the spire by now, and the area in front of them was covered in pools of acid, small areas of ice ready to ruin their footing if they weren’t careful where they put their feet, and toxic gasses hung in the air, just waiting for them to forget to hold their breath or blow it away. Traps laid well ahead of time.

And then, the first drake came scampering up towards them, teeth gleaming as it opened its jaws to unleash a stream of acid. It choked on cold steel before it could do anything and Isaac promptly kicked it over the edge, but it was bad. In time, any position they stayed in for more than half a minute would become uninhabitable from the constant bombardment, and now, these non-flying enemies were killing their forward momentum.

Sure, there were fewer and fewer flybys as the dragons switched over to long-range bombardment, which might have indicated the horde was thinning, but that might just have been a mind game.

“How are you on mana?” Isaac asked.

“Just about to take a potion,” Amy spat. Potions might instantly restore mana, but they not only reduced the efficacy of the next one you took but also killed your natural regeneration for the near future. If they started falling back on potions and didn’t win soon, they were dead.

“Hold off on that for a second,” Isaac warned and activated [Grave of Swords]. Not its regular “turn this battle into a one-on-one fight” ability, but the evolved effect gained at level 20, which let him seal off a fifty-meter diameter section of the battlefield alongside everything inside it.

Only a single flying dragon was in here with them, poor beast.

Several well-aimed thrown knives tore through its wings and sent it plummeting to the ground. Well, the bottom of the spherical [Skill], anyway.

“Leave it there, this place will collapse once all enemies are dead,” Isaac said, then asked, “With ten minutes to prepare, do you think you can get us to the bottom safely? Not just alive, but completely unhurt. Even a twisted ankle could be fatal.”

“With ten minutes, probably.” Amy nodded. “But those dragons are going to be preparing something as well.”

“We’ll have to prepare for that,” Isaac said. “But if we can get to the bottom afterwards, we should be able to either finish this or at least hold out for reinforcements.”

He absolutely hated how this had turned out.

It was supposed to be a great source of XP and resources, with the small caveat of no flying or otherwise leaving the staircase until you were at the bottom. Getting hurt by a fall was normally a foreign concept to Isaac. Even without mana he could simply maximize his surface resistance to slow his descent, then relax his body as much as humanly possible and trust his Fortitude to handle the rest. On planet Earth, it didn’t matter how far he fell, he’d never get hurt.

Instead, it had turned into a battle against a massive horde, one that was actually risking their lives.

While Amy worked behind him, Isaac began to remove some of his emergency fallback items from his storage. This was actually the first time he’d really had to fall back upon them. He’d been in dire straits before, sure, but in those times, his gear hadn’t been strong enough to be worth taking the time to mess around with his storage. Fighters outleveling crafters was a bitch.

But now, he had time, and with how slow leveling past the fourth Evolution was, the crafters had been able to catch up.

Once Amy had cast the most ludicrously overpowered feather-fall spell in history upon both of them, Isaac skewered the hapless dragon’s throat with a telekinetically controlled dagger and the world vanished in a wave of light and fire.

Temporary shields appeared and were blasted down in milliseconds, alchemical grenades exploded into mountains of sticky, fire-retardant foam that blocked paths of attack, and he briefly switched out his outfit for “Der Mittelfinger.”

The armor known as the ultimate “fuck you” on the battlefield unleashed every defensive spell carved onto its surface, tearing the closest dragon to pieces.

And standing in the middle of all this pandemonium was a single man, not moving at all for a long moment.

[Champion of Mankind: The Thinker], [Blessing of Innovation], [The Meaning of the Name], [Aura of the Desperate Seeker].

Every single thing around him was registered, multiple trains of thought from [The Thinker] letting him keep track of it all. [Blessing of Innovation] let him borrow [Skills] that allowed him to better model the physics of the altered gravity, and finally, [The Meaning of the Name] brought it all together and showed him the path forwards.

Amy had already glomped onto his back and now that he knew where to go, he ran.

A cloud of conjured blades appeared and swatted the various alchemical explosives he’d scattered around his feet, each falling into position to inflict the maximum amount of inconvenience on the dragon they struck.

And then, he finally leaped out into the open air. An unfortunate lizard served as his steppingstone, combat boot squishing an eyeball and sending the creature spinning into one of its comrades. He ducked before the wing he was dodging was even in motion. A stream of acid splashed past his backside a split second after he’d marched across the dragon’s maw.

After half a second of half-running, half-falling through the press of bodies, they left the swarm behind them and just plummeted.

This Dungeon Core was a bloody sadist. Isaac was hardly scared of heights, but accelerating that quickly without actively doing anything to increase his speed was disconcerting as fuck.

Two seconds after leaping off the staircase, Isaac landed lightly on the ground, Amy’s spell thankfully saving him from a fall that would otherwise have left him badly injured.

Amy let go of him and prepared another half-dozen infused [Magic Missiles].

Isaac just grinned, summoning Balmung into his right hand while wreathing his left in hellfire.

Using the last bit of runtime he had on [The Thinker], he unleashed a devastating barrage of fire, splitting up his attention to guide each and every bolt personally, aiming straight for the eyes of the closest dragons.

Suddenly blinded seconds before they reached him, they were vulnerable, defenseless, like lambs to the slaughter. The increased gravity that kicked in the second both feet left the floor meant that jumping was still a bit odd, but nothing Isaac couldn’t compensate for.

All of the pent-up annoyance at being nigh-helpless out on the staircase was unleashed upon his foes and those unfortunate enough to be in range died, half a dozen hacked apart by his brutally sharp blade in barely five seconds.

Behind him, Amy mostly spent her time dodging and using weaker spells to hobble her enemies rather than outright kill. A mana-saving strategy. In time, merely kiting the lizards would have let her recover enough to eventually finish this, and until then, they just had to find other ways to slaughter some lizards.

Isaac made sure to stay around so they could help each other in case of emergency but otherwise, they each had their own way of striking out at the monsters buzzing overhead, unleashing their breath attacks during swift flybys.

That lasted for maybe another minute before a massive explosion from somewhere overhead announced the arrival of the long-awaited reinforcements.


INTERLUDE YOO-JIN
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“… A

s such, we propose all Korean citizens who reach A-Ranker status with significant government or Guild support have to become members of the military reserves,” the bureaucrat finished her lengthy proposal.

Yoo-jin sighed. “Define ‘significant support.’ It’s a good idea in theory, but this is ultimately a government project and I can guarantee that we see differently on a number of points, and that the end result won’t be what you envisioned.”

The government wanted something like that, they could have it, but there was no way he’d do everything twice just because a certain format was required to make things work. He’d fallen into that trap before. Once. Never again. If they wanted something from him, they’d have to give him precise instructions on what they wanted, and if someone changed their mind later, then they could deal with it.

“Alright, in that case …”

“Don’t tell me, send it to me by email,” Yoo-jin interrupted. That way, the whole thing was on the record, no “I thought I told you” or “you just misunderstood what I meant” chicanery.

Whatever the functionary was going to say next was drowned out by a thundering alarm.

“Could you kindly shut that off, and in general, keep it shut off during meetings?”

“Anything that I can shut off, is shut off. This is an emergency,” Yoo-jin replied calmly. The emergency beacons and the receivers, such as the one in his pocket, were functionally impossible to disrupt. They could send alerts even from the depths of Dungeons or through military-grade jamming, both of the mechanical and [Skill]-based variety. Therefore, they’d be the first thing triggered in case of an emergency, and as the Guildmaster, he could never afford to leave his behind or stash it in his storage.

But what the hell had gone wrong this time? Most of the messes that would warrant an emergency message to him were pretty hard to miss. No volcano had erupted, he hadn’t received any [Raid Boss] summoning messages if a magical plague had been released, some screams would have probably been audible, and so on.

Which meant that the mess was either far away, or it involved an S-Ranker. Those messes always ended up on his plate.

When he got his receiver out of his pocket and looked at it, he sighed in relief. That should probably be over in a flash, although the paperwork would be significant. Isaac was asking for a higher-up to help with something in the Draconic Abyss. There was only one possible reason for that kind of request. He thought the Dungeon needed to be destroyed, and chances were, he was correct in that.

“We’ll have to table this for later,” Yoo-jin announced as he stood up and ran from the room, pulling out his cell phone as he did so. He sent a few texts as he ran towards the Dungeon like a bat out of hell.

The guards at the Dungeon were already on the verge of panic, having also received the alert but being in no position to do anything about it.

“Guildmaster, I …” one began, but was cut off in an instant.

“I’m going inside. Tell that to any S-Rankers who come later. Make sure that anyone who isn’t a primarily physical fighter doesn’t go in alone,” Yoo-jin ordered, adding them both to the party before he charged in.

He’d briefly considered waiting for others but decided against it. Isaac could take care of himself, and he’d asked for authority, not a rescue. Yoo-jin was under no delusions about being stronger than Isaac, but he was a tank, with a far higher chance of surviving unexpected messes than a speed-based fighter.

Everything was fine in the entrance corridor, so a violation of the “no traps in the entrance rule” wasn’t the issue. Then again, that could probably have been discussed in the guildhall.

And then he almost ran into a wall of ice where the first room should have been. Ah, there was the problem.

The solid wall of liquid water was wiped away in a split second as he activated [Springtime], leaving him standing in knee-deep water. It was a simple [Skill] that could undo the effects of cold-type spells for fairly little mana.

… As long as they’d either been cast a damn long time ago, were already well on their way to failing on their own, or he had the tacit consent of the caster.

He’d been presented with the [Skill] tome as a “gift” after the latest Spring Event, so he could now “clean up after his battles.” Yoo-jin had graciously accepted and promptly spent his next several free days figuring out how to use this new ability of his in a way that made it utterly broken. And he’d even found one.

The room, now clear of ice, looked like he’d expected it to look after someone had fought their way through, with the bodies of the Dragonoids who’d guarded this place lying where they’d been cut down.

He hurried deeper inside, seeing that the exit corridor had been “mined” with countless acid pools and other inconveniences. Someone had thoroughly blocked the exit, and if that someone was the Dungeon, then they had a serious problem.

And when he reached the main room, that worry that he might have to order the destruction of a very lucrative Dungeon morphed into resignation. This place was breaking all the rules, and becoming way too dangerous. He briefly used the party to contact the guards up top, telling them to trigger the emergency protocols. When the Core was destroyed, the massive cavern it had carved out under Seoul would collapse in time, and that needed to be prevented.

The sentry the Dungeon had placed at the entrance of the main room was a gigantic dragon, the size of a commercial airplane, that spat a plume of fire straight at him.

Yoo-jin [Skate]ed to the side, ice forming under his feet as he flung himself sideways. As he lurched away, he flung a sword made entirely of ice at the creature. It shattered on its scales and a simple application [Stormwielder] summoned a miniature blizzard to hammer the shards into several places on its hide and hold them there.

He paused briefly to activate the anchoring enchantment on his boots, tying himself to the floor and triggered [Heart of Winter].

The chunks of the frozen blade currently pressed up against the pitiful monster’s scales suddenly grew vastly colder, freezing solid against the dragon’s flesh in under a millisecond, and the cold began to sap the vital heat from its flesh a moment later. But the process didn’t stop there. After maybe two milliseconds, the air around the blade chunks began to liquefy. First oxygen, then nitrogen, then everything else.

By the time a full second had passed, the dragon was already falling through the air, dead, cells shredded from the ice shards that had formed as all its vital fluids froze. Liquid, and in places, frozen solid, air hung around it like a funeral shroud.

Suddenly having that much air condense into a liquid created a vacuum, and the air rushing in to replace it would have flung him into the void if it hadn’t been for his boots. He’d learned his lesson on using cold magic in enclosed spaces a long while ago.

But that little trick had a second stage to it. Several smaller dragons were making their way towards him, ready to attack.

And then, he activated [Springtime]. An explosion was nothing more than gasses getting hot and rapidly expanding, creating a shockwave. Air that used to fill several million cubic meters of space had been condensed to a few hundred liters when it had become liquid and when he used his [Skill], it expanded back to its original volume in a matter of nanoseconds, slapping the incoming creatures like the palm of an angry god, sending their broken bodies tumbling off into the void.

With that done, he hurried further down the stairs. For the first fifty meters or so, he made sure to avoid stepping into acid puddles and other hazards on the floor, but then he realized that there was dangerous stuff everywhere and that it was slowing him down too much. He kicked off his boots and continued heedless of the light burns accumulating on his bare feet.

Yoo-jin had been fighting practically since the [System] had initialized, usually in fights he’d picked, be they in Dungeons or the summoning circle, but all too often, they hadn’t been ones he was responsible for.

In other words, he’d seen a lot of carnage in his life. But this … he’d only seen the like a handful of times before, if ever.

Dragon corpses littered the ground like latex fragments after a water balloon fight, except the rocky floor was slippery with blood and guts, rather than anything more benign.

The further away from the central pillar, the less fall-damaged the bodies were. Initially, the fighting had clearly occurred near the stairs, but as Isaac had made his way down, the creatures had apparently stayed away and attempted to win with long-range bombardment, only to get taken out regardless.

And then, there were bodies that only bore injuries from the blows that had killed them, not a fall. So Isaac had definitely managed to make it down here.

Actually, most of these bodies were neither burned nor cut, so Isaac probably wasn’t responsible for those. Who was down here with him? Only one beacon had been triggered, so it probably wasn’t someone local … but it wasn’t like it really mattered who specifically was in here as well. End of the day, they were clearly an ally, and the problem here was the Dungeon. He’d briefly check on Isaac and his mystery companion, then go straight for the Core.

The sense-warping field of the Dungeon meant that Yoo-jin could only see a dome of darkness, five hundred meters away from him in every direction, and the sounds of battle were coming from everywhere, impossible to locate. And the trail of blood and carnage was wildly scattered all over the place, not exactly easy to follow.

So he just picked the densest patch of corpses and marched towards it. A few scattered dragons decided that now was the best time to go after him, but they didn’t live to regret it. Up on the staircase, they’d been staying out of the range of his [Aura], but down here, he could easily close the distance without risking a fatal fall, freezing the blood in their veins and shattering them seconds later.

After a few seconds, a veritable lake of blood came into view, but no Isaac. Once again, he picked the largest concentration of carnage and ran in that direction, taking out another pair of dragons along the way.

And this time, he found both Isaac and Amy, looking rather awful. Well, by their standards, anyway. Isaac usually either came out of fights with a few drops of blood on him at most, or he returned looking like he was going to die if anyone looked at him wrong, such as the state he’d been in after fighting the Demon Lord. His current state was something in between the two, not heavily injured, but his armor was slowly falling apart from scratches, claw strikes, and acid strikes, and several spots of exposed skin were raw and covered in chemical burns.

Amy wasn’t injured, but both her robes and the corner of her mouth had the characteristic blue stain of someone having bitten down on a mana potion capsule without having their mouth properly clamped shut.

He added the two of them to the party the instant he saw him and joined in the fight.

[Legion of Winter] generated a constantly regenerating and extremely durable fresh layer of ice armor for everyone in his party, and any damage they inflicted would be enhanced by the power of cold. Even the merest touch would cause significant frost burn, and a cut would fill the target’s bloodstream with razor-sharp chunks of ice. And with magic, it strongly depended on the exact type of spells used, but it was almost always going to be useful.

Of course, that effect was more than a little lackluster for a fourth Evolution cooldown [Skill], but then again, it was meant to be cast upon an army, affecting thousands, not a group of just three. Well, five, if you counted the guards up above, but those two weren’t really in any position to help.

Isaac’s face shifted from an expression of extreme concentration to a savage grin as he caught sight of Yoo-jin, a grin that grew even wider when [Legion of Winter] hit. His transformation [Skill] activated next, the already unsettling expression on his face growing outright terrifying when stretched across blade-like teeth, set in the middle of a serpentine face.

“We’re breaking the Dungeon,” Yoo-jin announced via the party. “I know where the Core should be, but with everything that’s gone wrong so far, it might have moved. Let’s go clear out the boss first.”

And then, the three of them settled into a familiar formation. Amy at the center, casting large-scale or otherwise powerful spells that would have left her vulnerable if she’d been alone, Yoo-jin keeping the dragons off her while using his ice to supplement her crowd control. And Isaac was just running all over the place, taking great care to not run into one of their attacks.

They were all used to utilizing the party system to its greatest possible extent and thanks to Isaac’s teaching abilities, they’d essentially had the exact same core training, taught via [Veteran’s Wisdom], meaning that there was a shared understanding.

Three more S-Rankers entered a minute later, all three from the University of Seoul. Professor Kim, her assistant, and Patrick Lerch, one of Isaac’s colleagues. Yoo-jin had only briefly met the latter, but his impression had been that he was a competent mage with a stick up his behind, with enough power that he might qualify as a walking WMD. Professor Kim had clearly agreed, considering that the meeting where he’d met Patrick had been about how to best ensure that any “accidents” in their experiments didn’t trigger major alarms.

The guards up above might have warned Yoo-jin of the imminent reinforcements, but he still needed to add the three to the party.

Yoo-jin, Amy, and Isaac returned to the base of the stairs to wait for the newcomers, and once they arrived, the newly expanded group resumed the search for the Dungeon boss.

The Draconic Abyss’ perception-altering field meant that finding it was very difficult and right now, the going theory was that the biggest dragon was in hiding. Simply because they knew it had to be out there, they had to stay together and be careful. Once it was dead, they could break up into smaller groups and hunt down that bloody Core.

Their current formation was relatively simple: the four spellcasters together, Yoo-jin playing tank, Isaac running off wherever. It was simple, but it worked.

The remaining dragons fell like wheat before the reaper … all ten of them. Regardless of how endless the hordes of the Dungeons might have seemed when you could only see five hundred meters in every direction, there was an end to the enemy forces.

“So, time to find the Core?” Amy asked.

Yoo-jin nodded. “Yes, but we’re staying together until the boss is found and killed.”

“And then everyone goes off on their own? Have you never seen a horror movie?” she responded.

“We can split up into groups of three, two magic users and one melee fighter each,” he corrected.

They didn’t find the dragon, it found them two minutes later. A jumbo-jet-sized prismatic spray coming from its mouth that seemed to contain all the various breath weapons this Dungeon had handed out to its creatures. It looked like the dragon was vomiting up a rainbow, except instead of making a huge mess, it caused nothing but destruction when it struck the ground where Isaac had been a split second before.

Every splotch of color in the stream detonated into a different elemental burst. Fire, acid, lightning, sound, noxious gasses, crystalline shrapnel, and things Yoo-jin didn’t even have a name for exploded from the point of impact, then mixed and usually exploded again.

The dragon swept its head around, the beam of elemental annihilation creating a wall of chaotic forces between itself and the main group, briefly shut its mouth as it retargeted, and finally resumed its attack on Isaac.

Both Yoo-jin and Isaac had begun coordinating their response in the same millisecond they’d first caught sight of the creature, only for Professor Kim to ask them to keep it busy for five seconds. Two seconds after that announcement, Amy told him not to move and warned Isaac to “hit the deck.”

Apparently, they’d worked together long enough that Isaac knew that meant “run like all the demons of hell are chasing you.”

What followed was something that would go down in the tactical and strategic manuals as a “prime example of why you ask cooperating mages what they’re planning before you let them do anything.”

It was a bolt of magic the size of a beer keg, gleaming a bright blue, with a scintillating rainbow similar to the monster’s breath attack contained within. The projectile passed through the wall of energy without wavering even slightly, hit the dragon, and utterly obliterated it.

First, it punched through the monster’s hide as if it were armored in tissue paper, and fractured.

Second, the dark energy contained within tore through the dragon’s body, shredding organs and shattering bone, light shining through the gaps in its scales, as though the creature had swallowed a flashlight.

And finally, it exploded, energy spilling out and consuming everything within almost two hundred meters.

“Impressive,” Yoo-jin noted.

“Wait a second before judging, it gets better,” Amy told him.

When the explosion of light and exotic energies finally faded, the last few scales and large bone fragments slid into place, leaving a huge mound of valuable materials in the middle of the fresh crater.

“A little more warning next time, maybe?” Isaac commented. “And someone please make sure we know how to replicate that.”

“Give us a few hours, after we’re finished with the Dungeon,” Professor Kim’s assistant promised.

They found the Core a few minutes later, Yoo-jin crushed it in his hand, and they headed out while a swarm of [Miners], [Structural Engineers], and [Geomancers] filed into the Dungeon alongside several bodyguards. The Dungeon would be stabilized, cleared of the remaining loot and minerals, and eventually repurposed.

And on the subject of loot, to add insult to injury, there was none. The remains of the dragons, the scales and bone fragments of the Dungeon boss, and the ore that could be pried out of the ground and walls were valuable, sure, but nothing like proper Dungeon-generated equipment or potions.

“What do you think happened?” Yoo-jin asked Isaac in private, via the party. “This is not normal.”

“I have a lot of ideas, each worse than the next,” Isaac responded.

Yoo-jin winced. “We’ll use the [Round Table] to borrow Polizeirat Habicht’s investigative [Skills]. Maybe Mister North has something, and I think we might be able to find something in the records now that we know the Dungeon is unusual …”


CLEANING THE MESS
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The conference room had once been pristine. Well, it was a conference room in a highrise in Seoul, one of dozens in the building, but it had been a nice one. Up until a few hours ago. Now, it was filled with random clutter, including a pair of file boxes, more tablets and laptops than even a hundred people could ever need, empty plates, coffee cups, and crumbs strewn everywhere.

Yoo-jin was off dealing with the political end of things, which mostly meant ensuring that the fallout from the Dungeon’s destruction didn’t cause literal riots.

Professor Kim had grabbed her assistant and Patrick to try and break down the dragon-obliteration spell they’d cast earlier so they could use it without Amy’s [Skills] tying itself together.

Isaac, Amy, several scientists researching Dungeons, the Guild’s analysts, and half a dozen randos Yoo-jin had assigned as gophers before running off, well, they got the decidedly short end of the stick. Figuring out what the actual hell had happened.

Going back through historical data on the Dungeon, they didn’t find any major screwups with oversight, no weird gaps in surveillance where someone could have snuck in and started sacrificing people to power the place up. And even if someone had snuck in, there weren’t nearly enough missing persons to account for a significant increase in the Dungeon’s power gain.

The real issue was that there were serious limits in their understanding of Dungeon advancement, as it was obviously very difficult to research how many dead people equated to a certain amount of advancement. People mostly focused on observing how strong the Dungeon was via its creatures and traps.

Usually, that worked just fine, as they didn’t hold stuff back like that. Not normally, anyway. This situation was the first problem like this Dungeon Isaac knew about, in either timeline.

Hell, no one even knew how Dungeons could invest their gains, how expensive it was to unlock new creature types vs strengthening existing ones, and so on. They’d have to ask one … which would probably require a fourth or fifth Evolution [Mind Mage].

The Draconic Abyss Dungeon had gotten quite a few kills in its life, but only advanced very, very slowly, and the general assumption had been that draconic Dungeons grew stronger at a lower rate due to the power of their creature type. The growth curve could certainly vary wildly between Dungeon types.

Two hours. Two bloody hours of going through random files and trying to spot something. Isaac and Amy had both dipped out briefly to find a place where they were unobserved, texted Arthur, and finally talked to him in the [Round Table] so he could switch out whose [Skills] they could borrow.

Amy got Jason’s bag of tricks, allowing her great insight into the criminal mind once she decided to draw on the [Round Table], while Isaac would use Habicht’s [Skills] once he needed to.

“Found something!” Park, Yoo-jin’s assistant, yelled suddenly.

Immediately, everyone stared at him, but to his credit, he didn’t shrink back or falter. Instead, he placed his tablet on the table and spun it around so they could all see it right side up.

“I found a pattern with the deaths in the Dungeon,” he announced.

What he’d found was obvious, clearly illustrated in a graph. There had been several full-party wipes in that place, those happened in every Dungeon that wasn’t pathetically weak, with more happening at the lower end of the power spectrum. The weaker a party was the greater the risk of none of them returning.

In this one, however, a curious pattern emerged. The weakest and strongest parties were dying in normal numbers, but when it came to the parties that were a cut above the “bottom of the barrel,” as it were, they died in unusual numbers. Of course, this was an A-ranked Dungeon, so even the weakest people who went in were powerhouses, but they were still weaker than most who went in.

The Dungeon hadn’t been picking off the weakest, that was something people had been on the lookout for, instead focusing on the stronger groups that it could still take down. Probably with the same ice-wall trick it had used on Isaac and Amy.

“This has been going on for a long time,” Isaac noted.

“Why didn’t anyone notice this?” Park wondered.

“Shouldn’t you guys have noticed that?” one of the scientists asked.

“Not my department, I only get the high-level summaries,” Park replied, tossing a pointed look at one of the “gophers.”

“We assumed that the less-qualified people were just being sufficiently cautious and retreating instead of risking death,” the woman mumbled, clearly wishing the building didn’t have any safeguards against just phasing through walls.

“So you thought that the people who were willing to risk going into a Dungeon they were barely qualified for in the name of monetary gain were more cautious than the ones who went into one appropriate for their power level?” Park asked dryly.

“Considering how high our requirements for entering high-Level Dungeons are, anyone allowed inside is almost certainly not incompetent.”

“You’d be surprised what Level incompetents can reach,” Isaac pointed out. “And even if the weakest people allowed into a Dungeon are pretty strong, they’re still weaker than everyone else who goes in. Statistically speaking, they should be the ones dying in the greatest numbers.”

“So, how do we make sure this doesn’t happen again?” Park asked. “The statistics look alarming now that we know the Dungeon likes to set traps. But until now, they just looked a little weird. Do we break all statistical outliers?”

“What we really need is a way to see what’s happening inside, so we know if the Dungeon is trapping a group inside. The only communication methods that work are party coms and emergency beacons. Phones and radios won’t work, and black boxes or bodycams will get eaten by the Dungeon before they can be retrieved.”

“So we teach as many sentries a party [Skill] as possible, and then make sure that one of them is there whenever none of the Dungeon delvers has one. Then, either the party adds the guards to a party or vice versa.” Isaac suggested.

“And by ‘we teach,’ you mean that you’re going to be doing the teaching?” Amy asked.

“Yeah, I’ll work out the particulars with Guildmaster Seon, later,” Isaac said. “Now, we need to keep working on this.”

“Do we know why you were targeted by the Dungeon?” someone asked.

“Honestly?” Isaac shrugged. “We looked weak. According to the records, groups of S-Rankers almost never show up, and they’re usually accompanied by A-Rankers. The Dungeon won’t have had any experience with how powerful groups of two can be, so it might have thought we were a good target.”

“Wouldn’t it be able to somehow sense how strong you were?” Park asked.

Isaac paused before answering. “We don’t know how Dungeons can sense a delver’s strength, or if they can even sense anything except what Evolution someone’s at. The Dungeon adapted its tactics to the abilities Amy and I demonstrated, not our full [Skill]set.

“However historical data tells us that many Dungeons know better than to attack extremely powerful individuals. There’s clearly some kind of sensory effect in play, but we don’t know how good it is beyond that it doesn’t give it complete access to our status sheets.

“But even if it can see what kind of [Class] someone has, all it saw was a magic user and a scientist walk into a Dungeon. That hardly looks threatening.”

The entire room just gaped at him for a moment, until Park finally asked the question on everyone’s mind, sounding as though he expected Isaac to incinerate him on the spot.

“You’re a … you have a scientist [Class]? But you’re … you fight Demon Lords, eat [Raid Bosses] for breakf- … just … how?”

Isaac let out a long breath before answering. “By always preparing, never taking a fair fight, and bending the rules until they scream and beg for mercy.”

In reality, [Incarnation of the Promethean Spirit] was primarily a capstone [Class] that worked with the bearer’s previous [Classes], granting [Skills] that were only strong if they synergized with existing [Skills], but there were enough possible options that anyone with a decent [Skill]set could create a downright nasty build for themselves.

But in the end, if forced to sum it up in a single word, yes, it was a scientist [Class].

“Besides, he had previous combat [Classes],” Amy reminded everyone.

“So we know why you were targeted, now how did the Dungeon know how to strategize like that in the first place?”

“Maybe someone fed it a copy of The Art of War?” Isaac suggested, earning a few laughs.

“No, I’m serious. Remember when someone decided to feed a collection of Dungeon Core books to that little cavern just outside the city?” Isaac asked.

This time, he got a collective wince. That mess had been a shitshow for the ages.

The worst offender had been something called Rogue Dungeon, which was apparently quite a good book but was also essentially the “idiot Dungeon’s guide to being a sneaky bugger.”

It was about a fantasy wizard who’d stolen a magical amulet from the dark lord, escaped through a botched portal, and accidentally zapped himself into a video game, which had transformed into a real world due to the influence of the magical amulet. And the icing on the shit cake was that he could only return home by reaching a high enough Level to use a portal ability.

In order to do that, he’d taken over a Dungeon and used proper guerilla tactics. The “players” of said game had thought he was an annoying troll. The problem was that, in the real world, brutally murdering people via diseases, curses, acid baths, excruciating toxins, and more … it was kinda awful.

In the end, the only thing worse that someone could have fed that Dungeon would have been a tablet containing the entirety of the Saw franchise.

The Dungeon ended up destroyed and the “no feeding Dungeons books” policy had been more strongly emphasized.

“So maybe someone decided to be funny and accidentally taught a Dungeon how to strategize?”

“Or they had the book on them when they died in the Dungeon.”

“Or it was sabotage.”

Sabotage. Yeah, that was looking to be the most likely option. But were they dealing with a purely earthly culprit?

Sabotage that occurred a long time ago, inflicted upon a Dungeon that might grow to be a place where everyone and their dog went to level and gather resources, a place that Isaac might go into, and then have a layout that might counter him, as long as his build didn’t change massively … that sounded right up the dark gods’ alley. A cheap trick in more than one way.

Then again, the same logic could be applied to human saboteurs. Sabotage a Dungeon with a decent chance at growing popular, rather than trying to fuck with an already well-visited cavern of murder, which would be under heavy guard.

If it was the gods, then humanity would also get a tiny boon somewhere down the line. And if it was a human, then they’d get caught by someone who was actually good at tracking down criminals, someone other than Isaac.

Until then … paperwork, grinding, and powering up humanity.
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Twelve hours later, the conference room looked even worse. Comparing it to a battlefield would have been an insult to the battlefield. Dirty plates, cutlery, takeout containers, street food wrappers, empty glasses, spilled coffee, and other beverages … it was a mess. One that would soon be cleaned up, once Isaac and Amy vacated the place.

“Are you alright?” she asked after a moment. “It got pretty rough in there.”

“You’re asking me if I’m alright after a fight? Shouldn’t I be asking you that?” Isaac replied, pausing for a moment to make sure that the anti-eavesdropping protocols were still in play. “I’ve been in a lot worse situations than that. You haven’t.”

Amy shrugged. “I could actually fight back, but you were stuck on the ledge. I could probably have blasted my way out if I’d just bunkered down near the entrance, melting the ice while I kept the dragons off me with a few nasty spells. That might be the most vulnerable you’ve ever been in this timeline.”

“Look, that sucked, but honestly, bad fights always do, and I always bounce back.” Isaac shrugged.

“That’s why you’re sitting in an almost empty conference room, preventing the cleaning crew from coming in?” Amy asked.

Isaac shrugged again. He just needed a little time to think, really.

“It’s that easy for you? Almost died, oh well, I didn’t, so now let’s go pick the next fight?” She was still calm, but Isaac could tell she was rattled.

He once again checked the anti-eavesdropping precautions before responding.

“Did I ever tell you what I did before I woke up back in my bed, on the day the [System] arrived?” he asked.

“You fought a [Raid Boss]?” she responded, sounding very unsure.

“Yeah, that’s what I told you, isn’t it?” Isaac sighed.

“Yes, that’s what you said.” Amy shot him a concerned look. “What happened?”

“I fought a [Raid Boss], that part’s true, but I didn’t tell you the whole story. I was with a couple of others. One was a really good friend, we were stuck together for weeks thinking we were the only survivors in the world, and then Mark showed up. We were friends too, but I wasn’t quite as close with him. He told us about a Demon Lord nearby, a Tier 10 version. At that point, [Raid Bosses] didn’t just have minions, they also had portals that closed a few hours after their deaths, and those portals constantly spewed out more monsters, eventually growing big enough to summon weaker [Raid Bosses].

“Honestly, we could have probably survived for a bit longer, in that fortress, but we were done. Mark told us about the monster, and we decided that we could at least kill one Big Bad Evil Guy before we died. So out we went, not expecting to ever come back. And we tore through them like they were nothing. Less than nothing.

“And we killed the damn boss, we tore it to pieces, but in the end, I was the only one left on that field, just me, that thing’s corpse, and the portal. I’d already decided I wasn’t coming back from that fight, so why stop now that the enemy was dead? Why not jump through that portal and kill as many of them as I could find, because maybe, just maybe, that damage might stick? Because that place might be where the monsters came from, or maybe it was the realm of some dark god whose face I could spit in before I died. And then, moments before jumping through that portal, I was told I could try again, so I did.

“All of this, everything that’s happened since then, it’s bonus time. I love that I have it, and I want to make sure I’m never back in that situation, but …” Isaac sighed deeply. “I made my peace with dying a long time ago. I don’t want to die, I don’t want anyone else to die, but … I’m not scared of it anymore. Just upset that I might have screwed up and lost everything.”

There was silence in the room for a long while before Amy spoke up.

“Did you see them again in this timeline?” she asked gently.

“I randomly ran into Kade recently. It was awkward as hell, and I stared at him for so long that I’m pretty sure he thought I had a problem with him. And Mark … I know he’s fine, they both are, but I don’t think I can ever meet them again.”

“If you ever need to talk, you know I’m here, right?” Amy offered.

Isaac nodded slowly. “Thanks.”

“… But I’m going to keep talking with Bailey or Elena?” Amy finished his sentence for him.

“Well, Bailey is my actually age, so … wait, how do you know about me and Elena?” Isaac asked. He thought he’d kept that on the down low fairly well, but maybe he’d been careless, more focused on keeping his secrets or his relationship?

“Arthur,” Amy point-blank told him. “You go to Camelot a lot, or meet her somewhere else, but you never let anyone else come and Arthur didn’t know about it because it isn’t official business when I asked. Also, you just confirmed it.”

Then she stuck her tongue out. “Master of a million secrets, lets slip that he has a girlfriend the first time someone asks. I gotta tell the others!”

And with that, she opened the window and flew out, cell phone already in hand, Isaac right on her heels, earlier funk forgotten.


HEART TO HEART


[image: ]


The soft touch was where Isaac was seriously lacking. Anything that required a measured response left him crippled.

Chasing an enemy through the air would have been a piece of cake. Reduce his mass to functionally zero, use pyromancy to accelerate, done.

Problem was, he could hardly start spewing flames in the middle of downtown Seoul just to prevent Amy from telling the rest of the team about his relationship status.

For obvious reasons, the vast majority of his very lethal arsenal was also out.

So he went back to the oldest trick in his book, removing his weight and using flying swords to accelerate.

Of course, the city’s administration had also thoroughly had it with people flying all over the place, risking collisions with helicopters, planes, and other people, so there were countless laws regarding proper flight paths.

In other words, there was no way in hell he could catch a [Mage] who’d cribbed spells from every magic-based [Class] she’d come across, including countless flight spells, which she’d then mashed together to create something greater than the sum of its parts.

But Amy wasn’t moving at anything close to her top speed either, eventually slowing near the outskirts of Seoul, and cutting her flight spell entirely once she reached her final destination.

She dropped like a stone in the same second that Isaac made a grab for the phone, making him miss and mutter a swear word.

A split second before she hit the ground, she cast a momentum-canceling spell and came to a dead stop. She stared up at him and gave him a jaunty little wave, but made no move to run further.

Isaac hit the pavement right behind her and looked at her quizzically.

“What exactly was the point of all that?” he asked, surprised that she wasn’t running further or making any attempt to spread the word otherwise.

In lieu of any comprehensible answer, she just started laughing so hard that she couldn’t even stand up straight. “You should have seen your face!”

“You were never going to tell anyone, were you?” Isaac asked. Amy was … hard to read, even at the best of times. Mischievous, always thinking of something funny to say, though she also knew when to keep her jokes to herself. Underneath it all, though, he was rarely sure about what she was truly thinking.

But right now, he was fairly certain she’d had her fun by making him chase her all over town while highly limited in what he could do.

“No, that would have been pretty mean. But seriously, why is this such a big secret? Why all the sneaking around?”

Isaac sighed. “You know, this doesn’t seem like a conversation for the middle of the street. Let’s go eat somewhere.”

Ten minutes later, they were sitting on a random bench in a public park, a massive spread of street food piled high between them. All of it a million times better than the random stuff they’d been fed while researching.

“Whoa, hot!” Amy yelped as she ate the first piece of a particularly spicy batch of tteokbokki, then proceeded to stick her tongue out and scrub it with a cleaning spell.

“It’s all in your head,” Isaac told her, earning himself a death glare. “No, I’m serious. You’re still tasting the spice, but your Fortitude is high enough that the capsaicin can’t burn you anymore. But your brain doesn’t know that tasting something spicy no longer means that the inside of your mouth is basically getting chemical burns. It’s how people still swear and hop around a bit when they bump their toes, even though they should be too tough to feel anything.”

Amy gave him a skeptical look, staring straight into his eyes as she lifted her fork to her mouth with trepidation. “You know what I’m going to do to you if you lied to me, right?”

Well, he didn’t know exactly what she’d do, but he could imagine. Horrible, awful, unspeakable things that would make even demons quail in fear. But he’d told her the truth, so it should be fine … right?

“Ah, this is so much better,” Amy sighed and leaned back, grinning for a moment, before going right back to staring straight back into Isaac’s soul.

“Are there any other things you might have forgotten to tell me?” she asked, voice dangerously low.

This time, Isaac began to sweat a little. Was there something he hadn’t told her? He had told her about how you could reduce your senses back to the human baseline, and how you should do that for smell because the modern world stunk … right? If he hadn’t, she’d probably burn off his eyebrows at the very least.

“I don’t think so?” Isaac cautiously announced.

“Anyway, enough stalling, you were going to tell me about your girlfriend,” Amy teased. “Why do you sneak around like that?”

“Situations like this, for one,” Isaac pointed out.

“Would it have really become such a big deal if you’d just been upfront about everything?”

“What, just announce it? Is this high school?” Isaac replied with a raised eyebrow.

“There’s a difference between announcing it and hiding it like it’s a secret on par with nuclear launch codes,” Amy said. “Let’s start at the beginning. When did this start?”

“First time we met, actually,” Isaac said. “We got all the paperwork done, put down the foundation for all future cooperation between us and Camelot, we decided to get drinks afterwards, one thing led to another, and so on.”

“Ok, so at the time, it would look weird, I get that,” Amy said, before continuing in a surprisingly good imitation of Isaac’s voice. “Well, the two of us just worked together for a whole night, in and out of the bedroom. Here’s an agreement that I assure you we paid full attention to.”

Isaac had never been more glad to have an anti-eavesdropping [Skill] active in his life.

“Sure, let’s go with that,” Isaac told her.

“But why keep it up?” Amy asked. “I mean, you’re sneaking off to meet her occasionally, but by dating standards, you two basically never see each other.”

“Because keeping it on the down low works. We’re taking it slow, and we don’t want to deal with the usual ‘Oh, when are you getting married’ nonsense, especially not from my parents.”

Amy winced. “Aren’t your parents nice, though? And slow, why? The world’s ending, isn’t it?”

“Nice and annoying aren’t mutually exclusive.” Isaac shrugged. “And as for why we’re taking it so slow … you said it, it might be the end of the bloody world, if we don’t do enough. If we live in the moment, we might lose the rest of eternity.”

Amy grimaced.

“I know relationship advice shouldn’t come from someone who routinely goes to bars just to show up and scare the shit out of the braggarts who try to pick up girls with grand lies about hunting monsters, but don’t wait too long.”

“We won’t. Ten yea—” Isaac began, then did a double take as everything she’d said registered. “You do what?”

“Oh, it’s good fun. Some guy talks about how he’s kicked a [Raid Boss] around like a football, then sidles up to me, drops some stupid line … and then I let him feel a tiny fraction of my [Aura] as I take a [Portal] to the next bar. That ‘Oh shit, I fucked up’ look is absolutely priceless.”

“I’m guessing that’s part of why you want an S-Ranker badge?” Isaac said and Amy nodded. “Can you imagine having that in my wallet, accidentally flashing that thing to someone who thinks he’s hot shit?

“Seriously though, how are you and Elena going to go? Ten years … that’s a long time to wait. Even with how aging slows with Levels and Fortitude.”

“I know,” Isaac said. “But neither of us is human anymore either. I’m an Einherjar, I don’t even know how long I’ll live, beyond that my lifespan is probably a bit longer than a High Human’s. And Elena is literally one of the Fae, so her lifespan might as well be infinite. We don’t have the time to spend together now, but we will in the future. So we’re waiting.”

“Hmm,” was Amy’s only response.

“How about we forget about this, and in ten years, you can brag about how you figured everything out before everyone else”? Isaac suggested.

“Sure thing,” Amy shrugged. “Now, we don’t have to do anything for a few more hours, what are the chances you could arrange an S-Rank promotion exam between then and now?”
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Magic flared in the training room, obliterating every target with extreme prejudice in a split second. All around Amy, rubble from her demonstrating an AOE spell piled high, an homage to the room’s “made to break” design.

Professor Kim stood next to Isaac in the examination room.

“This was just a formality. She’s one of the most terrifying magic wielders in the world,” she commented.

“You’re on that list too,” Isaac pointed out.

“I know,” Kim said. “But the examination isn’t why I’m here. I heard you’d be here and figured this was a simple way for us to talk in private.”

“About?” Isaac asked. The room had several powerful anti-eavesdropping measures and the professor had just cast another anti-scrying spell on top of everything else.

“What do you know about the [System’s] architects?”

“Why are you talking to me about this?” Isaac asked. He and Professor Kim occasionally worked together, but he’d expected to be at the very bottom of the list of people she’d talk to about something this sensitive.

“Guildmaster Seon said I should talk to you when I asked him,” she replied.

Ah, that made more sense.

“And what did he say, exactly?”

“That I should share my hypothesis with you, and nothing more. It sounded very cryptic,” Kim said.

“I think I know where this is going,” Isaac replied. “So, what did you find?”

“I think the [System] was created by multiple parties, at least two.” Kim stated. “I know that sounds out there, but there’s evidence. Two different design philosophies, two different levels of transparency, two entirely different purposes.”

“A removal of the limits on how far training can take a person is benevolent; giving the entire world the option to summon highly destructive monsters seems sinister?” Isaac asked.

“Exactly,” Kim said. “But there’s more to it. Have you read the entirety of the [System’s] instruction manual?”

Isaac nodded.

“It only describes the beneficial parts of the [System], not the dangerous ones,” Kim said.

“It could be part of a challenge from the [System’s] creators, a little how most video games don’t come with an inbuilt wiki that reveals all the secrets from the start,” Isaac suggested.

“Do you really believe that?” Kim asked.

Isaac shook his head “No, just trying to keep other options in mind, playing advocatus diaboli.”

“Alright. Then we have the designs of the summoning rituals. Looking at them on the surface, there are two kinds of summons. First, we have opponents, meaning monsters, as well as places that create them like Hunting Grounds, Dungeons, and other places in the ‘Realms’ section. And then we have boons, like spatial pockets for both storage and living in, spirit pets, realms that preserve endangered species.”

Isaac nodded, not sure where she was going with this.

“But in reality, there is an additional divide, creating two categories of ‘rewards’ type summons. Some are incredibly valuable but require materials that can only be gained from powerful monsters, encouraging reckless behavior. Yet some are valuable while only requiring cheap materials.

“Turning one’s animal companion into an immortal spirit pet costs a couple of chunks of cheap stone, a hand-made collar, food, and a drawing, which is basically nothing, a few hours’ worth of effort at most. How much would people be willing to spend, how far would they be willing to go to save their pets? How high could the [System’s] architects have raised the price if they wanted to? But they didn’t, and one of the kindest gifts of the [System] is all but free.

“It’s the same with various animal sanctuaries that can be summoned. You need samples from the animals you want to inhabit it, but no materials that require you to fight a powerful enemy to get. It’s a simple way to enrich the planet we live on, and it’s basically free.

“On the other hand, something as simple as spatial storage requires you to fight one of the most annoying and dangerous monsters in the first five Tiers. There’s a clear divide there.”

Isaac nodded once again. “It’s interesting, but there’s still a chance that it’s just another trap, a sample to get people hooked on the [System’s] rewards and more willing to risk themselves. You’re onto something, but I want to make sure we keep all possibilities in mind.”

“I understand,” Kim said. “But I’ve found something even more interesting. Are you aware of the difference between solar and sidereal days?”

Oh, now Isaac knew what she was building up to, something he hadn’t put two and two together before now.

“A solar day is how long it takes for the Earth to spin into the same location relative to the sun, a sidereal day is the time required for the Earth to return to the same positioning relative to the surrounding stars. Sidereal days are around four minutes shorter,” he summarized.

“Exactly. I noticed that what we’re calling the ‘beneficial’ part of the System uses the twenty-four-hour solar day as the cooldown time for [Skills] that have a one-day cooldown. Meanwhile, once a day [Skills] reset at precisely midnight in the timezone where they were used.

“On the other hand, anything to do with the ‘malicious’ side of the [System] operates on the sidereal day. For example, automatic summoning doesn’t occur a full week after a monster is first summoned, but a little under twenty-eight minutes earlier. Seven sidereal days after the summoning, on the dot. With every Tier above 1, the automatic summoning cooldown is reduced by half a day, that’s common knowledge. But once again, it’s not a twelve-hour time difference, it’s eleven hours and fifty-eight minutes.”

“The two halves of the [System] use different methods of measurement,” Isaac stated. “How the hell did I miss that? We found out about the sidereal measurement of the automatic summoning … I think it was years ago.”

“You believe me already?” Kim asked. “This is the part where most people start arguing and calling me crazy in spite of all evidence to the contrary.”

“I know you’re right, though I didn’t make half the connections you did. Now, can you keep a secret? Because at this point, there’s something you really should know about this world of ours …”

“Science is about sharing information so the whole world can benefit,” Kim responded. “It really depends on the nature of the secret.”

“It’s something that confirms your hypothesis, but it’s not something we can act on,” Isaac explained.

“If that’s true, I’ll keep your secret. But we both know how dangerous the world has gotten; we need any edge we can get.”

It took another five minutes but eventually, Isaac managed to convince her that his secret wasn’t going to advance their preparations for the potential apocalypse beyond reaffirming the need for them to prepare.

He explained and once he was done, Kim grimaced, taking a long time to gather herself before responding.

“That … it’s worse than I ever could have expected. A divine war by proxy … shit. If you need anything, I’ll make sure you get it. And I’ll keep your secret unless it becomes common knowledge.”

“Thank you,” Isaac said.

The pair of them left the room another minute later, only to be greeted by Amy, who’d been waiting at the door for an apparently long time. The evaluator who’d been in the examination room with her was tapping her foot in annoyance.

“Whatcha doing?” Amy asked chipperly, waggling her eyebrows suggestively.

“Having a confidential conversation that went long,” Kim replied coolly, then looked at the examiner. “We fully support official recognition of Miss Shaw’s S-Rank.”

Isaac nodded too, so the examiner pulled the red and gold medal from empty air and handed it to Amy.

“Miss Shaw, the Republic of Korea officially recognizes you as a person of S-Rank caliber. This badge is a demonstration of this recognition, and grants you certain privileges within the borders of this nation.

“In addition, as with all S-Rankers, a generous benefits package is available, should you decide to relocate to this nation …”

The whole spiel basically boiled down to “immediate citizenship with a bare minimum of red tape, a large, gifted apartment, and a ludicrously high stipend,” but Amy declined it the second the offer was made.

Eventually, Isaac, Amy, and Kim headed over to Seoul University to discuss further action.


VACATION FROM A VACATION
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“Ugh, that sucked.” Isaac collapsed onto a couch in the Hunter’s Guild’s lobby. “If I ever decide to train a thousand people at the same time again, please throw me into the sun.”

“Was it really that bad?” Amy asked.

“If I fight alongside people with a similar ideology, they’ll slowly gain weaker versions of my teachable [Skills], which can eventually upgrade to the full epic version that I can teach directly. Normally, it’s a nice passive boon for when I fight [Raid Bosses] with the Bundeswehr. But this time, I was trying to teach a few thousand people at the same time, so they could form parties with Dungeon divers and learn about trouble as it develops. Never again. Ever. Gods, I need a vacation!” he groaned.

“Wasn’t going to Korea and going into a few Dungeons supposed to be the vacation?” Amy asked.

“Yeah, and now I need a vacation from my vacation,” Isaac sighed. “Let’s get out of here.”

The trip hadn’t even earned them much. Some loot from the Dungeon, including some rare materials from the draconic boss, XP aplenty, and a few [Skill] Levels, but it didn’t really feel worth it, considering how stressful everything had been.

On a slightly happier note, [Absolute Blade Mastery] had finally passed Level 20 during the day spent training. Freely lashing out even in a crowd of allies, taking full advantage of the fact that he could control what got damaged had done wonders for the [Skill].

[———]

Absolute Blade Mastery (legendary, Level XX)

All throughout history, countless people have staked their lives on these pieces of metal, living and dying by the blade. Some may have wielded it in anger without any training at all, others spent their entire lives honing their craft without ever having to raise their weapons in a real fight even once.

Yet none of them has ever reached this stage, because they couldn’t. Normally, there is always more to learn. At some point, you will solidly run into the issue of diminishing returns, but your path will never truly end.

And then, there’s this Skill. Might not grant absolute skill with the blade, but it allows the user to truly master it in all of its forms, in two different ways.

Firstly, now any and all skill and experience with any blade will carry over to any and all other blades. Never, ever, under any circumstances, will a tiny difference in balance, length, or weight screw you up, never again. You can pick up an entirely new type of sword that you’ve never even conceived of, as long as you are a master of some manner of sword, you will also be a master of this one.

Secondly, never again will you cut something you did not mean to cut. You have absolute control over your weapons. You could shave a furious cat actively trying to murder you with a gauntlet sword without ever even so much as inflicting a single scratch. This is the level of fine control you hold now that you have this Skill. Hell, you could wave a chainsaw around in a crowded disco and unless you wanted to hurt people or destroy objects, the only issue would be the noise.

Lastly, this truly legendary level of skill with the blade can now be shared with others. The secondary effects of this Skill will not be imparted, but proper use of the blade can turn even a blunt pair of scissors into a lethal weapon, and this is what your students will learn.

After countless fights where the user has used this Skill to utilize their skill with the blade on such exotic things as even their hands, it has evolved to gain a new effect. The edge of their hands, their elbows, knees, heels, and any other striking surface becomes sheathed in energy when used to attack, protected, gaining a cutting edge/piercing point. Furthermore, the user becomes permanently able to use their skill with blades while fighting hand-to-hand as well. In addition, the user’s blades and aforementioned body parts are capable of bypassing any resistance to physical attacks an enemy might have.

Finally, now that the user has been forged into a blade, the damage of any of their physical attacks can be controlled or negated entirely, allowing them to perfectly control what is damaged or destroyed.

[———]

The new effect wasn’t related to his regular usage, however. Not surprising considering his regular usage wasn’t particularly imaginative. He used the [Skill] that let him avoid damaging stuff or people he wanted intact to keep stuff or people intact.

Instead, it had expanded on just what he could use the [Skill] on, and it meant that the effect of his third, rarely used, [Aura] was effectively perpetually active, even though he wasn’t using the actual [Aura]. Where intangible or transformed enemies were concerned, he was probably the single biggest threat to them in the world.

All in all, a solid upgrade.

“How about I portal us to a tiny town where they barely ever read the news, where no one will look at us twice. We’ll eat a literal ton of feel-good food and won’t leave until they have to roll us out through the return portal,” Amy suggested.

“Have you ever been to Scotland? Specifically, Cairngorms National Park?” Isaac asked. “Gorgeous wilderness, close enough to Ireland to have decent Guinness, a million different good local whiskies, and I’m sure we can find good pubs too,” Isaac replied.

“Hmm, never been, but that sounds good,” Amy said.

She opened a portal that took her as far as she could reach and Isaac transported them the rest of the way.

“You know, I’m not sure why you’re so dead set on keeping the gods under wraps,” Amy thought out loud.

Isaac turned to look at her and raised an eyebrow.

“Last question, then I’ll leave you alone,” Amy promised. “I was just thinking, if people are starting to figure things out on their own, maybe it’s time to start spreading the word?”

“Because the absolute last thing we need is them mucking around. I’m pretty sure that confirming the existence of the divine to the world as a whole would probably be an impactful action, which is why they’re holding back. The more people we tell the whole story to, the easier it’ll probably become for them to start mucking things up again.

“Also, ‘god’ is one hell of a trigger word. People hear that and they’ll drop to their knees in worship, automatically assuming we’re all screwed. No one is going to look at them and see beings that, for all their powers, are so wrapped up in their own rules, their checks and balances, that they basically can’t do anything at all.

“If we don’t define an enemy, and make it look like all we have to do is keep our heads, we’ll win the psychological battle.

“And finally, I might not know exactly how divine worship works, but I can make an educated guess based on what I learned in the other timeline and a divine [Class] I was offered for my second Evolution.

“Best I can tell, if people worship gods, the gods can take at least some actions for free in exchange. But that makes worship transactional, where people just … stop if they aren’t seeing the miracles they’re praying for. I have no idea what the conversion rate is, how it all works, but is it really so unlikely that gods might grant wishes before they’d been ‘paid back’ just to keep the faith flowing?

“By the time the gods started interfering in earnest in the other timeline, the world was already screwed, so I couldn’t tell you if they made it any better or worse overall. But chances are, things would get worse. Hell, they’re the whole reason we’re in this damn mess!

“So no, I don’t want to risk it, I don’t want to take the chance. This is humanity’s fight, and by the go—you know what, by our ancestors, we’re going to finish this! We’re going to beat them without anymore ‘help’ from the people who are responsible for this clusterfuck, we’re going to reach the peak of the [System] without destroying ourselves in the process, and eventually, we might even be able to hurt the gods themselves!”

“Shit, I didn’t even think about that,” Amy winced.

“Yep, gods messing around with the mortal world never ends well,” Isaac added.

“But maybe that’s why even the ostensibly ‘good’ gods are such pricks?” Amy suggested. “I mean, think about it: Nothing you’ve seen so far hints that non-neutral gods can just do stuff that opposes their nature so they can do stuff that does align with their, uh, alignment. But if they aren’t paragon examples of their alignment, their actions might not impact the balance as much.”

“What are you talking about?” Isaac frowned, hard.

“The old myths, Zeus constantly sleeping around, and mortals getting turned into stuff for challenging gods, villages destroyed for not offering proper worship. Even the ‘good guys’ do a whole lot of bad, but it’s never seen as something antithetical to their nature, it’s a part of it, pulling them closer to the ‘grey zone’ of morality,” Amy explained. “Imagine superheroes as gods. Who do you think would disturb the balance more, Captain America or The Punisher?”

“Excuse me while I go bash my head through a tree,” Isaac growled. Any doubts about keeping the gods out of the situation he’d still been harboring vanished like … he was too pissed to think of a proper metaphor right now.

In the end, they were in a national park, and therefore, destroying the plants would be seriously frowned upon, so he instead found a nearby boulder to headbutt a couple of times, making sure to restrain himself.

“You’ve got gravel stuck in your hair,” Amy pointed out when he turned around to her.

“I don’t care,” Isaac grumbled. “That’s it, no more talking shop, we’re going to eat, drink, and drink some more until the damn pub is dry.”

Amy just nodded and walked the final hundred meters into Aviemore. A tiny town of three thousand souls, in the middle of a national park, no big cities around for miles.

“The Winking Owl, cute,” Amy observed as Isaac led the way towards their destination. “When’d you find this place?”

“I ate here with a few friends, once,” Isaac said. “It was a lot less peaceful then.”

There wasn’t much more to be said.

“When you started talking about a place in the middle of nowhere to eat, it was the first place I thought of.”

Due to the time difference between here and Seoul, the pub had barely opened even though they’d left late in the evening, so the bartender looked at them in astonishment when they ordered half the menu. But he was obviously happy about the business.

Steak with every possible kind of sauce, fish and chips with several different kinds of fresh-caught fish, a couple of different burgers, every craft beer this place had on tap, multiple bottles of whisky, and more besides.

Under the [System], the only people who needed to eat more than normal were ones with specific [Classes] or [Races]. But just because they didn’t have to didn’t mean they couldn’t. No one at the fourth Evolution needed to worry about their stomach bursting or losing brain cells to alcohol, let alone water intoxication. They could just keep enjoying themselves.

An interesting fact about the Cairngorms National Park was that they had a herd of reindeer, so the pair of them ran off to see them after a couple of hours, did a few hiking trails in record time. And then they were back for an equally sizeable meal after just a few hours, causing the bartender to flash them a brief look of surprise but he didn’t comment.

By the time the bar closed, their bill had grown to truly insane heights, but of course, they had the money to pay. Akashic Industries, the company Isaac had created, might not need much direct management due to how well it had been set up, but it was earning him a ludicrous amount of money. As long as he wasn’t planning on buying a small country, he’d basically never need to worry about money again.

As they left the small town of Aviemore, Isaac restored his anti-eavesdropping [Skill] and brought up work once again, breaking the moratorium on serious topics.

“If I die, you know where to find my notes, right?” Isaac asked. He knew he’d told her that, he’d told them all where to find the information he’d stashed in case the worst happened, but suddenly, he’d felt the need to make absolutely sure.

He hadn’t lied to her earlier, he truly had made his peace with dying long ago, but right now, the thing he was afraid of was losing the chance to make a difference.

Of course, “notes” was an utterly inadequate term to describe what he’d left behind. Every piece of information he hadn’t spread far and wide yet. Personal testimonials about what had happened in the other timeline that a competent [Archeologist], [Librarian], or other [Class] that dealt with the written word would be able to authenticate. And anything else that might have been useful.

Initially, they’d been literal USB sticks and printed-out notes, well hidden but in places that could be found using his will.

But once he’d told the others about everything, he’d been able to create something a lot more sophisticated and hide it vastly better.

Karl had synthesized him several sizeable chunks of crystal that were almost as tough as diamond and Isaac had inscribed everything on those. In those, to be more precise. He’d phased his blade inside, returned only the very tip to normal existence while activating [Sundering Strike] on it. And with that, he’d scratched his message onto the inside of the crystals in an infinitesimally tiny script.

The only way to read that would be with a sensory [Aura] or a few rather expensive scanners, but it was a compact and extremely durable way to record information.

And then, he’d put those crystals in the bedrock under a few buildings. His home, one of the new university summoning rooms, and the like.

He wasn’t worried about anyone finding them prematurely. They looked just like rocks to most scans, and they were buried deeply enough that they wouldn’t be in regular sensory [Aura] range. Most people with decent control over their [Aura] had it projected out considerably further than its standard range of twenty-five meters, but in order to do so, it lost a lot of resolution. Isaac, for example, had his [Aura of the Desperate Seeker] projected out as a series of incredibly thin strands, each barely more than a millimeter apart, with a further pair of complete shells one hundred and one hundred fifty meters out to detect any long-range attacks that passed through them.

Even he couldn’t spot the inscribed rocks unless he knew where to look.

“Yeah, I know where to find them. One’s under the north corner of your summoning area, fifty-three meters down, another’s under summoning room number seven, under the door, fifty-six meters down, and then there’s one under Stagmer’s smithery, right under the forge, sixty meters down, and under the library, dead center, fifty-one meters down. All distances calculated from where the concrete ends,” Amy told him.

“Thanks,” Isaac said. “You’re incredible, you know that, right?”

In the end, she was the very essence of what he’d hoped to accomplish. Powerful, armed to the teeth with knowledge and magic firepower, ready to fight to the bitter end for this world.

No single person could fight a monster of biblical proportion such as the high-end [Raid Bosses] or even [World Bosses], nor could he alone go up against the collective ignorance and greed of humanity without help.

That was why he’d taken the approach he had.

And while he was doubtlessly powerful, in the grand scheme of things, if he died tomorrow, he’d already achieved most of what he’d set out to do. Information gathering was out of his hands now, and someone else could kick down the doors and beat the shit out of the bad guys. He wasn’t needed for that personally. Hell, he’d even passed on the duty of protecting the world to others who’d taken to the task with almost the same devotion as him.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” Amy asked after a long moment.

“I’m just happy that you’re helping me,” Isaac told her.

“Hey, name one better use of my time than literally saving the world,” Amy challenged with a laugh.

Isaac kept a straight face … for all of two seconds before he burst out laughing “Touche. Tou-fucking-che.”

Before he could say anything else, his phone rang. He pulled it out with a roll of his eyes, but when he saw the text, his face lit up like the sun.

“What is it?” Amy asked.

“The stuff finally came,” Isaac told her.

“Stu—wait, are you talking about the materials for … it?”

“Yep,” Isaac nodded. “Give me a sec to call everyone else. We’ll catch hell if we don’t invite them.


MOBIUS CASTLE


[image: ]


“You can’t just teleport straight onto campus covered in moon dust, that stuff causes silicosis,” Bailey told Raul as the ranger marched off the teleportation pad.

The issue of creating a proper portal when the distance between endpoints was constantly shifting hadn’t been solved yet, so they’d sidestepped it entirely. Instead, they created a stable portal back on terra firma, in the middle of a huge runic array, and let the moon-side counterpart crash into the person or persons that were being transported. It required plenty of preparation and couldn’t be used often due to the ludicrous mana and material cost, but they couldn’t exactly expect someone to fly back from the literal moon.

“It’s not an issue back on Luna Base,” Raul responded while his magic cleaned up the mess, then his face lit up with sudden realization. “No kids or low-Level people around, right. I’ll clean up next time.”

“So, we finally got the last few materials?” Patrick called out from where he’d just portaled in. Unlike Raul, he’d been close enough to return home under his own power.

“Yep,” Isaac said. “Come on, follow me.”

He led them to a small bunker that had sat vacant for months, utterly out of place amidst shiny edifices of steel, glass, and concrete, greenhouses, and artisan shops. It looked like it belonged on Omaha Beach, not a university campus.

But here they were.

A single, massive door that looked like steel but was made of something vastly tougher stood open, letting them enter a room that really did look like the inside of a pillbox, with one significant difference. All the firing ports were aimed inwards, into yet another room that could only be accessed by a second metal door.

And in that room was a Tier 8 circle, piled high with materials that were enough to buy most of the campus.

Mind you, with the sheer amount of wealth poured into this university since the dawn of the [System], both in terms of money and materials retrieved from monsters, their campus was most likely the biggest concentration of value in the world outside of bank vaults or Fort Knox.

[Raid Boss] hearts, most of the elements on the periodic table in significant amounts, countless other monster materials, and more besides.

“How many people are coming here in the hopes they’ll be able to steal this?” Isaac wondered.

“None, I’d wager,” Bailey told him. “Pretty sure everyone knows better than to steal from this place after last time. Especially now that everyone is here.”

The first time someone had genuinely tried to rob the university they’d almost killed one of Isaac’s assistants, run into Bailey, and gotten their asses thoroughly kicked. There hadn’t been a second time.

“Good,” Amy shuddered. “I wouldn’t want to get into a fight in the middle of campus, not at the fourth Evolution.”

“Anyway, this is everything, right?” Karl asked as he circled the pile of materials. “Everyone, check out the pile, see if we’re missing anything.”

They all nodded and looked everything up and down.

Messing up here would not be good. Summoning rituals were intentionally designed to be incredibly hard to fuck up, but if you did mess up, it was usually pretty messy, a barely held-together mass of mana and elemental energies tearing through anything and everything in its path until someone killed it or its natural instability tore it apart.

And if that happened here, this would be a Tier 8 monster with half a million points of mana behind it. Very, very bad, any way you sliced it.

But that was why they were being so damn careful.

Once everything had been checked over for the billionth time, everyone else was invited in. Most of them worked somewhere under Bailey in the [System] sciences department, but several had been borrowed from other departments.

The Void Island required half a million points of mana, and only a hundred people could participate. But there’d been more than enough time to make sure they had the mana donators at the ready.

As the others filtered in, Isaac heard several commenting on the odd construction. It would be explained later.

They stayed clear of the inner chamber as the area immediately around the summoning circle would get really wonky in a few minutes, but thankfully, feeding mana into the circle worked through even these walls.

The whole affair was pretty simple, in a way that belied the historical nature of the event. The press hadn’t been allowed inside due to a lack of space, but cameras had been set up to record matters.
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In a small room, barely three meters across, a magic circle blazed ever brighter, the literal treasure trove of materials piled high atop it taking on a pearlescent sheen until it melted into the runes below.

Space warped above the magic, twisting and folding in ways invisible to the naked eye and utterly incomprehensible to the mind.

There was a howl of wind as air rushed into a room suddenly a hundred times larger than it had been, sucked in by the sudden drop in pressure.

For a long moment, the unnaturally expanded space hung there, the warping now barely perceptible, a strange fuzziness in view caused by the fact that there was an unnatural amount of air between the camera and the far wall.

And then it collapsed back in on itself, the room’s regular dimensions snapping back into place as a shining bright spot above the very center of the circle flashed in existence.

From that spot, a portal unfurled like a flower made from white light, expanding to the size of a garage door.

[———]

Void Island had been generated.

Current registered Owner: Adam Bailey

[———]
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The first person to start putting in mana would become the owner and capable of opening and closing the entrance to the island, but Bailey immediately added the rest of the team to the control group as well, granting them the same full, irrevocable access permissions that he had.

And the instant the spatial storm in the inner chamber had died down, the door was opened, and they went inside, right through the shining white doorway.

Officially, this was so they could make sure everything was safe, that they hadn’t accidentally resurrected the [Raid Bosses] whose hearts had gone into this place’s creation or anything equally dangerous. And to be honest, they’d have gotten this directive from the dean’s office if Bailey hadn’t suggested it first.

The real reason was that they wanted to look at the thing they’d created by themselves, without anyone watching them, asking questions, just them enjoying the fruits of their labor.

The other side of the portal was a large, white void, empty, cloud-like, swirls as far as the eye could see. But as far as their distance from the portal was … that was a complete mindfuck. They might be so close that they could reach out and touch them, or they might be impossibly huge and so far away that the distance could be measured in light seconds.

However, there was one thing that was solid, unmoving, and that was the island the portal stood upon. Perfectly circular, two kilometers across, hard-packed dirt and sand. In fact, the whole place was a perfect sphere, half-dirt and half-air.

“Oh, this place is awesome!” Amy and Karl exclaimed almost simultaneously.

“I’m just glad the oxygen automatically replenishes,” Raul commented. That had basically been the first thing he’d asked as he’d have been the one stuck creating the biosphere if the Void Island hadn’t done that on its own.

“This is going to make summoning the higher Tiers so much easier,” Bailey added.

“Yep, you guys can fix this place yourselves if you break it,” Karl clarified. He was usually a good sport about being the only one with the [Skills] to properly fix the summoning rooms in case of substantial damage, but he had to be glad that the dirt could be re-compacted far more easily.

And cleaning out the usual mess of bodily fluids and toxins that accumulated in summoning areas didn’t require a high-Level [Engineer] either.

“So, what happens if someone falls off the edge?” Amy asked, cautiously peering over. “Are you just plain screwed unless you can fly?”

“Oh, that’s simple, let me show you,” Isaac said and flung a water balloon, which he’d pulled from his spatial storage, off into the nothingness. It vanished and immediately popped out on the opposite side of the “air” half of the island.

But before it could nail Amy in the back of the head, it exploded in a shower of water and latex shreds as she hit it with a magic missile … without turning around.

Then, she flashed Isaac a shit-eating grin.

“The water balloon was a bit of a giveaway, don’t you think? You obviously weren’t going to throw it at anyone else, but you chucked it at the wall … it’s not exactly rocket science.”

“I see the prank war is still alive and well,” Bailey commented, then gave Isaac a mock-rebuking smile. “Did you ask us in here without cameras just so you could pull that?”

Isaac shrugged. He hadn’t, of course, but everyone already knew that anyway.

“How long until we have the materials to summon the animal sanctuary version?” Raul asked.

“A few months, but we probably won’t have the spares for years,” Isaac told him. “But I’ve been gathering samples of the endangered species we need since the start, so we’ll have what we need when we’re ready.”

“Can we summon anything we need in here?” Amy asked.

“[World Bosses] don’t work, the summoning circles explode,” Isaac said. “And [Raid Bosses] that can’t fit through the portal will count as trapped and don’t give any loot if attacked from the outside. Putting a couple of guns out there would work, but anything else won’t fly.”

“Perfect,” Amy grinned.

“Oh, that won’t work. [Raid Bosses] on campus … anyone who so much as mentions that around the dean is going to be out on their ass a few seconds later because he will tear my head off,” Bailey interjected.

“The Void dampens the [Raid Boss] notification, doesn’t it?” Patrick asked rhetorically, then added, “Is there a way to detect these spaces from outside without seeing the portal?”

“Should be possible,” Amy told him. “It’s in a separate dimension, that kind of stable connection should be obvious if we use …”

The conversation had gone well over Isaac’s head about five seconds in. He’d known there was a way to detect these places from afar, but not the exact method, leaving it up to the magic experts to reverse engineer it. As much as he’d like to help, it was well out of his wheelhouse.

“So, anything else you want to do in here before we head back out?” Bailey asked.

There was an almost universal chorus of “no”s. The only one who didn’t immediately answer was Amy. She tried to drench Isaac with a low-power water spell, he dodged, and she clearly decided against trying again.

With that out of the way, they headed back outside, announced that the place was clear, and the dean bustled in with the press.

Fifteen minutes after that, the helpers were let in and the whole thing devolved into a bit of a party.

Initially, everyone was very careful around the edge, but then Isaac demonstrated that the instant you left contact with the floor and went outside the sphere, you’d reappear on the opposite side of the air dome.

In hindsight, that might have been a mistake, as it led to an epidemic of people shoving each other over the edge.

Eventually, he’d have to get one of these places for himself, but that would take a while. No matter his material resources, there were things that couldn’t be bought for love of money.

In time, he’d be able to get the hearts from [Raid Bosses] he killed with the Bundeswehr, or maybe from ones the Guild or even Camelot fought, but they all had their own needs for these materials.

Or maybe he could throw more support behind Fenrir’s attempt at getting the official go-ahead to summon [Raid Bosses] on his own. The group in Antarctica was certainly one of the least constrained organizations in the world, but even so, the treaty of Seoul mandated that wild [Raid Bosses] were to be nuked ASAP, regardless of national borders.

Eh, that was something he had to figure out later, once he’d seen how everything shook out once news of the first Void Island got out. Once he had that information, he could make a better plan.


MODERN EDUCATION
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“Welcome to Combat [Skills] 101,” Isaac announced, standing in front of a lecture hall’s blackboard for the first time ever.

Behind him, a Ka-Bar with a piece of chalk duct-taped to its end drew on the blackboard under his telekinetic control.

In theory, any and all university faculties had to put in a certain number of teaching hours, as had staff of a certain academic rank.

Yet here he was, teaching. And not because someone had had a family emergency, not because there had been any other kind of sudden lack of personnel.

His reason for being here was simple, basic, raw. Spite. Sheer, unadulterated spite.

Quite a few people had gotten on his case about wanting him to teach them, their subordinates, their children. In one particularly memorable case, a tinpot dictator had actually thought there’d been a chance he’d be able to convince Isaac to train the man’s private security force. That guy’s dirty laundry would be out on the web in a few months when the data leak would be less likely to be linked to him pissing off Isaac.

But eventually, the sheer number of calls, emails, and other requests had reached a tipping point and Isaac had decided to demonstrate that he could, in fact, teach people quite effectively, but only if he chose to.

Besides, this class was normally taught by a Bundeswehr drill sergeant who’d been voluntold for the position by a general looking to curry favor and was therefore quite happy to not be dealing with college kids for a little bit.

“So, up until now, this class has been all about gaining knowledge about weaponry throughout history, and how many ancient weapons have become relevant again due to how the [System] has changed things.

“Now, I don’t know what you are planning on doing with your degree, what fields you’re planning on going into, but if it is even remotely related to the [System], such as a company involved in monster material harvesting, you’re going to need that knowledge.

“However, in this lesson, I’m going to focus on something else. How do weapon [Skills] work? How is general combat, without active [Skills], reflected on your character sheet?”

Isaac paused a few seconds, his gaze raking across the rows upon rows of students up above. He didn’t have to look at anyone to see them, but that didn’t stop the students from talking with each other, as they couldn’t tell he was looking at them.

Wherever he looked, conversation died in an instant. While many of them had doubtlessly seen him about campus, he wasn’t exactly the most approachable of people, especially with how many lobbyists he’d verbally torn to shreds once they got on his nerves. As far as the students were concerned, he was the lecturer they least wanted to mess with.

He then went in-depth on how the “weapons [Skills]” covered more than just weapon usage, also improving general combat when one’s weapon of choice was in play, and automatically compensated for all the craziness that came from people with superhuman capabilities fighting.

“Now, for this next part, I won’t be taking questions until the very end.”

A second Ka-Bar appeared over his hand, hovering there, tip down.

“This is a Ka-Bar, first used by the United States Marine Corps during World War 2. It’s a simple design, usable for a wide variety of fighting styles, and it won’t break when used as a tool, be it woodworking, cutting wire, or opening cans of food. It’s widely acknowledged to be an incredibly useful and versatile piece of gear and continues to be so to this day.”

The knife flew up to hover above his head as his Kriegsmesser manifested in front of him.

“And what we have here is a far older weapon, known as a Kriegsmesser, often used by soldiers of lower station. For them, it was the thing that stood between them and a grisly death, bleeding out on a blood-stained battlefield or dying in agony from an untreatable infection.”

Once again, the weapon began to float above his head, while his Zweihänder appeared in front of him.

“Centuries later, this was the weapon used by knights and other heavily armored fighters who needed to focus less on defense. It has reach, but several creative anti-armor techniques can be performed with it. For example, the Mordhau involves flipping the weapon over, holding it by the blade while using the weapon like a warhammer.

“But these are just the swords that I personally use, there are countless more.”

Dozens of weapons spilled from his spatial storage and floated into the air, slowly orbiting above his head. He’d borrowed most of Stagmer’s stock for this display, but it had been so worth it.

“Each of these blades has a purpose, one which its design follows.

“For example, this is an executioner’s sword, which doesn’t grow slimmer as it gets further from the pommel, making it extremely top-heavy. Counterproductive in a fight, but extremely useful when you’re trying to put as much power as possible into a single, downward-oriented, decapitating strike.

“On the other hand, this is a gladius, the typical weapon of a Roman legionary. A short stabbing weapon, designed to be used alongside the giant shields wielded by the legions, while being fairly easy to produce.”

The next thing to float down to hover in front of his face was a strange, club-like weapon, which looked like a flattened baseball bat with black objects running around the edge.

“And what we have here is called a Macuahuitl, an Aztec war club. Despite the name, however, it is yet another blade. Those black objects around the circumference are shards of obsidian, creating the edge. Incidentally, broken obsidian created some of the sharpest blades in existence, pre-[System], and despite how old this technology is, some surgeons would use obsidian scalpels during surgery.”

Then, the war club flew up to join the orbiting cloud of weapons.

“I could tell you about all of these weapons, explain their function, their history, the idea behind each specific design choice, but fundamentally, they are all the same.

“All throughout human history, countless people have lived and died based on these well-honed pieces of metal, stone, and countless other materials. It doesn’t matter what a blade’s shape is, how big it is, or even what it’s made of.

“If it’s a blade and it’s in the right hands, it can be the difference between victory and defeat, life and death, becoming a legend or fading into obscurity.

“That’s what the blade is to me, what it represents to me, and what it can become for everyone who spends time learning to get the most out of the [Skill] you should have acquired during my little speech.”

It had given Isaac no small amount of amusement to see how hard the students were struggling to keep quiet, to not start cheering as they realized they’d just gotten a very useful, very foundational combat [Skill].

“But for each and every one of us, that [Skill] is going to mean something different. The official designation for my fighting style is Speed Demon, but in my head, I call it ‘The Way of the Demented Pinball,’ and my [Skill] is still called [Blades] because they are the weapons I hold in my hands while fighting. And as long as you don’t start branching out into all sorts of other weapons, yours will too, no matter how you fight.

“This [Skill] I have just taught you teaches you to fight with a blade, regardless of the specifics of your combat style. Now, we still have one hour left in today’s lesson, how about we head outside and see if we can find some of your styles?”

He stored all his weapons, led the group out to the training field, and ran them through some basic drills. Nothing crazy, nothing that would turn these kids into future powerhouses, but enough to make this the most productive single lesson they’d had this year.

In the back of his mind, though, he’d been preparing for something entirely different. And thankfully, he got a chance to pull the trigger on that.

Simply put, the information about how he’d been teaching a lesson had, of course, been put on social media within minutes. So the vultures had started showing up and he’d sent them packing with an expression like butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth and the line “I’m sorry, dear Sir or Madam, but for insurance purposes, only registered students of this university may take part in lessons with any risk of bodily harm, no matter how minute said risk may be.”

And yes, he did actually say “Sir or Madam,” as though he were a customer service drone who didn’t give a flying fuck about treating the other person like, well, a person.

The lesson itself was plenty of fun to teach, and would hopefully make a difference in the students’ lives.

Simply put, the modern education system was a mess. It hadn’t been particularly well-run pre-[System], but with the addition of [Classes], things had really gone off the rails. Ideally, you’d have curriculums based around evolutionary paths, with teachers that could impart all the right knowledge-based [Skills] at the very minimum to maximize the students’ chance of getting the [Class] and Evolutions they wanted.

[System]-Sciences were better than most, as that degree had been built from the ground up after the [System] had appeared, with the [System] in mind, but even that course was far from perfect.

Once the lesson was done, he headed back to his office while examining his gains from the lesson.

They were quite a bit higher than expected, but he could see what had happened here. He’d done a lot of teaching in the past, but it had always been either with his team or very brief instances of him just showing up, tossing a few [Skills] at his “students” and leaving. This was the first proper class he’d taught like this, and it showed how much of an impact he’d made.

[Lessons of History] had gone up by a single Level, as had [Absolute Blade Mastery], [Armory of Ancient Times], and [The Chosen Weapon]. Moreover, that Level in [The Chosen Weapon] had been enough to max out the [Skill].

[———]

The Chosen Weapon (epic, Level max)

There are many things that determine the power of a warrior. Training. Physical prowess. Skill. Raw talent.

But there is one more thing. A weapon. Having the right one to carry into battle can be the difference between life and death.

And that is what this Skill is all about. The user may choose a single weapon and make it soulbound. This weapon then becomes a part of them, inextricably and eternally bound together, able to be summoned at will, and will never harm its user.

As this Skill’s Level grows, new forms and abilities will be gained.

In addition, consecrating this weapon in the blood of legendary foes will grant it new strength and powers.

The chosen Weapon has its own mana pool to use its own Skills, separate from the user’s, drawing power from the environment. However, the user may also choose to divert their mana regeneration to refill this pool once their own is full. It starts out with a pool of 100, then increases by 10 with every Level the user has.

Based on the user’s Level in the Blade Skill, The Chosen Weapon (Old Reliable), gains a new ability for every Aspect the user holds.

This weapon may now absorb nine (four remaining) additional weapons to be used as an alternate form for The Chosen Weapon. Weapons may also be removed at a cost of 1,000 mana, once per year.

The Chosen Weapon will never cease being useful to its wielder, never stop growing despite the Skill being maxed out, sharpness and durability endlessly increasing as the user levels.

[———]

This was perhaps the single most boringly phrased reward for maxing out a [Skill] he’d ever gotten. But damn, was it significant. The total number of weapons he could slot into Old Reliable had grown to a total of nine, and he could swap out already slotted weapons if he found a better fit.

In addition, he could now not only summon each of Old Reliable’s composite weapons separately but also every single other version it had gained due to Aspects. The blade-type line of Aspects had already let him call upon duplicates of each weapon, but even that number had been highly limited.

Now though, he could summon fifty copies of every weapon. The original version of the blade plus nine versions created by Aspects made for a grand total of ten blades, a number that was then multiplied by 5 by his blade Aspect. More than he knew what to do with, really. In fact, those were enough weapons that the real limitations were how many blades he could keep track of at once, as well as how much mana levitating so many blades would cost.

And then, of course, there was the fact that he could now remove a weapon from Old Reliable, freeing up new slots as needed.

Isaac removed the Kriegsmesser from Old Reliable, causing the sword to manifest, permanently. It had started out as a well-made, pre-[System] weapon, and grown to surpass anything short of a blade of legend during the time that he’d wielded it, but its role had been filled by Balmung ever since he’d gotten the legendary weapon.

Eventually, he’d find someone to wield this weapon, though. It had served him well, and just because he’d found something better didn’t mean he’d toss his old sword out like a piece of trash. Maybe one of his sisters would pick up the sword. Hopefully, it would only be one, because if both of them became swordswomen and wanted the sword, then things would become … awkward. And, of course, he’d have to prepare something to give to the twin who didn’t get the sword, for the sake of making things even.

In fact, his sword had gained a [System]-screen of its own, something reserved for only objects of high significance.

[———]

Legacy (soul-bindable Kriegsmesser)

A weapon baptized in the crucible of combat over months and years, wielded against Wraiths and Hydras, monsters in human skin, and it has even brought low a Demon Lord, the first of its kind to walk the Earth in countless millennia.

Despite being separated from the soulbound weapon that grew alongside its wielder, Isaac Thoma, it has retained the enhanced properties it had during its time as a soulbound blade, and may even create a new soul bond with the next person to use it. It is one of the strongest weapons in the world, inferior only to the weapons originating in ancient myths and legends.

And now, it is awaiting its next wielder, someone to carry on the proud tradition established by the first person to bear this blade into battle.

As such, where its name once might have been a simple descriptor of its design, this sword has claimed the name “Legacy.”

[———]

Ok, that was … something. The blade’s name had changed in accordance with the intention he’d had when removing it from Old Reliable, which was surprising, but what really threw him for a loop was that this blade could even be bound to a new person.

Would all the weapons he removed be this powerful? Their retaining this kind of strength might even make it worth it to remove all his weapons and hand them out, though he didn’t want to give up the swords that had been by his side for so long.

But why had the Kriegsmesser, no, Legacy retained this much power, including the soulbinding ability? There hadn’t been anything about that in the [Skill] descrip⁠—

Isaac facepalmed, carefully moderating his strength to avoid blasting the papers on his desk all over the office. His maxed-out [Blades] [Skill] allowed all his bladed weapons to grow as he used them, an effect that stacked with how Old Reliable increased in strength, proportional to Isaac’s leveling. In all likelihood, empowering a given weapon across over a hundred Levels’ worth of combat would, in time, have given it the soulbinding power.

Either way, he’d keep all of his other weapons where they were, as a part of Old Reliable, and find a good home for Legacy.

Now, he summoned another ancient weapon and merged it with Old Reliable. Mimung, the thrice-forged blade, finest work of Wayland the Smith. It looked more like a rapier than a sword, slender and deadly sharp. Sharper than Balmung even, but light enough that Isaac generally preferred the other blade.

But now that he could use both and replace either if something better came along … why not do it?

Overall Old Reliable had grown quite a bit.

[———]

Weapon: Old Reliable

Once merely an ordinary Ka-Bar, this weapon has been refined and strengthened by the Skills of a Rogue, bathed in the blood of countless powerful monsters, and finally claimed as The Chosen Weapon of an Undying Wraith, transcending its old purpose and limitations.

Ever-growing with its wielder, Old Reliable will not only gain strength but entirely new powers as it is used in legendary battles and bathed in the blood of the enemies that fall in them.

Mana Pool: 1,176/1,480

Forms: Ka-Bar, Zweihänder, Balmung, Mimung, Giant Sword

Skills:

To Me: Calls Old Reliable back into the wielder’s hand in a straight line, costs 10 mana, at a range of a maximum of 10 meters.

Always Armed: Teleports Old Reliable into the wielder’s hand from anywhere in the universe. The minimum cost is 50 and scales with distance and interfering effects.

Eternity: Old Reliable is as eternal as its wielder. So long as he is alive, this weapon has the opportunity to be reborn. Doing so will require all of the materials used to build it in the first place, as well as 500 mana. This cost will have to be paid by an external source.

Shapeshift: Old Reliable can now shift between forms at will, every shift costing 1 mana.

Duplicate: This Skill calls out as many of Old Reliable’s forms, Aspect-Infused versions, or otherwise different types, as the user wants, having them exist simultaneously until it ends. This costs 10 mana to activate and 1 mana per minute for every manifested weapon.

Aspect Infusion: This gives Old Reliable a variation on each form based on the user’s Aspects (Greater Hydra: Venomsteel, Megalodon: Boneblade, Poltergeist: Astral Dagger, Fata Morgana: Invisible Blade, Blade Tempest: Quintuple Threat, Lindwyrm: Corrosive Saber, Least Demon Lord: Hellblade, Space Elemental: Space Cutter, Lich: Cursed Blade, Death Knight: Giant Cleaver). This costs 15 mana each time a new Aspect is infused, and 10 mana per minute of keeping it active. Only one Aspect can be active at a time.

Lindwyrm’s Bite: The blade begins to drip vile liquid, melting anything and everything it touches, save the user and the user’s equipment. This costs 100 points of mana to activate, costs 1 point of mana per second to sustain, and will continue until deactivated.

Water Cutter: This blade is no longer slowed by liquids, nor is its wielder’s sword arm slowed by being underwater.

Blade of Crimson Calamity: This blade will fully regenerate damage (including restoring broken blades) whenever bathed in the blood of a suitably powerful enemy (Current requirement: min. Level: 135, min. Power: Rare Class Human or Field Boss).

Sacrificial Crystal: Choose any form of this blade, manifest it, transform it into crystal, and detonate it in a burst of force and infinitely sharp shrapnel (cost: 100 mana, 1 Old Reliable form). This renders you unable to summon the sacrificed weapon until it is restored using Eternity or Blade of Crimson Calamity, but inflicts devastating damage upon the wielder’s enemies, especially if the blade is piercing their bodies at the time of detonation.

[———]

There were additional entries for every new [Raid Boss] he’d taken down that added a new ability to the sword, either active or passive, but most of them weren’t all that useful in the overall scheme of things. Small damage boosts, elemental damage that could be added, several different flames that were utterly superfluous now that Isaac had [Divine Fire], and the like.

The only things he chose to display were the functions he was planning on using. The ability to use the sword underwater, completely freely, gained from the Salmon of Wisdom, a powerful self-repair function, compliments of the Sanguine Monarch, Lindwyrm’s Bite from the monster of the same name.

And, of course, the power to detonate any given weapon into a burst of razor-sharp crystal, gained from the Crystalline Sage. The magic-wielding [Raid Boss] had been destroyed during the [Raid Boss] slaughter month on Etzel, but it had been shockingly easy thanks to an exploit discovered by the Bundeswehr’s [Combat Engineers]. They’d modified the ground in a way that let it be moved and shifted at the drop of a hat, shattering any runes the monster tried to draw within moments.

They’d gained access to another runic language, and Isaac’s sword had grown a little bit more useful, but all in all, that had been one hell of a boring day.

And, of course, the weapon’s mana pool had grown to ridiculous heights.

Compared to Old Reliable, the soulbound weapon he’d had in his other lifetime had been a piece of junk, even though it had been scaled to someone one Evolution and sixty Levels above where he currently was.

It had been another Kriegsmesser, one granted not by a [Skill] but simply a supremely well-made weapon that could be soulbound. Soulbound items had been rarer then, without the Events monsters to drop them and fewer master craftsmen, most of whom had largely lived in hiding.

The weapon hadn’t even had a name, merely being a soulbound Kriegsmesser that couldn’t be permanently destroyed, would always be sharp and durable enough to be of use to its wielder, and could be summoned back into its wielder’s hand in a process that took three seconds to complete.

Perfectly serviceable, all in all, but it was only a fraction as useful as Old Reliable.

The final upgrade was just decent.

[———]

Armory of Ancient Times (legendary, Level XX)

They had some good stuff back in the time of legends, didn’t they? Legendary swords, cloaks of invisibility, rings, and belts that granted the strength of ten men … all that good stuff. But we don’t have that stuff anymore, they were either lost to history or they never existed in the first place. But with this Skill, it doesn’t really matter which of those is true, because Hildebrand’s Heir is able to summon anything he wants, so long as Hildebrand once held it, such as his sword Balmung, once wielded by Siegfried.

You may summon multiple weapons (or objects) at a time, and doing so will reserve 100 points of your mana to maintain it unless you can find alternative ways of sustaining it for the first, with the cost doubling with every additional summon.

As you learn more about Hildebrand’s legend, you’ll learn more about what you can summon.

After having one of this Skill’s ancient weapons summoned nigh-permanently, it has evolved so that the user may also permanently summon a single object by paying 2,000 mana upfront. This object will remain without requiring upkeep until it is either broken or dismissed.

Currently available gear: Balmung, Nagelring, Eckesachs, Mimung, assorted mundane gear, Laurin’s Ring, Hildegrim …

[———]

Permanently summoning one weapon or object was decidedly average, as Isaac had any weapons he needed already added to Old Reliable. But it would make dropping over a weapon at Stagmer’s shop for the man to copy a hell of a lot easier.

Isaac put Legacy into his personal storage, checked the clock on the wall, and realized that he had enough time to pick up some food before the imminent meeting.


FINAL PREPARATIONS
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“Exotische Genüsse” was one of Isaac’s favorite places to be, and not just for the food.

It was perhaps the one place on planet Earth where he didn’t have to suppress his sense of smell.

The team’s favorite restaurant was located right on campus with them, and the cook absolutely loved using the monster materials they brought her.

She was also an artist, who used her senses to their fullest potential to create the best dishes she possibly could. As such, she’d created a workspace that was completely clear of olfactory impairments, whether they came from outside or the trash. A place that was not only free of anything that could possibly be construed as “stink,” but was also filled with the smell of some of the world’s most delicious cooking.

“Oh, hey Isaac,” the cook herself greeted him as she came out of the kitchen. “Don’t you usually send one of your assistants for food?”

“Eh, I had some time, and you know I always enjoy visiting this place. It smells like the Schlaraffenland,” Isaac said, referring to a fairy tale land where everything was of food. It also held a fountain of youth, but the part of the story that had always amused him was the wall that surrounded the place. It was made of rice pudding and anyone who desired entry had to breach it by way of eating it.

“Oh really?” she asked. “They have Hydra stew in the Schlaraffenland? Here I was thinking that serpents didn’t exist in there, silly me.”

“I don’t know, Caroline.” Isaac shrugged. “But if that’s Hydra stew I’m smelling, I’d like two servings of that, as well as some bread. I also heard something about boar pie made from the Twrch Tryth, so I’d like a couple of those, and do you have any apple pies left?”

“I can definitely do that, but I’ve also got some lesser Kraken calamari rings if you want some. I’ll toss a couple in for you guys to try,” Caroline offered.

“Wait, how big are those rings?” Isaac frowned. If they were made from even a lesser Kraken, they had to be huge.

“And here I was hoping to shock you by dumping a calamari ring the size of a tractor tire on the table. Guess I should have known better than to try that on you,” Caroline said. “Worth a try, I guess.”

“I’ll make sure to take a photo for you when I pull that trick on the others,” Isaac promised.

“So, how would you like to pay?” she asked.

“I know better than to come here without proper tribute,” Isaac told her with a wry grin as he pulled several large crates from his storage ring. The storage device was far less secure than the [System]-granted storage space, which he could access by sacrificing a Lesser Space Elemental Core, but it was far cheaper and he wasn’t exactly going to be bothered by food being stolen. And while these ingredients were valuable, no one who stood any chance against him in combat would pick a fight over them.

“Oh, these are nice,” Caroline practically crooned over the bounty.

“Could I get my food first?” Isaac requested. He knew how world-class crafters were, and if he didn’t get his order now, he’d be stuck waiting for hours.

“Sure,” she said and retrieved the relevant food items from her spatial storage. She spent a lot of her time experimenting with new ingredients and dishes, and much of the rest for pre-making meals, then storing them in her time-locked [Vault of Delicacies] until someone showed up with the means to pay for the food.

Isaac pulled his new purchases into his now-empty storage ring, thanked Caroline, took one more deep breath of the cleanest air on planet Earth, reduced his sense of smell back down to a bare minimum, and left the restaurant.

He marched into the meeting room, began to pull platters and cutlery out of the cabinet, and plated up most of the food—all except for the gigantic calamari rings.

The team slowly trickled in as he worked and sat down in their chairs with drinks they’d retrieved from the fridge. Just as Amy took her first drink from her beer, Isaac withdrew the first calamari chunk from his storage ring, depositing it not directly on the massive metal platter but a few centimeters above it.

The food item slammed into the metal with a loud clatter, startling the others, including Amy.

Unexpectedly, she just flashed him a shit-eating grin and kept drinking.

Okay, normally she was very easy to startle or surprise into her drink going down the wrong pipe, but not now. Wh—oh, water breathing spell, cast ahead of time.

“That trick’s a little played out, don’t you think?” Amy asked via a [Throw Voice] spell, still drinking her beer.

“I don’t put nearly as much planning into pranks as I do into saving the world,” Isaac responded, grumbling.

“And this huge thing is … what exactly?” Bailey asked.

“Kraken calamari,” Isaac told him.

“Yep, I am very glad I can’t get fat anymore,” Raul commented as he carved a keg-sized chunk out of the deep-fried kraken meat.

“So, did you guys hear about the time Isaac lost a fight to a cat while you were gone?” Amy said in a conversational tone as they ate.

“For the last time, I’m a scholar and a fighter, not a hostage negotiator or psychological warfare specialist,” Isaac sighed.

“Now I really want to hear that story,” Karl said.

“Well, see, there was this cat that somehow got into the building. And when Isaac opened his office, it ran in. So he tried to get it out … and failed miserably. Then …” Amy regaled everyone with a grand tale about how the damn cat had played Isaac for a fool.

The real issue had been that he’d been incredibly limited in what he could do. He was so much more powerful than the irritating feline that turning it into a stain on the ground would barely have required any effort at all, but it was a cat, and he didn’t want to hurt it.

And because it was so damn fragile compared to him, basically all his abilities were unusable.

Speed? Whiplash.

Teleportation? [Phantom Step] didn’t allow for passengers, and using [Continent Strider] just to get out of the building was one hell of a waste.

Phasing? Well, the cat couldn’t phase, could it?

Fire? … Obviously useless.

The cat hadn’t been anyone’s familiar, and it hadn’t had any listening devices or bioweapons on.

He’d grabbed the cat faster than it could blink, held it securely, and carried it out of his office, intending to deposit it outside the building.

Yet the moment he’d stepped into the corridor, the cat had begun to wail, howling so heart wrenchingly that, had Isaac not been looking at it, he’d have assumed someone was feeding the poor creature into a woodchipper, or doing something similarly horrible to it.

Immediately, people’s heads started popping out of their offices to glare at him or look piteously at the damnable feline in his arms. Psychological warfare at its finest.

He’d put down the cat right then and there, then rushed back into his office and locked the door before it could follow him inside.

That had worked … for all of five seconds. Then, the cat had resumed its wailing while scratching at the door like mad. He’d resolved to ignore the cat until it got bored and went away, but then someone knocked on the door and asked him to take care of “his cat.” When Isaac opened the door, the cat had run right back inside.

The next time Isaac tried to grab it, resolving to take it out via [Continent Strider] despite the waste, it had scratched him. Of course, the damn feline would have had better luck clawing its way into a bank vault than damaging him, but it still counted as initiating combat, and [Continent Strider] could only be used outside of combat.

In the end, he’d grabbed a cardboard box, stuffed the cat inside, cast his perception-blocking [Skill] on said box, and carried it outside while praying that the box would hold long enough for him to get outside. He managed it, and he’d won on paper, but after spending this much effort on dealing with a single, utterly mundane Felix catus Domesticus, it didn’t feel like he’d come out ahead.

Once the laughter had died down and the food had been devoured, the real work began.

“So, as we well know, our political overlords have, in their infinite wisdom, decided to host the first-ever gathering of the European Union’s S-Rankers. Last time we talked about this, Sun wasn’t coming. Please tell me that hasn’t changed,” Isaac opened the conversation.

Thankfully, no one told him otherwise, which meant that at least the walking disaster zone that was the Monkey King wouldn’t be around … and then Bailey started to talk and Isaac just about had a heart attack.

“Actually, Iceland got a courtesy invite to the whole conference as a trade partner and since Fenrir is still technically a citizen, he’s coming.”

Isaac sighed audibly in relief. So no Monkey King, good. Fenrir was hardly a master negotiator, nor did he have any [Skills] for social situations, but he had a good head on his shoulders. It would be nice to have another friend around.

“So we’re back up to sixty-nine S-Rankers, the powder keg grows,” Patrick commented dryly.

“This is mostly a political conference, for the various regulatory bodies of the EU to see if they can work out how to deal with the [System] properly.”

“Because this time, they’ll manage in a week what they haven’t managed for the past three years,” Amy commented.

“At least putting all of us into one place might lead to some more cooperation between S-Rankers,” Bailey pointed out, ever the optimist. “Patrick, Karl, you’ve put up all wards and reinforced the building, right?”

“Yep, the building’s superstructure is going to survive up against anything that isn’t directly aimed at it for at least a few minutes, barring battlefield-sweeper attacks,” Karl reported.

“And any wide-scale attack will be restricted to the building itself, anyone outside will be safe for at least a bit if things go pear-shaped, and the staff inside is going to be kept to a bare minimum,” Patrick added.

“I don’t know if it’s a good or bad sign that they’re that prepared for failure,” Raul wondered. “Actually, I have something I need to tell you guys about. You know how there are several other conferences by industry leaders and lobbyists going to take place in and around Brussels during the anniversary? My father just told me that he’ll be attending several. He’s pretty composed usually, but when it comes to his kids … if he decides to talk your ear off, feel free to make up excuses to leave, he’ll understand.”

“Parents, eh?” Amy nudged him with her elbow.

“Parents,” Patrick gave a long-suffering sigh, turning to Bailey. “If you ever run into my mother and she starts yelling at you about how you’re not treating me right, feel free to punch her.”

He sounded dead serious.

“Wait, why would she think that?” Bailey asked, sounding more puzzled than anything else.

“Because as far as she’s concerned, anything short of putting me in charge of the whole department within five minutes of me being hired is mistreatment,” Patrick explained, “Like I said, feel free to punch her because logic and reason won’t get you anywhere.”

“Duly noted,” Bailey nodded. “I’ll probably just walk away and leave it at that, though.”

“Anyway, where were we?” Isaac asked. “Right, building protections. We made sure there are no [Skills] in play that allow for intoxication, and as long as no one brings in any alchemical drugs, everyone should be sober.”

“We have people outside scanning for anything like that, so we’ll get an advanced warning and, hopefully, we’ll be able to stop messes before things get out of hand,” Patrick added.

They talked for a bit more, but most of this had been talked about before, and they were just repeating themselves. All the precautions that had to be taken had been, not just by them but by everyone else.

The members of Research Team Bailey were hardly the only S-Rankers who worked closely together with their government, and all of them had been doing their damnedest to make sure things went well.

And soon enough, the day of the event was here.


A BAD IDEA?
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The conference center was a huge building, imposing, the very epitome of post-[System] construction, a style whose name hadn’t yet been officially chosen, but all current contenders were variations on “Sentinel,” “Guardian,” “Keep,” or “Bulwark” architectural style.

“Into the lion’s den we go,” Amy muttered via the party chat they’d established before heading over here. Isaac couldn’t help but agree, this could end oh so badly.

Getting inside was both easier than Isaac had expected and worse than he’d feared. The only requirement to enter was to prove one’s identity, yet Isaac was afraid there might be a couple of prima donnas who took exception to even that.

It was a perfectly reasonable precaution, of course, but S-Rankers were rarely normal. No one threw oneself into the crucible that created the strongest people in the world while being perfectly sane. There was always some goal, some obsession, to pull one forward, or something one was running away from.

Isaac, for one, threw himself into unimaginable danger whenever it seemed necessary because he was working to save the world, and he’d reaped the corresponding benefits.

Philibert Loup, [Louis Pasteur’s True Heir], was a doctor obsessed with ridding the world of all manner of serious diseases and preventing future epidemics, growing to absurd heights by following his obsession.

And then there was Sun Wukong. Something was clearly driving him to strive for absurd heights.

The few S-Rankers who were perfectly sane were the other members of Isaac’s team. They’d been less driven by their own desires and ambitions and more by Isaac standing behind them, cracking the whip of “the world is about to end.”

They kept going, kept working, delving ever deeper into the secrets of the world, [System], and magic, eventually managing to reach high-rarity [Classes] through a combination of dedication and being on the bleeding edge of research.

An elevator took them upstairs, into the conference center on the top floor. Every surface except the floor and buttons was enchanted to show the world outside the building, providing an unparalleled view of their surroundings.

It shot skywards at a rate that should have thrown the passengers to the floor, except no expense had been spared to build this place and an inertia dampening enchantment was in play. If it hadn’t been for their view of their surroundings, it would have seemed like they weren’t moving at all.

Isaac thought back to the first grand meeting of legends in the other timeline. He hadn’t been a part of that one, or the few after that.

After all, he’d started out as an [Office Drone] and only slowly grown into his power. He’d realized he hadn’t wanted to stay with that [Class] for the rest of his life, so he’d started training with knives and eventually evolved into [Knife Fighter]. His fighting style back then had also been aiming for weak spots, severing sinews, gouging out eyes, throwing chemical irritants or poisons into mouths and noses, picking his enemies apart piece by bloody piece.

His next [Class] had been all about those kinds of tactics … and then he’d discovered hexes, curses, and blood runes. By incorporating those capabilities into his fighting style, he’d finally become a legendary [Battle Ritualist of Calamity and Blood] at the fourth Evolution. It was all about bringing enemies to the edge of death and using them to power devastating attacks.

That was the point where he’d become truly part of the Earth’s strongest inhabitants.

His fifth Evolution had been much of the same, just stronger. [Ruinous Psychopomp] was all about bringing his enemies into the next life, but instead of making their path an easy one, he’d kicked them straight into kingdom come, drawing upon the power of their deaths to murder their entire extended family.

They were both [Classes] that required a lot of setup and precision and were severely lacking without it. But when the requirements were met, he could and had punched so far above his weight class that it wasn’t even funny. [Raid Bosses], especially above the ninth Tier, when they gained minions, fell before him like wheat before the reaper.

His current fighting style was still all about precision, but instead of planting curse marks or carving runes into the hides of his enemies, he just went straight for the jugular. And when that wasn’t possible, when his first strike only wounded instead of killed, he still had plenty of tricks up his sleeve to carve them apart like a Christmas turkey. Joints, sensory organs, major blood vessels, nerve clusters, all of them were fair game.

But despite how different he was from his last go around, one thing was still the same. He didn’t stand with these people based on raw power, but intelligence and trickery. His third Evolution was a mixture of a martial and training [Class], costing him some raw power.

And his fourth was a mixture of knowledge and pyromancy abilities, with [Champion of Mankind] serving as its big hitter. Despite that, it was a hell of a lot stronger than it appeared at first glance. Primarily mental-based or not, it still provided Stat points and information was Isaac’s weapon, it had been throughout this entire timeline and towards the end of the last one.

“We look damn fine, don’t we?” Amy asked, interrupting his train of thought.

She, of course, had on another robe-dress hybrid, made from a deep blue fabric that seemed to glow with an inner light, showing stars and nebulas in its depths if you stared into them for long enough. Isaac didn’t know much about it as it wasn’t particularly useful outside of looking pretty, but he was aware of the fact that it was ludicrously expensive. Or rather, it would have been, if she hadn’t made it herself.

Bailey, Raul, and Karl all wore finely made three-piece suits, with Raul’s accommodating his familiars.

Patrick had on a suit and vest combo, with the vest made from a fabric so dark it seemed to swallow the light, covered in pale blue decorative runes.

And Isaac was right back in his good ol’ polo shirt, formal pants, and bracers. Old Reliable wasn’t on him at the moment, but he wanted to project that he wasn’t armed. It wasn’t like it would matter if, gods forbid, shit hit the fan.

The doors dinged and opened as the illusion of the outside faded away, revealing the room beyond.

They’d intended to be the first here without being early enough to act like the organizers.

But half the French delegation was already here, led by one Général de Division Jean Ardouin, [Arcane Warsage]. Ah yes, the “If you’re not early, you’re late” military mindset. Germany did have two S-Rankers in the military and one in the police force, but they’d arranged for them to come after the team had had time to settle in.

Isaac and his comrades had a far greater international reputation and the idea had been to have them make a strong early showing … if they’d shown up as early as Isaac would have liked to. But they hadn’t. Politics, PR, the projected image valued over the reality of the situation. And Germany’s contingent couldn’t go as one because … they shouldn’t look to clique-y. Why oh why were people like this?

Ardouin was dressed in full-dress uniform, medals included, demonstrating to all and sundry who and what he was.

His [Class] was a strange blend of [Mage] and a military commander [Class], wielding spells that split the difference between standard magic and the usual [Skills] wielded by [General] and its Evolutions.

Instead of magic bolts, he had countless portals he could open around himself. As for the other end of that portal? It would be in front of the muzzle of one of his subordinates’ guns, be they sidearms, assault rifles, or even heavy artillery.

He also had larger portals in place of most of the tactical repositioning [Skills] he should have gotten, a nasty series of AOE debuffs instead of abilities like [Smokescreen].

Ardouin was the rare sort of military commander who had power of his own, as most people of his rank and [Class]-type were all support, no action.

He’d also not been Isaac’s biggest fan in the other timeline, for some reason Isaac had never been able to determine. Hopefully, things would go better, this time around, but there wasn’t much Isaac could do without knowing the original issue.

Next to him stood Philibert Loup, the heir of one of the most influential medical researchers in history, waiting with a glass of whiskey in his hand.

David Soyer was the third member of the group, a green mage of unparalleled power. Deep within his soul, he had a garden, filled with all manner of exotic plants, both magical and not, whose power he could draw out. He was yet another person who’d become an S-Ranker in both timelines, and he was bloody terrifying in a fight.

Once, he’d drawn upon the power of the Manchineel tree while fighting a monster in the middle of a rainstorm, water running across his body and becoming infused with poison before it dripped onto his opponent below. The magically augmented toxins had burned the poor thing from the inside out.

Alexandre Chevalier, on the other hand, was another newcomer, a living 3D printer capable of unleashing a nigh-infinite number of fairly advanced runic plates, railguns, powered armor, and more. His approach was mostly focused on “quantity over quality,” compared to Karl’s bespoke creations, but still utterly devastating.

As far as Isaac knew, the two [Engineers] occasionally talked, but were too different to be able to help each other much.

“Good afternoon,” Loup called out from the bar. “How about you join us? We figured we should leave the buffet until more people are here.”

“Drinking on an empty stomach?” Ardouin asked, eyebrows raised.

“I doubt there’s a single person in this room who could get drunk even if they drank every drop of alcohol available,” Bailey responded.

They set up at the bar and ordered drinks before they just … stood there for a long moment. Once the whole meet and greet properly got going, there shouldn’t be much trouble, but right now, it was a little awkward.

It was Loup who broke the ice.

“By the way, Dr. Thoma, I never did thank you for that vat of molten dragon scale you sent me. I didn’t know you were even aware of my exploits.”

“I’m aware of a lot of things, but I don’t have nearly enough time to interact with even a fraction of them.” Isaac shrugged as he took the seat next to the doctor. “You were pretty impressive, and I figured you were more than worth protecting.”

He scanned Dr. Loup intently, but even he couldn’t tell where the magical reinforcement substance had been applied. If the doctor had followed his advice, he’d protected his head since he could restore the rest of his body in short order, but Isaac didn’t know for sure. But it was a damn good thing that spotting the reinforced areas was so damn difficult.

Isaac then took his first sip of his whisky. “Whoa, this is good stuff.”

“It is,” Loup agreed. “Seems almost like a waste to drink it while immune to its effects, though.”

“Depends on how you look at it,” Isaac replied. “Way I see it, you can enjoy it a lot more when you’re not getting drunk in the process, and it’s not burning out your taste buds with every sip.”

“That’s one way to look at it, I suppose,” Loup shrugged. “But it still feels like we’re cutting out one of the major components of enjoying booze.”

“Have you ever had alcohol-free spirits? As in, spirits that have had all the alcohol removed? Now that is a waste of a drink that should be against the Geneva Convention.” Isaac raised his tumbler in front of his face and studied it for a long moment. “But drinking booze like this? It’s a damn good thing we can’t get drunk on regular booze anymore, because otherwise, I’d never be able to touch the stuff with a clear conscience.”

“I get that,” Loup nodded. “God, people can be so irresponsible. Do you know how empty the emergency departments are these days? I don’t work there myself, I’m usually overseas, but I hear some spine-chilling stuff. Basically, the only ones who end up there are kids. They’re so much more fragile than adults that perspectives on what they can take have gotten pretty skewed.

“Half the parents treat their children like they’re made of glass, and the instant they’re no longer under anyone’s direct supervision, they hurt themselves. And the other half think that kids are just miniature adults, complete with superpowers, and don’t take any precautions.”

“It’s not just parents who think they’re invincible. My little sisters went on a field trip and found a grass snake. Tanja heard ‘non-venomous, only eats frogs’ and went right up to the poor thing. Do you know how grass snakes defend themselves?”

“Did she get hurt?” Loup asked.

“No, grass snakes are harmless to humans. The problem is that they take a page from the skunk’s playbook when it comes to self-defense.”

“Oh no …” Loup sighed.

“Yep, that’s exactly what happened. People make assumptions about what is and isn’t safe and get themselves hurt fully thinking they’re being perfectly responsible. They don’t know enough to be able to judge how much research they need to do.”

“And yet they still think they’re experts,” Loup said. “I’ve heard all sorts of reasons for people to not let themselves be vaccinated. We could have been rid of polio by now, you know. One time, I had someone yell at me that I was selfish for trying to eradicate that horrible disease, that I was only in it for the glory.”

“Shouldn’t Jonas Salk get credit for that, since he invented the vaccine?” Isaac asked.

“Exactly. But no, one of the hundreds of volunteers risking their lives to eradicate that horrific disease, he has to be the one who’s selfish for trying to make the world a better place,” Loup said.

“If trying to improve the world is selfish, then I’m the most selfish man in the world. After all, I’m trying to save the world just to have a place to live,” Isaac added sarcastically.

Loup broke into a coughing fit as his drink went down the wrong pipe, then croaked out, “Wouldn’t that make you self-centered instead?”

“I guess,” Isaac shrugged. “Man, I hate people sometimes. ‘Don’t ruin the planet’ shouldn’t be controversial, should it?”

“They’re doing stuff that benefits them because it benefits them. The world might suffer as a side effect, but as long as it’s not the reason for an action, they think it doesn’t count,” Loup explained.

“Yeah, yeah, I know.” Isaac shook his head in annoyance. “There’s a rational explanation for the behavior, but that doesn’t mean it doesn’t suck.”

“People can be terrible, but we still do our best to save them,” Loup said.

Isaac just hung his head, then threw back his drink and had it refilled immediately afterwards.

“You were the one who fought the heir of the Horseman of Pestilence in Hamburg, weren’t you?” Loup asked suddenly, after having activated a fairly high-powered anti-eavesdropping [Skill].

“Yes, why?” Isaac responded.

“As that was likely an [Heir-Class], my government fears another will take his place. And when a living bioweapon shows up, I’m probably one of the very few people who can prevent him from killing millions. So if someone like that returns, I’m going to be the one to fight that battle.”

“Sorry if I’m overstepping, but doesn’t the Hippocratic Oath have some very strong things to say about using medical knowledge to fight people?” Isaac asked.

“I certainly didn’t learn to box in medical school, so I don’t think anyone will mind if I beat the living daylights out of him,” Loup replied with a rakish grin. “But I’m not planning on actually doing battle with the guy, just counter his attacks. Healing and disease should cancel each other out, and someone else can kick his ass.”

“Ah, that makes more sense,” Isaac nodded. “So, fighting tips. Hmm, if it is an [Heir-Class], then there have to be requirements, right? I’m guessing a will to destroy the world is needed, and a previous [Class] related to disease has to be a requirement, right?

“Assuming that’s correct, and the next Conquest is at the fourth Evolution, this means that his third Evolution was some kind of [Plague Mage], and the three [Classes] before that are likely going to be something in that vein as well. You might have to deal with basic attack spells from his beginner [Class], maybe a couple of cooldown [Skills] from the first two Evolutions. But you should be able to counter anything from the third and fourth with your healing.

“The real issue is probably going to come from Aspects. Those are the wild cards. Do you have any that can give you more options?”

“Of course, a Water Elemental to provide drinking water, and an Earth Elemental for the construction of temporary shelters,” Loup explained. “And a few more, obviously, but I haven’t used those in public just yet and would like to keep them close to the vest.”

“Sure,” Isaac said. “Basically, my advice is simple. Keep destroying any plagues he unleashes; you should have a much easier time than I did. And watch out for any nasty Aspect-related tricks.”

“How did you keep his diseases off you?” Loup asked.

“With great difficulty,” Isaac responded. He liked the man, but not enough to reveal that information. After all, if it got out that he’d just lit himself on fire and that information reached the next user of that terrible power, it was entirely possible that a countermeasure could be created. And that would really suck.

“Alright, keep your secrets,” Loup said. “Let’s just hope the next time we talk is just as peaceful as this one. Have a nice day, and perhaps we’ll talk more once all the politics are laid to rest.”

He paused for a moment, then added, “Well, laid to rest, or relegated to the dueling grounds.”

Isaac emptied his glass again. “It was very nice to meet you, Dr. Loup, and I really hope this doesn’t go that badly.”

“You never know, I’ve seen far lower-stakes meetings end in brawls,” Loup commented as he dropped the privacy [Skill] and went on his merry way.

During their conversation, the room had filled up quite a bit, and uncertainty was still thick in the air. Some of the people present had met each other in the past, but they were in the minority by a long shot.

These were some of the most driven people on the continent, and they simply didn’t have the time for a whole lot of meetings, or the temperament to take a lot of time off.

Isaac had had his head beaten with the proverbial brick often enough to acquire an infinitesimally better work-life balance, but even he spent the vast majority of his time working. And with how much effort went into his research, his leveling had fallen behind quite a bit. However, gaining the ability to get XP from training others, as well as through research, had allowed him to catch up. In time, he might even get back to leading the pack.

And then, there was the whole issue of how people this driven, nay, obsessive, often had very strong personalities.

Isaac noticed that both Loup and Bailey had suddenly turned to look towards the elevator doors in an eerily synchronized manner. They didn’t look alarmed or frightened though, just concerned.

“What’s wrong?” Isaac asked via the party.

“Someone’s coming up and they’re injured. Not in any danger, but in a lot worse shape than anyone coming up here should be,” Bailey replied with a frown.

Isaac relaxed a little and began to head in the direction of the elevator, but there wasn’t much time to do anything else.

With a happy little “ding,” the doors slid open to reveal a tall Hispanic man in a pristine suit who looked like he’d gone three rounds with an ornery housecat. The fight had clearly happened a few hours in the past as the wounds had scabbed over and there wasn’t any blood on the suit, but he still looked awful. Especially as he’d lost both eyes at some point during the fight, something that didn’t seem to be bothering him much.

Whoa. There was a [Skill] slowly regenerating his horrific injuries, but it was similar to Isaac’s own [Perfect Form]. It would undo all damage, all injuries, all physical alterations, but it would take its sweet time doing so. Without any way of speeding the process up to boot.

“Are you alright, man?” a guy near the elevator asked. Isaac recognized him as Stergios Marides from Greece. He had some kind of [Class] that related to Hercules, but not his [Heir-Class]. Stupidly high strength, immense resistance to knockback, and other forms of involuntary locomotion … just a warrior with good training, solid weapons, and a full progression of extraordinary [Classes], capable of kicking the ass of 99.99 percent of the Earth’s inhabitants.

“Yeah, yeah, I’m fine,” the newcomer grinned. “My sister decided she needed some protection and got a potion to power up her cat. Guess who gets to train the little devil?”

“No, I mean, can you still see like that?” Marides asked.

“Oh yeah, I can see just fine. I got undisputed mastery over my sensory [Aura], after all.”

Isaac stifled a snort. The man could be forgiven for not recognizing the person who’d literally written the book on [Aura] usage, but if he’d been anywhere near as good as he thought he was, he should have noticed either Isaac’s or Patrick’s [Auras] suffusing the space in a vastly more intricate pattern.

Mind you, he was still damn good, but not “overcome a ten-year head start” good.

And then Isaac finally recognized the man underneath all the scratches. Jose Maria Sandoval, nicknamed “El Bombardeo,” which roughly translated to bombardment or barrage. He knew something like 90 percent of all standard offensive spells, had a few earth-shaping Aspects to build defensive positions, and his attacks grew more powerful the longer he stayed in one place. Between those abilities and his sensory [Aura] mastery to ferret out targets, he was a one-man artillery battery.

Well, to be honest, artillery batteries wished they could put out even a fraction of his firepower.

“So you can see just fine like that?” Loup asked rhetorically as he stepped up to Sandoval. “Would you like me to fix that?”

“You’re a [Healer]?” Sandoval asked.

“[Doctor], actually. Classical training and all,” Loup lowered his voice theatrically, though everyone here could hear him just fine. “But between you and me, that training doesn’t make a lick of difference anymore.”

Isaac turned away after that, shaking his head, ignoring the goings-on. Someone marching into an important meeting with their eyes literally clawed out. That was … something.

But to be entirely honest, Isaac was quite surprised that this was the first entrance like this they’d seen.


GATHERING OF THE STRONGEST
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“Well, that’s why we use guard dogs, not guard cats.”

Isaac heard someone say in the distance. He agreed. Cats were cute, cats were adorable, cats were good pets. But cats also had a bottomless capacity for assholery, virtually unmatched by anything else in the animal kingdom. Boosting one up to the point where it could be used as a guard … bad idea. Really bad idea.

The general vibe of the room was thankfully good, with a few good-natured arguments about the most useful weapons, and “My [Class] is better than yours” style disagreements being the worst of it. Certainly nothing worth throwing hands over.

A conversation with the Greek [One Man Phalanx] here, a spirited discussion about the best way to knock a dragon out of the sky with Luxemburg’s sole S-Ranker, the [Sky Lord]. Normal conversations between people who could level a city block in the blink of an eye, and the entire city soon after.

The elevator spat out the next group, amidst a cloud of beer stench. Whoa.

Isaac knew both of the people who entered.

One was Fenrir, wearing a nicely tailored suit, not looking out of place in the slightest despite how physically imposing he was. But Isaac knew that could change in an instant. Fenrir was an expert in projecting the image he wanted to show.

Right now, he wanted to look respectable, but he could just as easily make himself appear threatening, like a caged beast barely contained by the chains of civilization, as though a single wrong move on his part would send the buttons of his suit popping off with enough force to turn a modern tank into swiss cheese.

That would be one hell of a party trick, wouldn’t it? Flex your muscles, pop shirt open, destroy whatever target you had set up.

And Fenrir was definitely someone who’d do that … if he could. But he’d gotten that outfit from Isaac’s tailor, and it was built to provide a full range of motion. No matter how he moved, no matter what contortions he performed, the suit would stay intact. Well, if it snagged on something, that would be a different story, but the point still stood.

Isaac was also damn certain that the man wasn’t actually drunk, he’d just been somewhere around a lot of beer, he’d had beer spilled on him, or something similar.

But turning something as innocuous as a popped-off button into a lethal projectile was well within the capacity of the second newcomer.

He was an Irish man, tall enough to look down on anyone who wasn’t a true giant like Fenrir, and had shockingly bright red hair.

It wasn’t the typical Irish red, not ginger, not strawberry blond, not auburn, but the color of freshly spilled blood. Deep, rich, and utterly unnatural. It was also not dyed, rather, the result of a race change.

Tiarnan Mac Liam, sole Irish S-Ranker, and only the second Fae that Isaac had met in this timeline. And he was a true trickster Fae from the stories, with magic that was nasty beyond all reason.

True wild power, the kind that had made the ancient faeries a threat that scared humanity more than even demons did.

Elena’s power was mostly locked up in the manipulation of water, while she was capable of sinking entire cities with a wave of her hand, her esoteric magic was largely limited.

Of course, even that “limited” magic had allowed her to arrange for the British Prime Minister’s bare bottom to be seen on live television.

This guy … his powers would let him mess with probability and the world in general. If there was a chance for something to negatively affect Mac Liam’s opponent, that chance would be greatly increased. People would slip on random stuff, roof tiles would fall at just the wrong time, worn-out equipment would break just when it would benefit him the most, and that was just the start of it.

Throw in the ability to duck into a mystical otherworld, with all the usual [Skills] afforded to high-quality combat [Classes], and it was easy to see just how he’d gotten his rank.

People like that, people who could make random chance work for them, were some of Isaac’s most hated opponents. One always had to account for something going wrong, and he did, but there was very little planning you could do to get around literally everything going wrong.

Mac Liam was also likely sober, but Isaac didn’t know him well enough to be sure either way.

“How are you?” Isaac greeted the pair.

“Honestly? I wish someone had told me about the open bar before we went predrinking,” Fenrir mock grumbled with a huge grin on his face. “How are things here?”

“Well, Jose Sandoval got in a fight with a cat and came in here with both eyes clawed out,” Isaac said.

“Wait, how’d an S-Ranker lose to a cat?” Fenrir asked, eyebrows just about climbing off his head.

“Apparently, it was an alchemically enhanced cat he was trying to train. If you have a magic [Class] and can’t actually hurt your opponent … that’s no fun.”

“I see,” Fenrir nodded, looking around. “Wait, he’s fine?”

“He got healed,” Isaac laughed.

“… Right.”

Isaac made the rounds once again, eventually getting stopped by Stergios Marides.

“So, I hear that you’ve got a space absolutely stuffed with [Raid Bosses] that you can’t die in …” Marides trailed off suggestively, though considering that he was the largest person in the room other than Fenrir, his attempt at being subtle was more comical than anything else.

“I do,” Isaac said, not bothering to correct the fact that the “no dying” protection only applied when it was used in its training version. “Would you like to try it out, maybe once all this is over?”

“Do you have a Demon Lord like the one from Seoul in there?” Marides pressed further, looking like a kid on Christmas morning.

“I’ve got a complete set of all non-Event [Raid Bosses] for Tier 6 and 7,” Isaac said, and Marides’ grin widened to the point where it looked like his face was about to crack in half.

“I’d have thought you’d have had access to one before,” Isaac mused.

“I’ve fought a few, but no one ever lets me try myself against one on my own,” Marides said and Isaac nodded sympathetically. No one had the mana pool to summon [Raid Bosses] all by themselves, so even S-Rankers were forced to negotiate with others if they wanted to fight some of the [System’s] most powerful monsters.

“How so?” Isaac asked.

“Greece has a very interesting way of treating its S-Rankers. Sometimes, we’re superstars, sometimes, they act like we’re unruly children. Anytime I walk away from a conversation with a government or military official, I feel like an uninsured rental car.”

Isaac successfully stifled a laugh before responding. “Uninsured rental car,” what a way to phrase that.

“I think I can arrange for a good fight. But why do you want that specific [Raid Boss]?”

“It was the first one ever summoned, and a well-documented battle. The news might not have shown the gorier videos, but they’re easy enough to find,” Marides said. “A real fight, without preparation or pre-placed traps. I’d like to compare myself to that.”

“I wasn’t even at the third Evolution at that point,” Isaac pointed out.

“I know, but that was the fight that really got me to push my limits,” Marides said. “You know Areti, right?”

“We met briefly in Singapore,” Isaac said. Areti Tassa was another of Greece’s four S-Rankers. Her current [Class] was something along the lines of [Atlantian Sentinel]. Solid fighting melee skills, extreme aquatic mobility … and the ability to summon a spectral citadel that was as durable as anything a fourth Evolution builder could create. In other words, for half an hour every day, she could summon the most durable fortification in the world. And if an enemy happened to be close enough to stand inside the fortification when it was created, well, there were only so many synonyms for “screwed,” weren’t there?

Marides sighed. “Then you know what she’s like.”

“I don’t, actually,” Isaac frowned.

“I mean, she’s awesome. She jumps straight into stuff, never lets anything stop her, and she’s been one of the strongest people from the start. I always wanted that kind of bravery, but never managed it. And then, I saw the news from Seoul. I saw … ahem, I saw people holding the Demon Lord back on their own, nullifying its defenses, encasing it in ice.”

Isaac was pretty sure Marides had been about to talk about how he’d seen a video of the Demon Lord vanishing into the [Grave of Swords], then get spat out looking like it had been tossed in a blender. And then he’d apparently decided not to talk about that in front of Isaac.

“Aw, you got a fan,” Amy commented over the party chat.

“That gave me a real kick in the ass and I finally decided to go be like her, pick fights with strong enemies, and surpass my limits. But I’ve always wanted the chance to fight one of those Demon Lords all by myself, without anyone else to interfere.”

“Yeah, I think I can make that possible,” Isaac nodded. “And if you’re interested in challenging yourself, I do have some really cool monsters stashed in my training area. Have you ever heard of a Sanguine Monarch?”

Marides nodded so quickly Isaac was half-afraid his head would fall off. “It’s a vampire that transforms into a biological minefield, then reintegrates with different powers depending on what you destroy in the minefield. I’ve wanted to fight that thing for a while, but since the blood magic runes it drops are public knowledge, it was deemed to be ‘an unnecessary risk.’ As if fighting powerful enemies could be a waste when the world itself rewards risk-taking.”

“Like I said, I’ve got the entire catalog. Feel free to take a little time to pick which ones you want to fight. Just remember, dying in the simulation sucks even though it’s not permanent and any resources spent in the simulation are gone.”

“Oh, I will,” Marides grinned.

“See you later.” Isaac bade him goodbye and went right back to doing his rounds.

By now, basically everyone was here, including the rest of Germany’s S-Rankers.

Lukas Müller, the GSG-9 sniper who’d shot out the eye of the man who’d destroyed a large chunk of Hamburg. And after that, Stagmer had hand-built him a new rifle. Between his skill, achievements, and supreme quality weapon, he’d gotten one hell of a fourth Evolution and qualified for S-Rank. He was a little on the weaker side, compared to most here, but as far as anyone below S-Rank was concerned, he was a god of death, able to take out anyone before they even knew he was there.

But he wasn’t the only one here who’d come out of the crucible that had been the battle against the [Aspirant for the Mantle of War] with some significant upgrades.

[Bearer of Lightning, Rider of the Storm] had perhaps the single longest [Class] name known to man, but it was incredibly powerful. Oberstleutnant Maria Schultz could turn both herself and her jet into wind or lightning, call up entire storms ex nihilo, and overall absolutely kick ass. The biggest advantage of her new [Class] was a little different, however. Her plane, which had initially been a physical object, master-crafted by a team of experts, including Stagmer, had become a part of her, condensed into a lightning-shaped tattoo that ran down her left lower arm.

And then there was the [Spirit of Industry], Eckhart Stein, industrial magnate and the person who held the world record for the most successful [System]-based startups. He’d continued to grow his company and somehow managed to not lose sight of the fact that employees were people.

Despite how much business he did with Isaac’s company, they’d never actually met.

As for his [Class], it was a very interesting one. It allowed him to embody his companies, enhancing his body in various ways, depending on which of his various dealings he focused on. Right now, he was clearly drawing on his technological R&D dealings, which made him a cyborg. His pupils irised open and closed, focusing in like the shutters of a camera, putting them squarely into the uncanny valley.

On the back of his right hand was a grid of lines, dots, and things Isaac didn’t have the right words to adequately describe. But he recognized it from an article written about the man. That was, in essence, his cellphone, which he interacted with mentally.

The last two were fairly mysterious.

For the first, Isaac wouldn’t even have known his name if it hadn’t been included on the invitation list. Bernhard Winter was a recluse who held the [Heir-Class] of a specific mountain spirit, though Isaac didn’t know which one. Shapeshifting, near total territorial awareness, gnomes as summoned minions, and more besides.

There were rumors that claimed that he’d only been given the rank because people were scared of the unknown, but Isaac had seen what had happened when a [Raid Boss] had been summoned in his area of influence. It had only lived for such a short time that initially, the cut-off warning about the summoning had been assumed to be a glitch in the [System].

And then, lastly, there was the man whom Isaac knew he’d been kept away from. Alexander Braun, he worked for the military in some capacity, had a rank that Isaac hadn’t been able to ascertain, and they’d talked exactly once. And that had been so Isaac could teach him his teachable [Skills]. But that had been the end of it.

The man was … very, very striking, not someone you’d ever forget. After all, how many military men ran around with a pair of cat ears on top of their head?

But him choosing the [Catkin] race when offered made a lot of sense if one thought about it. After all, it combined the attributes of two of the planet’s most dangerous predators, humans and felines.

One had been a terrifying endurance predator who’d chased down large animals until they dropped dead from heatstroke. The other was a natural-born killer often referred to as a “living ecological disaster” when allowed to roam free.

And the abilities of a [Catkin] synergized perfectly with his [Class], whatever that might be. It was quite possibly the most terrifying Evolution of [Rogue] Isaac had ever seen. Whenever Braun fought, his surroundings would slowly become warped as a spectral forest superimposed itself onto reality, trapping both him and his opponents in a strange otherworld that he could navigate with incredible efficiency.

Isaac was pretty sure that Braun was Germany’s insurance policy against him, an S-Ranker who wasn’t allowed to have too much contact with the very influential individual who’d shaped so many of the policies surrounding leveling and high-Level law enforcement. No split loyalties, no chance to have been thoroughly examined, and so on.

But Isaac couldn’t blame anyone for being concerned, not as long as it stayed limited to this. If things went beyond it, escalating to people directly undermining him, potentially even laying the groundwork for a future betrayal … there would be hell to pay.

However, that was an issue for another day.

Isaac greeted Stein, briefly talking about their business dealings, and arranged for them to talk later in private, then Marides came back with his list of bosses to fight.

This time, the conversation was overheard, and suddenly, half the room wanted the opportunity to fight a [Raid Boss] unsupervised.

Then Stein chimed in about how he’d be able to stream a video out of the training area and that settled it. They were all going to pick fights with simulacrums of incredibly powerful monsters and risk experiencing death and all the mental issues that potentially came with that.

Isaac was extremely glad that that was the “crazy thing” that this group had come up with and not, you know, “Who can create the biggest crater by jumping out of the window, face first?”

Unfortunately, he’d been to several “meetings” that had gotten to that point.

But this one would stop before it went that far … right?


ARENA
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“Just to make sure everyone is on the same page, we’re doing this just for fun. Mr. Stein is not saving the video he’s streaming to the TV over there anywhere, and we’re doing it like that so we can watch without being inside my training space,” Isaac explained while Stein was putting together a drone that could transmit out of the pocket space.

Suddenly, Mac Liam had an old-fashioned scroll in his hand, which he thrust in Stein’s face. “This here is a contract to that effect. You will not save that video anywhere, you will only display that video here, you will not recreate the video files based on your own memories …”

In theory, it was a good idea. In practice … Isaac might not have known enough about computers to understand everything about the ensuing argument, but it was clear that there were several issues with how the data had to be temporarily saved somewhere so the video could be transmitted/displayed and so on.

What had initially been a fairly simple contract quickly became absurdly complicated and eventually scuppered entirely as it had become utterly unfeasible. No one wanted to sign a Fae contract so complicated, especially when it devolved into technobabble that the person writing the contract clearly didn’t understand.

“Most of us are fairly public figures anyway,” Marides finally stepped in. “One fight outside and most of our standard abilities will become common knowledge. This is a battle for bragging rights, and if anyone reveals their secret techniques for that, any trouble is their own stupid fault.”

Then, he turned to Isaac, clearly struggling to keep his eagerness off his face. “Can we get started now?”

[image: ]


First up to the plate was, of course, Stergios Marides. He dipped into the bathroom briefly to change into his armor and returned to the main room in barely thirty seconds.

His combat outfit was clearly inspired by Ancient Greek armor, but still decidedly modern, with a lion motif and several bronze highlights. And over his shoulder, he’d lain a club that looked like he’d just uprooted a small tree and roughly chopped off branches and roots. But despite its basic appearance, it was a powerful weapon that practically hummed with potential.

“Are you ready?” Isaac asked, handing him the drone. Marides nodded, and promptly vanished, only a purple glowing crack in reality showing where he’d been.

At the same time, the gigantic screen on the wall flickered to life to show the little machine’s video feed.

Isaac gave the pair a few seconds to get into position and unleashed the weakest of his slain [Raid Bosses].

Fifty meters tall, fifty-three if you counted its bull-like horns, a crown of spikes ringing its head … that was one ugly motherfucker.

Its yellow eyes focused on the little man standing in front of it, only to explode as arrows blasted through them near-simultaneously. Not only that, but the green-black shafts dissolved into a liquid that burned its skin, and judging by the look of the surrounding flesh, that stuff was toxic to boot.

Good, go for the eyes first, then dodge the counterattack, hamper its mobility, find a blind spot, then go for the vital organs. That was how you fought this thing, and Marides was doing just that.

His bow was an intricate creation made from serpent scales, with the string formed of dangerous-looking liquid that dripped from the bow’s top end before solidifying, while the arrows grew out of even more liquid as Marides got ready to shoot.

But by the time he was within striking range of the Demon Lord, the weapon had transformed right back into the tree-trunk club and broke the monster’s ankle with a single [Powerful Blow].

As it fell, the [Raid Boss] unleashed another wave of hellfire, which was promptly dodged with ease.

Aaaaaannnd there went the other ankle.

The Demon collapsed forward onto its arms, and that was the end of it. Marides was right on top of it, his weapon having once again changed shape. This time, it had transformed into a pair of brass knuckles, each with a trio of lion claws covering the front. Every punch tore through the monster’s flesh with ease, larger, spectral copies of the weapons causing horrific wounds.

To all outside appearances, Isaac was observing the interaction with interest, but on the inside, he was kicking himself for miss-estimating the man. He had raw power, tons of it, but he was a lot faster and more flexible than Isaac had given him credit for.

The real kicker was that Isaac had known that Hercules being all about raw strength was the modern version. In the original versions he’d had plenty of power, true, but he’d also been a skilled archer, creative problem solver, and overall, far more than a brute. It was just that, until now, Marides never really showed much more than raw power. At least not somewhere Isaac had seen.

How had he missed tha—oh, hell. The whole “related to Hercules” thing was very, very public, stemming from Marides himself. And anyone who looked at him and tried to analyze him would see the obvious abilities related to their preconceived notions of him, not his real status.

In other words, they’d see another brute, albeit one who stood head and shoulders above the rest.

Or maybe Isaac was massively misreading things, and the weapon had just been made by an incredibly talented craftsman and wasn’t related to Marides’ [Class] at all. He’d have to analyze the man again once he left the pocket dimension.

The Demon Lord expired soon after and Marides returned, grinning from ear to ear.

Isaac immediately analyzed him and this time, he could see several aspects to his build that hadn’t been visible before. Oh, that sneaky little … honestly, Isaac respected him all the more now. A for effort, but seeing him with the bow had reminded Isaac about the original myths and that had been the end of that.

“Hey, can you put me in all the way from over there?” Sandoval asked. He was currently upside down on an armchair, feet up on the headrest while his head hung off the other end.

Sneaky, sneaky. Just how long had he been sitting there?

Thinking back on it, had he moved at all? He’d telekinetically called over some food and eaten it, but that had been it. How strong would his attacks be after he’d stayed still for so long? Enough to wipe a Tier 6 [Raid Boss] from existence, probably.

“Sure,” Isaac said, tossed him the camera drone, and sent him off into the dimension of murder and pain.

“I bet he obliterates it in a few hits, maybe even a single one,” Isaac commented as another Demon Lord appeared.

His words soon proved prophetic as the monster was hurled off its feet in a blast of light. A second blew off its left arm alongside most of its torso, and the third obliterated its chest so thoroughly that even a [Raid Boss] couldn’t recover.

“Good prediction,” Braun grunted, then walked back towards the buffet table.

“I’d love to see what Germany’s hidden ace can do,” Mac Liam called after him. Braun ignored him.

“Hey, come on, don’t be like that!”

Braun just kept on walking. The first few people were telling Mac Liam to knock it off, but he ignored them.

“What, are you a pussy? Come on!”

This time, Braun choked on the drink he’d just taken, and the tension in the room ratcheted skywards. Isaac’s hand instinctively twitched, closing around where he normally summoned his sword.

But by the time Braun had cleared the liquid from where it didn’t belong, it was very obvious that he was laughing as he reached back and ran his hand over the twin black cat ears standing up from his hair.

“Why yes, I am a cat, thank you for noticing. Took you long enough to notice,” he said, flashing Mac Liam a brief Cheshire cat grin.

Then, he turned back towards the food and ignored any further communication attempts while Mac Liam silently fumed.

It had looked funny, but Isaac’s hackles were up. Yes, Braun was one of the most secretive S-Rankers who wasn’t a complete unknown. However, Mac Liam was being pretty pushy. Unnaturally pushy. Was he gathering the information for himself, his government, or someone else?

“You guys know what?” Isaac asked, “We should probably stop now. This was meant to be fun, not something to challenge other people over.”

That put a serious damper on things, but the whole matter blew over eventually. People arranged to fight in Isaac’s arena on their own, without an audience, and almost everyone threw Mac Liam the stink eye.

Seriously, what the actual fuck had that man been thinking? Had he really disliked Braun for some reason, or was this a case of temporary insanity?

Or maybe, hmm, he was one of the Fae, with the ability to craft contracts. Had he signed a contract to the effect of “I’ll give my best effort to figure out what Alexander Braun’s deal is”?

It would certainly explain why he’d pushed things so far in the end. No real Fae would make the mistake of talking in absolutes in contracts, they’d be too careful for that. But trying, failing, and then making a further attempt that precluded similar attempts in the future was a possible theory.

Isaac certainly couldn’t blame anyone for being curious. As Mac Liam had said, Braun was Germany’s hidden ace, an S-Ranker who’d managed to keep their powerset almost completely secret.

Of course, Isaac had hidden almost as much about himself and his capabilities, but the difference was that people thought they knew most of his build. Braun’s entire public-facing persona was “enigma.”

He’d inspected the man just like he did everyone he met, and he’d gotten basically nothing. His [Hunter’s Gaze] went through functionally all upgrades of [Privacy] like a hot knife through butter, at the cost of accuracy.

But Braun gave him the smallest amount of information he’d ever gotten. A vague sensation of being in a forest, a sharp edge, and that was all. Even less than he’d known before he’d met the man.

On a trip to the bathroom, Isaac briefly meditated to access the [Round Table] and left a note on the table that someone should look into Mac Liam. That could have been harmless, but it also very much could not have been, and letting that crap go could end oh so badly.

Eventually, Isaac found himself back at the bar, where Ardouin joined him. He’d been standing ramrod straight all evening, and that posture didn’t change as he sat down next to Isaac.

A powerful anti-eavesdropping [Skill] slammed into place around them before the general began to speak.

Isaac internally flinched at that. He’d seen all manner of tricks to ensure privacy, from magic items to the ones taken from various Illusion-type Aspects. Those effects ranged from being barely noticeable to making it seem as though the rest of the world were underwater.

However, this one felt downright mean. As though merely trying to look past it would burn out your corneas, trying to eavesdrop would end with your eardrums being torn to shreds inside your skull, and actually walking through it would be the equivalent of fighting your way through a bramble thicket without any defensive abilities and your physical abilities set to the baseline.

In fact, Isaac would not have been surprised to learn that that was exactly what would happen to anyone who genuinely pushed it. A high-ranking military officer would have [Skills] that didn’t just work to prevent espionage, but actively penalized it. Throw in the magic bent of Ardouin’s [Skills] and this particular [Skill] could easily be just as menacing as it felt.

“Have you thought about how things will go in the future with S-ranked intervention?” Ardouin asked, pointedly looking around the room. “Take a look at everyone. Whenever disaster strikes, true disaster, they’ll be the ones who have to fix it.”

“You want to know if I see the same problem you do,” Isaac responded. “If you mean the fact that they’re not exactly going to play together, I agree.”

The Braun-Mac Liam argument was still fresh in both their minds, after all.

“That’s a part of it,” Ardouin agreed. “But my real worry is them working together with the local authorities.”

“How exactly do you want to help with that?” Isaac asked. “I have an excellent working relationship with both German law enforcement and military based on mutual respect and cooperation, but that took time to build.”

Ardouin raised an eyebrow, “So you’re suggesting that we don’t do anything, that we ‘let the chips fall as they may’ and if something goes wrong, that’s the way it was supposed to be?”

Isaac shook his head. “Of course not, I’m just saying that there are plenty of ways to write regulations the wrong way. We Germans have a reputation for extreme regulation, and I have to admit that it’s absolutely deserved. You throw an encyclopedia’s worth of rules at these people, and they’re either going to completely ignore it, or decide that helping is not worth it anymore. Overregulation will hurt us here.”

“Rules aren’t there to stifle the maybe one percent of people who’d do better with complete freedom. They exist to make sure the other ninety-nine percent of humanity don’t do something cataclysmically stupid,” Ardouin told him.

“Someone I respect a lot once told me ‘A good police officer must be as yielding as steel.’ Normally, almost always, the rules hold weight and should be obeyed. But not always. On some rare occasions, you run into something that isn’t covered by the rules or an instance where they’re just plain wrong. That’s when you have to use your head.”

“It’s an interesting point, but if you tell that to people, they’ll automatically assume that every situation that gets on their nerves is one of those times and put themselves above the rules,” Ardouin countered. “I’m not seeing what you’re getting at.”

“My point is the ‘yielding as steel’ bit. As tough as steel is, it’s got a tiny bit of give to it; otherwise, it would shatter like glass the moment something hit it. If you try to chain S-Rankers, ‘shatter like glass’ is a good way to describe what’s going to happen to any semblance of control you might have once had.”

“And your plan is to do what, let them play superhero, give in to their every demand, and hope they don’t ask for something you can’t provide, just like what your government does with the Monkey King? I hear that was your suggestion,” Ardouin pointed out, clearly forcing himself to stay calm.

… Aaaaannd there went any chance of them working well together in this timeline either.

“First of all, I didn’t tell anyone to do that with the Monkey King. I was asked how to get him to agree to a sit-down and what they should offer him. I made my suggestions, but I also told them that I thought it was a bad idea.

“And secondly, he isn’t really all that troublesome. He’s got a mountain that wasn’t in use before, he eats a lot of food, drinks a lot of booze, and he’s generally pretty happy with that. It’s certainly cheaper than your nuclear weapons program,” Isaac pointed out. “But you can’t just make plans about an entire group based on its most problematic member.”

“You constantly go haring off all over the planet to do what needs to be done and it’s gone fairly well for you so far, hasn’t it?” Ardouin asked.

“I’ve had my hand cut off, been burned by hellfire, and seen things that forced my therapist to seek help, only for his therapist to then also go seeking professional support, and that kept going until a grand total of six of them were helping each other deal with everything.” Isaac pointed out. “Like you said, these are things that need to be done, and I do it, complying with both international and local laws as best I can.”

“As best you can?” Ardouin asked.

“The Demilitarized Zone between North and South Korea is not a place a random foreigner should be charging into with a drawn sword, ready to throw down. I don’t know the exact number of laws and treaties that broke, but it was probably a lot. In my defense, however, there was a Demon Lord about to go rampaging through a city of millions, an attack against a peaceful nation was currently underway, and there was already military present in the DMZ.

“Legally, I should have stayed out of the matter and waited for a whole lot of complicated legal nonsense to be resolved. But like I said, sometimes the law is just plain wrong. So I charged in and held that thing off for as long as I could, even though I broke so many laws, rules, regulations, and what have you.”

“So you’re the gold standard for how an S-Ranker should behave when dealing with international issues?”

Oh, how the general had tried to keep the sarcasm out of his voice, the scorn. A valiant effort, one worthy of praise and song, truly, but he still failed.

Isaac shrugged. “I’m saying how I do things works. Respect, honesty, and helpfulness get you far, and desperation is one hell of a motivator for cooperation. And if people really do keep me from a situation and can’t handle it themselves, that’s not on me anymore. I’ll have done my part. But I hope that if my help is needed in the future, it gets accepted.”

Isaac paused for a long moment, staring off into the distance. “Wouldn’t it be nice if we’re never needed again? If we could just sit at home, twiddling our thumbs, and the world keeps spinning no matter what?”

“Any smart soldier hopes that they’ll never need their training,” Ardouin agreed.

Whatever he was going to say next was cut off by Isaac’s phone dinging.

“The Monkey King has decided to head over here, I don’t think we’re going to get much done.”

“Not that much trouble, eh?” Ardouin asked.

“We’ll pick this up later,” Isaac sighed.
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“Hey everyone!” Sun called out from the ledge outside the window. “Can someone let me in?”

Isaac swore softly, looked around, and when he realized that everyone else was just staring, resigned himself to opening the window before it got broken.

“You see that building on the other side of the street?” Isaac asked, “The one with your bootprint on its facade? I’m pretty sure it’s got landmark status.”

“Oh, oops. Can’t that be fixed?” he asked, then frowned as he looked around. “Where is everyone?”

“It sort of naturally ended when the food ran out. Everyone is heading off into their own little meetings,” Isaac explained.

“There’s some food right there,” Sun pointed towards a solitary slice of pizza that people had been too polite to take, as it was the last one.

“That’s the last bit of food in the building,” Isaac said. They’d actually arranged it like that, where the kitchen only brought up enough food for there to be a little of everything on the buffet, and they only had enough ingredients for that amount. Whenever it was time for another batch to be made, they had to fetch it from elsewhere. That way, when a certain bottomless stomach showed up, the available food would quickly dry up, or even already be gone in its entirety.

“Aw, shit,” Sun grumbled.

“You were invited,” Isaac pointed out. “You snooze, you lose.”

“Eh, do you know where the best restaurants are here?” Sun asked.

“Sorry, I’ve never eaten here before, maybe ask around?” Isaac suggested.

“I’ll do that,” Sun said happily and went off to do that.

In the meanwhile, Isaac made sure to make appointments for all necessary meetings and then headed off to continue his conversation with Ardouin.


SUMMIT
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“… A

nd then he asked me if I’d really never made a mistake,” Isaac grumbled.

“What did you tell him?” Amy asked.

“I told him that everyone makes mistakes, and anyone who claims otherwise is lying, delusional, or stupid. So yes, I’d made mistakes, but I’d never made the same one twice. And, in fact, one mistake I wasn’t going to repeat was giving him another chance to argue at me. And then I left,” Isaac said.

“Wow, I did not think you had that in you,” Amy observed. “You normally only insult people who you’ll never have to interact with again. When it comes to important people, you normally save the swearwords until afterward.”

“Politeness is important and will get a lot further than you’d think, but being a doormat will get you absolutely nowhere,” Isaac shrugged. “And I’ll call him out for being a militaristic hardliner as many times as I have to before he either smartens up or sends someone more reasonable to deal with me.”

“I mean, he did have a point. You’re pretty agreeable for a person with the firepower of an entire army, but not every S-Ranker is. A proper framework for high-Level intervention would be really useful. Hell, it’s probably vital,” Karl cautiously suggested.

“Oh, I know,” Isaac said. “But he’s the wrong person to create that framework. He’s a stubborn bonehead who hates how the world has changed. He might have adapted his abilities to the new reality, but his mindset is still stuck in the past. Seriously, is there anyone worse at their job than a general who can’t adapt to modern warfare?”

“A doctor who disrespects or ignores nurses,” Amy suggested.

“Yeah, I don’t care how rude my doctor is to me as long as he’s a good one. If I see a doctor being rude to a nurse, I know it’s time to run,” Schultz agreed. “I mean, it might just be like that in the military, but in my experience, the more experienced a doctor is, the gruffer they get.”

“Eh, it’s the same with the police. Any doctor who regularly deals with the police and doesn’t look like they’re preparing to tear your head off if they learn you’ve been acting like an idiot while injured … you know they’ve got to be new,” Müller added.

“Honestly, I think that’s all doctors who deal with people who are injury-prone,” Bailey added. “Gabriel’s a big guy working in a historic building from a time when people were smaller, and it took him an embarrassingly long time to learn to duck. Our doctor wasn’t polite for very long.”

“To be fair, when GSG-9 bothers its doctors or medics outside of actual deployments, it’s usually over something dumb,” Müller admitted. “You know, walking into doors, falling down stairs, twisted ankles, that sort of thing. We all like to pretend that members of one of the most elite police units in the world don’t have those little accidents, but really, we just hide it better.”

“Isaac usually uses the fact that people tripping over dead monsters causes more injuries than the actual monsters as a punchline, but when you think about it, it’s kind of pathetic how often that happens,” Bailey agreed.

“You know, I still can’t believe this is what we’re talking about,” Stein said. “Nine out of Germany’s twelve S-Rankers in one place, for the second time ever. The first time it’s just us. And that’s the topic of conversation.”

The conference room they were eating takeout in wasn’t particularly glamorous, but it was secure and the seating was comfortable.

The ones absent were Ardouin, Sun, who’d gone on a bar crawl, Winter, who really didn’t like being outside his mountain range and had gone back to Germany, and Braun, who’d also left, though his destination was shrouded in mystery. Almost as bad as Jason North, except with Braun, the world at least knew he existed.

Jason, on the other hand, was something of an urban myth.

“So then what should we talk about?” Müller asked. “Because some stuff is classified, we’re such a diverse group that shop talk is going to bore most of us half to death and honestly, we could all use some humor in our lives.”

“I was thinking we could talk about the future,” Stein suggested. “Dr. Thoma made a good point about regulations for S-Rankers. We need them, but the people currently pushing for them are going to make a complete mess of things. So why don’t we take a crack at it?”

“Why us, specifically?” Patrick asked.

“Variety of perspective,” Stein offered. “We’ve got representatives of both law enforcement and the military here, leading members of industry and the scientific community. And everyone involved would be an S-Ranker, the people directly affected by the decision. So why not see if we can set reasonable rules for ourselves?”

“We should keep this hypothetical for now, but I don’t see a problem with figuring out some basic rules of engagement,” Müller said. “I’m currently operating under the directive of ‘use your head’ when it comes to the really high-end abilities, and there are a million things that could go wrong there even without maliciousness.”

“What about you, Oberst Schultz?” Bailey asked.

“Calling the current state of the regulations a mess would be the understatement of the century,” Schultz said. “Basically, things make sense for a few months, then another new facet of the [System] crops up on the radar of the higher-ups and the whole thing is rewritten. I’ve been taken aside by several separate generals and reminded that, no matter how the rules or orders happen to be phrased, I’m to avoid committing any war crimes.”

“Does that really need to be said?” Patrick asked.

“Soldiers are trained until they don’t need to think, they just fall back on training. There’s no time for long consideration when you’re being shot at, that needs to become instinct by the time you’re deployed. And one of the things you’re trained to do is follow orders,” Schultz explained.

“Doesn’t the Bundeswehr have some very strong words to say about using your head while obeying orders, and ignoring illegal ones?” Müller asked, “I might be misremembering, but I heard that several times during a joint training session.”

“In theory, yes, but in practice, the full consequences of obeying an order aren’t always clear. Despite my rank, I don’t have the right [Class] to properly keep a top-level overview in the middle of combat,” Schultz explained. “I’m supposed to keep that in mind permanently. ‘Don’t commit any war crimes,’ like that ever needed to be said. The real problem is that no one is entirely sure just what constitutes a war crime with my power.

“Is summoning a storm anywhere near an inhabited area a war crime? What if a crop field gets drowned? Do I have to keep track of every nearby body of water and where they empty out? What if a random bolt of lightning starts a forest fire?”

“I’d guess it’ll take another century to settle all of the legal issues caused by the [System],” Isaac said, pausing briefly for effect. “A century after we’ve discovered the maximum Level, I mean.”

“Speaking of [System] issues, have you been to the Oktoberfest since the initialization?” Müller asked. “It’s a complete and total zoo. The owners of the big tents all have [Skills] to allow people to get drunk, which causes no end of trouble. Thankfully, those [Skills] deactivate when people are in danger or about to fight, but that doesn’t seem to help much.

“People are drunk for the first time in ages, having fun, then someone bumps into them, fight or flight activates, and boom, they’re sober again. You’d think they’d be smarter sober, but according to a colleague who worked there last year, people just get mad about the wasted booze and things go downhill from there.”

“Oh gods,” Isaac muttered. “My sisters have been begging me to take them this year, but that’s not happening. I’m not putting myself through that. I’ll take them to Disneyland or something instead.

“Anyway, as far as the regulations for S-Rankers go, I’ve actually been thinking about that for a while,” Isaac announced, pulling a folder from his storage. “If we ever gain the ability to beat any and all summonable monsters, people will go right back to killing each other.”

“Every person will do that. Why are we only talking about S-Rankers?” Patrick asked.

“Because making sure that everyone doesn’t act like an idiot is impossible, people commit crimes all the time. And most people can’t level cities with a wave of their hand,” Amy pointed out. “By making sure the single most destructive individuals behave, we can massively decrease the potential for carnage.”

“Basically, my idea was to make it so that S-Rankers aren’t allowed to pick fights in cities. Self-defense or defense of others is fine, but no S-Rankers are allowed to act as aggressors. And if a fight does break out, they have to take it outside of city limits if they can do so without endangering themselves. If we can enforce that, we’ll have gotten a hell of a lot closer,” Isaac explained.

“What about police actions?” Müller asked. “It seems like something that would cause serious trouble when it comes to law enforcement.”

“There would obviously have to be some allowances made,” Isaac said. “The real issue is that we need to somehow put that into a workable treaty and then actually have people sign it.”

“Making people sign is easy. Cities could pass laws about how no walking WMD is allowed in without promising to not pick fights,” Müller said.

“The real problem is going to be finding the right wording,” Stein said. “I’m no lawyer, but I’ve worked with a lot of them over the years.

“The basic idea seems to be ‘Don’t start any fights, directly or by provoking others into throwing the first punch.’ But that’s just easy to say; we’re going to have the devil’s time writing that into law. For example, what if someone doesn’t like you and tells you they’re going to punch you the next time you walk by their house. Does walking on a certain sidewalk count as provocation?”

“Let’s just do a brainstorming session first,” Bailey suggested. “None of us is involved in legislature or has any experience in legal matters. If we can figure out workable rules that can stand the test of time, then someone else can turn them into something workable.”

“We’ll definitely need some allowance for preemptive attacks. If someone is charging up a big spell or evidently preparing to unleash a cooldown [Skill], you shouldn’t have to wait until they use it to be able to defend yourself,” Schultz said.

“That opens up a whole new can of worms. ‘I thought he was about to attack me’ would become the number one excuse for murder,” Bailey pointed out.

“Truth spells,” Amy suggested.

“When it comes to something as subjective as feeling threatened, those can be pretty unreliable,” Isaac said.

And things only went downhill from there. By the time the discussion ended, several hours later, he’d gained countless ideas but anything even semi-concrete he’d had up until then had been obliterated.


ARMORY OF MYTH AND LEGEND
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Going to Brussels to meet people had been interesting and helpful, but also frustrating in places. He’d made plenty of new and useful contacts, but possibly even more importantly, he’d discovered several potential sources of friction.

Specifically, Ardouin was going to be a problem. He was powerful, influential, and had massive blinders on when it came to certain things. In essence, Isaac wouldn’t count on him when making plans any more than he counted on Sun.

Both of them had the power and capabilities to be incredibly useful, to the point where they’d normally be the cornerstones of any plans, but were simply too unreliable. If a plan was built around them and their [Skills], then flaking would be beyond devastating.

What Isaac needed were things he could lean on. And right now, he was on his way to pick up some of those things. Stagmer had called him just before he’d gotten back to announce that the ring Isaac had left behind had finally been replicated.

But when he reached the blacksmith’s shop, he was greeted by a mess of police tape and a slowly breaking-up crowd of officers and looky-loos. He wasn’t stopped as he made his way into the blacksmith shop, however, and he decided to wait to ask questions until he was inside. After all, it didn’t look like there was anything urgently wrong, and Stagmer seemed to be just fine.

The interior of the most famous blacksmith’s shop in the world was a bit of a mess when he entered, with a massive crack running down one wall, and weapons worth hundreds of thousands if not millions of euros each scattered about like trash.

“What the hell happened here?” Isaac asked when he caught sight of the man himself.

“Oh, you know, someone thought I’d be easy to rob. They forgot that the ability to beat nigh-indestructible metals into new shapes and control the fires of the forge can be used in a fight,” Stagmer shrugged. “I punched the first guy into the wall there, shouted about me being robbed, and then your assistants showed up.

“Every time someone made a threatening move, one of them teleported them a hundred meters up and let them fall, head first. At some point, everyone realized they’d just keep earning themselves more lumps.

“What we think happened is that they thought that just because you and your colleagues were gone, this place was vulnerable. ‘If the cat’s away, the mice party,’ that sort of thing. But there’s more than one cat here, isn’t there?”

Ah yes, his assistants. The people he’d raised basically from Level 1, ensured they’d get teleportation-based [Classes], and then his [Continent Strider] had granted him his own portal power, making them largely superfluous.

As a result, they’d become more or less everyone’s taxi service. It was a position that was invaluable to overall operations but had a significantly lower status than being his left and right hands would have been.

“And you didn’t call me … why exactly?” Isaac asked, trying very hard not to sound accusatory. “I could have been here in literal seconds.”

“Because this was handled. Even if I and your folks hadn’t been able to handle it ourselves, we’ve got a GSG-13 office five hundred meters away. These were just a few punks under Level 50 who felt strong. You’re busy, I know that and don’t need you running yourself ragged on my behalf,” Stagmer explained.

“Yes, but …” Isaac blew out a long breath as he deflated, both metaphorically and literally. “Thank you. But getting bothered for no reason is still better than someone getting hurt because I didn’t help.”

“You don’t have to worry about that,” Stagmer reassured him. “I’ve got no intention of tangling with an S- or even A-Rank threat, but like I said, this was nothing. At least by this university’s standards.”

“Alright, but if something goes seriously wrong, call me,” Isaac insisted.

“I know, I know, I know,” Stagmer said as he walked into the back, coming out with a small box and a ring a few moments later. “I’ve got your sample right here. It’s so much easier to copy things when you can leave them with me for days.”

“I have a new ability that makes that a lot easier,” Isaac said as he took back the permanent manifestation from [Armory of Ancient Times] and slipped it onto his finger.

[———]

Laurin’s Ring

The ring of the dwarven King Laurin of the Rose Garden, able to pierce the invisibility of his fellow dwarves’ invisibility cloaks while granting him the strength of ten men, until eventually being removed by the efforts of the King Dietrich von Bern during a fierce battle.

It will automatically resize to be wearable by any humanoid being, grants the wearer the ability to pierce standard methods of invisibility, so long as the person hiding is not of a higher Level, has a higher rarity [Class], and the wearer’s Perception is at least equal to their Level. Higher power invisibility Skills or spells, or ones used by individuals who exceed the parameters laid out above in some major way, will require additional effort to pierce, such as a significant investment into Perception.

The wearer also gains +10 Strength.

[———]

The ring was fairly powerful in general … aaaaaannnd largely useless to him as he was already functionally impossible to sneak up on. But plus ten Strength was plus ten Strength and considering this thing didn’t have an upkeep cost anymore, there was no reason not to wear it.

“And here we have twenty copies, as requested.” Stagmer opened the box to reveal the neatly lined-up bands of metal, intricately worked gold, silver, platinum, and starsteel, with a magic-infused rock crystal sitting in the center like a small, unblinking eye.

[———]

Copy of Laurin’s Ring

A copy of the ring worn by the dwarven King Laurin of the Rose Garden, allowing the wearer’s gaze to pierce various methods of invisibility.

It will automatically resize to be wearable by any adult humanoid being and grants the wearer the power to see through standard methods of invisibility, so long as the person hiding is not of a higher Level, has a higher rarity [Class], and the wearer’s Perception is at least equal to their Level. Higher power invisibility Skills or spells, or ones used by individuals who exceed the parameters laid out above in some major way will require additional effort to pierce, such as a significant investment into Perception.

The wearer also gains +5Strength.

[———]

The Strength boost had been halved and the resizing property had been reduced, but the most important part here was the anti-stealth measure. A few of these in the right hands would vastly reduce the risk of important figures getting assassinated.

“Keep one, make sure to keep it on hand,” Isaac said as he handed back one of the enchanted rings. “The next thieves might be using sneak attacks.”

“Oh, I already made one for myself,” Stagmer said, pulling off one of his heavy leather gloves to reveal the object in question. “And I know we agreed not to hand these out willy-nilly, but I figured personal use would be fine.”

“Obviously,” Isaac assured him. “I’m mostly worried about these rings trickling down into the black market and suddenly, eavesdropping and police surveillance become almost impossible.”

Also, he wanted to make sure that both Zambon and North could keep running around unnoticed. These rings becoming common could easily ruin Isaac’s information network.

So instead, he’d arm his allies, especially the magic users and others vulnerable to sneak attacks, and give a handful to the protective details of various political figures he needed to keep in play. He’d make sure there were so few of the rings that spiriting too many of them away for other uses would weaken the protection to an unacceptable degree.

“I also finished your armor,” Stagmer announced, pulling a large box from beneath the counter, reverently pulling off the lid.

[———]

Abyssal Scale Mail of the Warrior-Scholar

A set of armor forged from the scales and bones of the prismatic dragon, the final boss of the Draconic Abyss Dungeon, retrieved during its final minutes.

Built upon a base of Hydra Leather and metals sourced from the Draconic Abyss, its top layer consists of pure-white dragon scales that provide excellent protection from elemental attacks.

While worn, this armor enhances all flame-based attacks originating from the wearer’s hands or mouth, as well as any and all based on draconic Aspects.

Furthermore, this armor’s draconic nature resonates with the wearer’s dragon scale-enhanced skin, bonding with it and staying in place through magic alone, should the armor be damaged to the point where certain parts would normally fall off (severed armor pieces can be removed with sufficient force).

In addition, this armor has been built specifically to interface with Isaac Thoma’s [Fully Geared] to allow for extremely rapid and efficient regeneration. Due to the uniqueness of the materials that make up this armor, it was given the capability to convert lesser materials of draconic origin into the material that makes up this masterpiece. To do so, the materials in question need to be placed into the pockets of this armor before it is stored.

Finally, detached armor pieces can be stored in [Fully Geared] at a range of five meters.

While worn, the wearer’s Strength, Fortitude, and Agility are increased by twenty percent.

[———]

It was absolutely perfect. Durable as all get out, he didn’t have to switch out his armor after a few cuts, and it was one of the few manmade Stat-boosting pieces of equipment he’d ever seen.

He could also repair it with extreme ease, making it far simpler to keep around.

… The less said about the usual lifespan of his armor, the better.

Sure, if they ever killed a Tier 10 [Raid Boss] or even a [World Boss], he’d get a better suit, and once Stagmer hit the fifth Evolution, he’d obviously be able to make something far superior. But until then, this would be his permanent set.

It looked like something out of a medieval movie where the propmakers hadn’t spent enough time doing research and ended up creating something a little too close to modern armor, but it was absolutely gorgeous. Not a single spot of skin would be exposed, even the eyes were protected by a pane of clear crystal that functioned as a one-way mirror, somewhat resembling the visor of a police helmet.

It. Was. Perfect.

“Thank you so much,” Isaac said with a wide and warm smile. “Name your price, any kind of material, any kind of monster part, whatever you need.”

“Just keep bringing me the usual amount of stuff, you’ve probably paid me for that piece ten times over by now,” Stagmer said. “Just make sure that set doesn’t come back slashed to ribbons right away, ok?”

“I’ll make sure to keep it intact, and to keep sending you materials,” Isaac promised.

After a few minutes of chatting, he left and headed off towards Camelot to hand over some pieces of gear.


LUNCH DATE


[image: ]


Arthur was waiting for Isaac on the roof of the great hall, legs dangling over the side. Surrounding him were multiple devices projecting an anti-eavesdropping field.

“So, I’ve heard that Brussels got a bit crazy,” Arthur called out. “Apparently, it got crashed by that Monkey King of yours.”

“He’s not mine,” Isaac shook his head. “Inviting him wasn’t my idea, and one of these days, I’m going to kick the ass off the German Foreign Minister until he publicly takes full credit for that.”

“Didn’t he already do that?”

“I’m going to make him shout it off the rooftops until every last hillbilly has heard it,” Isaac grumbled.

“Do you need any help with that?” Arthur asked, and unfortunately, Isaac wasn’t entirely sure if he was joking.

“No thank you,” Isaac told him as he passed over one of the rings.

“Wait, aren’t you supposed to get on your knees before you do that?” Arthur asked with a stupidly wide grin. “And you do know that Elena is going to murder us both if she finds out, right?”

Isaac groaned as he sat down next to his friend. “Seriously?”

“Oh yes.” Arthur’s grin somehow grew even wider at that. “All that sneaking around, one would almost think you had something to hide. A torrid affair, maybe my best friend is even the other wo⁠—”

Arthur promptly shut up when Isaac pushed him off the rooftop. He might be able to survive a fall even at terminal velocity, but getting pushed off a four-story building was still a shock to the senses, especially when it came as a complete surprise.

Once he’d made his way back up, he was greeted by a smug-looking Isaac.

“Let me guess, Elena found out you know and before you could say anything, she threatened to do unspeakable things to you if you teased her. And now you’re trying to get off all the jokes on me before I follow her lead?”

“Eh, pretty much,” Arthur shrugged. “By the way, next time you push me off the roof, please aim for the street. If those bushes get broken one more time, the gardener … I don’t know exactly what he’ll do, but it won’t be pleasant.”

“Those rose bushes have to be regrown every other week, don’t they?” Isaac asked, knowing it was probably a lot more frequent. People with superpowers in a space where the buildings and even potential bystanders could survive anything short of an artillery shell to the face at the bare minimum tended to get a little reckless.

Arthur confirmed that assumption immediately afterwards.

“You know, there are some more durable rose strains in our greenhouses at the university,” Isaac offered.

“No changing the subject, now,” Arthur chided gently. “You and Elena, what’s going on there?”

“I like her, she likes me, we date, and we don’t have the time to go any further because of the whole global situation,” Isaac told him.

“So it’s serious?” Arthur asked.

“I wouldn’t be spending this much time with her if it wasn’t.”

“Do I need to give you the shovel speech?” Arthur followed up on his earlier question.

“Are you sure you could win?”

“If you ever hurt Elena, you’re only walking away from her in pieces. Yes, I could win,” Arthur said confidently.

“Fair point,” Isaac shrugged. “So, intrusive questions and potential relationship troubles aside, how are things? The troops, the politics, everything?”

“Troops are great, politics are a pain in the ass,” Arthur sighed. “Camelot has three of England’s seven S-Rankers. The people in power knew we were strong, but when official power designations became a thing, that kind of distribution started to worry them.”

“If it ever gets too bad, you might want to move,” Isaac suggested. “Anyone on the Round Table will be able to get you a good deal in their home country.”

“It hasn’t gotten that bad just yet.” Arthur sighed again, then suddenly sat up straight and stared right at Isaac. “Actually, I had an idea.”

“About?” Isaac asked.

“You know how, a while ago, you were complaining about how most people didn’t really fear [Raid Bosses] as much as they should because they didn’t have a good impression of what they could do?”

“Yeah?” Isaac said, not sure where this was going.

Part of the problem with [Raid Bosses] was that there was very little footage of them being a threat. The Demon Lord of Seoul had been very much in the focus of the situation, caught on video and everything, but it was the only one.

Any [Raid Boss] that was vaporized in a nuclear fireball tended to be something of a footnote, paradoxically. All the damage would have been caused by the nuke, with anything caused by the monster having been erased.

And the monsters that were successfully summoned in arenas and the like tended to get thoroughly trashed in a way that made them seem weak. In fact, releasing those videos would probably have been a problem because that would look easy to beat.

In many ways, the human brain was a highly intelligent organ, holding a pattern-recognition power that beat out the most advanced post-[System] AIs, capable of deciphering languages from nothing but context clues, inventing every technological advancement since the dawn of man, and more besides.

But in many ways, it was also a particularly stupid organ, more malleable to external influences than one might think. Something that showed, for example, in how people internalized bigotry even when said bigotry was aimed at themselves.

And as the old proverb went, a picture spoke a thousand words. You could tell people a million times how powerful [Raid Bosses] were, but in the end, if you showed people videos of the monsters getting absolutely trashed, people would believe the videos.

“See, there’s this crew of reality show pricks who’ve been bugging me for a while about wanting me to fight monsters on camera, and I was wondering, why not use your pocket space for that?” Arthur suggested, “No one can die inside, so it’s mostly safe, and as long as the group you send in to fight doesn’t consist of S-Rankers, it should be a bloodbath.”

“Hmm, it’d get canceled in seconds, but that might be enough,” Isaac thought, pulling out his phone. “What was the name of that company?”

“Spectacular Productions,” Arthur told him.

“Ah, here they are,” Isaac said. “They were actually asking me about exactly that.”

“You don’t check your emails?” Arthur asked.

“I do, but I get too many to look too deeply at any single one,” Isaac said. “So, I’ll take a look at that production company, that was an excellent suggestion, but I do have other engagements.”

“Oh so …”

“Make a stupid joke and your gardener will be the least of your worries,” Isaac responded in a faux chipper tone as he jumped off the rooftop, nudging Arthur off the ledge on the way down.

From there, he made his way to Camelot’s huge, perfectly circular, lake. It belonged to Elena, in more ways than one.

As an Asrai, a water fairy, her water magic was massively boosted, but part of that boost stemmed from the fact that she was bonded to a body of water. Specifically, this place.

Of course, this place was important, and no one was allowed to use it for bathing and the like, so he couldn’t just hop in and expect people to not take notice. Instead, he phased into the ground nearby and walked in from the side.

The lake was deep, over two hundred meters at the deepest point, but far darker than it should have been even this far down. In the regular world, water this dark would only be found a few thousand meters below the surface.

In fact, light was so sparse that even Isaac had a little trouble seeing. But he didn’t bring any light into this place, it was meant to be far from anything resembling normal lighting. Especially fire and sunlight. This was a place completely divorced from the rest of the world, completely cut off on a conceptual level. It should have merely been water that separated him from the world above, but as far as the universe at large was concerned, this might as well have been a separate dimension. And while he could survive the pressure of being thousands of meters below the waves, if he hadn’t been invited here, even his current depth would have killed him.

Setting up the dinner table was a weird experience, as it was his first time doing this underwater, but he managed it eventually. A weighted table and chairs that wouldn’t float away, enchanted cups that prevented the liquid inside from mixing with anything else while allowing people to drink from them, and cutlery that repelled water enough to be properly used.

And lastly, he’d had to find food that wouldn’t fall apart underwater and tasted good even when wet. That had been tricky, and in the end, he’d settled for a charcuterie board to go with the wine, and some Jell-O for dessert. It wasn’t exactly on par with what they usually ate, but hopefully, setting things up underwater would make up for it.

For a long few minutes, he waited, half assuming that he’d misread the time, or that she’d gotten held up somewhere. He was even tempted to head out of the water for a moment to check his phone.

But then, light began to shine in the darkest depths, rapidly descending through the water. As it drew closer, the source of the illumination became clear, a pair of wings that resembled those of a monarch butterfly, though it was silver and turquoise rather than orange and black, shining with the light of a full moon.

This was only the second time Isaac had ever seen Elena’s wings. She usually kept them hidden, as they were somewhat vulnerable and insanely attention-drawing. She’d told him that she preferred to shine through competence instead of, you know, literally shining.

As she saw what he’d set up, her face lit up, metaphorically this time.

“Aw, that’s beautiful, thank you,” she said before giving him a brief kiss. “But you didn’t have to go to all that trouble.”

“You invited me into your home, something romantic was the least I could do,” Isaac replied, hoping his grin wasn’t as dopey as it felt. Speaking through water made his voice sound weird, though long practice had made it possible for him to at least be understood.

“I meant the table,” Elena chuckled. “That looked like it was tough to get down there.”

“I think a picnic blanket might have been difficult to properly weigh down,” Isaac suggested as he passed her the first goblet of wine.

“A picnic at the bottom of a lake would be nice, wouldn’t it?” she asked, grinning as she went in for another kiss.

Around them, the lake floor came to life, her own personal illumination being transferred to the lakebed as a whole, revealing a beautiful garden of underwater plants that had only existed as indistinct shadows before. Sand and silt shifted underfoot, rapidly transforming into a large blanket/mattress which was soon covered in comfortable-looking moss. Well, they were underwater, it couldn’t be moss, but Isaac couldn’t really tell the difference.

“I … I didn’t know you could do that,” Isaac said after a long moment.

Elena grinned as she gently bopped him on the nose, “You’re cute when you’re surprised.”

And that was the last thing anyone saw or heard of either of them for a few hours.


THE PUBLIC EYE
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Afew days later Isaac found himself in the last place he’d ever expected to be—the lobby of a reality television producer. He didn’t watch reality TV, he didn’t enjoy it, he generally wasn’t a fan of it. The email he’d gotten had gone straight into the “ignore” folder and that would have been the end of it.

But Arthur had had a great idea, and now he was here, at the offices of Spectacular Productions.

“My name is Isaac Thoma, I have an appointment,” he introduced himself at the front desk and was instantly waved in without so much as having his ID checked. Sure, there were people who’d throw an absolute fit at being asked to prove their identity, but basic precautions did save a lot of time and money.

The building itself was a fairly standard office building, containing the administrative arm of several different companies, alongside basic eating arrangements such as a coffee shop on the ground floor.

Isaac made his way to the elevator and took it all the way up to the top floor, which was apparently entirely rented by this company, and introduced himself there, as the building’s lobby was completely open and lacked a reception desk.

The receptionist led him to the head office, which was open to reveal something that could best be described as the bastard lovechild of a corporate office and a geek’s mancave, covered in little tchotchkes, action figures, monster bits, and weapon models.

It reminded Isaac slightly of his own office, except that was stuffed with functional pieces of equipment and hunting trophies, rather than a random assortment of stuff.

But just taking one look at the place told Isaac that its owner was someone who truly loved this job of his.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Thoma, I’m Daniel Herbert. I’m in charge around here, but you can call me whatever you want, Daniel, Dan, I’m not picky about that,” Herbert introduced himself as he stepped around the desk to shake Isaac’s hand.

“I really can’t put into words how happy I was to read your response. We’ve been trying to set up a meeting with an S-Ranker for months. Really, I think I almost dropped dead of a heart attack when I saw tha—you don’t want to hear about any of that, do you?”

While he’d been talking at the speed of light, Herbert had gone back around his desk and sat down. He didn’t make any obvious movements to activate his magic, but an illusionary spell manifested a light show in the center of his desk. He was pretty good at that, Isaac had to admit.

A huge demon, fighting against a group of warriors clad in various outfits, wielding a wide variety of weapons, could be seen. Countless small figures fell, but eventually, the demon finally succumbed to the barrage of attacks.

“This is what I want to bring to the world. Man vs. the new nature, but I think we both know how dangerous this is. Having a [Raid Boss] around without an S-Ranker is a terrible idea for one thing, and in general, blood sports that end with people dead isn’t going to fly with any channel.”

“So you figured that an arena that doesn’t let anyone die and can summon the most spectacular monsters in existence at the drop of a hat would make all of that a hell of a lot easier,” Isaac summarized. “Let me be blunt with you. I’m not here because I’m chomping at the bit to produce reality television. I’m here because I think it’s very important to share knowledge far and wide, and a friend of mine recently reminded me that non-educational programs still help inform the public.”

“I mean, it might be a bit different from what I had in mind, but we can work around that,” Herbert admitted.

“Right now, my main concern is this show would give people the wrong impression about the danger posed by [Raid Bosses]. If they get mowed down by the dozens because you pit them against a hundred S-Rankers at a time, we’d see a spike in bad summonings,” Isaac explained as he withdrew a folder from his spatial pocket. “I’ve thought about this a fair bit, and had my lawyer write up a basic contract.

“In essence, it states that you can’t call on Sun Wukong within the first five episodes, even if he asks, you can’t have more than one-third of contestant teams contain S-Rankers, and even a live show needs either an automatic censorship [Skill] or a significant streaming delay because this is going to get bloody.”

“That sounds reasonable,” Herbert said after he’d tapped the folder with his finger and activated a [Skill]. Apparently, he had a [Skill] to speedread. Isaac just used his [Aura] for that, taking in entire pages simultaneously.

The director then spent a few more minutes explaining the nitty-gritty of his vision.

“Fundamentally, one thing has to be clear,” Isaac said. “I’m an extremely busy man, it’ll be you and your people who do the actual heavy lifting here. I won’t be around to micro-manage anything. My conditions are hard boundaries, and no kind of ‘Oh, he was available just on this one day’ will fly. My contract reflects that. I can be plenty flexible on most subjects, but not those.”

“Do you really think that’s necessary?” Herbert asked. “I know television can be influential, but can it really be that bad?”

“Most people are convinced that cars will explode as seen in movies or on TV shows after a crash. Every single first aid course I’ve ever been to has corrected that misconception, but even I still somewhat believe it.

“Chloroform is an anesthetic that is guaranteed to either kill the victim or cause severe brain damage if used the way it is in movies and TV shows. When used in surgery, you need an anesthesiologist constantly making sure the affected person doesn’t drop dead, and modern anesthesia methods are a billion times safer. But most people who hear the word chloroform won’t know any of that.

“Or how about the way that people falling into water is depicted? Everyone has at least heard of the fact that the surface is going to be as hard as concrete if you fall from more than … I believe the distance is forty meters? But when you think about it, really think, how do you imagine someone diving off a high place into water ending? Your rational mind knows that should be fatal, but you’ll imagine that person surviving.

“A picture is worth a thousand words, and a video is worth a thousand pictures, Mr. Herbert. I want to show the world how [Raid Boss] battles go. I don’t want to mislead people into thinking it’s safe. Considering the severity of the situation, I think my ironclad contract is appropriate.”

Herbert began to mop at his forehead, removing the sweat that had accumulated during Isaac’s speech.

“Your contract basically gives you a veto power for when any of your conditions are even slightly affected,” he said.

“I’m not asking for a general veto,” Isaac pointed out. “Merely an accelerated path of resolution in case of conflict. That’s the only way this will work for me. You’ll have to find someone else if it doesn’t work for you.”

Herbert signed, though he didn’t seem particularly happy about it.

And with that done, Isaac left soon after, grinning internally. That show would be an absolute, unmitigated disaster. And then the world would get a front-row seat to the devastation a [Raid Boss] could unleash under most circumstances.

Sure, idiots who grossly overestimated themselves would continue to exist, but at least now anyone of reasonable intelligence would have a better idea of what they might be getting into.

He was on his way back to the university when his phone dinged with a news alert, one he’d been waiting on for a while. A ghostly ship had been sighted in the middle of the Atlantic, briefly pulling into the port of Jamestown, Saint Helena, to resupply before vanishing beneath the waves.


THE DEEP BLUE SEA
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Getting to Saint Helena was an absolute nightmare. It was one of the most isolated places on the planet, excluding the likes of R’lyeh or central Antarctica.

Andre managed to teleport him a few thousand kilometers in the right direction, and Li-Mei teleported him further, as close to the island as possible, but neither of them had ever been there.

Crossing the several thousand kilometers of ocean that separated him from his destination was no mean feat even for him. Well, he could do it, but hardly in a short enough time that his target would still be there. And if that ship had been easy to track, it wouldn’t have taken this long to get a sighting.

In the other timeline, a sighting like this would have indicated the presence of one specific vessel. The Flying Dutchman, the famous ghost ship risen from the grave, captained by one Davy Jones. Or rather, his [Heir]. One of the most elusive S-Rankers in existence, and one in possession of far more power than one would expect from a hermit on a sailboat. Not that Isaac would ever call him that to his face, that would probably get him murdered.

Now there were only two things left to do. Reach the boat … and pray he was dealing with the same person once again.

So, finding the target. He was fast, but not fast enough to get there in time. So he had to get ahead of them, somehow.

That was where [The Meaning of the Name] came in. He knew all about Jones from the other timeline, the [Blessing of Innovation] allowed him to draw upon [Skills] that let him understand how currents flowed in the region and how they’d affect an underwater ship with the Dutchman’s specifications.

Even with a decent read on the captain and knowledge of likely directions, he didn’t know the vessel’s target and had to play on the probabilities.

So the plan was as simple as it was complex. Swim as quickly as he could, [Continent Strider] enhancing his travel speed exponentially over time, and make sure to cover the best points to teleport back to if he found out that the initial route had been the wrong one.

He cut through the water like a shark, speed ever-growing, and reached the first possible location, an underwater current that would have carried the ship all the way to Australia. Nothing there.

While underwater, Isaac had canceled his normal [Aura] cloak, instead throwing out a thin wedge that he projected as far away from himself as possible and swept around like an old-school sonar. Plenty of fish, the odd shipwreck, and even a treasure chest whose location Isaac mentally took note of, but no Flying Dutchman.

In all likelihood, he’d missed his chance. The further the ship got from Saint Helena, the worse his predictions would get, and catching up to a bloody ship while swimming was going to be a pain in the ass.

The next ocean current was on the other end of the island, and he reached it after hours of swimming. Once again, nothing.

He’d check out one final spot so he could teleport to it later, then swim up to the island, and then head back to his assistants. And then, they’d get sent all over the world, visiting random isolated places so they could teleport him there later.

Next time, he’d be able to get there faster.

Suddenly, Isaac’s [Aura] brushed over something. A large mass of old wood, floating in the middle of the water. His [Aura] was too thin to give him high-resolution feedback, but that was the first possible contact he’d made since entering the water. His [Aura] ceased its endless sweep through the ocean and coalesced on that specific point.

An old ship, cutting through the ocean at speeds that would have been high for an airplane, let alone something traveling through a medium as dense as water.

His [Aura] began to flicker as he made it more noticeable, using the usual method of auric Morse. Hopefully, this would work.

And it did. The ship slowed slightly, allowing him to catch up.

“Permission to come aboard?” Isaac called out once he was close enough, the sound coming out garbled to hell and back due to him being underwater and the distances involved.

[———]

The [First Officer of Legends, Conqueror of the Depths] would like to teach you the Skill [Unrestricted Speech]. Would you like to learn this Skill?

Y/N

[———]

Obviously, Isaac accepted.

[———]

Unrestricted Speech (epic)

Communication is the very core of not only modern civilization, but any kind of community in general. Coordination is what allows any number of species to transcend the limitations of any one member, and part of the thing that has made humanity so dominant.

After all, no matter how clever any single human may be, true innovation can only happen by building upon the work of previous generations.

But even the more mundane uses of speech can make an immeasurable difference, facilitating trade and solving conflicts without violence.

This is a Skill that allows its users to manifest the greatest possible form of communication, irrespective of their surroundings or noise pollution.

As long as the user can survive in a given medium, it will carry their voice as far as air would under standard conditions (Earth, Sea Level, air temperature around twenty degrees centigrade), even in the hard vacuum of space.

In addition, when the user raises their voice in situations with significant amounts of environmental noise, their voice will still be clearly understandable, and the most prominent sound to anyone who cares to listen.

This Skill is always active unless deactivated.

[———]

That [Skill] might seem like a party trick to most people, but it was almost impossible to overstate the usefulness of proper communication. Being able to talk even in outer space, at least once he completed one of his undead Aspect stacks and gained the ability to survive out there, would be impossible without this ability.

Sure, most of the time, he could just communicate via the party, but his party [Skill] required him to be within a few meters of someone to add them. Great when he had the time to prepare, useless otherwise. He’d have to see if he could bribe the man to teach that particular trick to his allies. Arthur had something similar, most people in the military or police force also had a weaker version, but most people Isaac relied on didn’t.

“Permission to come aboard?” Isaac asked again, his voice ringing crystal clear through the ocean’s depths. All around him, fish exploded into motion, the sudden introduction of sound to the otherwise silent depths scaring the hell out of them.

“Declare your name,” came back a response, deep and authoritative.

“My name is Isaac Thoma. I’m here to talk to your captain,” Isaac responded. “I hold no ill will, and come bearing gifts.”

“Permission granted.”

Isaac swam over to the ship, struggling with the current until he was above the deck. The current suddenly stopped pulling at him, leaving him hanging in a bubble of serenity. And when he swam lower, the effects of being underwater were almost entirely removed, the weightlessness being replaced by a reassuring attachment to the planks underfoot, and the resistance of the liquid he was submerged in was almost completely removed.

“Good afternoon, Dr. Thoma,” a middle-aged man in an old-timey naval uniform greeted Isaac. “The captain will see you in the Wardroom in a few minutes. Follow me, please.”

“You’re the one who taught me [Unrestricted Speech], aren’t you?” Isaac asked.

“Yes, Dr. Thoma,” the man nodded.

“If your captain is alright with it, would you be willing to teach it to some associates of mine?” Isaac asked, “With compensation, of course.”

“If the captain agrees,” the man nodded.

The ship’s wardroom was tiny, made of old yet surprisingly solid wood, as one would expect of a 17th-century sailing ship. There were plenty of ships on which a meeting like this would have taken place in the captain’s cabin for a lack of space.

Isaac’s guide, the ship’s first officer according to his [Class], slipped back outside while a young man entered in his stead, taking position next to the door. Clearly, leaving a stranger alone on the ship wasn’t in the cards.

It took a while for the captain to arrive, but Isaac didn’t begrudge him that. Captains tended to be stupidly busy; chances were that this wasn’t a power play.

After maybe half an hour, Davy Jones himself stepped through the door. He looked like a man in the prime of his life. His long brown hair was artfully woven and fell down the back of his head. A beard decorated with pearls and coral reached all the way down to his chest. The man’s skin, meanwhile, was pale, milky, almost see-through, reminiscent of a body that had been underwater for days, but lacking the usual grossness of such a sight. Somehow, it fit him.

“Good afternoon, Captain,” Isaac began, “What should I call you?”

“I’m Captain Jones,” the captain of the depths announced, drawing a clear line between himself and his original identity, “and I’m curious what made you seek me out, Dr. Thoma.”

“I figured that getting to know the [Heir] of a mythical being was a good idea,” Isaac said.

“So you knew what the Dutchman was before coming here?” Jones asked.

“It was a scientific wild-ass guess,” Isaac said.

“And that is?”

“The kind of thing that would get you laughed out of the room if presented as a hypothesis, but is more grounded than a regular wild-ass guess.” Isaac shrugged, then pulled a large crate from his storage space. “I had this made in case we made a potential expedition to the base of R’lyeh, but I think it could be useful to you. What I have here is a waterproof mana-to-electricity converter, alongside a full set of laptops, tablets, and phones rated for a pressure of up to two kilobars, as well as an antenna capable of transmitting cell signals through even eight kilometers of water.”

“The kind of pressure that would damage those phones doesn’t even exist at the bottom of the Mariana Trench,” Jones observed. “Just where were you expecting to take those?”

“Like I said, the bottom of R’lyeh,” Isaac said. “The engineering department loves building crazy stuff, but they need an excuse to spend the money. So when they get one, they tend to go ever so slightly nuts.”

“Ah yes, the engineers,” Jones laughed, turning to the young man by the door. “What was it that Greene wanted to rig up? Demon-blood-based depth charges with directional force projection via magic that we can safely detonate right next to the hull?”

“I believe the intention was to make it safe to blow them even on deck, as an anti-boarder weapon, Captain.”

“Ah yes, that,” Jones nodded, then turned back to Isaac. “This is an extremely generous gift, thank you. But you don’t expect me to believe that this is just a random meeting, do you? Finding this vessel was no mean feat. You were quite thorough in your search.”

So Jones had been aware of him for a long time, Isaac noted. That localized omniscience was probably limited to the water, but when you spent all your time at the bottom of the ocean, those limitations were just fine.

“How aware are you of the current world situation?” Isaac asked in lieu of answering.

“It’s constantly changing, chaotic in general, and there’s a bunch of lunatics trying to end the world,” Jones summarized.

“And you’ve become an extremely powerful person, capable of effecting change on a global scale if you decided to involve yourself in politics,” Isaac added.

“So that’s what you’re looking for?” Jones asked, voice growing cold.

“I wouldn’t blame anyone for wanting to avoid that nest of vipers. I’d be somewhere in the middle of nowhere, fighting whatever monster I wanted to fight, if I could,” Isaac said. “What I’m looking for is general support to keep the planet spinning. Your first officer is capable of teaching a useful communication [Skill], I’d be willing to pay quite a lot if he’d teach a few of my associates.

“Also, while it hasn’t been a serious problem so far, aquatic monsters spreading freely in the ocean could become very dangerous, very quickly. I’d ask you to keep an eye out.”

The reason that issue hadn’t reached apocalyptic levels of danger was simple. Monsters were stupidly aggressive and went right after any nearby humans, and when ships went down in the modern world, that tended to raise alarms. When the rescue crew ran into a monster swarm, the cavalry would get called in and that would be the end of it.

“We already do that,” Jones said. “No one benefits from a planet overrun by monsters.”

“Thank you,” Isaac said. “But considering how quickly a situation like that could spiral, I was wondering if it were possible for you to perhaps plot your routes to maximize the area scanned by your sensory [Skill]? It would obviously not be the ideal course for searching for wrecks, but I’d make sure you wouldn’t lose out.”

“What do you know about our searches?” Jones asked.

“Your previous [Classes] were some relation of [Historian],” Isaac announced. “You’re capable of turning the weight of history that rests upon an object into real, actual power. This vessel we’re traveling on, for example? It was created from the wrecks of countless other ships, built in the shape of the mythical Flying Dutchman to draw upon its legend.

“Cannons from the Spanish Armada, representing the mightiest fleet of its time, armor from a pre-dreadnought from Battle of Jutland, a ship of the line that dominated naval warfare for the prior century, who else knows what kind of treasures can be found on the ocean floor? Not to mention there are countless historical artifacts of, well, historical value lying around, just waiting to be found.”

“When did you figure that out?” Jones asked.

“I suspected a while ago when I first heard rumors of a ghost ship traveling the ocean. But seeing the ship confirmed it. Unless I’m severely mistaken, your sails were woven around the few strips of the Armada’s sails that survived all these centuries,” Isaac supposed.

“You have a good eye,” Jones said.

“Good guess,” Isaac shrugged. In reality, he’d known that from the other timeline, and taken a cursory look over the sails to confirm that it was also the case here.

“I see,” Jones said. “We’ll have to work out a proper agreement, but an oceanic patrol of areas without shipping or naval patrols is definitely something we can do.”

“And one last thing,” Isaac said. “Could you please be on the lookout for underwater settlements? As you know, we’ve got a bit of a cult problem topside, and there is a lot of space down here that’s barely observed.”

“Wait, ‘cough,’ you’re looking for an underwater base?” Jones asked, doing a spectacular job of suppressing a laugh. “Are these people Bond villains?”

“Hardly,” Isaac said. “Living a few hundred or even a thousand meters underwater takes just a single Aspect. Sure, adapting technology for underwater use is a pain, but the privacy offered should more than make up for it.”

“If we find something, we’ll make sure to call in help or take care of the problem ourselves,” Jones responded.

“Thank you.”

After a further hour of hammering out the particulars, Isaac withdrew another object from his storage space.

“This is a cutlass that used to be wielded by one Edward Teach, better known as Blackbeard. I believe it could do great things in the right hands. Yours,” Isaac offered.

“Where on Earth did you get this?” Jones asked.

“I mostly use my teaching abilities to help my allies, but occasionally, I trade them for material support from people who don’t have any particularly bad skeletons in their closet,” Isaac responded. “I figured that sword might come in useful sometime.”

For the first time since the conversation had started, Jones was struck dumb. He merely reverently picked up the sword and stared at it.

“Also, we’ve recently figured out how to place healing potions into what basically amounts to jellybeans that are larger on the inside. They’d be perfect for underwater use, don’t you think?” Isaac offered and when Jones nodded, added, “I’ll make sure to add a few jars to the next supply drop. Now, I’m afraid I have to take my leave, Captain. Good day to you, sir.”

Jones bade him goodbye as well, told Isaac where they’d pick up supplies next, and promised that his first officer would be available for teaching.

Once he was at the university again, Isaac arranged for the supply drop and then went back to planning the first Tier 8 [Raid Boss] kill. This time, South Korea had beaten Germany to the punch in upgrading their arena more quickly and Isaac had decided that stressing out over who got the first kill was a waste of energy in this case.

He was working with Yoo-jin on the planning, things would go just as smoothly in Korea as they would in Germany, and Isaac was no patriot. Working in the nation of his birth had been a matter of convenience, nothing more.


INTERLUDE YOO-JIN
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Preparing to fight the Tier 8 [Raid Boss] had been one of the most painful experiences in Yoo-jin’s life. The issue was that, well, he knew so much about how this thing operated, and what would and wouldn’t work against it, but implementing his knowledge had been difficult.

The issue was that many plans could only be proven wrong by revealing the knowledge that he was not supposed to have.

Sometimes, he suspected that Isaac had let Korea take the lead on this Tier of [Raid Bosses] just so he didn’t have to personally deal with this stuff. After all, Tier 8 was where it got complicated.

Of course, he knew that there was nothing malicious about any of it, the extra abilities of a Tier 8 Demon Lord were infinitely less complicated than the powerset of a Crystalline Sage or Sanguine Monarch.

But then all he had to do was take one look at the standard complexity of planning for a [Raid Boss], then compare it to how the situation worked when he had to incorporate future knowledge without anyone noticing.

The person he really wanted to strangle wasn’t Isaac, though. No, that dubious honor went to the people who’d submitted a fully fleshed-out plan for summoning and killing the monster in question.

Of course, they didn’t deserve his ire either. In any reasonable world, they’d have been his heroes for saving him a metric ton of work.

At least the current plan had allowed for international help, “If he managed to convince anyone to show up.” A single note left in the [Round Table] had earned him a preliminary ok from everyone, and the email chains that followed had been staged to the point of absurdity.

He’d made countless proper plans, only to have them all crumble around his ears when Amy had unlocked her second Central [Skill]. It allowed her to take any cast spells that people let her have, as well as any that they didn’t hold on to well enough, combine them into a single powerful spell bomb, and then lob the whole affair at an enemy to create an explosion that dwarfed even the blast that had obliterated the boss of the Draconic Abyss. Incorporating that power had required him to reshuffle everything.

And then, he’d gotten more reinforcements that he hadn’t expected to receive, and he’d had to reshuffle the plans once again.

In the end, he’d given up on trying to create a single unified plan and just created a dozen that could be changed out, depending on what they had available on the day of the battle.

And now, here they were, in the fire-blasted wasteland of the former demilitarized zone. It had become decidedly not empty of military action when that [Raid Boss] had been hurled at Seoul, and its importance as a buffer zone had collapsed alongside the North Korean state.

The situation up north was an absolute mess of various jurisdictional arguments and conflicting policies, but one thing was clear: They were not in a position to threaten South Korea anymore, leaving the site of this historic battle a perfect spot for a battle against a more powerful version of the same monster.

Walls had been set up to contain the monster as much as possible without triggering the dreaded “no traps” clause of summoning, and a second ring of walls removed line of sight to Seoul and other potential targets. Outside this wall sat a series of artillery batteries, ready to go to work at the right time.

But inside the walls waited over two hundred people, no one under the fourth Evolution, and anyone who wasn’t S-Rank tended to be at the upper edge of A-Rank.

And just outside the artillery ring was another group of two hundred, in case anything went wrong. General Park had been beyond annoyed at being relegated to playing taxi, but he had a rapid redeployment [Skill] that let him swap out two formations, and that had made for an excellent club to bludgeon his protests with.

The foreigners had to be spread evenly between the primary and backup formations to ensure that there was no perception of the foreigners doing the bulk of the work, or having them be the ones who saved the “local elites.”

Yoo-jin had accepted the role of guildmaster as it put someone involved in summoning and Dungeons in charge of the situation, rather than a random political appointee. It had worked and kept things working smoothly and from a perspective of looking at the overall result, his tenure had been an overwhelming success. But he’d be damned if the political aspect of his job weren’t beyond frustrating.

Fenrir, Arthur, and Patrick were in the first wave, and Isaac, Elena, and Amy were in the second. As were a few members of GSG-13 that Habicht had sent along.

The Tier 8 Demon Lord’s entrance onto this plane was far more spectacular than that of its lower-Tier compatriots. Black flames that somehow managed to be even darker than those of the previous monsters of the same name licked towards the sky, a shadow that was inexplicably visible growing within.

The lower the flame was, the more the monster was visible. 60 meters tall, deep burgundy skin, teeth, horns, and claws as black and sharp as obsidian. Burning coals for eyes, a crown of thorns atop its head, and a loincloth of black silk covering potentially nonexistent privates.

As the flame died down, the monster threw its head back and roared, the noise making the air quake. Windows shattered on cars that had been parked a little too close, and if this hadn’t been a fairly obvious trick, it might have hammered into unprotected fighters. As it stood, the sound-dampening enchantment cast over the entire group reduced the volume from “damaging” to merely “irritating.”

The very instant the demon was fully visible, chains flew through the air and wrapped it tight, flowing through the low walls that surrounded it to tie it down … only for the Demon Lord to briefly transform back into fire. The chains fell straight through and melted on the way, splattering onto the ground below as molten, glowing liquid.

… Those had cost almost seven hundred billion won. Wasted.

What hadn’t been a waste had been training up the [Warden of Magic, Chainer of Legends] by having him try and restrain people with high physical Stats like Fenrir. That time, they hadn’t told the warden that it was a training exercise to make her work as hard as possible. It had boosted her [Chained Lockdown] by a whopping nine Levels, but she might carry this grudge even by the time hell froze over.

But Yoo-jin had known that the ability to evade restraining effects only worked for a brief time after summoning, and managed to arrange for a second, different attempt to be made later, citing that he wanted to make sure they had their bases covered.

In the few seconds between the first restraining attempt failing and the second activating, the demon had already flooded the area around it with hellfire.

Arrows, magically propelled rocks, even weaker spells burned up in the unnatural fire, wiping away a decent chunk of the opening salvo, number-wise.

But in terms of power, the stronger attacks went through mostly fine, slightly weakened but still coherent.

The monster roared in agony, having lost its eyes, eardrums, and if there’d ever been something under the loincloth, it was nothing but bloody ribbons now.

It was at this point that the second anti-movement trick activated, spectral chains briefly halting the monster’s movement while the ground underfoot reshaped itself to contain the monster.

Then, a hail of titanic arrows began to hammer into the monster’s chest. [Salvo of History] grew every time it was unleashed, and while it consisted of just very powerful arrows, it did have one of the highest potentials for growth of any [Skill].

A lance of fire forced Yi to dive for cover, but when the demon had thrust out its palm to unleash the attack, Yoo-jin had trapped the limb in ice. A dozen additional cold spells cast upon the ice cube reduced its temperature ever more while the flesh underneath grew brittle.

If they’d left the limb alone at that point, that would already have left the monster greatly restricted. But of course, they didn’t.

Kyo Yubin was one of the most terrifying area-control specialists whose [Class] wasn’t based on nuclear weaponry, the S-Ranked [Verdant Spellweaver] of South Korea.

For a brief moment, it looked like a small patch of grass was growing underneath the demon’s armpit, but it only took a single second for that patch to explode into a jungle of vicious greenery. Thorn-covered vines snaked up the demon’s torso pushing it one way while others pushed the ice cube in the opposite direction. And then, a tree grew to a height of seventy meters in a split second, its crown a simple fist-shaped hunk of wood.

It hammered into the spot where the ice ended and the rest of the demon’s body began, shattering the limb like glass.

Where before, the demon had been fairly good at keeping its balance, now, it had lost the counterweight of the ice and the vines were still pushing at it.

The ground shook as the monster hit the ground, followed by every cooldown [Skill] not used so far unleashed upon it. Burnt, frozen, electrocuted, cursed, poisoned, and more besides, the monster looked to be on death’s door.

“Huh, I thought this would have been tougher,” Yoo-jin heard someone murmur. Poor bastard. What was about to happen wouldn’t be caused by Murphy’s wrath, tempted fate, or have anything at all to do with a “jinx,” but it would happen all the same.

The Demon Lord expired under the barrage of some of the strongest attacks humanity could produce, but they didn’t receive a kill notification. Instead, a sphere of light appeared around the monster, gently pushing back anyone within a hundred meters and growing opaque. The last thing that they could see of the monster was being lifted back into a standing position, then the sphere turned pearly white and completely impenetrable to even sensory [Auras].

“Switch!” Yoo-jin roared out loud while setting exceptions via the party, and in an instant, the rest of the group was swept away in a wave of magic.

Everyone else found themselves on the outside of the arena a split second later, standing amidst as-of-yet-unused artillery pieces and concerned-looking artillerymen.

But he stayed where he was, along with any S-Ranker that could still contribute significantly. He and Isaac took a second to make sure everyone knew Yoo-jin was still in charge despite the fact that the second group, which was under Isaac’s command, had been called in. And then they waited.

The time the monster spent in that cocoon could vary from one second to five, it could reappear anywhere in the sphere, and had the same immunity to movement-restricting effects it had when summoned. Thankfully, given the situation, that was something they could pretend to have figured out on the spot.

When the pearlescent dome cracked, they’d already prepared every attack that could be held for a few seconds before being unleashed.

A sphere of scintillating light hovered above Amy’s hand, a combination of every spell that the magic users with the second group had been able to cast in a couple of seconds. Elena was wreathed in her own personal hurricane, ready to hurl it at the monster. The handful of gun users in the group stood ready to unleash hell upon the monster, their firearms glowing with so much power they’d almost certainly explode once fired.

And then, the monster reappeared amidst another area-sweeping blast of hellfire. Isaac stepped out to meet it, absorbing enough to shield everyone behind him while various tanks or projected shields took care of the rest. The very instant the monster was no longer hidden amidst its flames, the counterattack began.

Once again, the eyes were the first things to go, exploding under the hammer blow impacts of bullets.

At the same time, Amy’s attack hurled it off its feet with the ball’s initial impact, and then the ball came apart into its constituent spells that detonated once more. As the monster was flung off its feet, Elena’s hurricane swooped in to throw it skywards. A blast of fire managed to disperse most of the water blast, but by that point, it had already been flung a dozen or so meters into the air.

Isaac slammed into the monster, transformed into his monstrous shape, using his unstoppable force attack. The demon was hurled higher into the air amidst a spray of blood as Isaac tore through it.

The second group emptied their metaphorical clips into the falling monster, artillery spells, projected sword slashes, and more hammering into it.

But by the time the ground trembled under the demon’s impact, it was still more than capable of fighting back. Any normal creature, in any rational world, would have been dead by now. Eyes shot out, the projectiles that had destroyed them continued onwards into the brain. Fifth- and sixth-degree burns covered most of its body. A hole in the chest where a giant lizard monster-thing had cored the monster like an apple. And countless more injuries all across its body.

[Raid Bosses] were just built differently, and the ostensible “reinforcement group” could not have been designed to fight a completely fresh monster without giving away the game. They were meant to intervene once something went wrong, for God’s sake, not stand in waiting for a specific situation Yoo-jin could not have possibly predicted.

Fire erupted from the palm of the hand the monster used to push itself back to its feet, flowing across the ground like water, forcing people to go scrambling back, oftentimes with burned feet.

Isaac came back down like a meteor, wreathed in a white fire that somehow managed to hurt the Demon. Meanwhile, Yoo-jin charged in, using his [Aura of Winter’s Child] to deflect the flames while his ice flowed off him in a constant stream to form a barrier to his left and right.

The Demon Lord might have been a fearsome enemy, but now, it was caught between Isaac’s hammer and Yoo-jin’s anvil. Gravity magic enhanced Isaac’s blows while barrier and earth-shaping [Skills] enforced Yoo-jin’s defenses.

A massive explosion of fire and fury tossed Isaac clear, momentum alone carrying him over a hundred meters away even if it didn’t damage him in the slightest. Two incredibly swift punches got Yoo-jin out of the way, the first planting him into the ground like a tentpole, the second forcing him to generate a massive shield of ice to hide under.

Both of them required mere seconds to fight their way back to the monster, but in that brief moment, the monster managed to inflict devastating damage on their allies. No deaths, thankfully, the tanks in front managed to protect people and the teleporters were spot-on with their rescues, but some of the injuries would take weeks to heal even with modern medicine and the [System].

[———]

Demon Lord (Lv. 107 Raid Boss) has been slain. 65,000 XP gained (500,000 XP distributed across 739 people as per their contribution)

[———]

If it hadn’t been for the kill notification, they might have continued beating on the monster’s corpse for quite a while. As things stood, they weren’t entirely certain who’d felled the beast. They just knew that at some point during its rampage, the amount of damage it had accumulated had surpassed even that monster’s ludicrous capacity to soak up harm.

Once all the injured were seen, fires put out, and everyone had gathered around Yoo-jin, he began his speech.

“Thank you all for coming on this historic day. I know this fight was tougher than we might have expected, and the monster literally resurrecting was a particularly nasty surprise, but while we’re all still here, the monster isn’t. And that wasn’t just luck or random chance. That was the cumulation of immense amounts of planning, strategizing, and caution to the point where some consider it to spill over into paranoia.

“Today showed us that no matter how much we’ve understood about the [System], it’ll always have new tricks up its sleeve as we climb the Tiers. But we’ve also seen that as long as we prepare for the unexpected, we can beat it.

“Get your injuries treated, collect your share of the loot, fix your gear, and then head over to the Hunter’s Guild, we’ve prepared a little something. There are [Portal Mages] available for anyone who needs to get somewhere quickly.

“And once you’re ready to join us at the hall, I have just one thing to say,” he announced, switching to English for the final sentence, “Eat, drink, and be merry, for tomorrow we’re having a very exhaustive debriefing session.”

Nearly everyone around him winced at that.
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The party was in full swing by the time Yoo-jin was done with all the paperwork and headed out of his office.

On the way, he noticed Isaac had snuck off into a corner to have a phone call.

“Oh, I should have told you about the plans the moment I heard about them, should I? Keeping secrets is no longer needed?” Isaac asked. “In that case, why don’t I share the plans for Etzel far and wide? Or, how about the plans being drawn up for the Demon blood electric station? Should I share that? I heard about the plans for the Tier 8 Demon Lord before they became public, but I didn’t spread that around because I was told about them in confidence.”

Yoo-jin just kept walking, not eavesdropping, but even his hearing was good enough to overhear Isaac’s next response, though he didn’t catch the other end of the conversation. That would have required him to strain his hearing and actively eavesdrop.

“Matter of national security? Are you sure you don’t mean ‘matter of national bragging rights’?”

Yoo-jin sniggered as he heard Isaac hang up and jog to catch up.

“The more often I can rub a government official’s nose in the fact that them dragging their feet on following my suggestions had negative consequences, the faster they’ll move next time,” Isaac explained without prompting.

“How long do you think we’ll have to pretend to work before we can present the updated plan?” Yoo-jin asked.

“I think tonight will be enough,” Isaac said. “I’ve got a prank to play on Amy, and then I’ll head off to work on something else.”

“Prank?”

“She filled a really expensive bottle of scotch with rotgut and she’s trying to see how long she can get me to expound on its ‘flavor profile.’ I’ll see if I can turn it around on her,” Isaac explained.

“Aren’t pranks a little beneath you?” Yoo-jin asked.

“Eh, as long as everyone involved is laughing, it’s fine,” Isaac shrugged.

“Not what I asked,” Yoo-jin said.

“Most pranks are just bullying, and that’s beneath me. Good-spirited pranks are just another form of humor, and how boring would life be without humor?” Isaac asked.

Yoo-jin shrugged. “You might want to make sure no one films that. Your dignity is kind of important, especially considering your position.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll be careful,” Isaac responded.

And that was how the rest of the evening went. Parties, planning, pranks.


THE PREDICABLE BLOODBATH, OR “THE REASON RAID BOSSES GET NUKED”
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The show ended up being simply titled “[Raid Boss],” complete with brackets. And its premise was just as simple as its name. People got slaughtered by the monster while others commented.

Unsurprisingly, Herbert hadn’t managed to find any S-Rankers willing to fight in full view of the public. Most of them weren’t the kind of people who liked to play circus monkey, not to mention the issues that came with fighting with all you had on live television. Keeping at least some trump cards hidden was all the more important for public figures.

Even so, there were a grand total of three S-Rankers involved in noncombat roles.

Stein’s camera drone would be used to live-stream the fight, as without it, the show would basically have just been the commentators talking about recordings taken within the [Grave of Swords].

Isaac was, of course, needed to power the whole thing.

And Arthur had decided to take a role as a guest commentator at the last minute. Apparently, one of the participants had been relentlessly bugging him about not being allowed to fight any [Raid Bosses], calling him every name under the sun in the process. And now, he could comment on that man’s utter failure to beat the enemy he’d wanted a crack at for so many months.

Isaac had retreated to the far corner of the production room with his laptop, working while Arthur and Herbert did the prefight overview of the situation.

“So they can’t hear this, right?” Arthur asked.

“Are you worried you might accidentally give them tips?” Herbert asked.

“Nah, that’s no problem. As far as I know, there is no secret trick to killing a Crystalline Sage, and I couldn’t give them any tips they couldn’t have found online.

“But I’m going to talk really badly about Mr. Johnson, his group, and their chances. If they listen in and then lose the fight, I’m going to be hearing about how I ‘got in their heads and threw them off their game’ for the rest of eternity. So, are they listening in?”

“No,” Herbert said. “So, what do you think their chances are?”

“They’re going to be facing a Crystalline Sage as a group of one hundred people, with Levels ranging from 75 to 110. The monster should be somewhere between Level 80 and 90. In theory, working together, they should be able to win. In practice, they’re fucked. Camelot could win at those odds. SAS could win at those odds, though they’d probably struggle a little more than most people would expect because they’re specialized in fighting people, not monsters. And GSG-13 could also win at those odds, considering that they’re specialized monster hunters.

“Mr. Johnson gathered a group of friends, coworkers, and adrenaline junkies, and worked together with them to summon monsters, growing through Levels. It’s a workable strategy for fighting regular enemies, but the amount of planning and coordination [Raid Bosses] require if you don’t have a third again their Levels is absolutely bloody insane. I mean, you’d have a better chance of living if you went into a Manchester Pub wearing an Arsenal shirt than going up against a [Raid Boss] with what Johnson has prepared.”

“And you’re just here to gloat, then?” Herbert asked innocently.

“Of course not,” Arthur shook his head. “I’m here to point out exactly why you can’t compare regular groups of people who get together to get Levels with raid groups. Johnson spent more than a year begging, threatening, and insulting me, all for the chance to get himself killed. Hopefully, he’ll learn his lesson after this.”

Arthur could be a good liar, Isaac noted. He was absolutely doing this just to gloat, he just knew better than to say that out loud.

The conversation continued for a bit, typical reality television nonsense.

Isaac just waited until he got the go-ahead on creating the [Grave of Swords]. It came after an excruciating amount of time, but he did get it. At that point, he did turn and pay attention to what was happening.

The Crystalline Sage was a monster unlike any other, a [Raid Boss] unlike any other. It was a mere ten meters tall, tiny compared to most other [Raid Bosses], and consisting entirely of a pale blue crystal, though its physique made it look a little chubby. Of course, that phrase couldn’t be applied to a being made entirely of rock, but still, it looked slightly silly.

What was decidedly not silly was the monster’s staff, a spire of glass-clear crystal with metal threading through it, just as tall as the monster.

And even as the humans scrambled to get into a proper formation, the wires within had rearranged themselves to form a line of script, flowing from the top of the staff to the bottom. Said script was nothing like anything that had existed prior to the [System], and somehow couldn’t be subsumed into the [Omniglot] [Skill].

But once it had been written out, anyone, even children who didn’t even have access to the [System] yet, could grasp its meaning.

A [Lance of Annihilation] was definitely not something that anyone wanted to have pointed them.

Johnson, whose build was basically a typical paladin, tanked the attack, his shield interposed and enhanced by a cooldown [Skill].

Behind him, his allies spread out, mages to the back, groups forming for spells that required cooperation, others throwing up barriers to supplement the tanks.

A grand total of fifteen people made up the latter group, with plate armor, tower shields combined with either spears or short swords marking this particular kind of fighter.

Archers, skirmishers, traditional warriors, and healers filled the space between the groups.

Ranged attacks were fired back at the monster, spells pinging off the crystalline shell with a sound like hail as it charged.

“Oh, phalanx formation, bad choice,” Arthur commented. “With most [Raid Bosses], when they charge, you need a damn good tank to block them, and even then it’ll probably cost you a cooldown [Skill]. The problem is that when a monster charges and you have to dodge, being in a phalanx means that almost everyone has to dodge and they’re standing close enough to each other that getting enough space is going to be a stone-cold bitch.”

Three people “died” to that charge, simply smushed into the ground like a frog that had found its way onto a highway.

Once in the center of the formation, the Sage spun, staff flying through the air in wide arcs, sending three more people out of the [Grave of Swords] with a new trauma.

The [Thousand Ton Weight] hammered into anything in range with nigh-unblockable force.

Tanks scrambled through the crowd, throwing up new barriers to buy time for their squishier allies. Swords broke under the impact of the staff, but oftentimes, they did manage to slow down the staff enough for someone to dive out of the way.

In the center of the new circular formation, a chubby crystal golem literally danced, feet sliding across the ground in a strange pattern.

“Watch out! It’s drawing a ru⁠—”

“You know, if they were better coordinated, someone would have been watching out for a stunt like that, and the warning could have been better communicated than by yelling,” Arthur commented, heroically resisting the urge to make the declaration in a lazy drawl while hanging over the side of the chair. Thankfully, only people who knew him well would be able to tell; otherwise, that would have looked really bad.

Half the tanks were wiped out in a flash, the other half flung backwards by the [Resonant Shockwave].

The Sage dove into the biggest gap in the formation and spun like a top, its staff now in a configuration called [Font of the Inferno], flames spewing from the tip.

“Changing formation by people running away from the monster does not work terribly well,” Arthur commented.

As flames swept out from the weapon clutched in the monster’s right hand, its left was tracing patterns across its chest, scratching runes into the crystal.

Sitting amidst a burgeoning wildfire, the monster boosted itself with yet another rune every fifteen or so seconds.

Johnson took that as a golden opportunity to heal the injured and get into a proper formation.

They might have lost a third of their number and blown through half their big attacks, but they were getting into the groove. They knew the tricks, they’d managed to work out the kinks in their formation, and they’d had the time to set up big combined attacks.

Those thoughts and more were clear to read in their faces.

Yet the instant they attacked, the inferno swept towards them while transforming into a wave of electricity. Some people managed to block the attack, but too many tanks had died and the wave was far stronger than the fire had ever been.

As half the group fell down in twitching heaps, the intricate sequence of runes the Sage’s feet had carved into the ground under the cover of the flames was revealed.

The end of the fight would probably have been largely skipped over if this wasn’t a live show. Too many people were down, all but one of the tanks were gone, and a good chunk of the ground was covered in electrified metal.

Throw in the fact that the runes carved into the monster’s body had made it quite a bit faster and tougher and the humans stood no chance. None at all.

In the end, the Sage had quite a few cracks on its body, but it looked fine. To be entirely honest, the damage was so small that it could have been explained away as a naturally occurring pattern. In fact, without knowing what it was supposed to look like, most people probably would have dismissed the damage as having been there the whole time.

“HEY, I want another shot!” Johnson roared from the large room that served as a staging area.

“I’m afraid we have other contestants waiting,” Herbert announced. “But we’re always open to having returning contestants.”

Johnson stomped off in a huff, seemingly unbothered by his “death,” but many of his people were looking more than a little shell-shocked.

The subsequent fighters weren’t any more successful.

A dragon that wasn’t grounded swiftly enough charbroiled the support contingent before snacking on the armored warriors, crunching down on them as though they were nuts.

A Sanguine Monarch that had killed half the group while in its disassociated form, then tore through the rest so thoroughly it looked like they’d fallen into a woodchipper before they were healed and tossed out.

Thankfully, not everyone made obvious mistakes, losing despite doing basically everything right. Arthur made it very clear where the fault for those losses lay, and it basically boiled down to “not SAS/Seal Team 6 level training and coordination.”.
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Once everything was said and done, Herbert received several messages from various channels. Some were dropping the show due to how bloody it was, others were looking to pick it up.

And there were also various people who hadn’t quite put together that it was Isaac who decided what would be done with the [Grave of Swords] and proposed other fun ideas that could be done with a deathless place.

Incidentally, the [Skill] had ranked up to the max Level. It had jumped up by a Level when Isaac had arranged for a Tier 8 [Raid Boss] to be locked inside and the creative use on the show had pushed it all the way to the top.

[———]

Grave of Swords (legendary, Level max)

A vast field, countless blades thrust into the dirt, each one representing a warrior who fell in battle within this space.

This is the Grave of Swords, each one containing the power and knowledge of a specific foe, so the user may fight them over and over again, or be used as fuel to enhance this space.

Upon activation of this ability, both the user and one target will be transported to another plane (current size: circle with a 50-meter diameter) for one minute per Level in this Skill. The target must be either in contact with the user or the user’s soulbound weapon when this Skill is activated for it to take effect, though.

The Skill ends if one combatant dies, it hits its time limit, or is deactivated by the user. Any leftover mana will be refunded and placed in the Skill’s pool.

When an enemy dies within this Skill, a new blade is thrust into these hallowed grounds, containing a record of the fight, the fallen, and a measure of its power. With it, the user may choose to fight against the old foe once more for training purposes, experimenting with new tactics and moves without danger.

However, the weapons store the remnant life force of the monster, which can be used as additional fuel for this Skill as its cost increases with the strength of the other participant (+5 mana per opponent Level over the user’s, +50 for each Tier barrier between the user’s Level and the monster’s, overall cost doubled for Bosses, tripled for Raid Bosses, and quintupled for World Bosses).

This Skill can only be activated every five hours in combat, cost requires 1,500 mana to use, which it either siphons off from the user’s mana regeneration so long as the user’s mana pool is full or draws from the swords themselves. Cooldown can be bypassed by paying double the normal activation cost from the stored blades.

After countless fights where the user has sealed powerful foes within to protect his allies, this Skill has evolved to further enhance the isolating power of Grave of Swords. It can now be used to seal off a part of the battlefield, creating an incredibly durable spherical barrier around the user, with a radius of 50 meters (it increases automatically for larger, singular foes, according to the same rules as the regular use of this Skill). The user may choose to banish any person in their party from this zone to protect them, but enemies cannot be forcibly removed.

(Note: Inanimate objects overlapping the barrier will not be damaged, living beings will either be pushed into or out of the Grave of Swords if they overlap the barrier during its creation, depending on where the majority of their body is.)

Furthermore, this Skill has gained an additional effect due to a high degree of synergy with the Class Hildebrand’s Heir. When using the Grave of Swords to train against enemies trapped within, the user may choose to take along other people.

And now, it has reached the pinnacle of its power, becoming a tool to control the battlefield itself.

Firstly, the user may now control the opacity of the Grave, allowing people to see inside, allowing those within to see outside, or both. In addition, they may control whether anyone can take advantage of this sight, or if it is limited to just their party members or even just them alone.

Secondly, the Grave’s location is no longer visible from the outside.

Thirdly, when the Grave is closed by the user’s victory, the user may decide to exit into any safe spot within a kilometer of where it was opened.

And fourthly, the Grave can now be recharged or sustained with mana donated by others.

Cost: 1,500 banked mana base cost for combat purposes, cost increases with target’s power, increase must be paid from stored blades or the user’s mana pool

[———]

The utility of the Grave had taken a dramatic spike upwards, allowing him to use it in a way that wouldn’t leave him in a potentially hazardous position when it ended.

And the controllable opacity would be beyond useful not just when it came to making filming more convenient. Knowing what was going on outside or letting allies see inside would be useful as hell, especially when he could ensure that his enemies didn’t get any of the information.

Now all there was to do was wait until Etzel was properly upgraded to the point where he could farm Tier 8 [Raid Bosses].

[image: ]


As it turned out, Isaac hadn’t been quite correct when predicting how people would react to the show. There was the expected horror and pearl-clutching, but also a ludicrous number of daredevils who wanted to throw themselves against powerful enemies just because they knew death wasn’t permanent.

And people started offering ludicrous rewards for anyone willing to leak his phone number. Thankfully, he’d made it abundantly clear ahead of time that anyone whose organization leaked his number would not get his new one, no matter how vital it might be that they be able to contact him in an emergency.

That, in turn, was passed along to anyone within these organizations who had access to his number. Sure, they might be able to make a quick buck, but they’d get subsequently sued into the ground.

After a couple of leaks and subsequent retaliation, the message finally landed.


DEATH INCARNATE
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“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Patrick asked.

“Define ‘good idea,’” Isaac responded.

“You know what I mean. I know you’ve put some thought into this, but it just feels … it goes against every rule of scientific conduct and good sense ever written,” Patrick replied after a long pause. “Just … I know better than to think you’re being stupid, but that little voice won’t shut up about how this is going to go horribly wrong.”

“Let’s get one thing clear: I’m not infallible,” Isaac declared. “If I were, I’d be going at this alone. All of this,” he said, gesturing around himself, “Fighting the [System], the cult, everything. If you want to know something, if you feel like I’m being an idiot, just ask.

“As for this, I’m certain. The Ankou is a very dangerous Tier 10 monster, but it’s one I can definitely beat, especially with my new [Skill]. And I really need its Aspect.”

The [Skill] in question was [Titanic Presence], an [Aura]-based ability that let him use two at the same time.

[———]

Titanic Presence (legendary)

There are certain people who have a certain, well, presence around them. Raw charisma, sexual magnetism, a repulsive stench, it depends on the person, really. Draw the eyes, or make people hurriedly avert their gazes, both are a kind of impact.

When a person holding the power of a Titan enters a room, everyone knows it, as they are capable of wielding not just a single Aura, but two at the same time.

There are obviously significant difficulties attached to using not one, but two incredibly complicated abilities at the same time, which is why the second Aura can be slaved to the first, mimicking its movements. However, that will vastly reduce the power gained by this Skill.

Cost for second Aura is equal to that Aura’s basic cost.

[———]

Isaac couldn’t use the [Skill] to its fullest effect, using two [Auras] completely independently was damn difficult, but it was still an extremely powerful trick.

“Let’s clear out the rubble, and then, I’d like you to summon the Ankou,” Isaac said.

They were currently in the university’s Void Island, which they were officially using to fight some Seismic Golems. They tended to wreak holy havoc upon the foundation of any building they were summoned in, so they were usually fought there. Isaac had killed a couple to support the cover story, but now, it was time to summon the monster.

The reason Isaac didn’t summon the monster himself was simple. He didn’t have a big enough mana pool.

They tossed the monster corpses into their storage spaces, and then Isaac drew out the most complicated summoning circle in existence in chalk. A scythe made from solid steel, a large black sheet, and a few human fingerbones from a body that had been donated to science.

Patrick paused for a second before he turned to Isaac. “What happens if you lose? I know that’s probably not going to happen, but what if it does?”

“That’s what the deadman switch is for,” Isaac said. “Enough alchemical explosives to level the campus if we weren’t in a separate space, infused with reagents specifically chosen to damage a creature like an Ankou.”

“How does it work?” Patrick asked curiously.

“A spatial ring linked to the life of the wearer. When the wearer dies, the storage collapses and atomizes everything inside as it is expelled into the real world. There are substances in there that are perfectly fine when separated and in solid form, but when mixed together … boom.”

Patrick winced as he charged the summoning circle. “Can I leave before you fight the monster?”

“It’ll get summoned the instant you cross the threshold,” Isaac warned. “Let me get ready, then get out.”

While his colleague headed towards the exit, Isaac suited up. His armor covered his body in white dragon scales and Mimung manifested in his right hand. It was sharper than Balmung and when fighting an enemy that was basically a ghost, a weapon’s sharpness was more important than its heft.

And then he dismissed his [Aura of the Desperate Seeker]. The monster he was about to fight was fairly simple and not going to manifest behind him without warning. As long as he had eyes on it, he didn’t need his localized omniscience.

It was still weird as all get out to suddenly be all but blind now.

His [Aura of the Eternal Warrior] flowed across his skin, dyeing it a mixture of rusty reds and steely greys, like ancient armor that should have been retired long ago, yet it had been dragged into combat time and time again, endlessly. Despite the fact that it was one continuous piece, the energy field appeared pitted, broken, as if it had been pushed well past the breaking point. And yet there was still some strength remaining, an unshakeable, unstoppable core beneath the scars and the rust.

Not a single iota of power was projected outwards, every single bit of it was kept close to the skin as a protective layer.

Then, his [Aura of the Crimson Dawn] exploded from his heart in a pulse of red light, bursting from his skin in a wave the color of freshly spilled blood until it stopped at a distance of two meters from him. To anyone looking at it with spiritual senses, it would show a deep contradiction, of light and rebirth interwoven with blood and death on a fundamental level.

And finally, a Ka-Bar dropped into his left hand, held in an icepick grip.

“Ready,” Isaac announced, and Patrick left the void space.

In an instant, the atmosphere in this little pocket of reality shifted, growing cold, not in the sense of a physical drop in temperature, but on a metaphysical level, making Isaac shiver despite the fact that he could walk around in Antarctica in his underwear.

His shadow grew longer behind him, a black silhouette outlined in the ghostly light that emanated from the summoning circle.

An invisible, intangible wind began to softly whisper, the sound rising into a crescendo of howling gales, yet they were still only audible, imperceptible to all his other senses.

And then, the Ankou manifested. A pale, ethereal body barely visible under a hat and full body wraps of black cloth, a scythe clutched in the being’s right hand, staff parallel to the ground while the blade hung down.

All in all, a scythe was a truly terrible weapon in most circumstances. Only the side pointed towards the wielder’s body was sharp. Cutting someone required a strange sweeping motion during which the edge was dragged through the grass to the side. Good for mowing down plants, and maybe clearing out enemies who were significantly smaller than yourself, but not when fighting against an enemy of similar stature.

But unfortunately, this scythe belonged to a supernatural entity that ended lives and reaped souls. The tip of the weapon was the most dangerous part of the implement, and if that thing left even the slightest scratch, that wound would remain forever, bleeding. Or at the very least, keep bleeding until the Ankou was slain. In addition, without sufficient protection, the cold would seep into the wound to further damage the victim.

Furthermore, it did the same kind of damage that Isaac’s blades did while in their astral form, where they damaged the very thing that housed the [Skills] and most of your mana pool, your astral body. But the kind of devastation that scythe could inflict was so much worse.

It was still a crappy choice of weapon, no two ways about it, but it was a billion times more dangerous than any standard scythe could be, even one forged by the likes of Stagmer.

Throw in the danger posed by the cold that seeped into the very core of his being and the Ankou was definitely one of the apex predators of the post-[System] world.

But the [Aura of the Eternal Warrior] shielded Isaac from the worst of the cold, and the [Aura of the Crimson Dawn’s] regenerative effect would counteract the rest.

The Ankou blurred forwards, the arm holding the scythe sweeping around lazily.

[The Meaning of the Name] activated and Isaac charged. The precognitive effect’s cost of 20 mana per second was too high to use constantly, but Isaac’s strategy was simple. Use his regular combat experience to predict where his mundane combat sense would fall short and then fall back on magic in those specific circumstances.

If he’d stayed where he was or even retreated, the Ankou’s trick would have caught him. It had relaxed the grip on its weapon, causing centrifugal force to pull it outwards until it was holding onto the very end of its weapon, and in the process, it had almost tripled the range of its attack.

But Isaac had sidled right up to the monster, plunging the Ka-Bar into its chest as he bodychecked it, then spun and slashed a massive gap across its back as he passed with Mimung.

The Ankou fell to the ground for a bare microsecond before it all but teleported back to its feet, looking absolutely furious. Dagger stuck in its chest, pale blue fog rising around the injury, the shoulder Isaac had hit further crushed by his [Aura of the Eternal Warrior], and more fog streamed up from the massive gash he’d carved into its back. Not to mention the dozens of places where Isaac had torn small cuts into it with the bloody light that surrounded him.

Another charge, followed by an overhead chop, nearly ended Isaac, but he managed to delay the shaft of the scythe with his Ka-Bar while he slid to the side, once again slashing into the monster’s flank.

As the tip of the scythe struck the ground, the Ankou kicked the shaft of the weapon, causing it to spin around where the point was stuck into the dirt.

The metal shaft smacked into Isaac’s shins with enough force to cause him to fly over it, feet knocked out from underneath him.

Isaac managed to turn an undignified bellyflop into a roll, then [Phantom Stepped] out of the way as the scythe teleported back into its owner’s hands, then flashed towards his neck.

Another [Phantom Step] took him behind the monster, but the false image of himself that the [Skill] generated appeared in front of it … and promptly got slashed in half.

Isaac drove Mimung through the Ankou’s back, spearing the spot where a human’s heart would have been, and was rewarded with a huge burst of fog.

But of course, that wasn’t enough to stop the fucker.

It began to spin to face him, but then the Ka-Bar he’d planted in its chest detonated, throwing off its balance while Isaac carved into it with several more slashes.

Of course, he’d activated [Razor Trails], [Crippling Blow], and [Compounded Impact] on his sword, ensuring the blade left behind cutting trails in the air, it would be less capable of moving, and every strike would inflict exponentially more damage . It burned through mana like nothing else, but it also left the monster’s cloak in ribbons and its true body streaming mist to the point where it looked like a fog machine.

Hopefully, he’d be able to do a little more damage before … that happened.

With a howl that tore at his very soul, the rags were blasted off the monster, revealing its true form. A pale blue figure with a farmer’s hat, an indistinct face that seemed to change every other millisecond, a deathly cold scythe, and blue fog streaming from every surface of its body. It wasn’t as much as it was leaking from its injuries, but still enough to weaken or even kill it, given enough time.

Isaac estimated he’d cost it around a fifth of its essence, and it was losing enough every second that it would die in, oh, five-ish minutes?

The Ankou flashed past him, a single shallow leap at almost hypersonic speeds with the scythe’s edge protruding to the side, parallel to the ground.

[Phantom Step] to dodge, a second [Phantom Step] to teleport behind its back and distract it with the illusion, then use his oft-neglected illusion Aspect to create another duplicate, carving through its body several more times and planting two crystalline Ka-Bars in its body.

A giant sword manifested in the path of the scythe, slowing and redirecting it barely long enough for him to stab the monster once more.

The butt of the scythe came back around in an attempt to crush Isaac’s chest, but he dropped his weight to almost nothing, letting the weapon push him away.

[Champion of Mankind: The Thinker] activated, a dozen trains of thought eating through the allocated mana at an insane speed, but channeled the rest of the mana into his spells, each controlled separately and with the full force of his will behind them.

Flames, sticky as tar and hot as the heart of a star, splattered across the monster’s boots, partially gluing it in place. A different tongue of flame covered its eyes, others still flowed into the wounds, wrapped the scythe, and all in all inflicted enough damage to obliterate some [Raid Bosses]. The Ankou just glared at him, flames that had gotten into its body making it look like a lava lamp.

Using the final dregs of mana from [Champion], Isaac directed more fire behind himself to reverse his trajectory as he shot towards the monster, triggered [Form of Horror] the second the first cooldown [Skill] ran out, pushed [The Meaning of the Name] to its absolute limits, and finally, activated [I Am The Sword].

Both of the Ka-Bars he’d implanted in the monster detonated a second before impact, throwing off its counterattack while being a perfect part of Isaac’s calculations. An outstretched hand, all claws touching to form a spearpoint, went right into the newly opened hole in its chest and the rest of his transformed body followed.

Isaac slammed into the far side of the Void Island and came out right where he’d started the charge, watching the two halves of the Ankou fly in two different directions.

He ducked under a thrown scythe, but the weapon teleported right back into its owner’s hands, and then the Ankou’s whole bloody torso teleported.

Of course, the attack caused the monster to leak even more fog, but Isaac only evaded it by the skin of his teeth. And then, barely a second later, it repeated the process.

The monster was tearing itself to pieces, spending its own life force like water just for a chance to get at Isaac.

In the end, it got its piece of flesh. Twice. The cuts burned with pain as though someone were actively washing them out with liquid nitrogen while whipping at them with a cat o’ nine tails, but neither of them was even a single millimeter deep.

And then, on one of its teleports, it simply arrived as a puff of rapidly dissipating mist. Gone, just like that.

[———]

Ankou (Lv. 175) has been slain. 20,000 XP gained (16,000 base * 1.25 due to level disparity)

[———]

A shallow cut on his forearm stubbornly refused to close despite the fact that ninety percent of its depth was just dead skin, but it stayed that way and throbbed in pain. The feeling of torturous cold had lessened when the monster’s [Aura] had gone away, but “not actively being tortured” was not the same as “feeling good.”

The second cut had somehow found its way onto the bottom of his right foot, and that part was bleeding slightly, so Isaac ended up hopping around on one leg while checking if he’d earned an Aspect.

Unfortunately, the monster’s scythe could not be looted, even though it would have made for a fantastic weapon, given that it had gone through his armor as though it weren’t even there.

And now that Isaac was coming down from his adrenaline high, his shins were really starting to hurt. They might not have been cut by the scythe, but getting smacked by its shaft still did some serious damage.

He’d be able to heal it in a few seconds but even those few seconds sucked beyond measure.

At least he found an Aspect, after half a minute. It really wasn’t all that surprising, though. Tier 10 monsters had the highest Aspect drop rate of all non-boss monsters, and he’d been fighting one that had been thirty-four Levels above his own, which had massively boosted its drop chance.

[———]

Aspect of Ankou:  

This is the distilled essence of what makes an Ankou an Ankou. A being capable of both dealing death and resisting it when it comes for it. Shut down all hostile efforts at recovery, become free from the limitations of a mortal shell, and vanish into nothingness after bringing death to those who deserve it.

Requirements for Activation:

10,000 XP

Open Aspect Slot

Grants:

+25 (20 base +5 bonus from Einherjar race) Magic Regeneration

One of the following Skills:

Eternal Restoration

Freedom from Mortal Limits

Implements of True Death

Reaper’s Cloak

Endure Eternity

[———]

All of these were incredibly useful [Skills] and Isaac wanted all of them. But he had to choose and, in the end, it was very easy to pick. [Endure Eternity] was designed to help its bearer cope with the consequences of a very long life, keep their memories organized, and so on. Useful, and he’d have to pick up something like that at some point if he lived through the current crisis, but “if” was the operative word here.

Save humanity, then worry about what comes next.

[———]

Eternal Restoration (legendary)

Death and taxes, the only certainties in life. And one of those is a human construct.

Death comes for everyone, eventually. Enemies can be fought, as can disease and even old age itself. But whether it comes in the form of an insurmountable foe, random chance, or simple carelessness, everyone dies. And when it does, the Ankou (or some other being that fulfills the same role in another culture) will be there to escort the lost soul across the threshold.

But it wouldn’t do for that embodiment of death to carry the damage accumulated across the eons and look like a piece of roadkill, would it?

This Skill slowly wears down all effects that reduce the user’s capacity to recover and will remove all injuries exactly twenty-four hours after they occurred (anti-recovery effects may still delay this effect).

(Einherjar Bonus: Injuries will slowly heal, until the 24h mark, at which point the regeneration will be complete.)

[———]

One day to recover from anything, anything, was a damn short time. Of course, by the same token, all injuries would take that long to recover unless he drew on the Hydra for regeneration, whether he was talking about a lost limb or a papercut.

Well, not that he would get a papercut with his Fortitude, and even if he did, it would heal damn quickly on its own, but the point still stood. Better [Skills] for passively regenerating lesser injuries existed, but as far as recovery from serious damage was concerned, [Eternal Restoration] was the non plus ultra.

And the Einherjar bonus was nothing to sneeze at either.

[———]

Freedom from Mortal Limits (legendary)

What can mortals do?

Jump into a lake that’s even slightly toxic? Nope.

Survive even a measly couple of days without breath? Also nope.

Get close to the sun without getting fried by radiation? Not even that.

Let’s face it, mortals are exceedingly fragile, dying to all manner of stupid things, such as a lack of air, toxins, diseases, radiation, even from their own bodies growing in the wrong way.

This Skill grants freedom from all this. Radiation will not affect its user unless it is intense enough to physically burn them, any toxins that have not been created with malicious intent might as well be water and those that were intended as an attack are functionally useless, and only diseases specifically built to bypass this Skill will have any effect. The user will never again have to breathe, have issues with an incompatible environment, or the like.

In short, the only thing that can kill the user of this Skill is an enemy attack, or an extreme accident along the lines of falling into a star. Most “normal” causes of death have absolutely no chance of befalling them.

(Einherjar Bonus: Aging is slowed by 50%)

[———]

[Freedom from Mortal Limits] was yet another grand example of the kind of power a full Aspect stack could grant the bearer. As the [Skill] description said, it made him almost immune to standard causes of death, but Isaac was obviously someone who constantly ran into dangerous situations and fought monsters, which could still put him six feet under.

And the next time he had the free time, he’d be heading for the stars, well, the moon. In theory, surviving in a vacuum by holding his breath and periodically using an air bottle had been a possibility, but was just too risky.

Now though, he could easily fly through the vast nothingness with casual ease. And the increased lifespan didn’t hurt either.

[———]

Implements of True Death (legendary)

What is Death?

Is it the nothingness that comes after one dies?

Is it the headless horseman that rides across the fields in the dark and takes the souls of the dead? Or a scythe? Or perhaps some other manner of physical manifestation of the phenomenon?

In the end, the true nature of Death does not matter, as it is not a mystery for mortals to solve.

What does affect mortals is the many forms it comes in, the devastating weapons that dish it out whenever they are used.

At first, rocks and clubs. Then, spears, bows, and other constructed but still primitive weapons. Swords, crossbows, catapults, muskets, automatic guns, chemical weapons, bombs, nuclear warheads, biological weapons, magic, artifacts … and finally, the weapons wielded by this Skill’s users.

Any weapon wielded by a user of this Skill becomes an implement of Death and strikes devastating wounds.

For the first ten seconds, all healing is futile, no matter how powerful. Only a god may save the life of one struck down by this Skill during that time.

Once the first ten seconds have passed, self-healing abilities grow useable at vastly reduced power. After thirty seconds, foreign healing effects become useable, likewise at vastly reduced power. And finally, after ten minutes, potions and all other methods of recovery will be able to be used to some small degree.

It will take a full twelve hours for the consequences of being struck by this Skill to wear off.

Should someone die while under the influence of this Skill, no manner of non-divine resurrection will be able to affect them.

Cost: 500 mana per attack

(Einherjar Bonus: 1% of this Skill is always active at no cost unless actively suppressed)

[———]

Yet another ability that was nasty beyond measure, taken even further by the Einherjar Bonus. Expensive, sure, but its impact could be immeasurable if it was used right.

Many of the most powerful physical fighters had some kind of rapid or even instant recovery ability, something that could stop even a fatal blow from killing them as long as it was used in a timely manner. Being delayed by ten seconds could hardly be counted as “timely” under those circumstances, and might even cause an otherwise survivable injury to become fatal if he aimed the strike well.

With Isaac’s current mana pool of three thousand six hundred, he could only cast it seven times, though, so he’d have to be judicious in its use.

Also, reading between the lines told him that it needed to be applied to a weapon, which meant that slapping the power onto a conflagration or his [Aura] wouldn’t fly. In addition, it said nothing about affecting [Skills] that could delay the effect of injuries, or temporarily allow someone to act as though they were completely healthy. So an enemy with [Moment of Immortality] would be able to survive most hits for twenty seconds, completely bypassing the initial period of no healing at all.

But it was still an incredibly powerful ace up his sleeve, and it was the reason why enemies with the Aspect of the Ankou were what he feared most.

And that brought him to his last [Skill].

[———]

Reaper’s Cloak (legendary)

No one has ever seen the Grim Reaper (at least as far as can be proven).

People die every day, though, tens of thousands of them. And each of those deaths should be an opportunity to catch a glimpse of him, yet he remains an enigma. How?

This Skill is how. When its user kills an enemy that would provide at least some degree of challenge, they may, once per hour, vanish from sight as if they held a stealth-specialized Class equivalent to their current Level and rarity. This cloak cannot be used to attack under, it will immediately fail. It is meant solely for retreating.

It lasts for three minutes upon activation. 

(Einherjar Bonus: this Skill may be used every thirty minutes)

[———]

In essence, he would become a ghost after winning a fight. He’d have all the stealth abilities of a Level 141 legendary [Class]-holder, fully focused on hiding from others. That was a level of stealth beyond even Jason North or Alexander Braun.

And, of course, he’d gained quite a few [Skill] Levels overall.

[———]

Name: Isaac Thoma

Class: Incarnation of the Promethean Spirit

Species: Einherjar

Level: 141

XP:  733,194/1,420,000

Health Status: Healthy

Mana: 715/3,600

Stats

Fortitude: 255 (+20)

Perception: 560

Strength: 330 (+15)

Agility: 650

Magic Power: 350 (+10)

Magic Regeneration: 625

Free Points:  0 Stat, 2 Skill

Aura

Aura of the Crimson Dawn (short range, combat, blood, regeneration)

Aura of the Desperate Seeker (long range, sensory, mental, projection)

Aura of the Eternal Warrior (midrange, combat/mental/sensory, armament)

Central Skills

Form of Horror XXVII

The Chosen Weapon XXX

I Am The Sword XXIII

Grave of Swords XXX

Armory of Ancient Times XXII

Legacy of a True Warrior XXVII

Divine Fire XI

Champion of Mankind II

Skills

Hundred Faces XXVIII

Stealth XXIX

Power Strike XXX

Piercing Strike XXX

Sundering Strike XXX

Blades XXX

Sneak XXVII

Sweeping Strike XVII

Far Strike XXX

Manifold Strike XXX

Hunter’s Gaze XXX

Phantom Step XXIV

Unknown Fear XXX

Bestial Regeneration XXVIII

Undying Focus XXX

Tools of Terror XXI

Fleeting Presence XVIII

Crippling Blow XVIII

Absolute Blade Mastery XXV

Compounded Impact XVIII

True Cut IX

Legendary Blow XVII

Fully Geared XVIII

Knightly Leader XXI

Analyze Person XVII

Continent Strider XVIII

Burden of Power VIII

Expert’s Insight VIII

Blessing of Innovation XVIII

Lessons of History VIII

The Meaning of the Name X

Titanic Presence VII

General Skills

Gralloch XVIII

Alchemy XV

Death’s Embrace VIII

Bloodline of the Hellborne Survivor (Empower Relatives)

Advanced Bureaucracy VIII

Police Procedure VIII

Healing VI

Quest Giver III

Omniglot (109 languages known)

Member of the Round Table (Shade: Seon Yoo-jin)

Accumulation of Knowledge (unranked)

Well of Wisdom’s Blessing (unranked)

Enhanced Dragon-Scale Web (unranked)

Crimson Runic Script VII

Unrestricted Speech II

Aspects

Arcane Poltergeist (3 stack)

Greater Hydra (3 stack)

Megalodon (2 stack)

Twilight Weaver (3 stack)

Razor Apparition (3 stack)

Dragon (3 stack)

Least Demon Lord (2 stack)

Space Elemental (2 stack)

Ankou (full stack)

Death Knight (3 stack)

Aspect Skills

Flight of the Poltergeist

Ephemeral Form

Haunting Pursuit

Hydra’s Regeneration

Redundant Organs

Ignore Injury

Shark’s Body

Wave Charge

Lesser Illusion

Perception Interdiction

Warp Wave

Remote Wielding

Immortal Blades

Razor Trails

Draconic Heart

Dragonscale Mantle

Moment of Immortality

Grand Hellflame

Fixed Point

Space Affinity

Freedom from Mortal Limits

Eternal Restoration

Implements of True Death

Death Knight’s Endurance

Ghostly Armor

Armored Echo

[———]

In fact, [The Meaning of the Name] had hit Level 10, and blocking the Ankou’s [Aura] had boosted [Titanic Presence] all the way up to Level 7 over the course of a single battle.

[———]

The Meaning of the Name (legendary, Level X)

Two Titans.

Prometheus, the forethoughtful, and his brother, Epimetheus, whose name means afterthought.

One who is intelligent, avoids mistakes and traps before running straight into them. One whose hindsight might let him avoid making the same mistake twice, but by that point, the damage will already have been done. It should be clear which is the better thing to have.

This Skill grants its user the power held by the Titan that his Class is named after.  

Preternatural, nigh-absolute foresight, gained by boosting the user’s pattern recognition ability, mental celerity and temporarily granting them the ability to store all that information.

This process can be done subconsciously for short-term predictions, such as in combat, but anything longer term will both be more expensive and require active attention.

The efficacy of this Skill increases with the amount of information the user has access to, and may produce incorrect results if working off incorrect or incomplete data.

While this Skill does check the veracity of the user-provided info by checking it against all other available information, that is of limited use and may slow down the workings of this Skill if prioritized after the foresight itself or be of extremely limited usefulness if the predictions themselves are prioritized.

In addition, this Skill also provides the user with enhanced cognition, prediction, and pattern recognition even when not being powered by mana.

Cost: 20 mana per second for short-term predictions (combat), 50 mana per second for long-term predictions

If you also have Lessons of History, these Skills will work in concert to provide superior results for both, and it will run subconsciously beside its sibling Skill.

[———]

A simple upgrade, but one that would come in oh so handy. The ability to use a vastly weakened version of this [Skill] without having to pay the steep mana cost.

Looking over the various Aspects, seeing the water Aspects only stacked two high made him cringe. But the main reason he’d gone after them was to be able to function underwater, something that his new Tier 10 Aspect made completely superfluous. He had a few ideas about what to go after, but those plans took more than a little effort to become fully fleshed out.

Which left him with several more almost complete stacks, just begging to have one more added to them. But Isaac banished that idea from his mind with vehemence.

The Ankou had been a very dangerous monster, but it had been the easiest for him. He specialized in speed, could read its movements, and could counter its [Aura], which had let him outfight it.

There were several other monsters whose Aspects he wanted he could also outfight but they were too tough to beat. For example, he wanted a Lernean Hydra [Field Boss] to complete that stack, but while he could dodge and weave around it for up to ten minutes without taking a single hit, doing enough damage to take it down was well beyond him.

Ah, that would just have to wait until later.

Isaac scooped up the ectoplasmic remains of the Ankou to give to Chandler once he could reasonably have it, and left the Void Island … only to physically run into Amy the instant he was outside.

“Are you done in there?” Amy asked breathlessly, and when he nodded, she shoved him towards a suddenly conjured portal and via a hastily established party, warned him, “You need to attend that meeting. I think it might be your fault. Something about world leaders being warned about a skipped Tier?”

Well. Fuck. Godsdamnit. What the actual hell?


CHAOS INCARNATE
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What the hell had warned people? Some kind of [System]-based warning he hadn’t known about because even in the other timeline, no one had been stupid enough to summon a Tier 10 monster before the first Tier 9 had graced the light of day?

That certainly couldn’t be it, as Isaac had killed a few Tier 9s to get their Aspects.

So what hat exactly defined a “skipped” Tier? Maybe the skipped Tier referred to the world at large? Humanity was barely dealing with Tier 8, and hadn’t even touched Tier 9, he’d skipped damn far ahead of the curve. So perhaps that was what the [System] was counting, a person getting two Tiers ahead of the curve?

Or maybe the problem was that he’d gone straight to Tier 10 before clearing a good portion of Tier 9? After all, of hundreds of monsters at that Tier, he’d killed a grand total of two.

Or maybe it was a prank from Loki? Making an announcement to potentially land Isaac in hot water? It would certainly explain why the [System] was referring to a skipped Tier when the definition for that was so shaky.

… No, that wasn’t it. If it had been Loki, he’d have been around to gloat. What about some kind of [Skill] belonging to a world leader?

In theory, that might be it, but Isaac doubted it. Amy had referred to multiple world leaders being warned. Assuming all the information had been correctly passed down the line, that meant that they were probably dealing with something inherent to the [System] that contacted them, rather than them gathering information.

Also, why would they all be getting the exact same information that clearly gave them a supremely basic overview of the situation? They knew the monster had been summoned, but even if each of them had gotten an infinitesimal additional piece of the puzzle, that should have been enough to collectively figure out more about the current mess.

And in that case, he’d be getting called onto the carpet for the ass-reaming of the millennium right now.

Not to mention that he’d been in a separate space, the likes of which were mostly divorced from the normal means of detection. Global detection, let alone local detection, should have been impossible.

If he really thought about it, this was almost certainly him being asked for his expert opinion, not something aimed at punishing him.

Isaac froze the moment he was on the other side of the portal, half believing he was imagining his surroundings. The corridor was bog standard concrete-and-steel utilitarian construction, common amongst government buildings in places that weren’t usually visible to the public. So far, so basic.

But when his sensory [Aura] drifted off him, revealing all that surrounded him as it pierced through some of the world’s best shielding as though it weren’t even there, he instantly recognized where he was. Not because he’d ever been here, in either timeline. No, he’d seen it on TV countless times.

He was under the Bundestag, the German seat of government. All of this was fresh construction, stuffed to the gills with magic and [Skill]-based reinforcements. Interesting. More interesting was why on Earth Amy had been able to open a portal here. But as much as he might have wanted to investigate that, it would really have to wait until later.

Two guards clad in the seemingly ubiquitous discrete government bodyguard suit looked him up and down, asked him a couple of quick “Are you who you say you are and are you planning on murdering anyone” questions, and then one of them hurried him deeper into the building. The other was already busy with the next arrival, who had likewise appeared through a portal and looked damn important, though Isaac didn’t recognize her.

The situation room was exactly what Isaac would have expected. Reinforced to the nines; protected from most forms of surveillance and chemical or biological warfare; and heavy shielding that would stand up to most intruders for at least a few minutes. Even Isaac might have a little trouble getting through there—it would stop him for maybe twenty seconds.

There was a wall of screens with enchantments that allowed the people in the room to pick out every detail on any of them without becoming blind to any of the other images. The table in the center of the room had an utterly superfluous enchantment that allowed for the creation of holograms, though a woman in the uniform of a Brigadengeneral was using an Aspect to create the same effect. Apparently, the designer hadn’t considered how hard it was to use an enchantment like that without some serious skill at mana manipulation.

As for the people inside, Isaac recognized most of them from TV as well. Ministers, specifically, and, of course, the Bundeskanzlerin.

Heidi Goldschmidt had the “In my day, we worked twenty-five hours a day, walked barefoot through the snow to work, and the path was uphill both ways” energy that was normally found on grouchy old farts who couldn’t do much anymore yet still thought they were hot shit.

Except in her case, that energy manifested in actual strength of both mind and body, even at almost seventy years of age. Looking at her, Isaac would have believed her if she’d told him a story like that.

“Who do I talk to about getting a proper overview of the situation?” Isaac whispered to the aide closest to the door. “I got hurried over here without any information beyond something about a skipped Tier?”

Of course, this being the world after the [System], there really was no such thing as speaking quietly to avoid being overheard. Whispering was just a way of signaling to others that you’d prefer they didn’t listen in.

“Dr. Thoma, thank you for coming,” Goldschmidt announced as she turned in his direction. “I called you here because you’re the eminent authority on predicting monster strength, and abilities, and planning for those strengths. I, and every person on those screens over there, have received a notification about how someone skipped ahead and summoned a Tier 10 monster. I need a general prediction of its strength and a plan.

“Don’t bother going into your supporting evidence unless asked. We don’t have much time. Just a quick and concise summation of what we need to watch out for.”

Isaac had switched out his damaged armor for a casual outfit when he’d left the Void Island, which left him standing in front of, well, not only the Bundeskanzlerin but also the President of the United States, the British Prime Minister, and every other NATO head of state wearing jeans and boring t-shirt. And boy was he regretting his choice to not pack a spare suit into [Fully Geared] in case something like this happened. He could have, but noooo, he’d wanted more combat power.

He took a deep breath and began his speech.

“Basically, we can expect Tier 10 to continue the same trend we’ve seen in Tiers 7 and 8. They’ll either get big, I can’t imagine a Tier 10 Walking Mountain being anything small, magically powerful, or just have a lot of great power in a small package, with the latter category functioning a lot like humans with power that doesn’t fit their small frames.

“The good news is that it should currently be impossible to contain a monster at that Tier for any length of time.”

“How is that good news?” someone interrupted.

Isaac … Isaac decided to swallow a rude reply in favor of responding calmly. One did not snap back at the president.

“It means that this monster will be roaming around, not locked up in a cellar somewhere until it multiplies. If it’s still alive, it’s either free or about to free itself, and once it attacks somewhere, we’ll know about it.

“And before then, if it’s not on the surface, it’ll probably be bashing its way out of an underground structure, which should be visible to seismographs. If the pattern holds, the monster will start spawning in more of its kind after two and a half days. You can probably hold off on putting your respective military forces on high alert until then. A single, non-boss monster shouldn’t require that level of response. And all of that only applies if it’s still around.”

“You think someone killed it?” Goldschmidt asked.

“It’s possible,” Isaac said. “Now, I only summon monsters I either know everything about and know I can beat or a monster where I’ve killed every single weaker monster, and in the latter case, I only do so with a lot of backup, but …”

“Get to the point,” Goldschmidt shot him a glare. Isaac winced, but he’d managed to explain how he couldn’t be the one responsible for the mess without lying. Probably worth it.

“Given the right matchup and time to prepare, I could probably take a Tier 10 right now. With how much mana Tier 10s cost, we’re dealing with someone at a high Level, and it’s not inconceivable that they’re S-Rank. And an S-Ranker might be able to beat a Tier 10 if the matchup’s right.”

“What about artificially leveled individuals who put all their points in Magic Power?” the British PM asked.

“That method grows exponentially less effective the higher someone’s Level grows,” Isaac said. “We might have a problem with people like that in five years, but not yet.”

“And your plan for taking the monster down if something goes wrong earlier?” Goldschmidt asked.

“I’d take a look at it, analyze it, figure out what cooldown [Skills] would be the most effective against it, and then, we’d cycle in S-Rankers to unleash their biggest attacks on it. Tier 10 standard monsters aren’t [Raid Bosses], designed to offer a challenge to a group of fifty, who each hold half a dozen city-block-leveling aces up their sleeves. Standard monsters are meant to mostly be fought one-on-one, and even if this monster is at the upper end of the predictions, throwing cooldown [Skills] at it until it dies should be enough.”

“Thank you, Dr. Thoma,” Goldschmidt dismissed him as she went back to talking with the other people on the screens.

Being dismissed so casually was a very sobering experience, Isaac reflected. Normally, even when he wasn’t talking, he was somewhere near the center of attention. Sure, he also tried to avoid taking over situations, but that wasn’t the same as being relegated to being a wallflower.

Still, he’d said his piece, and explained how he wouldn’t summon a monster like that unless he knew he could beat it. Which he did, but considering that no one knew about the other timeline, it would be misunderstood in the way he wanted it to.

After fifteen minutes, Isaac closed his eyes for a brief moment, the standard three-second nap of a high-Level human, and slipped into the [Round Table]. All he had time for was scribbling a quick note and then he “woke up.”

Another fifteen minutes or so after that, Isaac felt the shift as Arthur swapped out whose [Skills] he could draw on.

[Smuggler’s Bolthole] was one of Jason’s [Skills] that let him move stuff from his inventory into a given, preselected location that he had some degree of ownership over or affiliation with. He had to have had the items in his storage for a while and couldn’t be directly contested, meaning he couldn’t be actively chased by the police or something like that, but this counted for the bottle of Ankou ectoplasm.

He dumped it on the [Round Table], which had thankfully become a real location as the [Skill] leveled, and waited.

During that time, he managed to get his hands on a copy of the notification. It had been extremely simple and basic.

[———]

Warning! A Tier 10 monster has been summoned by someone skipping ahead. Due to the potential danger, you and other leaders around the globe have been notified.

[———]

Isaac was now certain this was an inbuilt, [System]-based warning system, tacked on at some point. It barely gave any information, therefore, its impact was minimal.

In the end, it took around two hours of waiting, but then, something happened. Specifically, the screen showing the feed from the White House situation room suddenly became engulfed in chaos.

For a brief moment, Isaac hoped that this wasn’t Jason’s doing, that he hadn’t interpreted “deposit proof of the monster’s death somewhere it will be found quickly and won’t go amiss alongside some information on the cult we haven’t shared” as “cause as big of a fuss as possible.”

There were so many questions Isaac wanted to ask, but he held his tongue. He’d already caused enough trouble for today and probably burned all his luck for the year by not getting caught yet.

It took only one minute for the information about an intruder in the White House to be shared. Apparently, said intruder had placed a vial of mystery goop and a letter on the desk in the Oval Office, and then lit a match under a smoke detector to set it off. That had drawn in the Secret Service, who’d found a mystery package that wasn’t supposed to be there, and that had triggered a whole series of alarms.

Any remaining hope that the timing of this had just randomly happened to coincide with, well, today died when someone examined the vial. Ankou ectoplasm.

Godsdamnit, Jason!

But at least it had gotten the message across.

Then some poor sap, who’d ended up stuck in the Oval Office when quarantine procedures had been enacted, had read the letter.

It had basically apologized for the mess caused, and explained that its writer had been able to tell how fighting an Ankou would be safe but not known about the [System] warning. And then, to prove its bonafides, it had provided some intel about the cult that the Round Table hadn’t shared yet.

That was when the arguing started.

“So, this is a threat, we all know that, right?”

“Maybe. But that might just have been a quick and dirty method for getting us all to stop worrying and prove that the monster is dead.”

“And the solution to that is to stick it in a place no one should ever be able to break into?”

“If it had been in the bedroom, I agree, that would be a threat. After all, the bedroom is a private place. No one should be able to break into the Oval Office, yes, but it’s still a public space and one that got the information across very quickly.”

“Someone still walked straight into the White House without getting seen once. Who the hell can do that?”

“The same person who can kill a Tier 10 monster, apparently. Dr. Thoma, how sure are you that you could kill a Tier 10?”

The question getting thrown his way was so sudden that it caught Isaac completely off guard.

“Given all the information I have, I can confidently say that most S-Rankers could beat a Tier 10 monster as long as it was a good matchup,” Isaac explained.

“For example?” Goldschmidt asked.

“I’m a surgical striker, not a wrecking ball, so I wouldn’t trust myself against a Walking Mountain, but if I had to, I would go after a Galeborne Wyvern or Primordial Phoenix. Monsters with weak points, which are almost certainly vulnerable to pinpoint attacks.”

Not a single lie had passed his lips yet and he’d been right here the entire time, especially when Jason had broken into the White House.

“So we’re dealing with an extremely powerful individual with great sources of intelligence, and who can be extremely stealthy. Am I the only one assuming this is the Ghost?”

“The Ghost” was the nickname Jason had earned himself after kicking the ass of anyone who’d gone after Karl.

“What about Insight? They’ve been handing out intel like this since the beginning.”

“Maybe they’re the same person?”

And so on, and so forth. Isaac kept his trap shut unless he was asked a question, and in time, he got sent home.

[image: ]


“So, how come you knew how to teleport down there?” Isaac asked.

“They want loyal teleporters to know where that place is so they can be made to play taxi in an emergency,” Amy told him.

“No one ever told me,” Isaac pointed out.

“I asked them if they knew what the limitations of your portals are and they decided to leave you alone,” she explained.

“Thanks,” Isaac said. “Being thought of as a taxi first whenever shit went down would suck.”

“So, how did it go? There was something about a disturbance in the White House …”

“Oh, don’t even get me started …” Isaac sighed, then explained.


CONSTRUCTION CHAOS
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Sometimes, there wasn’t much of a difference between a warzone and an area under construction.

And Etzel looked like a bomb had torn it to pieces. The bones remained, but everything else was, once again, being rebuilt from the ground up. Isaac could see several [Combat Engineers] tear apart the walls and store them out of the way as the entire island was being altered.

The first and biggest problem was, of course, that the island was too small for a Tier 8 [Raid Boss] so it had to be enlarged. A difficult proposition when the whole place was surrounded by walls built to stand up to, well, [Raid Bosses]. And on top of everything else, the wall really was too valuable to just break.

Which meant that first, [Skills] designed for moving impromptu fortifications in the field were used to tear huge chunks out of the walls. Then, a new wall had to be erected in the water around the island to create a moat, and that moat had to be drained, filled with concrete, reinforced, the walls replaced and, finally, the gaps where there hadn’t been enough of the original wall would be filled in.

Considering the quality the building would need to have in the end, this would take a few months to finish even for someone of Karl’s caliber.

Isaac hadn’t expected to be back here until then, but then he’d gotten a request for a meeting and decided to go. But why the hell would someone still be here?

If his [Aura] weren’t penetrating everything here, if he hadn’t been expected by the various engineers here, he might have suspected a hit. Construction sites were generally fantastic places to kill someone, between the convenient disposal methods and countless nooks and crannies someone could hide in.

He’d been invited here by Brigadengeneral Horn, who’d been in charge of upgrading the Bundeswehr’s training and regulations to be compatible with the [System] and had taken operative command of the mess at Hamburg. Someone who really shouldn’t be on a construction site.

But in the end, Isaac had decided that the invitation had been legit and that there had to be some reason for the meeting location, no matter how strange said reason might be.

Locating the general was simple enough; he just asked the nearest construction worker for directions. Though, now that he paid attention, he noticed that the sheer number of actual military personnel was unusually high. Sure, this was a military base, but construction was usually done by licensed civilian contractors. Combat engineers were trained for, well, combat. Moving fortifications, generating minefields and trenches, demolitions, building roads, bunkers, and bridges, all in hostile conditions, that was what they were good at, and what their [Skills] did. Not … this.

In the end, he found the general in a warehouse-sized cavern buried deep in the guts of the construct, not just in the concrete base but tunneled into the ocean floor, which the whole affair sat upon.

And he wasn’t in a proper office either, just a large dark hole inhabited by the general, as well as a pair of aides and ten soldiers who he was ordering about. Judging by the varying division insignia, the latter had likely been a random group of individuals who’d been unfortunate enough to be in the area when the general had asked for “volunteers.”

Office supplies were strewn everywhere, the fittings for doors, wallpaper, an actual door covered in enough enchantments to block several artillery shells, and so on. The mess practically screamed “first-ever DIY project,” but considering that Isaac knew Horn to be competent, there was probably a reason behind it.

“Dr. Thoma, thank you for coming,” Horn greeted him as he carefully stalked through the debris field that was the center of the area. “I’m sorry about calling you down here, but I’m afraid all this was a little last-minute.”

“This is about yesterday, then?” Isaac asked rhetorically.

“I’m afraid so. Tier 10 monster possibly on the loose, no one knew what to do, really, and everything was based on just speculation. It made crystal clear where we’re lacking. I know you were in the Bundestag, did you get a chance to see the military side of things while you were there?”

“No, I was mostly in the background in the situation room, answering questions when I was asked,” Isaac said.

“Well, it was a bit of a mess,” Horn sighed, after he’d cast an anti-eavesdropping [Skill]. “We’ve got exactly one S-Ranked military commander in all of the NATO and European Union, which would be bad enough on its own …”

He trailed off, so Isaac finished for him. “But General Ardouin has problems. I get why he’s got problems with civilians who can level cities, and he might even have a reason to be the way he is, but his attitude could easily cause serious trouble.”

“We need more military commanders at a high Level, preferably ones with more esoteric, spell-like [Skills]. And we especially need some that are less likely to cause trouble. Who better to teach them than someone who’s trained a legendary king? In memory, at least,” Horn summarized as he went looking for somewhere to sit.

“Can I ask what’s up with this place?” Isaac asked as he pulled a pair of picnic chairs from his storage rings.

“That was a very nice way of saying ‘gigantic mess,’” Horn replied. “I have a [Skill] that turns my office into a fortress and grants all sorts of other boons, but I have to basically set it up myself.”

Isaac raised an eyebrow as he glanced around at the legion of helpers.

“It is a [General’s] [Skill]. I can have help, I just need to be there and involved,” Horn explained as he sat down.

“I know a few [Skills] like that,” Isaac responded. “Here’s the thing: Ardouin is an S-Ranker, with [Class] that has to be legendary, and based on everything I know, legendary [Classes] are functionally impossible to get in a classroom setting.”

“I wasn’t going to ask you to be just a teacher,” Horn said.

“Or via training, no matter how rigorous,” Isaac added. “And they’d have to start out at low Levels if you want them to have a full series of good Evolutions. Considering the [System] has been around for a while, that means I’d be teaching people who just unlocked it, and they’d be young. Freshly minted officers can’t be that highly ranked.”

“While I’d love to have legendary [Generals of Guaranteed Victory] running around, I’ll settle for a series of epic officers who can act as force multipliers under experienced generals,” Horn said, passing a folder across to Isaac. “Those are some of the finest graduates, or soon to be graduates, of our officer training programs. They’ve kept their Level at 10 throughout their studies, and they have several advancement options along the lines of [Elite Officer], [Well-Trained Officer], or some other variation of someone who’s been training a long time before advancing.”

“But you’re hoping I can get something more out of them?” Isaac asked as he flipped through the folder. The people within might be within a couple of years of him in terms of biological age, but they looked so incredibly young to his eyes. Baby-faced, even, despite the fact that they’d been through some fairly rigorous training.

“I’ve seen the [Skills] you can teach just by fighting alongside someone for a few days. Your two assistants became portal mages after a month of working for you, but you’ve surrounded yourself with so many powerful individuals that they barely even register by comparison. I think my superiors will be happy with anything you can do,” Horn said.

“In theory, I don’t have a problem with training military officers,” Isaac announced. “In practice … we’ve got a bit of an issue. I don’t want to focus on just the Bundeswehr and I don’t want to become the driving force behind Germany’s military might. I don’t want to choose sides like that.”

“You want to deal with the [System], but the [System] is neither a purely German problem nor one we can solve by ourselves,” Horn surmised and then laughed at Isaac’s expression. “It was worth asking, though.”

“How about we expand it to NATO, and select major non-NATO allies?” Isaac suggested. “Offer them a chance to send some promising, low-Level candidates to train under me for a while in between everything else I do.”

Horn made a wheezing sound that could barely be identified as a suppressed laugh as he presented Isaac with a second folder. “I managed to get some candidates sent over by proposing a joint training program without mentioning you.”

“I feel like we should have been working together more,” Isaac observed. “I think we could achieve quite a bit with a little coordination.”

He tossed the folder onto a nearby desk that had just been finished, “I’d need to see them in person, though. I can see a fighter’s drive for greater heights, not just their current achievements. And I’m not too hot on the idea of some of these nations. They might have gotten the status of ‘major ally’ due to natural resources or maybe a favorable location, but human rights issues are a problem now more than ever.”

“I can make sure that you’ll get your candidates,” Horn promised. “How about we have some kind of initial meeting of the standard candidates, then you can pick your candidates, give me the list, and I’ll find a way to make it out like the candidates were chosen by a committee or something.”

“That would be great,” Isaac nodded. Ardouin wasn’t the only military officer rubbed the wrong way by the existence of and interference by incredibly powerful civilians. "We’ll also need somewhere to hold training because Etzel is currently not in a position to be used. How long are the renovations supposed to take, anyway?”

“A while. We’re planning on expanding the island as much as possible before finishing renovations, so we have less work at Tier 9 and maybe even Tier 10. And as you can see, we’re establishing this place as a tertiary command center.”

Isaac raised an eyebrow and sent a questioning look skywards. “Is that safe? From the sound of things, you aren’t planning on stopping the [Raid Boss] fights.”

“Safer than you’d think,” Horn said in a tone that clearly conveyed that he believed it. “Everything is reinforced to the nines, there is almost a kilometer of solid rock between this place and the surface, and once we get around to it, every pound of it is going to be enchanted.”

Isaac nodded. He’d suggested something like that in his designs for the island, to prevent potential issues with geokinetic, telekinetic, hydrokinetic, or vibration-based monsters from damaging the places where the artificial island connected to the vastly weaker seafloor. From the sound of it, the suggested enchantments would be vastly increased in power, to the point where they’d provide a sufficient degree of protection.

Yes, having an important military base located right under the [Raid Boss] summoning ground was still a big risk, but they were being as safe as possible when summoning.

“Not to mention the fact that we’re continuing to expand the island. Eventually, the arena will be quite a bit further away than it is now. And if all precautions fail, well, that’s what the [General’s Sanctum] is for.”

Ah, now things really made more sense. Isaac hadn’t had enough information about the [Skill] to recognize it from context clues, but now that he had the name, everything was clear. It allowed the bearer to set up a sanctuary, and in case of emergency, that sanctuary could be pulled into a pocket dimension where it would be functionally untouchable for up to an hour, once a year.

If something bad enough to trigger the sanctum showed up, well, then it would be bad enough to threaten not only this bunker but also the mainland. At that point, shit would have truly hit the fan whether the sanctum was here or not.

“So, until the renovations are done, where would I be training my trainees?” Isaac asked. “I’m guessing the other participating nations are going to have something? I’d suggest Korea or Singapore. I’ve got a few contacts in both places, but they aren’t exactly central. The Americans probably have a few great places too, but once again, logistics would be a bloody nightmare. We’d need a European arena. Which one would you suggest?”

“You don’t know the other European arenas?” Horn asked, surprised.

“I do. The French have a trio of bunkers, Italy has a hollow mountain in the Alps, Luxemburg’s [Sky Lord] formed one out of clouds and if a fight goes badly, it dissolves and dumps the offending monster into the magical minefield below. And so on,” Isaac stated. “I know the various arenas, but I haven’t used any of them yet. I thought you might have.”

“Passing familiarity,” Horn shrugged. “The people who are in charge of the summoning programs are so busy they barely have time to inspect their own arenas, let alone look at anything else. Even when this place is finished, Oberst Gram will still be doing all the work here.

“But arranging for workspaces is my job. The question now is how much time you can offer to spend teaching.”

“Depends.”

“On?”

“How much leeway I get, how many trainees I have, and where said trainees will be deployed. I’ve said it countless times, but I’ll say it again: The [System] has the potential to royally fuck over all of humanity. I can see a potentially huge benefit in training officers to become capable of fixing [System]-based issues. If …”

“You want me to make it worth your while,” Horn interrupted. “You want enough leeway that the time you spend training is worth more than your other projects.”

“It’d have to be very worth it,” Isaac said. “I’m extremely busy already. I create tactics against monsters, coordinate with contacts overseas, there’s a blacksmith and an alchemist I work with to come up with new weapons, tools, and uses for both. Not to mention my own advancement, the monsters I hunt to hand over the materials, and so on. And I’m running my own company. It might mostly work on its own, but I still have to spend time dealing with certain things.

“Throw in that I’m training with the fellas over at the Federal Agency for the Supernatural twice a week, the time I spend teaching [Skills] to select military officers, and the fact that I can’t work every single hour of every single day and I really don’t have that much time to spare.”

Then there was the stuff he did for the Round Table and quite a few other things he didn’t want to talk about to Horn.

“Fundamentally, I’d need complete freedom designing the training regimen, real authority over the trainees, and a metric ton of resources. And eight months. Give me that, and you’ll have half my time. Twelve hours a day, eighty-four hours a week. And by the end of those eight months, you’ll have people on the path to reaching the top, with epic [Classes] at the bare minimum, and as much experience in [System]-based combat as any Dungeon delver. That’s my offer. I understand if that’s more than you can guarantee, but I’m willing to wait as long as is necessary.”

On the inside, Isaac was cheering at the possibility of getting to properly train officers. He hadn’t expected to get to do this until much later. The sheer amount of pull he’d need was ridiculous.

But now was the perfect time to do this. Most of his other projects were going smoothly and running without his direct management.

The research was going perfectly, and so many powerhouses had been raised in the process that his watching over everything was no longer needed.

His company was working just as well as it had on day one.

The [Round Table] wasn’t even his project, but it was also going smoothly, with each of its members doing their part.

And now, hopefully, this military project would be his next challenge.


BOILING FROG
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The military was a place that embodied the very concept of “regulation,” at least in theory. Discipline, a strict hierarchy, rules for absolutely everything.

Which just meant that when things weren’t going well, it was all the more obvious, blindingly so.

And the reactions to the “miscommunication” that had caused chaos at the highest levels of government most certainly fell under the umbrella of “not going well.”

The true nature of the incident was still somewhat shrouded in mystery to most people as no one had officially announced anything, but the mess had been impossible to hide as every head of state had been informed of the Ankou.

Sure, there might be a few tinpot dictators and warlords completely lacking in legitimacy who hadn’t gotten the memo, but most of the world had received the warning. However, the real issue was that not everyone had gotten the all-clear quickly, as the Americans had been understandably reluctant to widely announce the fact that the White House had been infiltrated. The information about the situation having been resolved had eventually trickled through, but not before noticeable military preparations had been made by quite a few nations.

This, in turn, had been noticed by various journalists, as had been the chaos at the White House, sparking endless speculation, which had then become the sources of several conspiracy theories.

At the same time, it hadn’t taken long for soldiers to become suspicious of the sudden “drills” caused by their leaders being alarmed.

Thankfully, the full truth had stayed hidden. [System] messages might not be possible to fake, but pictures of them certainly could be. The various absolute rulers on planet Earth had been the only ones in their respective governments who’d gotten the warning and had apparently decided against widely announcing the whole mess. Presumably, the fear had been that they’d be called liars and lose some integrity in the eyes of their subordinates.

But where the mess had largely become a mystery in the eyes of the public, it had merely become a source of too-rapid development for the crowd in front of Isaac.

In the end, they’d settled on meeting in Grafenwöhr, an airplane hangar. It was fairly centrally located and had plenty of space available not only for this but to set up whatever was needed for training. In addition, well, it was a training ground and used to the sheer chaos of [System]-based training.

That didn’t mean that it was ready for the sheer chaos of having such a disparate group all but dumped into it.

Isaac, though, didn’t have to deal with any of that. He was just staying nearby, observing, checking out the “kids.”

In hindsight, scouting out potential students was the real use for the power to recognize worthy warriors he’d gained alongside his Einherjar race. Sure, it was useful for picking out powerful enemies from crowds who might have otherwise hidden from sight, but finding students was where it truly shone.

It was initially shocking how many people didn’t meet those criteria, but it did make sense when he really thought about it.

For one, the standards of his ability were incredibly high. Someone who would strive to reach the point where they would be worthy of being chosen to fight in the final battle for the survival of the world, fighting monsters capable of cataclysmic acts of destruction.

Also, there were plenty of reasons one would join the military that didn’t involve getting better at fighting. Patriotism, getting a paid-for education, wanting a path out of a bad situation, a desire for structure, and more things could have placed people in the group in front of him.

General Ardouin was a member of that illustrious group, but only a few other commanding officers were. Horn wasn’t, being “just” an extremely well-trained and capable professional with decades of experience on the job.

As for the actual prospective trainees, there were perhaps twenty people who had what it took, another thirty or so who might be worth looking at, and four hundred and fifty who’d quit before the end of the month. He gave those names to Horn and made a slow retreat until he’d left Grafenwöhr, then teleported right back to the university to make some arrangements.

Not to mention that he had several requisitions to make of the Bundeswehr’s stocks. Horn had apparently rushed to give Isaac everything he’d asked for, even before the whole international angle had been arranged. Isaac suspected that the general had hoped that he’d just train the German contingent in case it didn’t work out with their allies.

Of course, once Isaac had selected the group, there’d been a whole lot of people who’d wanted to get their protegees into his class. He’d hemmed, hawed … and let in a few more people. The ones who’d get themselves kicked out the fastest, naturally.
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Day 1

Second Lieutenant Allan Smith had had one hell of a week.

First, there’d been a completely unscheduled “drill” that had involved putting the entirety of the United States military on high alert.

Then, the drill had ended with unexplained suddenness while at the same time, something had gone down in Washington. He hadn’t been there to see that part, but it hadn’t been hard to put two and two together after reading the newspaper.

After that, he’d been packed up and shipped off to Germany along with several others for God only knows what reason. Only to then find out that all of NATO and several allies outside of it had sent people just like him, around five hundred altogether.

And now, he’d been taken from even that group for “special training.”

“Special training” was one of the most terrifying phrases that an officer could say, just as bad as “opportunity” or “you’ve all volunteered.”

Yet it didn’t seem all that bad so far. He, and around sixty others were in a bog-standard lecture hall, “decorated” in the sparse style of a military building, waiting for the teacher.

Mind you, said teacher wasn’t late. It was just that everyone here was at least half an hour early.

12 pm. That’s when they were supposed to be here. Ten more seconds before the teacher was officially late. Not a good start.

Nine.

Eight.

Seven.

…

One.

Zer—in the very instant the clock hit twelve, a portal flashed open behind the lecturer’s desk, revealing a young man wearing dark grey outdoor clothing that was similar to military fatigues, but could not be mistaken for them even at a distance. Shockingly black hair, and green eyes that seemed to glow with an inner light were somehow clearly visible even all the way across the room. Wait, that couldn’t be …

“Good afternoon. My name is Isaac Thoma and I’ll be your instructor for the next eight months. During that period, from 12 pm to 12 am, You. Are. Mine.

“No, I do not hold a formal rank in any military, but I have been given authority over you and if anyone has a problem with that, there’s the door. Feel free to argue your case to your superiors, not to me.

“What you do with your time when I’m not here is up to your superiors, but if I were you, I’d prepare for eight months of nonstop effort.”

Thoma stepped around the desk while he grabbed a sheet of paper off it. A softly glowing blue orb manifested above his free hand, around the size of a marble.

“Some of you might have realized that all of this is very last minute, and you’ve probably realized that this has something to do with what happened last week. If you know the full truth of the matter, you’ve likely received orders to not spread that information. If you don’t, suffice it to say, there was a miscommunication that caused most militaries to go on alert, exposing some gaps in overall preparedness. Specifically, officers completely integrated with the [System].”

He held up the hand with the glowing marble.

“And that’s where you come in. I’m going to throw you into the crucible over and over again, all the while teaching you tricks that maybe a hundred of your superiors can pull off.

“First of all, we have mana manipulation. Before your imagination runs away with you, let me show you what two thousand points of mana do to a sheet of paper.”

He flicked the marble into the sheet of paper, causing everyone to flinch, and quite a few people even ducked under their tables. Not that it would do much. He’d have taken precautions, and if he hadn’t, they were all dead anyway. Two thousand mana was enough to power an artillery spell capable of leveling a city block.

The sheet of paper twitched but did nothing else.

“Mana can act as reality’s cheat code in the right hands, but it requires proper instruction to do so. On its own, generally, it’s invisible and intangible. Even when significant amounts of it are compressed all you’ll see is a little heat and light. Anything beyond that is the result of mana filtered through the lens of spells or [Skills]. Even [Manaweaver] needs a [Skill] to facilitate the manifestation of solid shapes and energy blasts.

“So no, you won’t functionally become wizards along with your [Class] abilities. However, you’ll be able to use almost all magical objects, even badly made ones that do not automatically interface with the user’s mana.

“It’s also possible to refine the use of certain [Skills] via mana manipulation. For example, one can interface one’s mana network with someone else’s training field [Skill] to make use of it even when one is too powerful for the [Skill] to contain.

“Also, skill at mana manipulation transfers almost directly to skill with the elemental abilities you’ll get from the Aspects you’ll get later.”

Holy shit! Ho-ley fucking shit! Right at that moment, Allan didn’t care what he had to do, what hell Thoma would put him through if he got those Aspects. In theory, anyone could get them by killing monsters. In practice, they were so rare that one might only see one or two a year, and even then, there was no guarantee the specific one that dropped would be useful for you.

Many officers had one or two, usually one for regeneration and one to grant them an elemental attack ability in case the enemy did somehow reach them.

Special forces were usually loaded with Aspects, easily doubling the number of [Skills] at their disposal.

And then there were the most powerful people in the world, S-Rankers, who were wielding levels of power that should have remained in the realm of comic books, who had more Aspects than Levels!

If someone like Thoma promised to give them Aspects, then Allan would be able to grow to incredible heights.

“Which brings me to the final part of this introductory speech. The bad news. Because this was all so last minute, parts aren’t ready yet. That means that you all get to do the easy part up front, instead of having it spaced out across the months.”

With that, he pulled a small sack from beneath the lectern and emptied it on the tabletop.

With a metallic clatter, countless small objects scattered across the surface. Were those … rings?

“These are second-generation storage rings. They are absolute garbage, with barely enough space to store a standard moving box, and they’re literally impossible to use by anyone who doesn’t wield near caster-level mana control. Your lunch is in there.”

Thoma grinned evilly as the trainees around Allan shifted nervously. “Don’t worry, if you can’t get into your rings, I’ve got some bread and water over there. Now, everyone come grab a ring and then I’ll teach you how to get started. Oh, and you’d best learn quickly because come Monday, the key to the bathroom will be in one of these.

“But the first three people to open their rings will get one of these,” he announced as he pulled three more rings out of his pocket and laid them on the lectern in front of him. “Fourth-generation storage rings. They each hold two cubic meters of material and can be freely used by anyone, no matter their skill at mana manipulation. They can also only be used by their designated owner.”
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Day 7

The last week had been the weirdest of Allan’s life, hands down. Dr. Thoma had sat at the front, working on preparing the future training exercises. He’d answered questions when they were asked, given hints, and made suggestions.

But he’d also asked some very weird questions. Favorite video game and playstyle in it. Chess knowledge. Sports preferences.

Also, true to his word, Thoma had stuck the key to the bathroom in one of the rings and the few people who hadn’t mastered mana manipulation by then had been in serious trouble.

Today, though, things had come to a head.

“What the hell is wrong with you? Are you insane?”

Thoma had laid out adult diapers at the start of this particular lesson, “in case anyone couldn’t hold it for another twelve or so hours,” and some of the people who were still struggling had lost it.

“Lieutenant Hampton, there are three kinds of people in this room. Those who have gone above and beyond in training and their studies, those who have a certain je ne sais quoi that didn’t make it into their file, and those with patrons who were going to be easier to fend off after their darling already flamed out. So, lieutenant, which category do you think you fall into? And who will I get to tell all about how their recommendation was bullshit?”

Thoma hadn’t even been looking at Hampton for most of the speech, only locking eyes with him during the final sentence. It was surprising just how much contempt had been packed into that “lieutenant.”

“I’ve got top marks at …” Hampton began. Smith knew him from training, he was from an old army family. And he’d been an exemplary soldier on paper but with a certain air of annoying, smug superiority about him. Allan had been very surprised to see him here, but now, things made a little more sense.

“Does this look like your old environment?” Thoma asked acidly. “I don’t care about what your file says you’re capable of, I care about what you can actually do. And from what I’ve seen so far, what you can do isn’t enough. So either put in the effort to catch up, or get out.”

With that, Thoma rose to his feet and strode towards Hampton, with what had to be an [Aura] boiling off him. “Make your decision. It won’t get any easier from here on out.”

Hampton stalked out through the door with what little dignity he could muster and that was that.

Thoma turned around at the door and flashed them a grin. A grin they all knew to interpret as “He just had an evil idea.”

He led them to what looked to be a standard assault course.

[———]

Isaac Thoma would like to teach you the Skill [Medieval Leader]. Would you like to learn this Skill?

Y/N

[———]

The message suddenly appeared in Allan’s face and he nearly tripped, but he caught himself and accepted.

[———]

Medieval Leader (rare)

This Skill is an essential component of leading a group of your fellows into combat.

Firstly, it allows for the creation of an official, System-acknowledged party with all the advantages that entails (knowledge of each other’s health states, locating allies, XP sharing).

Secondly, the user can remotely talk to party members up to five hundred meters away, as well as create location markers and share information, with the distance increasing another one hundred meters per Level in this Skill.

Cost: 100 mana to establish, 300 mana per day to sustain

[———]

“Party-based communication is an essential ability on the modern battlefield. Since you’re all still using your starter [Class], you won’t have a [Skill] to create one yet. Until you get your own, use this one to practice.

“This is where you’ll practice. That is an assault course absolutely stuffed with traps, including alchemical irritants, teargas, and so on. You fine folks will take turns guiding the others through the course with the intel I provide. Good luck, and you’d better hope that the people you steer into a trap aren’t petty enough to retaliate.”
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The evil grin dropped off Isaac’s face the instant he was out of sight of the trainees. He wasn’t a big fan of playing the tough guy, most of the time. That stuff was reserved for nepo-babies and others he wanted to unleash his wrath upon, of which there were none left, not people doing their best.

Graciously accepting them had short-stopped a lot of arguments, and the spectacular self-destruction that followed had both spurred everyone else on and proven his judgment was sound.

But all in all, this was going fairly well. No one had reached his level of mana control by this point, never mind caster-level skill, but all remaining people were proficient enough to reliably use even the beyond-terrible second-generation storage rings.

And he really was a big fan of the assault course. It was absolutely stuffed with all sorts of fun things. He’d probably be able to use the video footage of his training to start a prank YouTube channel and get a million followers in a couple of weeks. He wouldn’t, but it was that sort of problem.

If he’d had completely free rein, he’d have gone with painful traps that would be healed once the course had been finished, but he was limited by military regulations. Instead, he’d gone in the direction of causing another kind of pain. Ego damage. Get stuck upside down in solidified foam that still allowed one to breathe for half an hour and you’ll do your damndest to make sure it doesn’t happen again.

Of course, the task was massively complicated by the fact that they had practically no command or coordinating [Skills], but that was actually a good thing. Because under those circumstances, they needed to get creative, they couldn’t just rely on [Skills] to get the objective meaning of their orders across.
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Day 42

After three weeks of alternating mana control exercises and being chased down exceedingly insane assault courses, Thoma led the group out into a large chamber with a summoning circle in the far corner.

“This, ladies and gentlemen, is where you’ll be earning your Aspects.”

A thin, razor-sharp blade manifested in his right hand as he spun around and offered it to them, hilt first.

“This is a ‘True Copy of Mimung.’ Obviously, there can only be one Mimung, but this thing is every bit as good as the original.

“I know you’ve speculated a lot about why I was asking all those questions earlier. I was working out which Aspects would go best with your personality, and the build you had in mind. So, who wants to go first?”

Almost half the hands went up at that, but Allan was slightly faster and was called over. But the moment his right hand grasped the hilt of the legendary sword, Thoma revealed what he had in his other hand. A black bag, the kind that would go over a prisoner’s head in a spy movie.

“Oh, I almost forgot, you’ll have to wear this. I’ll intervene if you’re in danger, but beyond that, you’ll have to rely on your comrades to guide your blade. Figure out who you’ll be listening to, how many people should be involved, and so on. Good luck.”

And with that, he teleported to the far corner of the room, where he’d set up a laptop and a pile of paperwork.
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Allan’s breath was loud in his ears, the fabric of the bag rough on his face. Sweat slicked the handle of the blade he held, and horror scenarios of what might happen if he dropped it ran through his mind. It was so sharp that he could chop someone of his power level in half and not even notice. If he dropped it on his foot or stepped on it … it didn’t bear thinking about.

“Duck, horizontal slash!” Yu ordered via the party. In the end, it had been decided that only one person would be passing along information to the person fighting to streamline the process and Allan had gotten along with the man from Korea the best so far.

He did his best to obey the orders, a [Skill] meant to facilitate better information sharing between [Students] of all things helping guide him, but he didn’t manage to execute it properly.

A palm to the chest threw him clear while the bag was plucked from his head.

He saw the dead body of the Echoing Wailer, a massive frog-like monster, lying there, split clean in half by Thoma’s blade. And the Aspect that glimmered in the corpse.

Thoma grabbed it and pulled it into his storage. “This will go to the base stores for the higher-ups to fight about. I killed that monster, and Aspects work best when you harvest them yourself. Figure out where you went wrong and try again.”

Allan just barely managed to strangle his cry of protest, letting out a low wheeze. His Aspect …
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“Duck!”

Allan ducked, feeling a shockwave blast past overhead.

“Stand up, two steps forward, stab.”

He didn’t feel it as the blade hit the monster, cleaving flesh as though it weren’t even there. But he did feel the resulting spray of blood.

“Turn and run!” Yu yelled. He didn’t need to tell Allan twice. He just took off. That had been the plan, fatally wound the monster, then leg it.

“WALL!”

The warning came a little too late. Strong hands stole the sword out of his hand a split second before Allan’s forehead met the straw-padded wall.

A [System] message appeared in his vision.

[———]

Echoing Wailer (Lv. 9) has been slain. 35 XP gained (50 XP base distributed across 11 people as per their contributions)

[———]

“Not bad,” Thoma’s voice came from right next to him. “Now do it again until you have the Aspect. But I have to ask: DID YOU NOT REALIZE THAT IF YOU SHOULDN’T RUN WITH SCISSORS, RUNNING WITH SWORDS IS AN EVEN WORSE IDEA? DID YOU SOMEHOW MANAGE TO FAIL KINDERGARTEN, SMITH?”

Honestly, that particular roasting was one hundred percent deserved. Allan was just happy that Thoma had taken the sword from him before he’d run into the wall. Legs could be regrown nowadays, but he doubted he’d live down dismembering himself with his own sword by running face-first into a wall.
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“Alright, folks, you’ve all managed to earn two Aspects and talked everyone else through the process as well. And now, you’ve earned the right to advance, to evolve. Once. I’m sure some of you have gathered enough XP to hit Level 25 and beyond. Don’t. Advance as high as you can within the bounds of the first Evolution, then stop. If you want feedback on potential Evolutions, come see me. I’ll be in the next room over for privacy,” Isaac announced, then promptly left his victim—er, trainees—alone.

[Class] choice was an extremely personal and delicate decision, after all. He wouldn’t force them to spread their options far and wide by discussing this in public.

By making everyone get two self-harvested Aspects, he’d ensured they’d get at least an epic [Class] based on them. In addition, they should all get some bonus to [Class] quality based on the thoroughness of the training he’d put them through.

And, of course, there’d be hybrid [Classes] based on training, held Aspects, and [Skill] Levels.

Throughout the evening, three-quarters of his trainees dropped by his room for a consultation, to the point where he was late for his midnight appointment.

But it was worth it.

He ended up with two particularly impressive [Class] holders. One of them was a Lieutenant Second Class Allan Smith from the US Army, who’d gained the [Apprentice Conductor of the Battlesong] [Class] based on his sound Aspect, strategic thinking, and willingness to push far. He’d been one of the first to unlock his storage ring, but he hadn’t stopped at that, instead working tirelessly to keep improving, and he’d even asked if Isaac could break one of the rings in a way that made them harder to use without fully destroying it.

Of course, he’d almost run into a wall while holding the impossibly sharp Mimung and there were several other rough edges that needed to go, but overall, he had potential.

The other was a Sowi, a Korean rank equivalent to a Second Lieutenant, called Yu Gwanik, who’d become a [Master of Unconventionality]. He could come up with impressive tricks, working around Isaac’s orders, but he was the one who’d sent Smith at the wall. He’d also need some serious seasoning.

Now, he’d give everyone a month to get used to their new [Skills], and then, he’d give them a serious challenge.
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Day 107

Isaac Thoma was insane. Definitely. Living proof of that was standing right in front of them.

Allan did his best to present a confident front, but deep down, he was desperately wishing he’d had the presence of mind to grab one of the adult diapers “just in case.” That would have been embarrassing, sure, but more embarrassing than wetting himself in front of his peers?

Thoma stood in the center of the arena, a Demon Lord chained to the ground behind him. Fanning out to either side stood twenty figures wrapped in police tactical armor, wielding a variety of weapons. This group looked weirdly familiar, but Allan couldn’t quite place them. They did look impressively capable, though.

“I can see the question marks in your eyes, and I’d like to remind everyone that being aware of the most elite units on the planet is going to be your job,” Thoma declared. “But I’m going to let that go just this once and explain. Standing in front of you are twenty members of GSG-13, Germany’s most elite monster-hunting team. Left to their own devices, they could tear that [Raid Boss] apart in less than five seconds. It is just Tier 6, after all.

“But they’re not going to be free to act as they want, it’ll be up to you to direct them. Any member of GSG-13 who has to dodge or activate a [Skill] on their own volition is eliminated. If they’re all eliminated before the monster is dead, you guys lose and get to try again. If you screw up badly enough that I have to intervene, whoever is responsible for the cock-up is out of the program. We’re moving into serious territory here, and the consequences of failure can’t be healed away with a simple potion anymore.”

He paused for a second, apparently to let that sink in, before he pulled an officer’s saber out from somewhere, then unsheathed it slightly to grant them all a brief look at a resplendent blade.

Allan could already tell where this was going. That sword would be the prize for whichever of them managed to do … something. He practically drooled at the thought of getting his hands on that thing. He was technically allowed to carry one as an officer of the United States Army, but prior to the [System], they’d been entirely ceremonial. Now though, they could be incredibly powerful and there was no doubt in his mind that the sword Thoma was holding aloft was of the highest quality.

“There are two ways for you to beat this challenge, and each will have a different reward.

“The easy path is blindingly obvious, but I still think it’ll take a while for you guys to figure out. Whoever comes up with it first gets this sword, an officer’s saber forged by one Helmut Stagmer, which can also cosmetically alter itself to fit the uniform regulations of your respective organizations.

“The hard path is the straightforward one. Create and execute a plan to take down the [Raid Boss], and you’ll get to advance to the second Evolution. Fail, and you’ll be running drills until everyone’s mana pool has recharged and cooldowns [Skills] have been recovered. Then you’ll get to try again.

“So, establish a party, figure out your roles in the roster, make a plan, and then I’ll have the chains released. You have ten minutes.”

And with that, Thoma vanished off to somewhere. The first time he’d done that, Allan had been utterly terrified, horror scenarios of what might happen with their safety net gone running through his mind. But as it turned out, he was always around, and paying the needed level of attention.

Ten minutes passed in a flash. A month spent figuring out how to best guide each other through combat had let Allan and his peers figure out how to best split up the work, who was best at planning, and who could convey orders most succinctly.

Allan himself was tasked with most of the planning as his [Class] was all about directing a battle in a way that made it all come together in the end. A little like an orchestra, which was likely where its name came from.

Of course, the name also almost certainly borrowed from his twin Aspects of wind and sound. They let him create illusions of distant battle in places that were out of an enemy’s direct line of sight, had granted him several debuffing [Skills], and let him hit hard at point-blank range.

Not that it would do him much good against a [Raid Boss] at almost twice his Level. He’d be limited to guiding and advising; his direct actions would be beyond useless.

But he’d try nonetheless. And hopefully, they’d win this quickly.
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“Thank you for letting me borrow your unit,” Isaac said to Habicht, who was sitting next to him in the observation room.

“Thank you for remembering to go through the proper channels,” Habicht responded. “You would not believe the number of times I’ve had people talk to me about potential deployments, then assume that they’ll have my time without ever making sure to file the paperwork. I think they’ve decided they don’t need me, and they expect me to somehow magically have arranged to be available.”

“That sounds like a nightmare,” Isaac commented.

“So, what exactly are they going to be learning, anyway?” Habicht asked. “My people know how to take that thing down in seconds, and all your trainees would have to do is tell them to use that train—that’s the easy way, isn’t it? Why wouldn’t they figure that out?”

“Because they just spent six weeks micromanaging each other to fight monsters blindfolded. They learned how to use the knowledge of the big picture to guide those who don’t have that knowledge, and now they need to learn that generally, micromanaging is bad leadership. They need to learn to trust their subordinates.”

“They won’t learn that during the two days you have us,” Habicht pointed out. “What are you going to do afterwards?”

“Oh, I’m going to borrow some folks from the Bundeswehr and dress them up in spare GSG-13 uniforms. I’m also going to use my training area as a new arena under the excuse of wanting to use more varied opponents, but they’re too dangerous to have here in full. And, of course, the trainees will be in the arena too, so they can experience the consequences of fucking up on their own skin. They might not stick around once the arena drops, but I doubt they’ll forget them.”

“Ha, bet that’s the last time they’ll forget to check the abilities of their subordinates,” Habicht laughed. “You are an evil, evil man, Isaac.”

“I don’t need them to like me, I need them to survive,” Isaac shrugged.

“And that’s exactly the attitude that’s needed in a trainer,” Habicht replied, then looked back to the arena. “Oh look, there goes Wirt.”

The last man standing had been Wirt with his tower shield, but then he’d had to resort to activating his big area shielding [Skill] on his own to tank one of the demon’s fire waves, thereby eliminating him as per the rules of the game.

He clearly realized that a moment later and activated another [Skill], creating eight spectral copies of his body and flickering between each image. Each time he manifested in one of the shapes, he bashed his tower shield into a joint, eye, or other vulnerable spot, knocking the monster down where several others took it down with well-placed bullets and blades.

Isaac jumped back into the arena through the wall and announced, “Well, that didn’t go too well, did it? Thankfully, you’ll have more than enough time to come up with new tactics while everyone’s [Skills] come off their cooldown and you run drills.”
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Allan mentally cursed everyone and everything as he ran the damn assault course for the dozenth time. At the moment, things were arranged so that one person had to guide the other thirty-eight through the course at the same time, a task made all the more difficult by the fact that the people on the course were broken up into squads of four or five.

That also meant that instead of getting to sit out a quarter of the runs as part of a ten-man command team, they had to go on thirty-eight out of thirty-nine runs through the devil’s own bloody backyard.

There was an easy solution and a hard one. The easy one was supposedly obvious, but the only obvious one he could see was the hard one, which was making this work as intended. Coming up with and then executing a plan, against an incredibly fast monster, using people who could run back and forth across the arena twice over in the time it took him to get out a single syllable.

Micromanaging wouldn’t work, exceedingly detailed orders given ahead of time for every single possible scenario would require his temporary subordinates to memorize them all. And you also couldn’t program people like robots.

Maybe something looser would work, guiding the flow of combat in general, working on abbreviated orders, and so on?

But he really needed to find the easy path. What could be easier than ordering others to do the fighting on your behalf? Just saying “Make it happen” and then grabbing popcor—Allan went sprawling as he tripped over a root, too distracted to notice it. The solutions had been too fucking obvious, just like Thoma had said.

For the rest of this particular run, he could barely contain his excitement, and the moment they reached the end, he staggered up to Thoma and asked, “Is the easy way just telling them to use their standard tactics against this particular monster?”

In lieu of a proper answer, Thoma pulled out the officer’s sword, handed it over, and then said, “Everyone, we just saw how the fine folks of GSG-13 deal with a [Raid Boss] without being micromanaged once they were all ‘eliminated.’ Now, you have to show me you can get anywhere near that level on your own. Obviously, you can’t use the easy way to win now.”
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Day 133

The massive Demon Lord loomed over Allan and his fellow trainees. This was the seventy-third time they’d been in this position, and they’d failed seventy-two times. But no more!

In an instant, they all retreated, running off like bats out of hell to the far side of the arena while the soldiers under their command spread out to avoid being wiped out in a handful of attacks.

They’d had everything from the most elite of units to grass-green battalions straight out of boot camp under their command. The latter had probably only been there to make sure the trainees knew to check the quality of their subordinates.

Right now, they had two platoons of third Evolution soldiers complete with a trio of tanks at their disposal and that should be enough to win. In theory.

An initial blast of fire wiped out three of their people before they could even get started.

But the monster paid for that as it lost both eyes to tank shells a split second later.

Gunfire and shoulder-launched rockets hammered into steel-tough skin, tearing it open and causing rivulets of blood to run down its body, but didn’t inflict fatal damage. Yet.

The demon tried to go after the tanks, the greatest source of damage, but they’d targeted its eyes for a reason.

Allan’s [Discordant Battlecry] echoed across the battlefield, hammering into the monster’s eardrums and all but deafening it. Even at Level 27, the [Skill] couldn’t truly harm the monster, but while it rang out, it prevented the monster from hearing much of anything else. And let’s be honest, bringing a [Skill] to almost the maximum Level in a handful of months had to be some sort of record.

One of the tank’s drivers gunned the engine when they saw a chance and ran into the monster’s foot while using an acceleration [Skill]. The impact dented the front of the vehicle but jerked the monster’s leg to the side at precisely the wrong moment. The foot came down at a terrible angle, its ankle gave way with a sickening “pop” and the monster fell to the floor.

And then it was over. Every trainee unleashed every [Skill] at their disposal and collectively, that boost combined with the monster being on the ground, was enough.

The arena faded around them, and injuries vanished alongside any and all loot.

“Good job everyone,” Thoma called out from the sidelines. “Now, feel free to advance to the peak of the second Evolution, and once you’re done with that, we’re going to have some fun.”

That declaration had them all shivering. “Fun” for their trainer usually meant horror for them.
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Day 190

On Allan’s left hand, an intricate ring glittered, a spatial storage device normally reserved for high-ranking officers or rich people.

Below that hung an officer’s saber better than what even generals carried.

His uniform, along with everyone else’s, was made from the most durable fabrics in the world, made by a master tailor.

Potion orbs were strategically hidden all over his body, ready to be swallowed in a split second if needed. He should have looked like an exemplar.

And yet here he was, knee-deep in mud in the pouring rain, trying to guide his platoon through weather that he’d believed to be a sign of the world ending under other circumstances.

Under these circumstances … he knew it was just Thoma amping up the difficulty.

But he’d made it this far, was currently Level 60, holding an epic [Class] since the first Evolution, and had seven maxed out [Skills]. The ludicrous training was working, and the way he saw it, things were worth it. Mostly. He still couldn’t wait for this to end.
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Eight months of this. Eight bloody months of paperwork and babysitting. They’d be over in two weeks. Two weeks and then he’d be free.

He’d kept working constantly, without breaks or holidays, just brief fun excursions between training. He hadn’t participated in Events, only taken part in a few [Raid Boss] fights, and barely done anything else.

Once this was done, he’d run off to the boonies, somewhere without cell service, and sleep for a week.

Isaac sighed as he let himself collapse into his chair. The trainees were out treasure hunting, trying to figure out how to get a storage ring of provisions while navigating a minefield of magical traps and patrolling “sentries” that had been provided by the Bundeswehr.

Two more bloody weeks.

But his trainees had grown to incredible heights, and so had his training [Skills].

He’d also bought a new [Skill].

[———]

Fire Soul (legendary)

You are fire, all the way down to the very core of your being, embodying not just the physical flames themselves, but also the idea of it all.

Burning heat, raw destruction, sheer power, creation, alteration, transformation, light, warmth.

This Skill empowers your flames and increases their impact on the world. Preexisting heat, mana in the environment, and all other available energies bend themselves to enhance your flames, lowering the cost of all fire-related abilities by 35%.

When you use fire, you aren’t wielding magic, you’re manipulating the world itself, truly altering reality.

Your flames grow nigh-immune to standard methods of dispelling and will destroy opposing elements and energies when backed by your will.

Not only that, but all your abilities may be infused with flames for a substantial boost, either in terms of raw power or bringing their nature more in line with that of fire (this depends on the ability in question; not all Skills will gain the full, or any, boost from Fire Soul).

[———]

It seemed underwhelming at first glance, but it was useful beyond measure. All fire-based [Skills] became cheaper and easier to use, and he could inject fire into all his attacks. He could also ignite his [Auras], transform his soulbound weapon into literal flames, and so on. When he whipped that out in public for the first time, his opponent might just die of fright.

And, of course, his overall Level had risen to 147.

[———]

Name: Isaac Thoma

Class: Incarnation of the Promethean Spirit

Species: Einherjar

Level: 147

XP:  900,129/1,480,000

Health Status: Healthy

Mana: 4,100/4,100

Stats

Fortitude: 260 (+20)

Perception: 600

Strength: 330 (+15)

Agility: 650

Magic Power: 400 (+10)

Magic Regeneration: 650

Free Points:  0 Stat, 3 Skill

Aura

Aura of the Crimson Dawn (short range, combat, blood, regeneration)

Aura of the Desperate Seeker (long range, sensory, mental, projection)

Aura of the Eternal Warrior (mid-range, combat/mental/sensory, armament)

Central Skills

Form of Horror XXVII

The Chosen Weapon XXX

I Am The Sword XXV

Grave of Swords XXX

Armory of Ancient Times XXVI

Legacy of a True Warrior XXX

Divine Fire XI

Champion of Mankind VII

Skills

Hundred Faces XXVIII

Stealth XXIX

Power Strike XXX

Piercing Strike XXX

Sundering Strike XXX

Blades XXX

Sneak XXVII

Sweeping Strike XVII

Far Strike XXX

Manifold Strike XXX

Hunter’s Gaze XXX

Phantom Step XXIV

Unknown Fear XXX

Bestial Regeneration XXVIII

Undying Focus XXX

Tools of Terror XXI

Fleeting Presence XVIII

Crippling Blow XVIII

Absolute Blade Mastery XXV

Compounded Impact XVIII

True Cut IX

Legendary Blow XVII

Fully Geared XVIII

Knightly Leader XXX

Analyze Person XVII

Continent Strider XVIII

Burden of Power VIII

Expert’s Insight VIII

Blessing of Innovation XVIII

Lessons of History VIII

The Meaning of the Name XV

Titanic Presence VIII

Fire Soul V

General Skills

Gralloch XVIII

Alchemy XV

Death’s Embrace VIII

Bloodline of the Hellborne Survivor (Empower Relatives)

Advanced Bureaucracy VIII

Police Procedure VIII

Healing VI

Quest Giver III

Omniglot (109 languages known)

Member of the Round Table (Shade: Seon Yoo-jin)

Accumulation of Knowledge (unranked)

Well of Wisdom’s Blessing (unranked)

Enhanced Dragon-Scale Web (unranked)

Crimson Runic Script VII

Unrestricted Speech II

Aspects

Arcane Poltergeist (3 stack)

Greater Hydra (3 stack)

Megalodon (2 stack)

Twilight Weaver (3 stack)

Razor Apparition (3 stack)

Dragon (3 stack)

Least Demon Lord (2 stack)

Space Elemental (2 stack)

Ankou (full stack)

Death Knight (3 stack)

Aspect Skills

Flight of the Poltergeist

Ephemeral Form

Haunting Pursuit

Hydra’s Regeneration

Redundant Organs

Ignore Injury

Shark’s Body

Wave Charge

Lesser Illusion

Perception Interdiction

Warp Wave

Remote Wielding

Immortal Blades

Razor Trails

Draconic Heart

Dragonscale Mantle

Moment of Immortality

Grand Hellflame

Fixed Point

Space Affinity

Freedom from Mortal Limits

Eternal Restoration

Implements of True Death

Death Knight’s Endurance

Ghostly Armor

Armored Echo

[———]

As for [Knightly Leader] and [Legacy of a True Warrior], they’d likewise grown substantially stronger.

[———]

Knightly Leader (legendary, Level max)

Many a tale has been told of a heroic knight, of the dragonslayer, the rightful king who returns from exile to bring peace and prosperity to his home. All of these tales focus on a single individual, the knight, yet that knight is never alone. He has pages, squires, comrades in arms, and occasionally, a mentor that’s along for the ride.

This Skill is an essential component of leading a group of your fellows into combat.

Firstly, it allows for the creation of an official, System-acknowledged party with all the advantages that entails (knowledge of each other’s health states, locating allies, XP sharing).

Secondly, it allows the user to draw upon all the experience about leading men that Master Hildebrand gathered over the course of his life, and apply it to the situation at hand. (This information has been updated to include the System, Classes, and Skills.)

Thirdly, any commands given by the user will be able to override irrational panic if necessary.

In addition, the user can remotely talk to party members up to ten kilometers away.

And finally, the user can set up contingencies ahead of time, so orders are issued without the user needing to fully articulate potentially complex statements in the middle of a fight for their lives. These orders can be canceled at any time, should it be necessary, and new ones can always be added, though it would be inadvisable if a distraction would endanger them. 

After countless fights where the user has used this Skill to lead a disparate collection of people to victory and empower them with new training, it has evolved to vastly empower the user’s ability to turn a collection of random individuals into a solid group.

Anyone who becomes a member of your party can be taught directly using Legacy of a True Warrior and will gain basic combat and cooperation tactics should they not already have them.

In addition, you gain an innate understanding of the dynamics of the people you lead, where the cracks in the group lie, and where your current subordinates are lacking. It will also provide hints as to how these flaws can be compensated for.

And now, Knightly Leader has reached the pinnacle of its power, granting its user a presence unlike any other, one representative of not only you, the leader, but also of the people you lead.

If you are in command of a group, you may borrow your subordinates’ Auras, melding them into your own and creating a titanic presence that emanates from the entirety of your formation. The Auras’ costs are doubled for their holders and may be withdrawn from the collective at will.

Each individual Aura may be projected away from its user up to a distance of ten times its original range, but a member of the formation must still be within the standard distance of all component Auras.

Cost: 100 mana to establish, 300 mana per day to sustain

[———]

The combined [Aura] would be a stone-cold bitch to control, but it would also be beyond powerful once he learned to control it. An entire formation having a combined [Aura] … that would be the stuff of Legends.

[———]

Legacy of a True Warrior (legendary, Level max)

Once upon a time, there was a man. A warrior, teacher to a legendary king, and his companion in all his adventures. And now, you hold that man’s legacy. His knowledge, his skills, his experience in combat both figurative and literal. Not only that, but all of that experience has been improved by the knowledge of how to apply it to a world with the [System].

But even though Hildebrand’s personal achievements are hardly small, they pale in comparison to what his student achieved. As such, the core of this inheritance is all about training others.

Anyone you train will pick up all lessons at a vastly accelerated pace, a pace that will increase even further if the training is related to knightly endeavors, such as horse riding, medieval politics, or combat with traditional weapons (sword/axe/bow/spear).

But that is only the beginning of what you are now capable of. You may now impart the following Skills onto your students (these are weaker versions of your Class Skills; they can only be taught if you have the Skill yourself):

	Knightly Discipline (downgrade from Knightly Leader, enhances group coordination)

	Epic Blow (downgrade from Legendary Blow, allows the stacking of multiple identical Strike/Shot/Blows)

	Phantom Armor (downgrade from Fully Geared, allows for the storage of a single set of armor in an extradimensional space)

	Veteran’s Knowledge (downgrade from Expert’s Insight, grants overall knowledge and the occasional flash of insight)



You may only teach five Skills per week. The number increases by one per Level in Legacy of a True Warrior.

Skills taught this week 33 /35

However, there is one more way the Heir of Master Hildebrand can teach people. After reaching Level 10 in this Skill, the Heir may teach groups of up to five people at a time. This will only grant a rare Skill, rather than an epic one, but only use up a single timeslot. Using a few hours of one-on-one training and 80% of a slot, the Skill can be upgraded to its full power.

In addition, this Skill allows the Heir to seamlessly interface with training Skills used by coworkers.

After countless fights where the user has turned a disparate collection of individuals into capable warriors, forging them into warriors capable of slaying Demon Lords and even Dragons, this Skill has evolved to create an army of legends.

Any individual who walks the same path as the Heir and works with them to achieve their end goals will passively be taught the Skills that Legacy of a True Warrior can grant, and these Skills will rapidly level (up to the Heir’s Level in the specific Skill) as long as they continue to support the Heir in their endeavors.

And now, it has reached the pinnacle of its power, granting its user the ability to teach all basic Strike, Blow, Shot, Armor, and military discipline Skills to their trainees. The cost of teaching these [Skills] is one-fifth of the normal cost.

In addition, the user will have access to these Skills at Level 30 but lack threshold bonuses.

Furthermore, once per week, the user may temporarily enhance all of their subordinates’ Skills of the above types to the next threshold. This boost will last for six hours.

[———]

Another incredible boon. He could teach all of the very basics now, including active [Skills], and having access to a lot of knowledge-based [Skills] would be useful beyond measure. Not to mention that he now had access to the basic [Warrior] and [Archer] active [Skills]. His [Strikes] were better because they did have their threshold bonuses, but he’d still gotten a solid boost to his versatility.

Isaac leaned back in his chair, placed his feet on his desk, and was about to take this chance to just daydream, but then his phone rang with an alert. The “If you’re S-Ranked, please help, if you aren’t, run” kind of alert.

Oh, fuck!


INTERLUDE PESTILENCE
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“You’re seriously stealing eels? That’s got to be a new low point,” Jim groaned as he leaned back in his chair, resting his feet on a nearby crate.

“Because glass eels are valuable in the Asian Markets, and without new glass eels to develop into adults, Europe’s eel population will rapidly decrease until the buggers go extinct. Should be funny to see everyone’s faces.”

Utgardloki looked far different in the real world than he did in the boss’ communication space. He looked average there. IRL, he was a true giant who had to clock in at around 150kg. However, he wasn’t fat, exactly. He had a sumo wrestler’s physique that belied his [Class] that was some kind of Evolution of [Illusionist]. And Jim firmly believed that his body was no illusion. They’d bumped into each other a few times and the appearance had matched what Jim had felt.

He was also a far cry from the analytical chief intel officer of their group he normally presented himself as. Less scheming, more deciding what to do based on what would garner the most entertaining response.

“And I’m here … why exactly?” Jim asked. As the person currently holding the title of “Aspirant,” specifically, the [Aspirant for the Mantle of Conquest], he was one of the heaviest hitters of their group. And now, he was here babysitting a geek’s money-making operation, stealing fucking eels.

“Because this is seriously illegal, there are literal task forces to stop illegal glass eel fishing. And if the cops show up, I figured you can go to work. We’re above the limit the boss set as a minimum for high-Level intervention.”

“Those damn minimums,” Jim grumbled. When those had been introduced, he’d become completely convinced that the big guy had well and truly lost his marbles.

Sure, he also thought that the divinely imposed limit of “only self-defense until ten years after the [System’s] arrival” was the dumbest invention since feminism. But he wasn’t willing to argue that point with a literal deity.

However, the boss was an entirely different story, especially when he was taking things to an insane level. He’d already been careful, trying to parse out where the limits were supposed to lie based on a direction a couple of sentences long.

And then R’lyeh happened. No, no one knew who’d been responsible for that mess, or even if it had been one of their lot who was responsible for the whole thing in the first place, but it had still shaken up the boss real good.

He’d tried to set up rules following the incident to prevent any of their preparations in case of a raid from turning from “precautions” into “ambushes.” Mostly limits on how many monsters could be summoned and some guidelines as to how high a Level the guards could be relative to the value of the asset or assets being guarded.

It wasn’t a bad idea overall. It would help with making sure their resources were properly allocated and no area was overlooked, Jim had to admit that, but … at this point, he’d be more comfortable with a crack addict as a superior than that guy. He could only imagine what Death’s apartment must look like. Chances were, it was either a rubber cell, or contained a dozen different conspiracy boards that were connected by so many strings that it looked like a spider’s web.

Still, in a few more Levels he’d almost certainly become the [Horseman of Death] and that would definitely cement his role as their leader, but right now, the man in the pale mask was just looking like a loon.

Sure, he was desperately trying to avoid damaging his ticket into paradise, but his methods were insane.

“I know you think they’re stupid, but he does have a point,” Utgard pointed out. “We’re dealing with literally divine rules here, who knows what they are? Let’s just be careful, let humanity self-destruct, and then be done with it. And until then, you can explore whatever area you got assigned to. It isn’t like we don’t have the money to enjoy ourselves. Half our profits go into the war chest, the other half is freely usable. Hell, we could buy half the town with the profits from just this project.”

“So what I’m hearing is that you’re so sick of my company that you’re literally paying me to get the fuck out?” Jim growled, rising to his feet and striding out of the cramped office, snatching the wad of euros that Utgard had held out on the way.

“For money from a ‘low point,’ it sure spends well, doesn’t it?” Utgard muttered as Jim left.

“I heard that,” Jim shot back, trailing his hand along the wall on his way out. The trail he left behind might be invisible to the naked eye, but it would give even that twerp the runs when he left the office. Fuck that guy! His physique didn’t matter in the slightest nowadays, and he was a useless little schemer, not someone who should be mouthing off to a Horseman!

But Jim did have to admit that once he got outside, this was a nice place. Where the hell was he, anyway?

A quick check of his phone revealed that he was in France, west coast, in a little town called Lorient.

French cuisine was good and all, but the portions were always so tiny that even a flea would still be hungry after eating one. The waitstaff better not give him any lip about ordering multiple portions.

But he’d barely started eating his way through waterfront cafes when the sounds of battle reached his ears. Aw, come on.

He rose to his feet, but before he ran towards the site of the commotion, he tossed a few bills on the table. The food here smelled divine, and he wanted to be able to come back here later.

When he arrived back at the warehouse, things were exactly what he expected them to be.

The cops were here … because of fucking eels.

And Utgard was only holding them off by messing with their senses, making it too dangerous for them to start shooting for fear of hitting each other, not taking them down. Smug, lazy, useless little shit.

Jim rolled his eyes and began to stride forwards while he pulled his cloak from his storage ring. From the instant it appeared, its enchantments distorted his appearance and made it harder for others to connect him to the cloaked form. It also sent out a pulse that fried any nearby security cameras the moment he put it on.

The cops were caught, wait for it, flat-footed as they whirled around only when he touched the one furthest back. A simple tap on the neck, a cast of [Generate Pestilence], and her flesh began to instantly necrotize. She dropped in a heartbeat, but she’d live for a few more seconds, and spend every single one of them in agony. Too bad, so sad, shouldn’t have picked this fight.

[Plague Burst] detonated the body at the instant of death, instantly infecting all others present.

Seriously, what on Earth did they think was going to happen? Jim wondered as they scattered like startled rabbits.

He brushed his hands against his shoulder, removing the corroded remains of the slugs that had been caught up in his [Conquering Shield], which had torn the bullets apart as they closed in.

And done. This location was burned now, obviously, but that was for Utgard to worry about. Jim had had his fun.

He strode forward, ignoring the dead and dying around him, only to whirl around when he heard a portal opening behind him.

“… You will not drag me off to God knows where, I don’t care what the emergency is, there is always time for common court—ah, I see.”

The iciness of those last three words was almost enough to make Jim shiver.

“Go get whoever you can reach, call the general alert, make sure everyone knows we’re dealing with another disease wielder.”

The speaker was an average-looking man, wearing a lab coat that looked expensive as hell, and he was currently rolling up his sleeves as if to prepare for a fistfight. What a pompous prick!

Jim chuckled at the sight, only to choke on his laughter as he realized that his plague had been wiped out in its entirety.

A [Pestilent Ray] shot from his palm, aimed straight for the man’s face, only for it to be wiped from reality before it even managed to get halfway there.

And the pigs who’d been milliseconds from death were suddenly fine again, albeit running as though all the demons of hell were after them. Run, little piggies, run.

Ah, what the hell, if they were going to throw some super-healer at him, then he could retaliate with his strongest abilities.

The [Winds of Damnation] rose from around his feet, black-tinged gales tearing through the air and carrying death with them while he pointed his palm towards each flatfoot in turn, [Pestilence Rays] flying towards the ones who’d escaped his initial assault.

But once again, the attacks vanished. The winds were cleansed, ruffling hair and blowing away leaf litter, rays dissolved into nothingness, and even the low-level coating of sickening microorganisms that covered Jim’s skin began to die.

“Oh, right, you’re that doctor, the one who thinks he can eliminate all of the world’s diseases. You can go ahead and …” Jim didn’t get to finish his threat because right at that moment, the asphalt underneath shifted into a spike that slammed straight into his balls.

“… you bastard,” he wheezed.

“Says the walking war crime,” the doctor responded, voice colder than anyone Jim had ever heard, and he spent most of his time around some of the worst people in the world.

So if the healer could erase all disease-based magic, then this would be a fight fought with fists and Aspects.

Jim charged, drawing upon his spread of stolen monster abilities. Phasing for mobility, water, and wind to enhance the spread of his diseases, a couple of strengthening Aspects from the undead. That should be enough to crush this asshole.

The wind at his back increased his speed, he phased through the next few Earth spikes and water began to accumulate on his knuckles to form impromptu knuckledusters. One good punch and that doctor’s brains would be splattered across the asphalt.

OW!

Jim stumbled backwards, clutching a bleeding nose while his mask hung in shards, slicing into his face, condensing the air between them into a shield in case there was a follow-up attack.

Blinking tears out of his eyes, he glared at the doctor. He was sure he’d hit the man in the face, but there wasn’t even a single scratch on it. And that rock covering his knuckles, that was probably to blame for Jim’s bloody nose.

“What kind of doctor are you?” Jim growled.

The doctor just stayed where he was, glaring at him. Waiting for reinforcements, no doubt.

Around them, the cops were settling at a safe distance, watching the proceedings.

Fucking cowards, come on, you were already dumb enough to pick a fight with someone of his caliber, just come a little bit closer and fucking die!

But they weren’t the problem, the healer erasing all his attacks was.

Jim charged, wind at his back to speed him up, while blasts of wind and water peppered the man. The wounds healed in moments, though. Right, healer.

This time around, Jim managed to grab the doctor’s arm, then began to pummel his face, spike-shod fist hammering into his head over and over again. And doing functionally nothing. His opponent’s head rocked back with every hit, but not a single scratch appeared. What was his head made of?

Jim tried to grab the doctor’s head, but before he managed to get a good grip, a knee slammed into his privates. And again. He fell backwards and the ground surged up to his knees, trapping him.

And then the doctor was on top of him, earth-armored fists crashing into his nose, eyes, ears, his temple. Not to mention that that little shit was taking any chance possible to step on his balls. What the fuck was wrong with that guy?

Really, what was wrong with this fight? They were two of the strongest people on the planet, the incarnation of plague and pestilence against a doctor capable of sweeping cities clear of sickness in seconds, yet here they were, brawling in the dirt like children. Their Aspects were good, but not good enough.

The problem, though, was that the doctor was healing so much more quickly.

Jim finally decided to change into another form, using a cooldown [Skill] called [Plagueborn Avatar]. A puddle of the highest-density plague-vectors in existence. Rats, fleas, raw sewage, and just plain bacterial sludge surged up to meet the fucker, but before he could do more than pull his feet out of the ground, his body began to burn as though he’d been bathed in acid. Was the healing field tearing him apart in this form?

He dropped the transformation less than two seconds after triggering it. A huge waste by any measure, but it might just have gotten him far enough.

If that asshole’s head was somehow invulnerable, then he’d need another target. One hand grasped the doctor’s chin, the other locked the top of his skull in an iron grip, and then he twisted.

Whatever insane toughness his opponent’s head might have possessed, it didn’t extend to his internals. The doctor’s neck snapped with a sound like dry wood breaking.

And just to make sure, a blade of wind and water tore into his neck below where the invulnerability began, decapitating the corpse with ease now that he wasn’t moving.

“Fucking finally,” Jim growled as he rose back to his feet, dropping the severed head as he conjured another plague to unleash upon these fools. And then promptly collapsed back onto his knees, mouth open in a soundless cry of agony, his most sensitive body part burning with pain. He glanced down to see the headless corpse still there, but head was gone. Incidentally, so was the lab coat.

A fist hammered into the side of his face, flinging him to the ground.

Jim barely managed to turn his head to see the doctor standing there, with an entirely new body. Had that fucker literally regrown everything from the head down?

He was also only wearing his lab coat, for some reason. What the he⁠—

Another wrist encased in a wrecking ball of solid rock hammered into his temple, fully throwing him onto the ground. And then, the ground flowed over his face, trapping him.

He tried phasing, but his skin began to instantly burn where it was dipping into the rock. Mana. Just how much had seeped into his prison?

This really wasn’t good.

Jim focused on the distant part of his mind eternally stuck in their meeting place, and used it to yell for help. No one had a particularly good sense of what was going on in there unless they were focusing on it, but surely, a cry for help would at least get their attention.

Urgh, this was humiliating! But it was either that, or suffocate here, face trapped in rock by a fucking doctor of all people. Or, you know, try phasing his head through mana-filled rock and frying his brain in the process.

“I’ll deal with this.”

The response was almost bored, but the person speaking was the big boss himself. The fourth Horseman, rider of death, bringer of oblivion. Oh, these people were fucked.


INTERLUDE DEATH AND THE GENERAL
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Illusionists were officially on the top of his shitlist, no two ways about it.

His [Banish the Fog of War] removed that mess from everywhere within a hundred meters of him, but Ardouin could only deploy it at a distance five times a day and he had to save at least one of those charges to drop on the illusionist’s head when they actually found the fucker. And a second held back in case he misidentified the location would be practically a necessity.

No one could do anything in this absolute putain situation because any enemy they identified might just be an illusion tossed over a civilian. Seven innocents had died before he’d even arrived on the battlefield.

“It wasn’t this bad before, honest.”

Ardouin ignored the policeman who’d told him about the situation. He did believe the man, but that information wasn’t particularly helpful at the moment. The illusions either grew stronger over time, worked better when their target wasn’t familiar with the area in question, maybe both, or something else entirely. Vital information for the next encounter, but it wouldn’t help much in this one.

His [Integrated Radio] crackled to life, the [Skill] feeding information straight into his mind. “This is Thrud, I’m overhead with a complete loadout of air-to-ground munitions.”

At least the foreign reinforcements were all military so far. The German’s storm-wielding fighter pilot, and Greece’s [One Woman Phalanx]. And two more of France’s S-Rankers were in the mess with him.

Five of the strongest people in the world in one place, six if you counted Dr. Loup, and the noncombatant was the only one who’d actually managed to get anywhere.

Someone burst out of the illusionary fog behind him, flashing across the intervening distance at superhuman speed, only to suddenly trip. The figure looked confused for a second, but before they could do anything, coils of razor wire surged from the ground, wrapped them up, and then sank back into the ground, tearing the attacker to shreds in the process.

[Instant Fortification] was meant to generate a single defensible structure, but [Spell Conversion] allowed Ardouin to treat many of his [Skills] as spells, letting him pull off such tricks as only using a tiny portion of their power in several small increments.

That moment of his dealing with an enemy directly cost him, though. While he was distracted, a dozen attacks in the illusionary mess went unpunished without him to drop a [Pinpoint Barrage] on the heads of the attackers.

“Someone find me that [Illusionist],” he growled as he slowly walked towards Dr. Loup’s last known position. If he could at least confirm the death of the living bioweapon by dispelling all illusions with his very presence, they could remove some redundant precautions.
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Gods fucking damnit, Jim. What the hell did you do?

Joseph had seen a whole lot of bad situations since the start of the [System]. But that was to be expected, considering they were all human. Humans could be incredibly stupid, and that problem only grew worse the more of them were in one spot.

Even his people died to powerful monsters occasionally. Hell, Jim was the third Aspirant for Conquest, and there was a reason there were so many people waiting at the peak of the third Evolution, ready to evolve the instant the Aspirant of their chosen Horseman died.

Even he, [Aspirant for the Mantle of Death], had half a dozen elites waiting in the wings, ready to step up to the plate if the unthinkable happened.

During the process, they’d also gone pretty far in figuring out what the requirements for those [Classes] were.

They were fairly certain that wanting to destroy the world was a requirement, but that wasn’t exactly easy to check. It wasn’t like they could put out an ad in the papers asking who’d been offered the power to destroy the world.

That aside, they’d discovered that the Mantle of War would go to candidates capable of great feats of battlefield control, Famine preferred those capable of inflicting significant debuffs and Pestilence seemed to only want plague mages, though there had to be more to that. All of the others had some kind of concept behind them, even Death seemed to only need a generic “combat power and leadership” powerset. Why was that one so hyper-focused on that kind of powerset?

But the real problem was that Jim had somehow managed to get his ass kicked by a medic of all people.

The man was a meathead, dumb as a brick, but he was capable of obliterating an army by sneezing. Literally. One “achoo” and the bodies would hit the floor.

In hindsight, he should have been deployed outside of Europe, away from not just the world’s best doctor, but also Isaac fucking Thoma, who’d somehow skewered Jim’s predecessor.

And now they had to rescue both Pestilence and Utgardloki.

Seriously, how the hell had things gotten this screwed up? The trick was simple, take fishermen from developing countries, power level them, and just require them to fish up all of a specific species to repay their “benefactors.” Store the eels in a warehouse for a bit until they could be portaled to their destination because the buggers couldn’t be put in a storage space, and done.

What had those two morons been doing?

It certainly wasn’t helping that Jim was screaming for help from everyone who would listen. Joseph was coming to save him, that should be enough.

But no, War, Fox, Surtr, and Kronos were all coming. Absolute overkill.

Running out of the coffee shop he normally did his work in had been done in a manner of seconds, getting an available portal user to get him to one of their portal hubs had barely taken longer, and now, they were just waiting on the guy who’d actually been to Lorient to show his face. Joseph didn’t want to risk getting stuck outside of a perimeter or be engaged while he closed the distance on foot if he was dropped off a hundred kilometers away.

Looking breathless and panicked, the mage in question finally arrived, and looking into their [Room of Conspiracies], he could tell that Jim was still alive. Just in time.
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“Merde,” Ardouin swore as he barely managed to use his [Gates of Hell] to prevent a particularly nasty case of friendly fire by summoning the projectiles to his location and firing them at the ground.

The situation was rapidly becoming untenable. Things were getting to the point where even he nearly unleashed an artillery barrage onto a residential building. He couldn’t work through this absolute clusterfuck of smoke and mirrors.

This, this right here, this was the putain de problème. One man was responsible for this entire mess, and no one could touch him. It wasn’t a matter of legality, the issue wasn’t his foe’s distance or anonymity. Just raw power. Power no one should have. The world had gone insane and now, it seemed like it was determined to drive him just as mad.

Suddenly, several portals flashed open nearby. Those couldn’t be his reinforcements, could they? Those would arrive at the staging area. And the [Skill] he had to counter this did have friendly fire protections.

He spread his arms wide, arms facing forward, as magic runes flashed into existence around him. And then he declared, “[Sunder Supply Lines].”

He hate, hate, hated the pageantry of it all, acting like some show pony or wannabe superhero weeb idiot. But some of his truly magical [Skills] had a ritual component and he hoped anyone who decided to comment on his actions liked digging latrines with their teeth.

The portals snapped shut, all except for the one he sensed the target of his [Head of the Snake] behind. A single snapped order, a simple application of [Blurring March] later, and he and his headquarters platoon stood in front of the enemy leader. Trapped on the other side of the portal jammed open by another of his [Skills].

One by one, the [Gates of Hell] irised open around Ardouin, ready to unleash damnation.
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One moment, everything was fine. The portal was open, Jim was just a couple of hundred meters away, and they could kick the ass of that damn sawbones together. It didn’t matter how powerful the people out there were, they couldn’t possibly be ready for him.

And then, a single phrase seemed to reverberate in the very fabric of reality itself.

“[Sunder Supply Lines]”

Next to Joseph, the portal mage collapsed, eyes bloodshot, fluid running from his ears and nose, very, very dead. But the portal was still there. It should have collapsed when its user died, so why hadn’t it?

He reached out, trying to pass through, but it was as if he’d touched a solid wall. And then, an entire group of soldiers appeared out of nowhere, taking up position in front of the gash in space, leveling their guns at him. But the biggest threat seemed to be the guy in charge. Dozens of small portals, the size of dinner plates at most, flashed open around him, each having some kind of soldier or heavy weapon on the other side, though Joseph couldn’t see much beyond their muzzles.

Oh, fu⁠—

He activated [Haunt of the Reaper] almost instinctively, transforming into a spectral form that was far harder to damage than standard phasing abilities while simultaneously emanating necrotic energies that would kill anyone who got too close in short order.

It wasn’t enough. The projectiles flew through the portal that had apparently become one-way when that asshole had done what he did and tore through his phased form. It wasn’t enough to kill, but by the time Joseph managed to get out of the portal’s line of sight, he knew he was going to be bleeding like a stuck pig the instant he transformed back.

And then a pair of air-to-air missiles were tossed through the opening, triggering their engines right as they were through and shooting right for him. One died to his war scythe, which became solid only for the nanosecond of the impact, the detonation mechanism destroyed so thoroughly that it didn’t go off, but the second blew as it passed through his intangible leg.

The sheer shock of the situation nearly caused him to drop the [Skill], but he managed to sustain it until he was well clear of the portal.

But when he did cut off the flow of mana, he realized he was in worse shape than he ever could have imagined. Internal bleeding in most of his organs, his left leg was basically a skin sack of blood and bone fragments, and if it hadn’t been for [A Mind that Surpasses Death], he’d probably have taken brain damage too. Just how much mana had been stuffed into that attack?
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“Zut,” Ardouin swore mildly as he didn’t get a kill notification. That man might have been powerful, and him still being on the board overall was a problem, but for now, he was out of the fight.

Now that that was out of the way, they had to go back to wandering the battlefield, trying to find that damn illusionist. He shouldn’t even be on the damn battlefield, that wasn’t a general’s job. He should be on the back lines, taking care of the big picture. But no, this fucking world didn’t support logic, sanity, or common sense. Or foster any of those things in its inhabitants.

“Hey guys, do you need some help?”

Oh God no, please let that be an illusion!

Ardouin sent a silent prayer toward the heavens as a horrifyingly familiar voice reached his ears. Of the caste of lunatics who felt themselves beyond normal laws and rules of common courtesy, the Monkey King was the worst.

But no, reality refused to budge. Eyes glowing a deep red, the monkey man fell from the sky.

“Yo, gramps, you’re having a problem with the illusions, right?”

Gramps, seriously? That … that wasn’t the point here.

“Yes,” Ardouin said and added the Monkey King to the army’s party. But before the connection had even stabilized, he was off. The fog of illusion vanished a moment later. Perfe—oh no.

The Monkey King had stood amidst the rubble of a warehouse, one foot planted on the corpse of a truly massive man, but then he’d gotten blasted hard enough to be flung into the ocean. Not good.

Not to mention that things had gotten a lot worse while he’d been unable to get clear information on what was going on. The illusions hadn’t fucked with the information feeds he got from his troops directly, but the information they got could be manipulated, and not all reinforcements had been added to his party yet.

Party. That ridiculous name alone was enough to make his blood boil. But he could deal with it for the power it provided.

At least four enemies with Levels in the mid-130s if not 140s had arrived and were clashing with his reinforcements.

He quickly took control of the situation, using the soldiers already in his party to add those they came into contact with, but his plans weren’t going anywhere.

Sure, he’d started applying tactics, but then the Monkey King had emerged from the ocean with all the fury of a cat that had accidentally been hit with the garden hose.

The first enemy he’d clashed with had been a sound mage, who’d swiftly retreated until he’d managed to disintegrate the ground into quicksand and dump the monkey in. It didn’t stick, obviously, but no hurricane or tornado could match the havoc wreaked by an enraged primate with a size- and weight-shifting staff.

If a primordial force of nature had been unleashed in the middle of Lorient, it could hardly have been more destructive. Buildings shattered under almighty swings, formations scattered, and while there were no friendly-fire incidents, that almost made it worse. That foutou monkey was aware of his actions, he was just choosing to ignore everyone else. He was everywhere, almost always in the way, both physically blocking shots and preventing them from attacking for fear of friendly fire incidents. Well, that, or Ardouin’s soldiers were afraid of drawing his ire by accidentally shooting him.

“Putain, il vas tout foutre en l’air!” Ardouin swore. No real tactics could be implemented with that fucker on the battlefield. If he’d just pick a target and stick to it, maybe that could be worked around, but with how he was moving, no, that wasn’t going to fly.

In the distance, a blast of sound shook the world, dust plumes rising into the world. Five seconds later, the initial attack was followed with a massive detonation, black flames rising into the sky like volcanic eruptions.

Even with [Sunder Supply Lines] having killed any enemy portal mages trying to portal in and preventing new portals from forming, it was still possible for enemies to close in on foot. And even just the people currently here were reducing Lorient to a scene straight out of hell.


FLAMES OF DESTRUCTION
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Seven and a half months of things finally going smoothly, of problems that were solved using local resources even when [Raid Bosses] were involved.

A TV show that raked in huge ratings while still managing to scare people off [Raid Bosses], having built its popularity on Schadenfreude alone.

A research department that was capable of slaughtering even Tier 8s with impunity.

And a group of students who’d had a full epic run from the first Evolution to the third, in less than eight months, and gained that rarity of [Class] in an entirely artificial environment.

He’d have loved to imagine that this would be the new normal, a slow, gentle, calm growth to the peak, and then he could relax on a beach for the rest of eternity.

But something had kicked off, and now he’d try to help deal with it.

The alert had a location for the incident, the French city of Lorient. Unfortunately, he’d never been anywhere near there, so he’d had to teleport to Paris first, then run the rest of the way.

As he ran, he sent a message about what should be done with his trainees to the base network. They needed to be added to the situation carefully.

Isaac was, despite all his power, a grunt, someone who could be easily slotted into any given group of combatants. Trying to do the same with a whole bunch of shot callers would cause more chaos than a direct intervention from Loki.

[Continent Strider] went to work, rapidly increasing the speed of his run, but it wouldn’t help much over this short distance. Traveling almost five hundred kilometers in barely ten minutes would have been an insane feat even a year ago, but ten minutes were a lifetime in combat.

To his surprise, he wasn’t the only one who was traveling by using his feet. He was closing in on an eclectic collection of ten people running towards the site of the action, and judging by their Stats, they had to be at least twenty Levels into the fourth Evolution. Far too powerful to be mere civilians, and all but the dumbest civilians wouldn’t be running towards a literal warzone. Well, reporters might, but these people had combat [Classes]. And the alert/reinforcement request had been pretty explicit about how even powerful people should stay away to let the absolute peak of strength, as well as the professionals, deal with the situation.

What really cinched the issue with whether or not these guys were cult members was the fact that they attacked him as he passed.

If they’d done a better job of concealing their allegiance, they might have even been able to hurt him.

A lance of stone the size of a pillar flew towards his head at hypersonic speeds while the air seemed to turn into syrup as a time-slowing effect tried to turn him into a sitting duck. It might have worked if he’d still been in place when the field activated, but he’d already been dodging, [The Meaning of the Name] revealing not only the current state of the world but several potential futures.

Two long strides took him out of the temporal field, even at one-quarter speed no one could land a clean hit on him. Any attacks that got close were also affected by the field, something that theoretically should have left him with too little time to dodge. Theoretically.

A stream of water that could have blown down several houses tried to push him back inside the field, but missed.

A titanic fireball broke apart on Balmung, the flames harmlessly washing off his armor.

And then, he was in range of the nearest enemy. The woman was mid-transformation, clearly burning one of her cooldown [Skills] in an attempt to counter him, but it wasn’t going to be enough.

[Form of Horror] activated while he was in the middle of a slash, doubling his reach without warning. With five stacks each of [Piercing Strike] and [Power Strike] combined into a single [Legendary Blow], even transforming into a living tree wasn’t going to block his strike.

The second closest man had turned into some kind of knight, smoke rising from the gaps in the armor while coals glowed in the eye sockets. But Isaac could tell there was a secondary level of armor beneath every chink, gap, and weak spot, perfectly guarding against his normal anti-armor tactics.

He flipped over Balmung in his hand, grabbed it by the blade, and hammered it into the side of the man’s head in a full-power Mordhau. The move’s name translated into “murder strike,” which was rather appropriate given its lethality even against armored foes.

[Legendary Blow] glowed like a star, the red energy wreathing the hilt and pommel of Isaac’s sword promising nothing but death.

Upon initially getting access to a whole lot of standard combat [Skills] at Level 30 without threshold bonuses as a reward for getting [Legacy of a True Warrior], he’d been a little skeptical. Being able to teach them would be great, but it had seemed lacking for personal use as a lot of power did come from those threshold bonuses.

But then he’d remembered that the big limitation of [Legendary Blow] was the number of times he could stack a specific [Skill], not the overall number he could add to it.

So he’d thrown not just five [Power Strikes] behind that attack, but also [Powerful Blow], [Piercing Strike], and [Armorbreaker] and even managed to make [Power Shot] a workable addition despite the fact that his weapon was of a melee persuasion. It cost a stupidly high amount of mana, but it worked just fine.

The knight collapsed, helmet dented in far enough that it had to be pushed into the skull, and Isaac charged past, a hurled blade with [Power Shot] accelerating the attack while the tip glowed with five stacks of [Piercing Strike]. It tore through the crowd control mage who was still trying to get up another temporal bubble and failing miserably.

His second sword likewise impaled another mage mid-cast and then he was among the squishiest of his opponents, claws flashing through the air and sending blood spraying across the ground.

An attempted backstab was cut off when he unleashed the acid cloud he’d cribbed from the Lindwyrm after slotting its Aspect. Trying to be sneaky against the user of a sensory [Aura] was hard enough, but doing so with acid melting every exposed bit of skin was downright impossible.

Both swords had finally returned to his hands, levitated there by his weapon telekinesis and that was the end of it. Blades rose and fell, every hit hacking off a limb or splitting a skull.

Less than thirty seconds into his cooldown [Skill], Isaac was the only survivor, standing amidst the corpses of his foes. Another four and a half minutes left on the clock for his transformation.

Should he risk running into someone with an itchy trigger finger, or should he waste the remaining duration on his transformation ability?

He’d risk it.

Long legs ate up the ground like nobody’s business and the boosted physical Stats certainly didn’t hurt either, almost making up for the loss of the accumulated [Continent Strider] boost.

Lorient came into view with thirty seconds left.

Soldiers were dueling a trio of [Warriors] in the outskirts of the city, bullets pinging off solid steel while causing minimal damage but were successfully preventing the cultists from closing the distance.

Armor that had rendered the men invulnerable against attacks from Level 70-ish soldiers who’d already burned through their cooldown [Skills] proved insufficient against Isaac’s blades as he tore past, only pausing briefly to accept a party invitation by the closest soldier.

The current mess was, well, a mess. The person in charge of the party was nominally Jean Ardouin, but the general was lacking the power to keep abreast of everything on his own. He was still managing to coordinate the battle across a dozen fronts and had apparently all but killed the boss of the entire organization, but it wasn’t enough to control everything.

Isaac had expected to get orders the moment he became a part of the command network, but he seemed to have flown under the radar.

Ardouin’s party [Skill] was simply called [Army Coordination] and was meant to do exactly that. Control an army. People could be added via his existing subordinates, multiple people could communicate through multiple channels, and new arrivals could slide into existing command positions under the big cheese himself while a “history” tab allowed people to inform themselves about things on the battlefield that they hadn’t noticed or been informed about as they happened.

It was a [General’s] power, one meant to work with everything an officer normally had at their disposal, such as their staff. With most of those people absent, Ardouin had to do more than even he could handle. Especially since half his focus seemed to be on trying to corral the Monkey King. Emphasis on “trying.”

So Isaac took one look at the situation, used [Lessons of History] to vacuum up every stray scrap of information he had available, used [The Meaning of the Name] to see who’d be the biggest problem in the next few minutes, and finally announced his target after five seconds of thinking.

Mind you, it wasn’t a big, pompous declaration of how he’d be rescuing a group of “lowly mortals,” merely a warning that he’d be coming in like a bat out of hell and asking the nearby people to pretty, pretty please not panic.

His target was the pyrokinetic.

There were three other enemy S-Rankers present: a warrior wielding twin sickles who was transforming both the ground and anyone unlucky enough to be in range into a wheatfield, an eight-tailed Kitsune that was currently clashing with Sun, and a sound mage.

Sure, the pyrokinetic was “just” as big a problem as his comrades, but he would be the easiest to take down.

Isaac dodged left, then right, his path taking him through several patches of flame that burned on the ground. His senses had warned him that the flames would be painful in the few moments they took to assimilate, but in the end, it was worth it.

Samadhi Fire. Mythological flames that, in the stories, had even damaged the Monkey King. The kind that was wielded by the subordinates of the Jade Emperor when they’d tried to execute the meddlesome primate. Concentrated, raw energy that made up the very essence of fire.

That was the kind of power he’d just stolen.

It also came with a hefty price tag of over two thousand mana per second even after the discount from [Fire Soul], enough to drain his pool dry in a little over two seconds of use. Barely useable in any kind of extended conflict. The original user of this weapon had to have most of his build dedicated to just being able to use that stuff.

But for right now, the biggest gain here was the fact that these incredibly destructive flames could now no longer touch him, no matter what.

This pyrokinetic might be a god on the battlefield, a shadowy figure illuminated in flames as the people around him burned to death. But to Isaac, he might as well have been a puppy. Physical Stats in the toilet, physical combat [Skills] practically nonexistent, that fucker was so screwed it wasn’t even funny.

… Weeeeell, it was a little funny. This guy was laughing as he burned people to death, people who were trying to make the world a better place.

And now, he was about to suddenly come face to face with someone who outclassed him to an even greater degree than he did the soldiers.

A massive gout of flame erased a dozen buildings behind Isaac as the pyrokinetic finally realized he was coming. Isaac was just fine.

The ground detonated in front of him, the kinetic force of the shockwave almost succeeding in throwing him off his feet, but Isaac had seen it coming with his [Aura] and jumped before he’d have taken the full force of the blast.

That particular futile attempt was followed up by a wall of fire, compressed enough that even plasma was sufficiently dense that Isaac couldn’t just run through it. So he jumped into it, canceled out his mass, and let the updraft of the flames carry him skywards.

A single burst of flame behind him once he was above the barrier flung him across it, and then his full weight returned to send him plummeting towards his enemy.

One of the massive swords that manifested with [Form of Horror] plunged clean through the top of the man’s chest, cleaving through most of the vital organs, the bottom of the spine, and finally a full meter of the ground beneath.

A solid hit to pin his foe in place so he could bring the second sword around to decapitate him. But before he could follow through a massive blast of fire flung him away. No real heat behind it, just a thick stream of condensed flame unleashed more for the force behind it than its other properties.

It was enough to delay him for several vital seconds, during which [Form of Horror] ran out. Suddenly a few hundred kilograms lighter, Isaac was flung off, skidding over the ground until he managed to drive a sword into the ground and hold onto its hilt.

Through the flames, he could see his foe standing there, a burning mask of volcanic rock looking dispassionate even as his lifeblood drenched the surrounding area.

Around him spread out a puddle of blood and whatever innards had fallen out through the terrible wound clean through his torso, the only thing keeping him standing being [Moment of Immortality]. It wouldn’t have saved him if Isaac had managed to decapitate him, but that hadn’t happened.

Problem.

An even bigger issue was the fact that the blade keeping him pinned had been conjured by [Form of Horror] and dissipated when the [Skill] had ended, freeing the pyrokinetic. No longer a sitting duck.

But the man didn’t retreat, didn’t try to get away, he just kept unleashing the flame.

Isaac swore internally. Phasing was out of the question, the mana in the flames could still be dangerous, [Phantom Step] and [Wave Charge] wouldn’t let him close the full distance, and he’d be blown away again once they ended. Using [I Am The Sword] here would be a huge waste of a once-an-hour [Skill], but he couldn’t even properly utilize it as its effect was based on his momentum, which was nonexistent.

With his sensory [Aura] he could tell that the land behind him was being devastated for over a kilometer, buildings vaporized, all vegetation within a few hundred meters of the gout of fire ignited, and the ground turning into lava. The ground under his sword grew progressively softer until the blade slid through what was basically Jell-o at this point and Isaac went flying. Thankfully, this new state didn’t last long.

A full twenty seconds after the flames started, they shut off as their wielder collapsed onto one knee, coughing blood. He straightened again after a split second, a second activation of [Moment of Immortality] propping him back up. But that brief second between activations had been long enough to cross the distance. Balmung flashed through the air as Isaac sped past, [Implements of True Death] ensuring that no matter what, the man in the volcano mask would not be getting back up. Having your skull and brain cleaved in half would have been lethal in ninety-nine-point nine-nine percent of people, but not being able to heal for ten seconds afterwards ensured that even the most insane survivability builds wouldn’t be able to keep going.

The kill notification blinked in the corner of his eye, telling him that he’d definitely finished this fight.

Sighs of relief abounded from the soldiers around him, several even letting themselves fall to the ground, finally able to give in to their exhaustion. Others still began to express their gratitude to Isaac.

But he ignored them and started running. The sickle wielder was probably not going to last much longer against Schultz, one of Greece’s S-Rankers, Lena Zeneli, and France’s plant mage. Meanwhile, the Kitsune was being chased around by Sun, throwing up illusion after illusion while constantly retreating.

The sound mage, on the other hand, hadn’t used a single cooldown [Skill] where anyone could see and was dueling some of France’s best and looking perfectly unbothered by the whole situation. Time for a fight on equal terms.


SONG OF ANNIHILATION
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If the [Master of Primordial Flame] had been a hammer, the sound mage was a scalpel. Tightly controlled fields of vibrations fouling up bullet projectiles, patches of ground being reduced to quicksand underfoot, perfectly tuned sound waves impacting buildings to vibrate the rebar to the point where the structures all but detonated into a field of shrapnel around them after barely half a second.

And all of that didn’t even mention what happened to people who got too close or didn’t move around enough. A couple of seconds to determine their bones’ resonant frequencies, maybe two hundred milliseconds of perfectly tuned, well-targeted sound, and then the victim’s bones would literally be reduced to powder. Bad enough to have something like that happening to the bones in the legs or arms, but when it was done to the skull … as far as fast ways to die went, that had to be one of the worst ones.

And even those who were managing to avoid direct hits or entering the danger zone were suffering, blood running from more than one soldier’s ears or nose, a few even coughing bloody mist from just being in the general area.

Scanning the man didn’t earn him much information. Sound magic, a metric ton of physically reinforcing Aspects, and a dark stain that spoke of a deeper danger, a darkness that should not be present in a human being. This was an evil [Class], not something that could be gained with good intentions, and its holder was not someone Isaac wanted to share a planet with.

… As though the figure’s actions hadn’t already made that clear. Really, it was all eerily familiar, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on what was bothering him.

Isaac charged, Balmung manifested in his right hand and a Ka-Bar clutched in his off-hand. On the surface, rushing an enemy like this wasn’t exactly the brightest of ideas. If the blitz attack succeeded, things were all well and good, but if it didn’t, and he remained near this enemy for an extended period of time, he’d be in trouble. Surviving having his bones quaked apart wasn’t something he was built to do.

That being said, Isaac did have his mental finger hovering over the metaphysical button that would trigger [Tools of Terror]. It was a [Skill] that let him borrow one body part from one of his Aspect monsters. Normally, he had it standing by, ready to transform his blood to that of a Hydra at the drop of a hat whenever an enemy got themselves sprayed in his blood.

Now, he was preparing to swap out his bones with those of the Hydra. They were different enough from his own that any attempt to quake apart his human bones would fail against those of a Hydra. Sure, sheer force would still be more than enough to hurt him, but the precisely modulated, bone-pulverizing trick would take a little longer to succeed.

The very instant he got within a hundred meters of his target, the world was drowned out in a surge of noise. Clashing swords, screams of pain, and the last dying breaths of those who were not long for this world. The sky turned red as though the very air were tainted with blood, and the ground became a bog of bloody mud and bodies. A warzone straight out of hell.

And as if that hadn’t been bad enough, some of the sounds were very specific cries for help, people crying out for Isaac’s help, or desperately begging him to stop what he was doing. Familiar voices, belonging to his friends, allies, and even family. He knew it was all bullshit, as it was obvious, but that didn’t make it any less painful to listen to.

Even though the hellish landscape extended as far as the eye could see, Isaac’s [Aura] told him that was an optical illusion. The transformation only affected things within a hundred meters of his foe; everything beyond that wasn’t actually there.

The Horseman of War. Probably still an Aspirant, but still, a very different ability set from the first one. Sound instead of gravity.

Was it possible that the Horsemen weren’t limited in their abilitysets, that there was a different requirement to allow one to take up their mantle?

Gravity and sound were perfect for controlling a battlefield, and their wielders had been attached to the Horseman of War. What could the others’ powers potentially go for? That could turn into a nasty, nasty surprise down the line.

But right now, he had one specific foe whose ass he needed to kick.

War seemed to grin under his crimson mask, his entire posture radiating smug satisfaction as Isaac closed in.

His every sense suddenly screamed danger as power surged around him.

[I Am The Sword] triggered, not only rendering Isaac invulnerable but also allowing him to keep up his forward momentum. Even as a pillar of raw power rose around him, vibrations reducing everything caught within two hundred and fifty meters of the figure to dust.

Of course, Isaac kept going, kept moving, his momentum unalterable for the moment.

A more concentrated blast hammered into his face, once more doing nothing.

Only when a barrier that could have laughed off anything short of a nuke shattered before him did War finally dive for cover.

“Not bad,” the armored figure laughed as Isaac exited the other side of the pillar of annihilation, the sound coming from everywhere. “Got me to waste a few good strikes. But what are you going to do now? You’re out there, I’m in here, and I don’t have any reason to hold back anymore now that I have a worthy opponent.”

The confident smirk was clearly audible in that little speech as the man spread his arms and began to cast. The very air began to vibrate, and then he punched the ground, causing the asphalt under Isaac’s feet to buck, forcing him to leap a few more meters back.

Were that living disaster’s powers vibrations, sound, or both? He couldn’t tell, so he’d have to prepare for both.

But he still had a plan.

One could be forgiven for calling Isaac a swordsman, fire elementalist, or spellsword. And it was true, in a way.

But his real weapon was something different, more conceptual in nature. Something best summed up as “It ain’t stupid if it works.” And in this case, what worked was an eighth-grade science experiment.

He threw Balmung straight at War, [Power Strike] providing the initial acceleration while [Remote Wielding] only added to its speed.

However, the trajectory began to be fouled the instant the sword entered the storm of destructive vibrations until it eventually clattered to the ground a few meters from its intended target, where it was pinned down by a series of constant, powerful shockwaves.

“Really?” War laughed.

And then the sword ignited. It didn’t matter whether or not a substance was traditionally considered flammable, when it was reduced to powder and surrounded completely by air, and by extension, oxygen, it still burned like tinder.

Of course, a standard dust explosion using regular fire could never have hurt War at his Level, but then it was a good thing Isaac hadn’t used normal fire in months.

Hellfire, for that “fuck you and all life” energy that damaged more than just the physical.

Napalm, because it clung to absolutely everything.

Stellar plasma, because why not?

The starvenom flame of an Uraeus serpent, just to add insult to injury.

And who could forget the Samadhi fire he’d only just stolen?

Isaac dubbed the most lethal combination of fire that had existed “Prometheus’ Wrath.”

The world vanished in a multicolored blast of fire, black, yellow, orange, and deep crimson tongues of flame licking towards the sky as Isaac fought to contain the blast, keeping it concentrated on its intended target. After a long several seconds, it finally cleared up, leaving behind a deep crater filled with glass and glowing slag.

Around him, the world returned to normal, the warscape fading away like a bad dream.

If Isaac just ignited the dust cloud, War might have had a chance to remove the dust around himself.

If War had been smarter, he’d have done that the instant his pillar of annihilation had been unleashed.

And if he’d been just a little more paranoid, he might have run from the sword out of general principle.

But he’d not done any of that and now, he was dea—no kill notification.

Isaac kept his guard up as his gaze raked over the fire-blasted landscape.

And then, he saw his enemy falling through the air, still very much on fire but with every passing millisecond, the flames were dying down as … Isaac had to do a double take when he saw that War was disintegrating his own burning flesh, then blasting the remains off himself.

War’s left leg was gone completely, the right was still there up to the knee but basically just a bone sheathed in charcoal, the right arm was surprisingly intact, but the left had been obliterated along with most of the attached shoulder. And several other spots had been disintegrated down to the bone to prevent the hellish blaze from burning more deeply.

It should have been a fight- if not life-ending level of injury, but War was looking surprisingly … fine. Missing a few bits, but his condition didn’t seem to be deteriorating, and [Moment of Immortality] hadn’t even engaged. Another [Skill] had, though. Shit. Isaac knew [Moment of Immortality], where its limits were, and how to deal with someone using it. This crap, though …

And then the fucker activated another [Skill]. His magic Stats plummeted as his physical Stats shot through the roof, putting him barely below Isaac in terms of Agility, and his Strength, Fortitude, and even Perception were around that benchmark as well.

But that wasn’t the most extreme change. No, that honor went to the pair of wings that sprouted from his back, a pair of strange amalgams made up of sticks, stones, spears, and primitive iron swords, a bizarre collection of mankind’s earliest weaponry.

Odd, and they would probably allow him to fly even if wings made of those kinds of materials really shouldn’t allow for it, but that couldn’t be all, right?

The hellscape returned, smothering Isaac’s surroundings once War got within range.

And then, the wings beat. Once. A hail of countless projectiles hammered down in a deadly rain of supersonic projectiles. Isaac was actually faster than them, but the sheer volume of attacks was the problem. That, and the fact that there were other people in the area without his defenses.

He launched himself skywards atop a pillar of flame in an attempt to get above the man, barely managing to evade the next projectile storm. This time, it was a combination of bronze and iron swords. The wings had changed as well, becoming more metallic. Were they advancing through the ages of warfare? How long until Isaac would be dodging bullets, nuclear blasts, or even [System]-age attacks?

Chances were, outright nukes would be beyond the scope of whatever this [Skill] was, but even without them, this would be bad.

At least the sound magic had cut off.

Isaac rocketed past as the third wingbeat turned the ground below into a field of blades and corpses, then abruptly reversed course the instant he was above War.

Another wingbeat, though this time, the hail of projectiles was unleashed upon the upwards movement of the wing, as opposed to during their downward motion.

Shit!

Isaac pushed himself away, the combination of massively reducing his mass and his flames granting him insane maneuverability in midair. Almost as insane as the mana cost for keeping this up. He’d been fighting for far more time than most of his battles required, and even the brief burst of Samadhi Fire had been expensive.

“Can anyone see his mana levels?” Isaac asked over the general party chat. He’d have hoped that someone would have volunteered that information, but it was always possible someone did have that capability and hadn’t spoken up.

He dove out of the way of yet another salvo, this one containing mostly arrows but also catapult projectiles and ballista bolts.

Isaac’s last trump card was [Champion of Mankind], which he didn’t want to use yet as he might be screwed if he was unable to finish the fight. Technically, there was also [Grave of Swords], but locking himself in a small room with that fucker would be a truly terrible idea.

He let himself fall back down to Earth to conserve mana while continuously evading the subsequent salvos.

“He’s using mana every time he fires a salvo, but not nearly as much as he should. Maybe ten more salvos?”

“Thank you,” Isaac replied a split second after the information reached him. That would explain why some wingbeats didn’t unleash salvos.

But even with that, he didn’t know how long those wings would remain, or what the hell was keeping that man alive. It wasn’t [Moment of Immortality]. Even if Isaac hadn’t been able to recognize it, it would have run out over a minute ago.

He needed to get that fucker out of the city.

Isaac launched himself past the enemy, throwing another sword in passing, but all in all, presenting a fairly tempting target. Not just because he was briefly exposing his back, but also because his enemy couldn’t afford to give him the space to accelerate when he returned.

But War stayed put.

Once he was five kilometers out, Isaac chugged a mana potion, turned, and came back with a vengeance, forced to phase to avoid being impacted by air resistance.

War let himself fall to the ground to dodge, disrupting Isaac’s fire blast with another salvo of projectiles, and this one had cannonballs mixed in.

He did not want to move … maybe he couldn’t? He might just be stubborn, but he might also be limited by either his transformation or immortality [Skill]. The power to transform into the incarnation of warfare throughout history and not die while on the battlefield did seem like the kind of powers the avatar of war’s destructive nature would have, right?

Either way, ending the other fights here might help free up some others to help.

[Champion of Mankind: The Thinker] activated, granting Isaac the cognitive ability to slide right into the intel officer slot of Ardouin’s party. And then, he split his mind into a thousand two hundred strands of thought. In five seconds, [The Thinker] would end.

But for those five seconds, he was aware of everything around him, information arriving from every member of the party, letting him access all their variations of [Inspect], see through their eyes and all in all, made him the spider at the center of the web.

And then, he activated both [Lessons of History] and the [The Meaning of the Name], and all was laid bare.

He spoke to almost every member of the group at once, and their enemies fell like wheat before the reaper.

And five seconds later, the tide of battle had turned, and Isaac was out of trump cards.

War somehow managed to go even whiter despite basically being a charcoal briquette at this point, and that’s when Isaac launched himself straight at the man.

He dodged the majority of the first salvo and almost managed the same trick against the second, but that one had been filled with airburst shells meant to take down enemy aircraft during the first half of the twentieth century.

Isaac’s armor took most of the hits, but several projectiles punched through regardless, tearing ragged wounds into his body. And then he was within range, and both his [Auras] blazed to life.

One rust-red and steely grey, half of it wrapped around his limbs and swords, the other half projected outwards to serve as an impromptu detection sphere.

The other a bloody crimson, a two-meter-in-diameter sphere around his body, both shielding and healing him, but also standing at the ready to tear his foe to shreds.

He was upon his enemy in a flash, the [Aura of the Crimson Dawn] empowered to the point where it was practically solid, holding back the wings while Isaac’s left hand crushed War’s shoulder.

And in his right hand, a Ka-Bar sat, which flashed out over and over again, punching through vital organ after vital organ.

War’s pitiful sonic [Aura] had been crushed the instant Isaac had come within range, and now his body was slowly disintegrating under the force of the twin energy fields that bore down on him.

It was taking far longer than it should have, and War’s body was absurdly tough, even stronger than it should be given his Fortitude, but the degree of reinforcement was dropping alongside the surrounding level of conflict.

A final blast of sound flung Isaac clear as War made a desperate dash for freedom, pulling out a healing potion as he fled and unleashing three more wing salvos, but the accumulated injuries had been too much without the reinforcement provided by his [Skill]. A [Skill] that had died when his allies did.

[———]

Human (Lv. 146 Aspirant for the Mantle of War) has been slain 50,000 XP gained (70,000 XP base distributed across 23 people as per their contributions)

[———]

Unfortunately, the last three salvos had been the most devastating, containing heavy explosives, guided missiles, and a hail of spells, respectively.

Isaac didn’t even bother trying to gently return to terra firma, he just let himself fall until he landed on his feet, the shock sending a wave of pain through his body. Cracked ribs and countless lacerations throbbed, but he was alive. War wasn’t.

The sickle-wielder had also been taken down. Schultz had trapped him in a corner by a constant bombardment of thunderbolts and electrically charged air-to-ground munitions, and then Zeneli had just rolled over him with her projected Phalanx. It might be a slow formation, but it was one made for being unstoppable, its inexorable advance crushing anyone who wasn’t in a proper formation. An aspect that was increased to absurd heights by her [Class]. And that was the end of that particular fight.

The Kitsune had gotten away, though. Sun had gotten a little distracted when Isaac had started speaking and the entire battle had shifted as one, and the Kitsune had used that to skedaddle.

That would doubtlessly be the cause for a fun conversation in the future, Isaac just knew that.

He looked around the city, or what remained of it. All of this had started out as a fight over eels of all things. And the cult had escalated to the point where a city with a population of fifty thousand was mostly leveled. To make things worse, Isaac doubted too many of them had been evacuated with the constant bombardment of illusions making it impossible to identify civilians as such.

He hadn’t thought it would be possible to make him hate the cult even more, but somehow, they’d managed it.

Things would not continue like this!


BITTER GAINS
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On paper, this had probably been a win.

The current Aspirants for War and Pestilence were dead, killed by Isaac and Dr. Loup. respectively, and Ardouin had absolutely kicked the ass of the one who had to have been the Aspirant of Death before Isaac had arrived. After all, the figure had been wearing a ghostly blue mask, and the Horseman of Death was described as riding a “pale” horse.

What had really cinched things was his weapon, though, a war scythe. Aside from the name, it only had superficial commonalities with the agricultural implement, being a polearm with a curved, single-edged blade at the end, though this blade was an extension of the pole, rather than being mounted perpendicular to it.

In addition, initial interrogations of the prisoners had given them the codenames of the other high-powered members of the cult. The sickle-wielder who’d ended up on the wrong end of Zeneli’s spear had been called Kronos, the pyrokinetic had been Surtr, and the illusionist who’d been such a huge problem initially had been Utgardloki.

That codename, specifically, had been very appropriate. The original, mythological Utgardloki had made Loki do an eating competition against a wildfire, one of Thor’s human companions race a thought, and pitted Thor himself against old age in a wrestling match. Forestalling most of France on his own had certainly let him live up to the legend … until Sun had shown up with his incredibly perceptive eyes.

Five people who’d have easily earned S-Rank from any official evaluator, almost a hundred prisoners, and one of the cult’s major teleportation hubs, which had been discovered when Ardouin had flung several missiles through a portal. The resulting explosion had been noticed and had made finding the place damn easy.

All in all, they’d cost the cult more in a single battle than in every previous fight put together, and gained more than enough strings to pull on to uncover the rest of the hive of scum. Hopefully.

But it was hard to celebrate when one was faced with a death toll of almost twenty-five thousand civilians and an additional three thousand-odd military personnel.

Isaac had also gotten several [Skills] to the next threshold, but he’d been close to deciding to not look at them until Lorient was cleaned up and the dead put to rest. But after a few minutes, he’d decided it was a pointless gesture that no one would ever know about and that could really bite him in the ass if something happened in the meantime.

[———]

Divine Fire (legendary, Level XX)

Fire. What can it do? Pretty much everything, as long as you’ve got the right kind and are creative enough.

Fire. What can it be? Pretty much anything, as long as you’re not risk-averse when it comes to getting it.

That is where the issue lies. Getting it. Of the countless mystic and mundane flames there are, one can only gain a few—if one takes the normal path, that is.

Stealing them … ain’t normal. But it is possible. It is audacious, ludicrous, but possible. And fully in line with the Promethean spirit. 

This Skill grants the user the ability to conjure and control mundane flames. Initially.

The real power of the Divine Fire is its ability to absorb and assimilate all other fire, both magical and not. The user becomes immune to all fires they have absorbed (and can extend this protection to objects on their person) and are able to then wield it with the same power and ease as the original fire.

Once conjured, flames fueled by the user’s mana directly can be controlled for free while secondary fires spawned by the initial flame can be directed by spending a negligible amount of mana. All flames can be extinguished for free, be they conjured directly or merely ignited by conjured flames.

All assimilated flames can be used individually or combined to form greater forms of fire, whose patterns can be stored for later use.

The user also grows partially immune to unknown fires based on their similarity to already assimilated flames.

After countless fights where the user has assimilated an enemy’s fires and promptly tore their user to shreds, this Skill has evolved to subsume hostile flames once the user has absorbed a sample not just of the correct type, but the very same flames they’re currently being attacked with. These flames can then be manipulated freely, drawing mana from the controlled fire and progressively extinguishing it in the process.

Cost Patters: Creation cost per second/control cost per second

Standard Flame (7/1)

Absorbed Flames:

Samadhi Fire (2,000/500)

Dragon’s Breath (50/1-10)

Grand Hellflame (50/1-10)

Campfire (3/1)

Burning Magnesium (14/1-3)

Napalm (5/1)

Stellar Corona (40/2-4)

…

(see full list (1.998)?)

Combined Flames:

Prometheus’ Wrath (2,500/200-1,000)

Drachenbrodem (250/100-150)

True Starflame (200/25-50)

Combined Elemental Phoenix Disintegration (100/10-15)

…

(see full list (336)?)

[———]

The sheer cost of Prometheus’ Wrath made it hard to use, but damn it hit hard.

And the power to subsume hostile flames would make future flame-based enemies a cinch.

Meanwhile, [Form of Horror’s] utility had jumped by an order of magnitude.

[———]

Form of Horror (legendary, Level max)

There are many sides to the Undying Wraith. The impression they broadcast out into the world and show others, the hole in the world no one will ever perceive before it devours them, and lastly, the face someone only sees in the moment of their death.

The form granted by this Skill. A monstrous alternate body based on the user’s Aspects.

Current Aspects: Aspect of the Arcane Poltergeist, Aspect of the Greater Hydra, Aspect of the Megalodon, Aspect of the Twilight Weaver, Aspect of the Razor Apparition, Aspect of the Dragon, Aspect of the Least Demon Lord, Aspect of the Space Elemental, Aspect of the Ankou, Aspect of the Death Knight.

If the user also has the Skill The Chosen Weapon, this weapon will be incorporated into the user’s new form.

Furthermore, while in this form the user’s Strength and Fortitude are increased by 65% while Agility and Perception are increased by 100%. Magic Power and Magic Regeneration will remain unchanged.

This Skill can only be activated once every hour and lasts for 300 seconds. It also requires 1,000 mana to use, which it siphons off from the user’s mana regeneration so long as the mana pool is full.

After countless battles where the user has used this Skill to annihilate foes that should have been well beyond his capabilities, it has been increased to a level of power worthy of its own legend. The user may now transform into any non-boss creature whose Aspect he holds and has a Level that does not exceed his by more than 10 (more powerful creatures may suffer from a shortened duration). In addition, the user may manifest body parts of the monsters for a cost dependent on the specific body part copied on their normal body.

And now, it has reached the pinnacle of its power. The number of customizable forms is increased to seven, which can be freely created/altered while this Skill is inactive. These forms can draw upon the forms of any monster whose Aspect the user has slotted. The Stat boosts provided by this Skill are increased. Furthermore, the user may freely switch between any of his one standard and seven custom forms while this [Skill] is active. Injuries will transfer between forms, but use of unique biological resources (quills, venoms, acid spray, etc.) will remain limited to the form that utilizes said resources.

Current Forms:

Aspect Amalgam

King of the Sea

Ruler of the Airspace

Perfect Amalgam

Empty

Empty

Empty

[———]

The Stat boosts for Strength and Fortitude had jumped from 45 to 65, while the ones for Agility and Perception had increased by thirty percent to the point where this [Skill] now fully doubled them.

And the ability to freely switch between various forms could be abused to an absurd degree. Create multiple forms that basically amounted to biological suicide vests, spraying acid, toxins, razor-sharp quills, and more besides when it was needed. A form that went all in on mobility, another that bristled with biological weaponry … he’d defer figuring out how to best use that new trick later, though. More [Skills] to work through and all that.

[———]

Lessons of History (legendary, Level X)

Those who don’t study history might be doomed to repeat it, but those who do study history will most likely end up watching someone else repeat it. Sucks, doesn’t it?

History is filled with great examples, both ones to live up to and ones to avoid living down to.

This is a Skill to help turn those lessons into plans of action. It allows the user to uncover things about the past by supporting the discovery of new information based on mere context clues and will then check the veracity of this information.

Once such information about the past is in your hands, the Skill will point to the core lessons to learn from the past and allow these lessons to be communicated clearly and unmistakably to others.

If you also have The Meaning of the Name, these Skills will work in concert to provide superior results for both, and it will run subconsciously beside its sibling Skill.

In addition, the user gains a mental archive of all information gathered by this Skill. This information takes a few seconds to access if it has been forgotten by the user’s main memory, however.

[———]

[Lessons of History] had gotten a nice little boost, lacking in the short term but overwhelmingly powerful in the long term.

[———]

Expert’s Insight (legendary, Level X)

What separates a soldier who just got out of training from a veteran? A student who just got his degree from a lead engineer? A wizard’s apprentice from an Archmage?

The answer to all those questions is, of course, experience. Some things are taught, yes, but others need to be learned from experience.

Sometimes, said experience takes the form of repeating an action over and over and eventually figuring out a way to make it more efficient.

Other times, realization comes as a painful lesson after a mistake reaps terrible consequences.

Either way, this Skill offers up both a massive pool of experience to the user and vastly improves their experience and Skill Level gain by granting preternatural hindsight. If the user has any knowledge on a subject, they find themselves making connections far more readily and related subjects will be far easier to research. Furthermore, Expert’s Insight acts as a general memory booster.

As with many other Skills in the Hildebrand’s Heir Class, a lesser version of this Skill can be granted to the user’s students using Legacy of a True Warrior.

However, unlike those other Skills, Expert’s Insight does not turn into a lesser version of itself, but rather transforms into a fundamentally different Skill called Veteran’s Knowledge, which allows the user of Expert’s Insight to directly impart their knowledge (note that this is a limited effect; this Skill will not directly put the taught individual on the same level as the user).

In addition, this Skill synergizes with Lessons of History, allowing the user to draw not just upon their own experience, but that of those they witness fighting, albeit at a vastly reduced efficacy.

[———]

Oh, that would come in real handy. Isaac grinned. Just one more upgrade to look through, [Champion of Mankind].

[———]

Champion of Mankind (legendary)

Humans are rather weak, aren’t they? Small and fragile. Despite how much of the planet they’ve conquered, what great things they’ve made, an individual human is still not all that powerful.

Which is why they sometimes need a helping hand. Someone who might give advice, stop powerful foes, or maybe just steal fire from the gods themselves.

This is the Champion of Mankind, humanity’s shield, and the vanguard of their march into a brighter future.

This is a Skill that grants the wielder the power to protect others, adjusted for the situation.

There are three forms this boost can take:

The Leader:

The Leader is the true power behind an army. When the Champion takes command, that fact becomes abundantly clear.

All troops (up to Skill Level times a thousand) under the Leader’s command gain a thirty percent boost to their physical Stats, are automatically empowered by [Veteran’s Knowledge], and gain access to the basic Skills of all standard combat Classes, such as Strikes, Blows, Shots, Healing Skills, and simple Spells.

Furthermore, the Leader temporarily gains a seventy percent boost to their physical Stats, as well as the Skills [Threefold Thoughtstreams], [Simulate Maneuvers], and [Battlefield Map].

The Leader lasts for one hour and has a cooldown of ten hours.

The Thinker:

The Thinker is the physically weakest of the Champions, yet also the most impactful, especially in situations where physical force is not the correct answer.

The Thinker gains access to any five regular Skills from scientific/knowledge-based Classes up to and including rare rarity and the third Evolution.

In addition, he gains access to the Skills [Parallel Thoughts] (each thoughtstream costs 1 mana per second from the Skill’s pool), [Simulation] (each simulated second costs 2 mana), and [Mental Celerity].

Lastly, the Thinker can feed Spells using the Skill’s mana at an exchange rate of 2:1.

The Thinker lasts as long as the Skill’s mana lasts (natural drain of 1 mana per second) and imparts a cooldown of one day.

The Vanguard:

The Vanguard is the simplest form of the Champion, but by no means weak. In fact, when it comes to raw combat power, it is utterly unsurpassed. When in Vanguard form, the user’s physical Stats double, and they gain a nigh-unbreakable set of armor custom-designed to match their fighting style.

Furthermore, the Vanguard can, at will, draw in all ranged attacks made against nearby allies and even incite enemies to go after them instead.

Lastly, the Vanguard gains temporary access to the [Indomitable Shield], [Unstoppable Momentum], and [Unbreakable Charge] Skills.

The Vanguard lasts for five minutes and has a cooldown of four hours.

The Cleansing Flame:

The Cleansing Flame is exactly what the name implies. The user is wreathed in armor made from the flame they themselves created, known as Prometheus’ Wrath.

Anything up to fifty meters away can be affected by the fire and heat, though the power decreases as the distance is increased, and the user can freely exclude the environment and living beings from this damage.

The user also gains a seventy-five percent boost to all physical Stats.

Finally, the user may add the healing aspect of Phoenix fire to their armor, healing select living beings.

The Cleansing Flame lasts for five minutes and has a cooldown of six hours.

———

In addition, the user may switch between forms once after activating this Skill. The cooldown of Champion of Mankind will be increased to three days regardless of which forms are used, and the remaining usage time is dependent on the amount of mana remaining, halved.

Cost: 6,000 mana stored in a separate pool

WARNING! This is a Skill meant to protect humanity and will fail when used in the service of ushering in its downfall.

[———]

Another solid boost and a second switching power, albeit a vastly weaker one. Something to be used in case of emergency, and rather harder to exploit.

The real gain here was the additional form. [Champion of Mankind: The Cleansing Flame] would be utterly devastating when used in the middle of an enemy formation, and it had a solid utility/support aspect as well.

All in all, he was extremely happy with the gains … yet it still felt like he’d bought them with the blood of the dead civilians and service members.

Still, that same blood should let him push through some serious political changes with how it came to hunting down the fuckers who’d actually killed them.

They wanted the end of the fucking world? He’d give them the end of their world!

… And now, off to Ardouin’s temporary office because the man wanted to talk. Should be fun.


AFTERMATH
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In the real world, when someone walks through a wall, they generally tend to not leave a perfect outline of themselves behind. Generally. But if the wall had sufficient structural integrity and was made from a material not prone to crumbling, you could get close. Also, the person walking through the wall needed to have a very hard head.

So when Sun had stormed out of Ardouin’s heavily reinforced office in a shipping crate just outside the ruins of Lorient through one of the metal walls, he’d left behind a humanoid outline, which was now being covered by a magical forcefield.

“That damn Monkey will be the death of me,” Ardouin sighed when he noticed Isaac looking.

Isaac decided not to comment as he still had some things he needed to discuss before opening that particular can of worms.

“You wanted to see me?” Isaac asked. He’d have shown up here in due time without it, but if the big cheese wanted to talk to him here, there might be something big in the works.

“Yes,” Ardouin responded, a chair sliding in front of his desk for his guest to sit on. Isaac took this as an invitation and sat down.

“Do you know what’s going on politically right now?” Ardouin asked.

“I’ve mostly been busy making sure the prisoners are properly secured and searching for survivors, but what I saw was exactly what you’d expect it to be,” Isaac said.

In other words, the usual combination of political nonsense.

“Yep,” Ardouin nodded unhappily. “We’ve already got absolute idiots talking about how we should stop going after the cult as every time we’ve attacked them, they hit back hard.”

“Do those people know that we didn’t even go after the cult this time, and that we’d have to stop all law enforcement actions everywhere to avoid risking another fight?” Isaac asked.

“They know, obviously. That’s what makes them idiots. But ‘avoiding another tragedy’ makes for an attractive dog whistle. They’re being overridden by reasonable voices, but it’s still a pain in the ass. And on the EU and NATO level, things are moving along at a good clip. Alliances being forged, task forces being set, and so on. The information we received from that ‘anonymous source’ was quite helpful.”

Ah yes, the mysterious mystery source that was both loved and hated.

Loved because, well they’d saved the investigators a lot of time at the bare minimum, and gotten information they’d never have been able to get at the maximum.

Hated because when Jason and Zambon had snuck into the various holding areas, the guards had been made to look utterly incompetent.

Once in, the procedure had been simple. Jason would loom threateningly while playing with a knife, thumbscrew, or magically heated iron poker while Zambon asked questions. They’d actually almost managed to get away clean until they’d run into Schultz of all people.

Zambon had tried to pull his usual trick of predicting an enemy’s movements and then royally fucking them over via telekinesis. It had worked perfectly on the guards who’d shown up after the first dozen or so lightning bolts had hammered into the ground like the wrath of Thor, but not the pilot whose callsign named her the daughter of that very deity.

The two sneaks had run like hell, obviously, getting away slightly scorched but overall fine and absolutely laden with information. It had been a successful raid, but it had been by no means quiet.

Ardouin seemed to take a moment to gather himself before adding, “But as much as I hate to admit it, there’s only so much regular military force can achieve here.”

“Can we table that for a bit?” Isaac asked. He did want to discuss that with the general, but he needed to say some very harsh things and there were things that they needed to talk about before he got himself kicked out.

“Fine,” Ardouin grumbled. “What do you want to talk about?”

“General administrative stuff that needs to be dealt with, I have some interesting contacts overseas that might be of some use to you, and so on.”

It wasn’t fun, but it had to be done.

So after half an hour of refining the protocols for the next time, S-Rankers converged on a specific battlefield. They’d come up with a simple set of directions that would allow them to work together more smoothly and coordinate with a minimum ammount of effort.

But all too soon, the “safe” part of the conversation ended.

“I’d like to ask you to help me in hunting down the rest of the cult. You’re clearly capable and have more than proven yourself on the battlefield. The actual orders haven’t been given yet, the task forces are still being assembled, but soon, I …”

“No, thank you, I’d rather work with someone else,” Isaac finally said, bringing the general up short. That speech might have been considered the bare minimum of politeness from most people, but from Ardouin, it was a gushing praise, and it might have led to something that, for him, might be considered groveling and that would have been uncomfortable for everyone.

And it was great that Ardouin had learned to appreciate some of the civilian S-Rankers, but he still had one major other problem.

Moving on from a position of “I hate you all” to “I hate you all, but some of you are ‘one of the good ones’ and therefore I like you and everyone else is going to be treated even worse” was technically progress, but also still problematic.

“Why?” Ardouin asked bluntly, with what almost seemed like a sigh of relief at not having to be overly polite anymore.

Isaac threw a glance at the hole in the wall.

“That’s your problem?” Ardouin asked incredulously. “Are you going to tell me that I should have been nicer to that ingrate, that I owe him for what he did to that illusionist, and that that should make up for everything else?”

“He made any attempt at proper strategy impossible, and he made a massive change to the flow of battle when he took down the illusionist. It’s possible that he even saved your life in the process.

“Both of those things are true, he helped, and he messed up. But the real issue is the reason behind that hole.”

Isaac jerked his head towards the rather obvious mess that had been made of the wall.

“That could have been your head.”

“Are you threatening me?” Ardouin asked, incredulously.

“No. Just pointing out that this could have ended much worse.”

“He messed up.”

“And in response, you used more profanity in ten seconds than I did in almost eight months of training soldiers who pulled off such acts of supreme brilliance as almost bisecting themselves by running into walls holding swords equivalent to mine, or blowing themselves sky-high by using fire magic to enlarge a latrine that had already been in use. That was over the top, especially considering the fact that he did help before. If you’d talked to me that way, it’d take a long time for me to be willing to work with you again and I’d have serious doubts about whether or not we’d ever be cordial again.”

In reality, Isaac would only have worked with the general if he was the last person on planet Earth who could help.

“And that’s not mentioning how you made sure that the S-Rankers, and only the S-Rankers, could overhear this mess,” Isaac finished.

“Oh really, what did I do?”

“You only used this container’s soundproofing, which is enough to keep most people from overhearing but not the likes of me or Schultz. You wanted us to know that you aren’t above yelling at us but did not want to lose your cool where your subordinates could overhear.”

“Your point?”

“I think it was a petty move, and that you lost your composure,” Isaac stated bluntly. “People in the military know what they’re signing up for, but you were blowing your top at someone who just came to help. I work not just with the military, but also with anyone who can help, and while none of them are as chaotic as Sun, most of them aren’t going to put up with you talking to them like you did to Sun.”

“So you think that you can talk to me about how to do my job? Would you like to take my place?” Ardouin glared at Isaac as he shot to his feet.

“No, my commanding abilities top out at the platoon level. At that point, I can’t both command and fight. But there are plenty of generals in NATO, and one of them is going to be able to take command of future operations,” Isaac pointed out. “I’m more than willing to work with you, but not for you.”

“Get. Out!” Ardouin growled, steam practically coming off him in waves.

Isaac rose to his feet, and calmly walked out of the door without further comment. It had been tempting to light himself on fire and walk out through the wall to leave behind an even more perfect outline in the container, but right now, it was important to show maturity here.

Ardouin could be an important ally … if he learned how to work with S-Rankers without blowing a gasket every time someone screwed up. Maybe Isaac’s words could enact some change, but he doubted it. He still had to try, though.

As Winston Churchill had said, the only thing worse than fighting with your allies was fighting without them.
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“Oi, Thoma!”

Isaac flinched at the call even though he’d been expecting it.

“Hey, Sun,” he sighed, turning around to see the Monkey King fall from the sky like a meteor and land in his path.

They were in the middle of a field, which Isaac had been walking through on his way back home.

“Man, that general was an ass, wasn’t he?” Sun asked as he fell into step next to Isaac.

“He had a point that he took way too far,” Isaac sighed again. He could have gone a lifetime without having this fucking conversation.

“Come on, I saved his ass from the illusionist, and then fought off that damn fox for him. You cost me that fight, by the way. You shouldn’t distract people in the middle of a fight,” Sun told him.

… Aaaannd that was the other conversation he didn’t want to have. Jean Ardouin and Sun Wukong, what had he done to deserve having to deal with those two back-to-back?

They were each extremely powerful, with the potential to have a huge impact on the fate of humanity going forward. They were also both equally stubborn but otherwise completely different from each other, totally opposite in terms of idealogy. What a shitty combination.

“Everyone else took that advice and used it to win,” Isaac said. “I was just trying to help. I didn’t expect you to be that jumpy.”

“Hey,” Sun exclaimed in a mock-offended tone, “Those are finely tuned instincts. When someone sneaks up to me and starts whispering in my ear, they get smacked.”

Which in this case meant that Isaac had startled the Monkey King into swinging at shadows, allowing the Kitsune to slip away.

“Using the party to warn each other of threats and sharing tips is pretty standard,” Isaac pointed out. “And you had no problem ignoring the general when he was yelling at you.”

“I could ignore that jackass because he was just constantly yelling nonsense,” Sun grumbled. “And I didn’t need your help, I was doing just fine.”

Gotcha.

“You were in a stalemate,” Isaac corrected. “A little help could have gotten you the victory.”

“I’ve never needed help before. I’m immortal, you know that, right? And my title is literally ‘Great Sage Equaling Heaven.’”

Ah yes, that. There were three kinds of Titles under the [System]. The one you chose, which you could do when you first unlocked the option via gaining one of the second kind of titles. The kind you got when enough people thought of you with that phrase.

Isaac had a few, ranging from “Auric Sage,” which he’d been awarded for publishing the information on [Aura], to a whole slew of insults and cusswords, a list that only got longer every time he pissed someone off.

And then there were those that were essentially [System]-enforced bragging rights, which let anyone who beheld them know that their bearer had earned them. Isaac had one of these as well in his “Last Survivor” title, which represented his status as the last survivor of a dead world and had been gained when he’d answered the [System’s] questions during the fourth Evolution.

And Sun’s title effectively called him the greatest person in the world, at least in his mind. In reality, it came close, as it declared him the heir to the original Sun Wukong who’d clashed against the very heavens themselves and made a damn good showing of himself. But it didn’t make him a god.

“Immortal, eh?” Isaac asked. “And you’re officially acknowledged as the heir of a legend. What does that make you? A wandering warrior capable of beating any foe, growing ever stronger, and fixing all problems whenever they dare show up on your radar?”

“Yes?” Sun answered with slight hesitation, clearly realizing that Isaac was going somewhere with this but not willing to back down just yet.

“Prove it,” Isaac suggested.

“Whose ass do you want me to kick? Yours?”

“Actually, I was wondering if you could take a hit to prove you’re really indestructible,” Isaac said. “One punch, no cooldown [Skills], no weapons, no absurd amounts of mana spent, no potions that would bankrupt nations. Just me, my fist, stuff that anyone could get their hands on with ease, and [Skills] that I could spam constantly in battle.”

Sun opened his mouth to respond before Isaac added, “If I don’t manage to get through your defenses, I’ll never bother you about this again, I’ll run interference for you in all things politics, and I’ll throw my political influence behind you being able to summon more [Raid Bosses] at your mountain.

“If I do manage to land a solid hit, you have to consider working with others. Just promise to seriously consider it, you don’t have to do anything else. Deal?”

Isaac held out a hand for Sun to shake, only for the Monkey King to shake it with enough force to crack bones. Oh, this was going to be fun.

He pulled it back under his shoulder, fist rotating until it was upside down, a standard martial artist stance before punching. Then, he launched into an explosive punch, fist flying forwards but only tensing up a split second before impact, allowing him to move fluidly while throwing the punch and hit with maximum force when the blow did land.

Being able to throw a punch with the full power of his body behind it was the full extent of his martial arts skills, but it came in handy on occasion.

And then, he used his actual tricks.

A bottle of rat poison, bought for summoning purposes, pulled from his storage space and placed between his fist and Sun’s chest at the last possible second.

A burst of flame, with a little mana behind it.

The minuscule 1 percent of [Implements of True Death] that was always active.

And finally, a [Legendary Blow] empowered to the point where he felt like anything more would have edged the attack into “absurd amounts of mana spent.”

Normally, the enhancement [Skill] would have been all that did anything. But against Sun, an attack containing a single type of damage would lose something like 99.9 percent of its power against his immortality.

But a bottle of poison that either of them could chug and not get so much as a stomachache was still poison, a weakened [Skill] that would only cause someone’s healing to stutter for the tiniest of amounts, a flame that would barely singe the Monkey King’s hair, each of those would add a new damage type.

Protections against kinetic impacts, toxins, elemental effects, and curses activated simultaneously, reducing each of their power to a quarter of their usual strength.

A twenty-five percent haircut was still painful, but it had nothing on Sun’s regular protections.

With an uncharacteristic “eep” of surprise, Sun went flying with an angry red mark on his chest, shirt obliterated, while Isaac slid backwards from the force of the impact, heels digging furrows into the dirt.

“Would you say that was a solid hit?” Isaac asked as the shattered bones in his hand and right arm realigned with a nauseating series of cracks and pops. Then, Sun rose back to his feet, Jingu Bang clutched in one hand.

Well, fuck. He’d really thought that Sun wouldn’t take it that badly, considering it was a bet instead of a fight.

But then the gold banded staff shrunk back to the size of a needle and disappeared behind Sun’s ear.

“Oh yeah, that was a good hit. Show me what you got! Come on!”

It appeared Isaac had just gotten upgraded from “boring guy of some importance” to “potentially entertaining.”

… That was almost worse than being seen as an enemy.

“I don’t think a full-powered brawl between S-Rankers in the middle of a random field is a good idea,” Isaac cautioned.

“Who said anything about full power?” Sun asked, only for Isaac to wave around his almost fully healed arm.

“I’m not exactly one for fistfights, I’d need my weapons for a proper fight, and that would be more than a little dangerous for everyone involved.”

“Come on, let’s just go into your deathless training area. I’ll clobber the [Raid Boss] and then, we can fight on top of its unconscious body!” Sun exclaimed, practically vibrating with excitement.

Right, that little trick. It was a fairly obvious exploit, but Isaac hadn’t wanted to deal with the sheer flood of requests that would wind up on his doorstep if it got out that he could also somewhat allow for deathless duels between people. While there might have been a benefit to further experimentation in that vein, he felt that training people to fight powerful monsters was the worthier cause.

“Ok, one fight, and regardless of who wins, we’re going to lunch later and then we’re talking about how you can help us the next time we fight the cult, and you’re going to at least try to listen, deal?”

“Deal!”

Once again, the handshake cracked bone.

But the rest of the preparation was simple. Isaac summoned the [Grave of Swords] and while he fixed his arm, Sun clobbered the Demon Lord that had appeared in the space. Isaac had chosen this particular monster as its space was pretty large.

And then, the actual fight began. Sun launched himself at Isaac with a massive grin on his face, Jingu Bang grown almost to the size of a pillar as he swung it in an overhead smash.

Isaac dodged and drew Mimung and his Ka-Bar across the Monkey King’s chest, both aflame and covered in a weak toxin that had been made to work on fire monsters and didn’t evaporate or burn.

Sun reversed course in an instant as he kicked off the air, forcing Isaac to dodge using [Phantom Step]. Another slash towards Sun’s chest came up short as the Monkey King suddenly transformed into a snake and bent out of the way in a move that would have shattered the spine of even a Cirque du Soleil performer, then shot his head forward to try chomping on Isaac’s nose.

Isaac leaned backwards to avoid the bite, only to be forced to roll desperately to the side when Sun shifted back and suddenly, he was above Isaac with the golden-hooped staff already in motion.

A bottle of fireproof poison shattered against Sun’s back a split second before a roiling fireball ignited his clothing and finally, a half-dozen hurled blades managed to carve small nicks into his back, but that was all.

Isaac knew he couldn’t win this. He wouldn’t waste the really expensive preparations he’d made in case Sun did truly go on a rampage in the future, and he couldn’t blow through all his cooldown [Skills] for the sake of sparring.

Everything else would just slow down his loss. Sun might not have any offensive cooldown [Skills], but his big attacks generally amounted to him deigning to spend any mana to reinforce it.

And yes, with his focus on physical Stats, Sun had an abysmal mana pool, so he couldn’t use as many [Powerful Blows] or whatever his air-stepping [Skill] was called as, say, Arthur, but his fight-finishing attacks could be spammed. Isaac’s couldn’t. In addition, there was the small issue of how much mana Isaac was spending on a second-to-second basis to heal small injuries, and keeping the flames on his sword going and that was without him having to spend even more of the precious resource to dodge.

Sun, on the other hand, could keep this up for hours if need be.

Another five minutes of constant clashing later, Isaac was down two-thirds of his mana pool and Sun was covered in nicks, scratches, and his right biceps had a huge cut taken out of it.

Once his mana pool hit zero, that was it. But despite what Sun had said, Isaac knew that an outright loss would lower him in the Monkey King’s eyes. So he sidestepped the issue.

Or backstepped, as it were.

He dropped a series of small alchemical bombs and stepped over them, then detonated them with a hurled Ka-Bar when Sun got too close, resulting in a barrage of mild swearing. So when it looked like he was about to try that again, Sun began an even greater offensive, Jingu Bang grown ever larger … until Isaac spent the last of his mana to teleport to the other end of the pocket space while the staff obliterated the stunned Demon Lord’s skull.

Monster dead, pocket space closed, fight over.

“Nice going,” Isaac commented, “I don’t have the mana to reactivate that [Skill]. So, lunch?”

“Lunch,” Sun agreed.

A portal irised open before Isaac and the pair stepped through onto Scottish soil.

A random pub in the middle of a National Park should be the safest to have a conversation like this, mostly because A. there were fewer people to potentially call journalists and B. the likelihood of someone who might want to bother them having a portal mage who’d been there before was pretty slim.

As for why a pub, it was simple. Isaac did not want to deal with the waiters at a more upscale restaurant commenting on their table manners, or the fact that Sun was something of a Gourmand.

“Good afternoon,” Isaac greeted the man behind the bar, “Do you have a table for two?”

When the barkeeper nodded, he went on, “We’d like one of everything to start with, and please, keep bringing plates of fries and the like if it looks like my friend is getting low. And I’d like to pay upfront.”

The bartender’s eyes grew wide as Isaac handed over three thousand pounds.

Sun and Isaac talked about general combat while they waited on the food, safe under the aegis of Isaac’s anti-eavesdropping [Skill]. Then the food did arrive and Sun all but vacuumed up half the food in ten seconds flat.

“Ish good,” he mumbled, mouth still full.

“Great,” Isaac replied after taking a bite of his burger, “So, the reason I wanted to meet with you was that we’re going to be hitting the cult once we have a target, and I was wondering if you would be willing to come along.”

“Obvishously,” Sun told him around a mouthful of burger.

“Here’s the thing. It won’t work if you just run off on your own like last time. We’d be giving you targets and trying to coordinate who fights who and breaks what.”

“Sho?”

“I think it might work best if you’re our secret weapon. Kept outside enemy detection range, ready to be dropped right where they don’t want you to be via a portal at the most inconvenient possible time.”

It would also ensure he couldn’t blow up the plan by attacking prematurely.

Sun swallowed and finally fixed Isaac with a hard stare. “I’m not an idiot, you’re just trying to make sure I don’t do anything stupid.”

“Can you blame me for wanting to guarantee you follow the plan?” Isaac asked.

“It’s a stupid plan if it breaks just because I show up,” Sun shrugged. “There’d better be food while I’m waiting, and don’t you dare keep me on the bench for the entire fight.”

“I think we can arrange that,” Isaac said as he went back to the bar to order again. In the back of his mind, he strongly suspected that all the Monkey King really cared about were the snacks he’d be fed while on standby.

Two hours later, there was not a scrap of food left in the Winking Owl, Sun looked like a beach ball, and the pair returned to their respective homes.

Isaac just hoped that the gentleman’s agreement they’d hammered out would stick.


INTERLUDE CULT
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Josef had nothing to say now. Nothing to do but slump against the back of his seat, both his body in the real world and his representation in their group’s chamber. His insides still throbbed from where shrapnel had torn through him, nothing to say for the fact that the bones in his left leg were still in multiple pieces. And he had more than a few other wounds that were still healing.

Not to mention that he’d bled all over that teleportation room. Nowadays, the cops could literally reconstruct your face based on nothing but your DNA, though knowing about such things as your current cholesterol, hormones in the blood, and the like did help them figure out in which direction your DNA had helped you grow. Once they had his face, they’d get his name and then he’d be stuck running from safe house to safe house for the rest of this planet’s lifespan.

Not only that, but their numbers had taken a serious hit. Two Horsemen Aspirants, Kronos, Surtr, and Utgardloki. Five S-Rankers in total. The Aspirants had been replaced already, but each newcomer lacked battle experience with their new potential and their [Skills] were at Level 1, without the big power boosts from hitting thresholds. The council had lost several members who’d been on it since the very beginning.

And then there was the issue of their overall numbers. They’d gained most of their members from the initial divine message, as “We’re ending the world, join us, but only the initial members will reap any benefits” made for a pretty shit recruiting message. They’d still gained some new blood, but all in all, there were around 700 true believers left, very few of them being what the outside world called “S-Rank,” and another 20,000 who were just in it for the money.

Not even 21,000 against the world.

“So, we got some information on our enemies,” Fox announced as he stood up, still sounding rattled. He’d come face-to-face with the Monkey King and barely gotten out of there alive. In fact, the only reason he was still here was that the same wave of information that had gotten their colleagues killed had distracted the damnable primate long enough for him to get away.

A hologram-esque image manifested above the table, showing a face they all knew and hated.

“Isaac Thoma has been confirmed to be immune to all kinds of flames, and capable of utilizing any flame he comes into contact with. He’s already stolen Surtr’s flames so this is probably a case of closing the barn after the horses have already escaped, but we still shouldn’t give him any more munitions. Hyperion, stay the hell away from him.”

“I’m a light mage,” the warned man rumbled, a mask like the surface of the sun practically radiating displeasure.

“I don’t care,” Fox snapped. “Sun magic, fire magic, same difference. If you give him another power-up, I’ll kill you myself.”

“As if you could.”

“I can, and I will if you keep interrupting,” Josef snapped. “Fox has the floor, and he has useful information. Next time I see your tongue in this meeting, I’m going to chase you down in the real world and hack it off!”

That particular declaration was met with shock, and thankfully, silence. Did they not realize how bad the situation was?

They didn’t, he supposed, considering how many new faces had entered the inner circle.

“He’s also capable of temporarily increasing his cognition to absurd levels, to the point where he can analyze situations until he’s basically seeing the future, and do that to an entire battlefield at once. We don’t know where the limits are, we don’t know how often he can use that [Skill], and we’ve got no idea about much of anything beyond the fact that there have to be some kind of limits … right?”

Wow, Fox was really off his game at the moment. Yet he had managed to get the necessary information, somehow.

But how would they use that information? Isaac Thoma’s superpower was his mind, and what were they supposed to do now? How the ever-loving fuck were they supposed to counter that?

What beats intelligence?

Misinformation? No, he was too perceptive for that.

Complexity? No, they’d be liable to confuse themselves as well as their foe.

Simplicity and honesty, along the lines of the saying “You can’t cheat an honest man”? And that was the biggest no of them all because it was just plain idiotic.

“So we hit them first, they’re a threat, call it preemptive self-defense?” another newcomer suggested.

“Halcyon. Shut. Up,” Josef growled. “Our response in Lorient was already over the top, but at least there we only started throwing multiple S-Rankers at them after theirs arrived. We might not know where the divine line is, but if preemptive self-defense doesn’t cross it, hell has frozen over.”

“Calm down, oh fearless leader. They’re coming for us, we know that, but we can prepare, we can make sure that whenever they dare show their faces, they’ll run into a meat grinder the likes of which the world has never seen. We can slaughter their best and when the countdown on that there wall hits zero, we’ll end it all just like we planned,” Jormungandr said. He usually kept his trap shut in meetings like this, but when he did speak up, there was usually a reason to listen.

“Or maybe they do win, only to later destroy themselves all the same,” Jotun interjected. “From the very beginning, we’ve been able to trust in the fact that people are self-destructive idiots. If the deal with our gods didn’t also require us to make actual preparations, we’d all be sitting on a beach somewhere, sipping Mai Tais, secure in the knowledge that everything was going to go to shit all on its own. Chill out, guys, things will work out just fine.”


GRADUATION
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Kids were so incredibly adorable. Of course, the kids in question were in the middle of the third Evolution, on par with anyone not considered monstrously strong by most standards, hardened veterans of every torture Isaac had been able to sneak past his military overseers, but still … in his eyes, they were still kids, and so incredibly cute.

One and all, they were wearing their dress uniforms, magical artifacts gleaming. Some, they’d won by exceling at Isaac’s challenges, others had been provided by their home nations to make them not look like ugly ducklings when compared to those who’d gotten artifacts worthy of getting their own legend.

They looked good, they had the stoic look down pat, but they hadn’t seen real war yet. They lacked the gravitas of Arthur, Ardouin, or even Bailey. And no amount of training would give them that.

Isaac stepped up to the front of the large hall where the graduation was taking place. Military brass was there, as was the press. Isaac was happy with the former and hadn’t been able to keep out the latter without calling in favors that would be wasted on something this insignificant.

“In German, the phrase for knighting someone roughly translates as ‘hitting someone into knighthood.’ This refers to the fact that the ceremonial taps with the sword onto the new knight’s shoulders were, in fact, the final blows that the knight would have to accept without being able to retaliate. In the same vein, today is the last time you have to listen to me. In fact, the next time we meet on the battlefield, I’ll probably have to listen to you.”

Isaac waited for the polite chuckles to die down before continuing.

“I know the last eight months haven’t been easy even when there were no cult-related disasters, but you’ve persevered and come out the other side with epic [Classes] and skills that no one else gained so far. You represent the first group of officers to ever have their training fully integrated with the [System] and everything it offers to you.”

He pulled a large object from his storage space. A metal suitcase, reinforced to a ludicrous degree.

“This suitcase is a gift from your respective nations, and it contains a series of [Raid Boss] Aspects, as well as a suitable base Aspect to build upon so you can get two [Skills]. One of your choices will be [Moment of Immortality], and the second will depend on you, based on which Aspect you choose.

“I’ve prepared Aspects suitable for you based on your builds and personalities, but if you want something else, there are more than enough spares here. Thankfully, we don’t have to figure out which country gets what Aspects back if you pick one they didn’t provide.”

Another round of stifled chuckles.

“It’s been a great honor to be given the responsibility of training you all, and I hope that you do all the good so many people think you’re capable of.”

Then, the reporters got chased out of the room when it became time to hand out Aspects. The fact that these things were being gifted was a publicity stunt that he’d been asked to publicize, but that didn’t cover revealing details of anyone’s builds.

The [Raid Boss] Aspects being passed out were “just” at Tier 6, and primarily being granted to make the recipients a little less squishy, rather than for the other powers they could give.

Despite this, there was an inevitable argument about who would take back which spare Aspects because, of course, some of his students had decided to slot Aspects other than the ones he’d intended for them. But Isaac didn’t have to deal with that, and if he’d thought he’d be able to get away with it, he’d have broken out the popcorn.
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Allan Smith, now a first lieutenant, could still hardly believe that it was really over. Where were the traps, the insane challenges, the puzzles? Perhaps all this was some kind of insane trap?

No, that was ludicrous. Eight months, that was how long this was meant to take, and eight months had ended. And it was right there on his status sheet, “Aspect of the Tornado Golem.” What could that possibly be other than a graduation present?

“Man, that was insane, right?” Yu sighed. “Isaac fucking Thoma. Who the hell could ever have expected him to teach us?”

“Shh!” Brassad hissed. “He can probably hear you.”

“We’ve called him worse names in training where he definitely heard us,” Allan reassured the French lieutenant. “If he was going to retaliate, he already would have.”

“Seriously though, what on Earth? I mean, seriously, we’re done?” Yu continued. “We survived that?”

“I mean, he’s always said that true power comes from challenge, of course he threw all that stuff at us,” Allan pointed out. “But he was weirdly calm for a trainer. I think he only yelled a few times.”

“German drill instructors don’t yell, generally. It’s more ‘I’m not mad, I’m disappointed, that’s worse’ energy,” one of the German former trainees explained.

“He did yell, though,” Allan pointed out.

“Well, he’s not actually military, is he?” Yu asked. “And when he yelled, it was because you almost chopped yourself in half with your sword. And when Brentz blew up the latrine. Pretty sure the profanity was warranted.”

“Hey,” Brentz complained, much to the amusement of everyone else.

“Seriously guys, it’s been real,” Allan announced. “This has been an insane journey, I’ll remember you all, but right now, I really need to get out of here as soon as humanly possible for some me time. Seriously, I love you guys. See you around.”

And with that, he headed over to where the American group was waiting. Four of the regular trainees, another of Thoma’s trainees, a portal mage, and four escorts of the two-star general who’d shown up for his graduation.

“So, Lieutenant Smith, have you considered which direction you want your career to go?” General Burke asked. “Are you considering field command, or are you aiming higher? Maybe strategic command?”

At first, Allan only got out an incomprehensible squeak in response, before he began to talk about how he’d like to eventually end up in command of [Raid Boss] response, leading a midsized team to hunt down some of the [System’s] strongest.

And, of course, he hoped that he hadn’t embarrassed himself too much.


WAR COUNCIL
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“So, we got War with some kind of fallen angel transformation [Skill], durability that makes them functionally immortal on the battlefield, and the ability to affect the perceptions of those who get too close. Is that everything?” Habicht asked.

“I’m pretty sure that [Axis Mundi] is also a shared [Skill],” Isaac added.

“The gravity pillar?” Jason frowned on the other side of the round table, “Your battlefield didn’t look like it got deployed. Or … that name means something like ‘center of the world,’ right? Gravity pillar, cylinder of disintegrating vibrations … those are all big announcements along the lines of ‘Here I am, face me, if you dare.’”

“I see,” Habicht nodded. “So, big cylinder of whatever the current iteration of War has for an element. And that element seems to tie into either destruction or battlefield control. Element is determined by their previous [Classes], main combat abilities too, and they have a bunch of nasty bonus powers just for being Aspirants. But that doesn’t exactly help us if we don’t know what their elements are.”

“So we plan around what we do know, don’t group up in case that elemental pillar gets thrown at us, and when War does show up, throw me or Isaac at them,” Fenrir suggested.

“And if that doesn’t work, call Sun,” Arthur threw in.

“I don’t like ‘raw force’ as the primary plan. It’s a good backup, but we need a better initial approach,” Yoo-jin pointed out. “And if War does show up, I should be a better counter because my ice is a good battlefield control method. I can tie them down while you guys figure out how to win the fight.”

“Pestilence should be easy, though,” Arthur said. “The professor is immune to diseases and if he isn’t around, Dr. Loup is a solid second option.”

“Dr. Loup is a better option,” Bailey corrected. “I can keep myself safe no matter what, but I’m not able to scrub the area around the fight like he can.”

“What if that Kitsune shows up again?” Elena asked, “They were able to keep Sun at bay, and he’s supposedly able to see through most illusions.”

“That’s because Kitsune illusions have a physical component to them. They literally block line of sight even if you should be able to see through them, though anyone with anti-illusion sight will be able to identify them straight away,” Isaac explained. “Anyone with good senses and sufficient power will be able to tie the fox up. That means me, Sun, or Patrick. Raul might be able to erase the illusions as ‘unnatural,’ but that depends on the exact matchup. I wouldn’t risk it.”

“I should be able to tear them apart with my [Aura] if they get too close,” Fenrir added.

“Where are we on getting a target?” Han asked, only to suddenly flicker out of the [Round Table] for a brief moment. Everyone knew that meant his dog was demanding pets. After a few seconds, he returned and Habicht answered the question.

“We have a few leads, most of their European and North African teleportation hubs, and the bodies of their portal mages, but no real target locations. Oh, and we know who Death is,” he announced, using the table’s ability to manifest illusionary props to summon a wanted poster. The typical plain white sheet with a couple of pictures and a description of the wanted individual’s crimes.

“This guy is Josef Goodman, wanted for ... a lot of bad stuff, some predating the [System]. He vanished right around the Initialization, and when people finally caught on to the fact that he’d fallen off the face of the world, his dorm room was emptied and it was discovered that he was planning an act of bioterrorism. He was already on plenty of ‘lists,’ but given that he fell off the face of the Earth, he was rather low on the priority list.

“Nowadays, he’s got one hell of a laundry list of crimes. Terrorism, bioterrorism, basically every single conspiracy charge on the books, more financial crimes than most of the people who actually get prosecuted for them.”

“You know, it’s very tempting to just put a bounty on his head,” Isaac mused. “Too bad that’s illegal.”

“‘Dead or Alive’ style bounties are illegal,” Habicht said, “but as long as you stay within legal limits, feel free. Basically, you can offer rewards for information. I wouldn’t, though. You’ll just end up with fifty percent crazies, fifty percent scammers.”

“What if I send them your way?” Isaac asked. “If you have people with truth-telling [Skills] …”

“Don’t.” Habicht didn’t raise his voice, but his tone brooked no argument.

“So what are we dealing with here, overall?” Elena asked. “Scope, average Level, and [Class] rarity?”

“Based on our interrogations, we’re looking at something like fifty teleportation hubs all around the world, with between seven and nine portal mages in each. Ardouin fried thirteen of them, but the places themselves can be replaced easily. All you need is a room, a reinforced door, and walls, and that’s it,” Jason said. “As for actual bases, we don’t know much for certain. I don’t even think they were working hard to compartmentalize things, they just got lucky.”

“How so?” Habicht frowned. “Compartmentalization isn’t the sort of thing that happens by accident.”

“Way I heard it, they’re all connected through some kind of communication [Skill] that works just like the [Round Table], just better.”

“Better?” Arthur asked, incredulous.

“Well, it’s utterly useless when it comes to anything other than communication, but they can talk to each other without having to focus on it. Unless they’re building microchips by hand or performing brain surgery, they can work and talk,” Jason explained. “They got that ability around a year after the [System] dropped and we’ve got no fucking idea who even holds the [Skill]. Some think it might be Death, but we don’t even have a strong suspicion, let alone proof.”

“Crap,” Arthur muttered.

“Unless we manage to identify the person who connects them all and make sure they can’t use it anymore, we can’t break that organization,” Elena summarized. “But we can go after the members. I doubt the people looking to kill everyone are having much luck recruiting.”

“But how the hell did they get together in the first place?” Fenrir wondered. “Were they all recruited by the dark gods? Even if they weren’t able to act initially, that doesn’t seem right.”

“Right, did you manage to get the exact phrasing on the prohibition on direct action?” Elena asked.

Suddenly, the room darkened, and Jason’s head snapped up to lock eyes with her as he proclaimed in a dark, echoing voice, “You will destroy the world in our name, and in exchange, you will want for nothing in your next life, your every whim and even unconscious desire fulfilled. You will be given comrades, and together, you must grow in power until you are able to effect global change.”

As he spoke, Amy got up from her seat and left the Round Table, though Isaac wasn’t sure why.

“However …” Jason flickered and disappeared, restoring the room to normal. He returned a moment later, rubbing the back of his head. Amy came back as well. It didn’t take Sherlock Holmes to figure out what had happened there.

“However, there is a limitation that has to be imposed to enforce balance in the celestial realm. Until the [System’s] ten-year anniversary, you may only make preparations, taking no overt actions to destroy the world. However, you may defend yourselves if attacked,” Jason finished explaining in his normal voice. “And then there were all sorts of individual extra promises, and most of them were reassured about how the world would probably end anyway.”

“So that’s how it worked,” Han mused. “Overwhelming power, promises of immense rewards, and a whole lot of talking down what they’d have to do. No wonder it worked, especially if they picked people receptive to that kind of talk.”

“But that doesn’t help us much,” Elena said. “We already figured out there was a time limit, and were planning around it.”

“What about their total numbers?” Isaac asked.

Jason shrugged. “I dunno. The meeting [Skill] is basically a big amphitheater with a table in the middle, but the people in the stands can’t see much beyond the table and their immediate surroundings. There could be as few as a hundred true believers, or maybe there are tens of thousands.”

“We managed to confirm that some of the people involved were mercenaries,” Habicht stated. “We only got a rough guestimate for their number, but some claimed there’re hundreds of thousands.”

Jason snorted. “There can’t be more than fifty thousand, and even that is at the extreme end.”

“So we go for the money,” Elena offered. “We find banking info, we find their money, we freeze their accounts. Even in the worst-case scenario, we’d still cost them a good eighty percent of their forces.”

“Why don’t we just wear them down, fight a battle of attrition? We have a little over six years left,” Fenrir suggested. “Once we have enough bases dialed in, we hit them in concert, and use the information uncovered to get the names and faces of individual members. And then we hunt them. If the people sitting around this table can’t go after them directly for some reason, we throw resources at the problem. We hire mercenaries, put out bounties, frame them if necessary. We have the resources, so we use them. Even if we can’t outright beat them like that, not letting them get a single second of rest is going to make them easy targets.

“Not a single moment of peace until we find and end them. And once that’s done, we send in investigators to rip apart everything about them until we find more targets and then we go after those folks. And again, and again, and again until there isn’t a single member of those fuckers still breathing. That’s how we win.”

Habicht fake-coughed. Fenrir raised an eyebrow. Habicht repeated the action.

“Ah, sorry,” Fenrir added. “Hypothetically, that’s how we win.”

Having to work around what Habicht might be asked about by his superiors was a pain in the ass, but having him here and available to help was useful beyond measure, so they put up with the limitations.

“Sounds like a plan, hypothetically,” Isaac said. “But we still need the initial targets because this won’t work unless we actually have people to track down.”

“Your guy’s working on it,” Jason said. “Last time I saw him, he was sitting in a motel room, and I swear to God, there isn’t a single square centimeter not covered in notes or string.”

“We’re working on it too,” Habicht added. “Together, we should have enough targets for a proper decapitation strike in a few months.”

Isaac sighed in relief. Even if it was a little grating that there wasn’t much he could do right now to help, things had been set in motion and in due time, that would be the end of their enemy.

Until then, well, it was time to train.

“We still need to get on the same page about how we know each other,” Fenrir interrupted his train of thought. “Me and Isaac met at R’lyeh, he introduced me to Arthur and Habicht at some point. Does that work for everyone?”

So they spent another five minutes laying out a detailed backstory with enough leeway that it didn’t sound rehearsed, and made plans for actual in-person meetings so that at least some truthful statements could be made about their interactions.

But then, they went off to prepare.


RIGHTEOUS FURY
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Seven months. Seven bloody months of preparation during which the fourth Anniversary had passed with a bare minimum of trouble, Events had been the usual pain in the behind, and so on.

Isaac had managed to grind all the way up to the edge of the fifth Evolution, but not quite crossed that threshold. If he’d asked to wait, he might have managed to delay the operation, but that would have been both selfish and stupid. The power boost would have been substantial, yet during the delay the enemy would have had even more time to prepare, potentially allowing them to gain really nasty powers.

Not to mention that they might have been able to move more than they already had. Their enemies had started running pretty soon after Lorient, but in the end, there were hard limits as to where they could run. There was only one planet for them to hide on as space travel, while vastly more common than before, was still heavily regulated. And once someone like Zambon had their trail, then, well, running was damn hard.

The cult’s main defense had been a near-ubiquitous “nonexistence” to a whole lot of tracking and detection [Skills], which made them functionally immune to most methods that would be used to hunt them down. But once someone actively scanned them, that lack of scannable information was a dead giveaway.

And now, finally, they’d finally reached the point where they could round up a satisfactory group of targets at once. Training camps, logistics centers, and a few more portal centers were the big targets. But apartments and houses were also on the hitlist where there were sufficiently painful targets available.

But holy shit were some of those places in the middle of nowhere.

Underwater villages that lived on water-breathing Aspects and small air bubbles that kept electronics safe, buried compounds in the Hoggar Mountains, hidden valleys in the Himalayas, random islands in the middle of the ocean, the Australian Outback, and so on. Most of them were functionally self-sufficient and had had months or years to build up defenses.

And then there were those trying to hide in plain sight, which would be a titanic pain to hunt down in their own right due to the potential for collateral damage. As first Hamburg and then Lorient had shown, people at his level fighting at full power could turn innocents into smears on the pavement without even noticing.

These destinations were being parceled out based on how suitable various individuals or groups were to both the area and targets known to be present. The overall preparations had to have been noticed by the enemy, but simply knowing an attack was imminent didn’t help much when they didn’t know what was being targeted.

A whole lot of people had been pulled into this operation, ranging from various NATO member militaries to independent entities like Camelot, whatever Davy Jones’ organization was called on the official paperwork, and Fenrir’s group.

Everything was being coordinated by one Major General Gibbs via one of the longest-range party [Skills] Isaac had ever heard about, which could connect to the parties of his subordinates.

After Lorient, Isaac had earned himself the epithet of “Sage.” He’d had “Auric Sage” as a title for years, for obvious reasons, but after the supreme act of coordination that had utterly obliterated the cult forces in the city, he’d gained it as a standalone title as well. Despite the fact that he’d been using knowledge as a weapon since the very beginning, it had simply taken a damn long time for “mastermind” to become a part of his public image.

Isaac’s own target was the Himalayan compound. He had the mobility to engage in this truly shitty terrain, and this place was the one they had the least amount of information on, making him the natural choice. In addition, this was the only suspected location they had on any of the Aspirants for the Horsemen’s [Heir Classes].

He’d also been paired up with Yoo-jin, Fenrir, and sort of, Jason. The Guild leader was there because ice was good at generating footholds, the Icelandic giant was no stranger to this kind of terrain, and Jason had tagged along as this was the likeliest location for goodies he could steal and deliver to Zambon. However, he was sneaking around far away, not letting himself be seen by anyone.

Seriously, calling this place isolated would be like claiming that the Mariana Trench was just “deep” or that the sun was merely “hot.” It was countless kilometers from the nearest settlement, let alone anywhere with a decent connection to the wider world, almost impossible to reach before the [System], and even now, getting here had been a pain in the ass. In the end, a single portal mage had walked here with a few escorts, then allowed more portal mages to arrive via a portal, and then those people had called in the army as a whole.

But Isaac had taken a more … circuitous route. Fly up into outer space, where the vacuum didn’t bother him due to his Ankou Aspect, then drift until he was above the target area, and fall back down to Earth until he reached the cloud layer. And there, he sat on the edge of a tiny platform that hovered three kilometers above the Earth, built by Karl. It was a flimsy thing, between the wind and the weight of him in armor, it almost broke, but it was almost impossible to detect unless you knew it was there and let him stay up here without spending a single iota of mana.

But once shit hit the fan, he’d be in a position to pull off some … interesting stunts.

The opening shots of the brief war that followed varied greatly depending on the location. A combination of door-breaching charges combined with mass-evacuation [Skills] snatching away as many civilians as possible in cities. Ocean-parting magic to expose underwater targets.

And in the Himalayas, [Rend the Earth] tore off the roof of the enemy underground base, revealing them as an easy target.

Guns roared to life, spells lanced through the air, and a fortress of ice manifested around the allied forces to protect them from the inevitable counterattack. All of this happened over the course of a single second.

In the next, the frozen fortifications were reinforced by the [Skills] of the soldiers present, gaining a barbed wire perimeter, wood and steel reinforcements, sandbags, wards carved into the walls, and more besides, turning what had once just been a building made from unnaturally thick ice into a defensive perimeter that would daunt even the most elite of military units.

But here, it didn’t serve as a simple fortress, but rather a defensible fortification they could fire at the cultists from, all of whom had suddenly been exposed when the ceiling had been torn off their little hideout.

Of course, even caught utterly flat-footed, their enemies had been training since the very beginning of this madness. Shields snapped up, people dodged through hails of bullets, and a party or parties were established to coordinate a response as more cultists boiled out of the lower levels.

Isaac grinned, charged a Ka-Bar with energy, leaned over the side, and dropped it.

It plunged through the air, gathering speed even as he further accelerated it with his telekinesis until it hit the ground in the middle of the enemy formation, missing them all by a mile. And yet, the enemy defense fell apart, carved apart by the coordinated use of firepower and cooldown [Skills].

[True Cut] was both an infinitely flexible and incredibly limited [Skill]. He could cut anything and everything, yet the number of things that were within his mana pool’s capacity to cut was fairly limited and the amount of stuff that was worth cutting was even smaller.

But destroying an enemy’s party was a worthwhile expense, even at the cost of almost two thousand mana.

The actual impact of a party on a unit’s combat power varied based on their training, ranging from special forces like GSG-13, SAS, Seal Team 6, and the like, which were basically a hive mind at this point, to regular coordination that was barely better than regular old talking/shouting.

And while his current foes weren’t at the special forces level of party dependency, shit still hit the fan when their coordination was suddenly obliterated.

People weren’t able to warn each other about what they were about to do and friendly fire suddenly became a real threat, especially when the person launching the attack thought they’d managed to get the warning out because they hadn’t realized that the party was down. But the real problem was that they couldn’t coordinate their responses to Isaac’s allies or alert each other to big incoming attacks.

Reestablishing the party took mere moments, but those moments were not only costly, but also revealed much about the capabilities of individual enemies.

And then, he dropped another Ka-Bar while drinking a mana potion. This time, he aimed for a person who likely had a party [Skill]. And on top of everything else, the blade he dropped was making use of the power it had gained from the Crystalline Sage. Namely, blowing up.

Of course, this cost him the weapon until he could repair it, but it didn’t require any mana and the overall number of blades he had at his disposal was utterly ridiculous. He could afford to “waste” dozens before it became a problem.

As his mana shot up, he dropped another blade. And another, until a steady hail was either landing on his foes’ heads or falling into the stairways deeper down, messing with reinforcements.

And whenever it looked like some coordination was returning to the ranks, [True Cut] put a swift end to that.

After around thirty seconds, even the dumbest individual had realized that any kind of proper coordination wouldn’t be possible with him up there. So they turned their sights on him.

But trying to hit him at a distance of three kilometers would be hard even if he hadn’t been focused on speed. But he was. Not to mention that being in the middle of the air as opposed to standing on solid ground meant that he could dodge in vastly more directions than he normally could.

So the enemy was forced to split their focus and waste a good chunk of their atta—[Light Mage].

Isaac ducked to the side, a beam of searing heat narrowly missing. Most “light magic” was all about illumination or heat, with offensive spells merely being light-themed and traveling like normal spells, at speeds well below light speed. But there were people who projected raw light, with all the speed that implied.

Thankfully, light also refracted when projected through the atmosphere, but still, that guy was going to be a pain in the ass.

Only precognition allowed Isaac to ignore the barrage of light-speed attacks while keeping up his own strikes. And then Fenrir burst from the defenses, punted the light mage over the nearest mountain, and chased him down.

Well, that took care of that. But the real goal of him being up here hadn’t quite been achieved. The hope had been to lure whoever was the strongest down there up here, or at least lock them into going only after him.

Oh well, royally fucking over the enemy’s overall engagement plan was a worthy cause too.

Isaac took his final mana potion and stopped attacking. There might still be dangerous foes down there and he’d need a full pool to fight them. And if they weren’t there, he could use [Continent Strider] to head to another warzo—ah, there he is.

By now, Isaac had learned to identify Horseman Aspirants at a glance and pick out the variants he’d fought before. The figure blasting towards him atop a pillar of wind was the next War, and one that hadn’t even used [Axis Mundi] on Isaac’s allies before going for him. As for elements, it had to be air or wind, dangerous during duels in midair, but this guy couldn’t have nearly as much practice with his fourth Evolution [Skills] as Isaac did.

And Isaac wouldn’t be Isaac if he hadn’t also snuck a few aces up his sleeve.

[Fully Geared: Juggernaut Suit] activated as he pushed himself off the platform, falling to meet his enemy as three tons of supernatural metal manifested around him. This shouldn’t take long.


INTERLUDE ISTANBUL
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There were certain things that always elicited certain reactions.

Otters holding hands? Aw, so cute.

Someone kicking a puppy? That guy’s gonna be limping in a few seconds.

And when a hardened veteran of one of the most elite military units on planet Earth sported cat ears, jokes were made.

And some people even tried to pet him, though they tended to only try that once. The only people allowed to touch Alexander Braun’s head were his wife and four-year-old daughter.

But as silly as he might look, both cats and humans were, in their own way, apex predators. Being a fusion of a race of deadly ambush predators wielding powerful claws and a devastating bite, combined with endurance predators that could run after prey for hours until said prey literally dropped dead from exhaustion, made him a member of the most dangerous species in the world.

… Albeit one that more than a few jokes had been made about. However, that didn’t matter. His job was to deal with criminals, terrorists, and if, God forbid, Germany was invaded, he’d be fighting on those lines as well. Everything else was secondary.

If everything had gone well, he could have remained hidden, only seeing the light of day when he was really needed, but some politician had fucked up and as a result, people knew he existed and that he was an S-Ranker, but everything else about him was hidden. And he waited, only going out on occasion to act in the shadows.

And then, today had come around, with this mess. His [Skill]set was uniquely suitable for dealing with this encampment in the middle of Istanbul, where there were too many people around for most other approaches. All with the blessing of the local government, of course. The fallout would be too noticeable to do this under the table and anything else would have been liable to cause an international incident.

“Launch operation ‘Clean Swe⁠—”

Alexander tuned out the orders as they were literally just “Go do what we already discussed to death.”

A single kick hit the door of the apartment that contained the largest concentration of hostiles, reducing it to splinters as he charged inside, [Forest of Phantoms] already active, affecting every single one of the people he was here for. The longer these people remained within five hundred meters of him and the less they fought against the ability, the swifter they would be drawn into his domain. And anyone who tried to get completely outside of his range would die before they managed to attack.

[Instant Draw] pulled both of his long daggers straight into his hands without needing to cross the intervening space and he carved through the closest cultist with ease, fireball winking out like a tealight tossed into a blizzard as its caster took a knife through both the heart and brain.

He briefly released one of his weapons, called a throwing knife into his hand, and used [Flicker Throw] to nail a second mage through the eye. The [Skill] might not increase the actual kinetic energy of the hurled object, but its temporal manipulation meant that the target had vastly less time to react. And then his main weapon was right back in his hand.

The throwing knife was too far away for that to work, but he had hundreds of its kind hidden on his body, more than he could ever reasonably use.

The [System]-strength flashbangs he’d hurled through the walls into the neighboring units finally detonated, providing him the chance to [Blur] up to the final mage in the room and kill him.

Through his [Aura], he could see a couple of people running away, but these weren’t civilians, as those wouldn’t have been highlighted in his rather aggressively named [Hitlist], which held information on all people he was ordered to take out, and allowed him to identify them at will when he actually did sense them.

He leaped forward, kicked off the wall, and blasted out through the window, landing on a fleeing woman and driving a knife into the base of her skull, then cut down her male companion in a flash. Others might try to run as well, but they didn’t have long. The first trees were already starting to manifest.

Another jump took him back inside the building and the slaughter continued as he only went after the softest of targets, the mages. They were the ones he couldn’t allow to start blasting in the middle of a populated city. Thankfully, genocidal fucks they might be, but they had the good sense to not randomly attack without knowing where he was.

Even so, it didn’t take long for the building to be on the verge of collapse and for seven mages to be flying above the building, ready to reduce him to a red smear on the ground the second he showed himself.

They really should have run when they had the chance. But they hadn’t. All those trees appearing around them as the sky darkened and mist flowed up from the ground really should have given them a hint, but no one who was quite right in the head signed up for a suicide mission.

And then, the second [Skill] that was an essential part of his toolkit was finally ready. [Endless Ambush] activated, locking everyone who’d been affected by [Forest of Phantoms] into the other dimension, no more able to leave than he was.

Being locked in a room with a wild animal was a problem. Being locked in a room with him was considerably worse.

Alexander dropped his perpetually active [Civilized Alternate Form] for the first time in months. He hunched over slightly, face growing longer, teeth becoming sharper and more pointed. His claws grew to the size of steak knives despite the fact that they could still be sheathed without issue, and the tail finally returned. Keeping his balance was perfectly possible without it, but whenever he took full advantage of the boost it could provide, he could barely imagine how he ever managed to stay upright without it.

It was time to hunt.

Guns went off and spells were hurled at nothing in the distance, brief images of an ancient battle playing tricks on their senses.

He waited for a brief moment, then exploded into motion, snatching up a single, heavily armored individual who no one was looking at. He bowled the man over, his momentum carrying the pair of them away from the bulk of his enemies. Around him, the forest warped and shifted, placing both Alexander and his chosen victim a good mile from the others.

He rose from the body of the knight, claws and daggers dripping with blood, getting in several more stabs before dodging backwards ahead of a wave of force that would have hurt … had it connected. The knight hadn’t expected to be attacked right on the heels of using his [Skill] and he didn’t react in time when a blade punched through his visor into his brain. And then, he tried to stab Alexander.

[Moment of Immortality’s] very existence might be offensive to Alexander on a deeply personal level, what was dead should stay dead, but it didn’t pose too much trouble for him as a second dagger through the other eye reduced the knight’s overall senses significantly.

Avoid the clumsy attempt for a grab, sever the Achilles tendon, another dagger into the elbow, ah, there’s a good place to sever the spinal cord and abdominal aorta at the same time, and steal those two storage rings and inscribed spatial cores. No healing potions, and once that [Skill] ran out, he’d be dead.

Without their only tank, the last remaining enemies were done. They wouldn’t survive against him.

In this world, there existed incredibly dangerous people. The heir of an ancient king now walked the Earth, magic users could influence the very fabric of reality, beings of fiction like that gluttonous Monkey King came to life, and people became the heirs of countless ancient heroes.

But there were other kinds of powers that drew upon the past. Such as his own [Class]. He hadn’t inherited the abilities and memories of a given soldier or myth, but rather the spirit of a battle, one that had brutally annihilated the seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth Roman Legions, to the point where those names were never again used and Rome’s Germanic conquests ended for good.

That was his power, the ability to put his foes into the same kind of untenable position that Quinctilius Varus had found himself in and slaughter them.

One by one, his enemies fell beneath blades and claws, more or less mutilated depending on which and how many Aspects they held.

Until …

“[Absolute Surrender],” one of the last three survivors called out, his companions echoing a moment later.

Alexander sighed as he sheathed his blades, then detached the sheaths from his belt and dropped them onto the ground behind him.

That [Skill]. That damn [Skill]. They always felt so smug when they whipped it out like a kid on the playground doing the time-out sign or pulling out an UNO reverse card for laughs. It was less a “get out of jail free” card and more a “guaranteed to get into jail alive” card, but it worked.

On one hand, it put all [Skills] on cooldown, emptied the mana pool to the point where only vital [Skills] such as healing could still be powered, made it impossible to hold weapons, and weakened attacks for several hours.

On the other hand, it let the person you were surrendering to know that you were serious, and should they still attack, both their superiors and every journalist, blogger, and general nuisance within a hundred kilometers would learn of it.

It really was a slap in the face that that [Skill] even existed. Someone could have been shooting at you mere milliseconds before but once it was triggered, they expected to be treated with kid gloves.

Too bad for them that this space was beyond the reach of all those pansies who thought that literal terrorists who’d been working to murder them all should be treated like the last members of an endangered species just because they had a [Skill] that let them “convincingly” surrender.

They’d even done him the courtesy of seriously relaxing when he’d put away his weapons. As if he didn’t have a blade just as lethal, just a little shorter, at each fingertip.

And they were lined up so nicely … by the time the first body hit the floor, he’d already torn the head off the last one.

A simple flick of the wrist sent all the blood flying off his fingers and sleeves, [Feline Cleanliness] making the post-fight cleanup a breeze. Contrary to its name, it did not require him to use his tongue to remove dirt.

The spectral recreation of the ancient Forest of Teutoburg faded around him along with all signs of battle, and the party interface returned.

“This is Oberfähnrich Braun. The Istanbul group has been eliminated. You can call in the local LEOs and investigative teams. I need another target and transportation,” he reported.

And five minutes later, he was halfway around the world, ready for another battle.


INTERLUDE HIMALAYAS
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The Himalayas were an awesome place to be. Mighty mountains filled with myths and legends of old, slopes that would be perfect to run, ski, or roll down … the only problem was the neighbors.

Genocidal assholes who’d sold out all humanity.

Not quite what one Fenrir Olgeirsson had had in mind as an enemy while he’d trained his ass off, but still something he felt fell to him to handle.

Overpowered monsters summoned accidentally by idiots, or idiots deliberately summoning overpowered monsters, it was all the same to him.

He’d been fairly passive for most of the battle, however, sitting in the fortress of ice while waiting for the other shoe to drop. And then a light mage had actually become a problem for their overwatch, and then, he actually had something to do beyond throwing people trying to get into his allies’ defenses back out.

A simple [Empowered Leap] placed him right in front of the spellcaster and with the [Aura of Primal Power] enhancing the attack, he kicked the man squarely in the torso. Enhanced with the highest degree of [Epic Blow], naturally, the entirety of the force focused on punting the jackass over the nearest mountain.

Mages might have access to shields and this one’s had shattered under Fenrir’s boot but saved him from the worst of the damage, yet knockback resistance or even outright immunity to being thrown around like a ragdoll was the domain of warriors like Fenrir himself.

With an undignified yelp of surprise, the light mage went flying and Fenrir bounded after him, his axe expanding into a massive halberd that he used to slash at anyone who didn’t get out of the way quickly enough.

His [Aura’s] configuration shifted, alternatively reinforcing the ground underfoot and allowing him to kick off even powdered snow as though it were solid steel and letting him push off the very air itself, albeit with vastly less power. He half-ran, half-jumped up the mountain, and crested its peak moments after starting his run, leaping up and over the light mage, who’d barely managed to reestablish a shield, only for a hurled axe to punt him earthwards, into the next valley over.

Even as the axe had barely begun its journey back towards his hand, Fenrir was already moving again, flinging him towards the valley.

Going down the mountain was fast, easy, and batshit insane. The same method used to go up the mountain applied to accelerate his travel down the slopes and increased his speed to a ludicrous degree, but also kicked off an avalanche almost every time his foot hammered into the ground.

In fact, he was moving so quickly that he caught up to the light mage, passed him, and hurled his axe at the man’s chest.

And the shield was up again. Sigh. But at least it was gone again now and whatever semblance of stabilized flight was also thoroughly ruined.

Fenrir hit the bottom of the valley and kicked off it, a feral grin on his face and fist cocked back, ready to deliver a powerful haymaker.

Plates of solid light manifested between them, more “traditional” light-themed magic being used to defend against an attack that might otherwise be fatal. Except it wasn’t his fist that hit first, it was the axe once again returning to his hand.

[Unified Armament’s] recall function didn’t impart too much power, but the impact alone was enough to cause the mage to once again lose control of his flight ability and spiral into a wild spin. Keeping the shield between them was a hell of a lot more difficult.

This time, Fenrir’s attack cracked the weakened shield on the side and hammered into his foe’s ribs with bone-crunching force, sending both of them flying apart.

He splashed into a snowdrift and erupted from it in a spray of powder a split second later, [Unified Armament] shifting back into his favorite form of an oversized Dane Axe.

The light mage, on the other hand, had landed in a place where, one after another, all the avalanches Fenrir had triggered rolled over him. Thank the gods for [Environmental Prediction], figuring out how to punt that lightbulb there without it would have been ever so slightly difficult.

Being buried like that might not be fatal anymore, but it made spotting an approaching warrior a damn sight more difficult. End of the road, assho—why on Earth would that guy have saved his big attacks until now?

The snow sublimated straight into plasma as the mage activated a powerful [Skill], heat and power rolling off him in waves.

Aw, frick.

[Unified Armament] transformed into its heaviest form, a massive anchor on a chain that looked like it could hold a cargo ship. He hadn’t used it as a weapon after it had ended up hitting him somewhere extremely sensitive, but its mass made it perfect for midair maneuvering, as long as he landed before it returned to him. He couldn’t transform it unless he was holding it, and having it return to him in force while he wasn’t on solid ground was not a good thing while it was that damn heavy. It was a lesson he’d thoroughly learned after having to dig himself out of a glacier crevasse a couple of times.

When he hurled the massive weapon with all his might, his forward momentum was almost completely halted, and he was able to move backwards by using his [Aura] to gain traction on the very air itself.

As for the other guy, he hadn’t been looking too good before, blood dripping from his nose and mouth, the former decidedly bent and the latter missing several teeth, scrapes from rocks, and ragged cuts covering his body.

The mage glared daggers at Fenrir … and then his eyes went wide when he saw a motherfucking anchor flying towards his head. A blast of light, heat, and plasma hammered into the weapon.

Oh, wrong choice buddy, that weapon ain’t gonna break even if you tossed it into a volcano. But it did get diverted enough to miss, hammering into the ground with enough force to shatter rock.

Fenrir landed on the ground and began to circle around as a massive hole was carved into the face of the mountain behind him.

The field of heat died down soon enough, but the instant it ended, the mage transformed, shifting into a being made from pure plasma, a humanoid silhouette with the full power of the sun. Judging by the fact that no lasers were flying, regular light magic was no longer within his foe’s ability to use, but the constant salvos of plasma bolts flying overhead were still plenty dangerous.

Fenrir drew back his weapon, causing the anchor to slide against the ankles of the living sun and sweeping his feet off the ground.

That brief moment of surprise, where the man suddenly found himself airborne, was his last.

[Finisher] was a finishing ability that allowed its user to draw their full physical potential out for a single blow, albeit at the cost of suffering not insignificant damage. But when that healed, it could be used again, and again, and again until its user was truly exhausted.

Fenrir leaped towards the falling enemy, anchor returning to his hand and transforming into the heaviest axe in his arsenal even as he was already throwing his arms back to provide the greatest possible momentum for a devastating downward blow.

[Finisher] hurled the axe downwards with power that was well beyond even his own immense strength, [Aura] ensuring that the force of the impact wouldn’t throw him backwards. The impact occurred a split second before his enemy hit the ground, pushing the lightbulb the last few centimeters towards dirt and finally smashing through his shield, ribcage, spine, and a good chunk of the rock below.

Muscles screaming out in pain, Fenrir pulled the axe back, then half-swung, half-dropped it at the stunned mage’s head and this time, instead of a barrier, a kill notification appeared. Finally.

[Unified Armament] transformed into a hand axe that was easier to carry and he began to head over the mountain, speeding up with every step as his sore muscles stitched themselves back together.

Above, the sky was rent by a series of powerful winds and explosions as two elementalists clashed.


INTERLUDE ICELAND
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Iceland was surprisingly warm for something near the Arctic Circle in the middle of winter. It was also in the middle of bloody nowhere, with a tiny population that should have made hiding a base here fairly obvious. But based on the intel they had, it was more of a stopover location than anything else. Which apparently had the CSIs, or whatever they were called, drooling at the thought of finding travel documents.

So time it was to capture it.

Of course, despite being warmer than expected, it was still bloody freezing, wearing mostly metal was in no way helping the issue, and it was the middle of a bloody blizzard to boot.

And sure, people kept telling him that he was too tough to feel the cold, but Arthur still shivered as he trudged through the snow towards the target location. If all things went well, there wouldn’t be any powerful foes in there, but there was a reason he was here.

But the person he really felt sorry for was their local guide, who wasn’t anywhere near his Level and yet was out in a friggin blizzard regardless. Not to mention that he might be in the line of fire if shit really hit the fan.

The go signal came a few moments after they settled down to wait and Captain Dent, the military officer in charge of the whole operation started snapping orders. Spread out, activate anti-teleportation [Skills], hair-trigger on the backport [Skills] to yank anyone about to die out of danger, the usual stuff. Nothing that particularly involved Arthur. His order had and would always be to cool his heels unless something went wrong. Something always went wrong.

This time though, they hadn’t even done anything by the time someone walked out to greet them, straight through the wall, smoke billowing from what had to have been a sauna. At first glance, Arthur thought the man was completely naked, but thankfully, Iceland wasn’t one of those places where people would sauna in their birthday suits.

But the guy didn’t seem bothered in the slightest by the cold, lack of proper clothing, or the dozens of guns pointed right at his face.

“You know, I’d be really interested to know if you’re actually here for little ol’ me, or if you just think that all of us qualify for that kind of response,” he smirked. “I mean, you’re attacking us all over the world, right?”

He took a couple of steps closer, but stopped dead with a slight laugh when expressions hardened and more powerful spells were prepared. “You know, here’s the thing: You really should have brought more guys.”

After that, he gnashed his teeth in their general direction in a manner that could almost be seen as playful. Mouth opens slightly, head jerks a couple of centimeters forward, mouth shuts with a loud click, lips form into a shit-eating grin.

And then, a massive chunk of snow and dirt, almost the size of a car, vanished into nothingness and when the swimsuit-clad man charged, his feet hammered into the ground with more force than before. Had he eaten that much matter and added it to his own mass?

Oh, this was not going to be fun.

Gunshots rang out, each tearing the previous tranquility apart.

Spells rent the air, digging trenches in the earth around the target as he ran.

Another “chomp” at nothing dug a huge hole in the ground, which he dove into a split second before flames washed past above him. This time, though, his jaws opened as wide as was humanly possible, and a spectral copy of his teeth and gumline appeared to tear through solid rock as though it were cotton candy.

And when he jumped, the ground underfoot shattered under the man’s newly enhanced weight.

Arthur tried to head him off, but a massive chunk of rock was somehow ejected from the glutton, pushing him above Excalibur and then landing amidst the soldiers like a damn meteor.

It was a disaster before his fists had even landed.

Isaac had once gone on about how strength didn’t always mean much unless there was mass behind a blow or the strength was being brought to bear using a sharp edge. Arthur had nodded along, and gotten himself some heavier armor made afterwards.

But what he was seeing here was the most extreme possible version of the advantage of mass. The bodies of the most fragile contestants popped like blood-and-viscera-filled balloons, but even the strongest hit weren’t able to get away unscathed.

That’s when Arthur spotted the viscous green liquid running down the man’s knuckles. Venomous, on top of everything else. Bloody effing hell!

Another chomp at the air swallowed up multiple bodies, and the fucker began to bulk up. But only the dead vanished; the living just lost some equipment.

A limitation … great. Something that might be exploitable.

Arthur charged up behind the devouring fighter, and the instant he was between him and the survivors, he activated [Champion of Albion], the other central [Skill] of his fourth Evolution. It was a bit of an odd duck, as it didn’t apply to the long-lost kingdom of Albion, but whatever he wanted to protect right at that moment if he was between that thing and the threat. Which he was.

A massive fist, already ballooned up to the size of a watermelon, slammed into his chest plate and with a loud crack, bones broke. Finger bones, that was.

“Coming in with that much mass makes pulling punches a bit difficult, doesn’t it?” Arthur taunted as he slashed at the arm as it was drawn back, landing a deep cut. Trying to punch him head-on now that he was functionally an immovable object had been a mistake.

The roundhouse kick aimed straight at the side of Arthur’s head, on the other hand, nearly did him in. Only a last-second dodge combined with canceling the immovable object effect prevented him from receiving a broken neck. It might not have been enough to kill him on its own, but being helpless certainly would have.

And then, the other guy dodged to the side and kicked off the ground hard enough to detonate a snowdrift, blinding Arthur for the crucial second needed to charge back at the soldiers.

Only for [Champion of Albion] to give him the chance to teleport between both his charges and the monster threatening them. It was enough of a surprise that Arthur managed to land a deep cut on his opponent’s chest.

The man gnashed his teeth again and the world went silent for the briefest of seconds while all the breath exploded from Arthur’s lungs without warning, only for a wave of force and noise to hammer into him as … had that fucker just eaten the air?

That disorientation was enough that he didn’t manage to reapply the immovability buff before getting kicked in the chest and flung through the air. A split second later, the bastard appeared above him and landed another kick, only to bounce off, as this time, the resistance to hostile acceleration was back up.

Despite the fact that Arthur was underneath the other guy, he somehow fell past him and got even faster. Gravity magic, on top of everything else? Oh, bollocks.

[Frozen Fortress] exploded around the pair, the [Skill] Isaac normally hogged up for grabs for once. Arthur landed perfectly in a well-placed hollow while his opponent hit a properly designed slope, slid off, and completely lost his balance. Before he could regain anything even remotely resembling balance, Excalibur had already sheared his arm off.

And then with a “click” of teeth Arthur only heard, not saw, most of the fortress vanished and they were both back in freefall, hitting the snow below a second later. Thankfully, his armor and weapons weren’t touched by the current “devour,” but that was an infinitesimal silver lining.

“You’re a tricky one,” the now one-armed man grinned down at him while Arthur got to his feet, seemingly unconcerned with the injury. “You know, it’s kinda sad that you don’t know what we’re called. We’ve gone through all this effort of crafting the nastiest builds in the world and coming up with proper names, and then we end up in the history books with names like ‘fire guy’ or ‘Horseman Aspirant number sixty-nine,’ when you guys don’t just get your names but also titles like ’‘sage’ or ‘promised ki—oh come on!”

Arthur had lunged mid-speech, using [Extend Blade] to land another nasty hit but the manifested blade tip was so fragile that just being exposed to his foe’s [Aura] shattered it like glass. Oh, range extension [Skills] were so bloody useless at their Levels.

He dropped the immovability and let himself be flung away by the next kick after a couple of bones in the other guy’s foot had cracked, electing to not try and absorb the entirety of the force of the attack.

“Anyway, I’m Jormungandr, Devourer of pretty much whatever I damn well please,” the fucker announced and stomped into the large rock he was standing on, then tore his foot sideways to shatter the top layer and hurled the shrapnel at the retreating soldiers. And then, his jaw twitched a few times. He didn’t even open his mouth, only the unnaturally loud clicking of tooth on tooth making it obvious what he was doing. Each time, a chunk of bloody snow vanished and with the final chomp, even the severed arm vanished. The lost limb didn’t regrow, but the stump instantly stopped bleeding.

“And today, I’m going to become a kingslayer as well.”

Jormungandr charged, and Arthur began to retreat, using Excalibur to keep the distance open as his unarmed opponent couldn’t block it, but it wasn’t quite enough. The punches fell like meteors, gravity warped at the most inopportune times, and chunks of ground vanished an instant before he could put his foot on it.

And even his armor was beginning to dent inwards, his opponent apparently thinking nothing of sacrificing bones to break metal, especially once [Champion of Albion] ran out.

Another gunshot rang out, and for a brief moment, it was as if it were the only sound in the world. Then Jormungandr collapsed onto one knee, briefly surprised and stunned, having completely forgotten about the soldiers since they shouldn’t have been able to hurt him.

Sure, they mostly kept Habicht around for his smarts and connections, not his [Skills], but he was not only a member of an elite, quasi-military police unit, he led the damn group and had some nasty tricks of his own.

[Dial In] allowed one person to feed targeting information to everyone they were in a party with, highlight weak points, grant supernatural accuracy to the recipient of said information, and by spending mana, continuously increase the amount of damage done until someone took the shot.

It didn’t matter how tough Jormungandr was, how much dirt and rock he’d eaten, a bullet hammering into his temple with not just [Dial In] backing it, but every [Skill] belonging to the sniper who’d fired the shot.

“Fuck,” Jormungandr groaned.

Arthur tried to decapitate him, only for the world to warp and gravity pull him towards the snake-man. Somehow, he strongly suspected that this time around, he would be less resistant to getting eaten.

Borrowing one of Amy’s spells almost completely drained his mana pool and left him with just a single [Skill] to copy, but [Enforced Personal Space] was a million times stronger than its name would suggest. Jormungandr was hurled away as though shot from a cannon, plowing not only through the snow and dirt but absorbing whatever he touched until he climbed out of a furrow that looked like a bad movie’s UFO crash site, looking furious.

Arthur wavered, leaning on Excalibur’s hilt to remain standing, the tip of the sword planted atop a rock he was actively preventing the blade from cutting. His armor was dented inwards to the point where every breath caused sharp edges to cut into his skin, a few trickles of venom pouring into his bloodstream. [Assassin’s Bane] took care of most of it, but it certainly wasn’t good for his health even with it active. And if all his ribs were still intact, he was the actual king of England. It was oh so tempting to switch out his armor, but his current set was the only one that could stand up to his foe.

Yet his opponent didn’t seem to be doing much better, covered in blood and mud, missing an arm, with bones poking from the skin on his remaining fist. Breathing heavily, career as a human black hole over, trump cards hopefully spent.

And even if he still had some remaining, Arthur couldn’t run here. The soldiers would be the first to go, and then, he wouldn’t put it past this cunt to go after the nearest town for shits and giggles.

[March] activated first, as he began to trudge forward, then he managed to start running, and finally, when he was in range, [Charge] activated, taking with it almost all of his newly regenerated mana.

Jormungandr charged as well, the ground detonating away from his feet as his mass had to now be somewhere around that of a Goddamn train car.

A split second before impact, he threw his sword and Jormungandr ducked out of the way … and kept falling, first his head and a large chunk of his armless shoulder, and then, the rest of his torso collapsed to the ground.

The freshly re-manifested Excalibur slid from Arthur’s fingers as he tripped over a rock and went sprawling, too beat to even see straight. With a grunt of effort, he pushed himself back to his feet and drunkenly staggered over to where his foe lay.

Another tooth-gnashing tore apart the ground in front of him, even the basically severed head somehow still alive, but as disorienting as the two-meter fall might have been, it was nowhere near what was needed to hurt him.

He got back up, again, and pushed on, the grotesque sight of the head snapping its jaws at nothing sending shivers down his spine. Ground shifted, air vanishing, and the subsequent thunderclap of more air rushing to fill the vacuum wasn’t doing anything for his health. But his opponent was weakening all the while, and by the time Excalibur cleaved through the top of his skull and bisected the brain, he had to be seconds from death.

[———]

Human (Lv. 149 Pugilist of Endless Hunger) has been slain 65,000 XP gained (75,000 XP spread out across 2 people according to their contribution)

[———]

Oh, so that’s what his [Class] had been … when his legs buckled this time, Arthur didn’t bother trying to stay standing, he just dismissed Excalibur to make sure he didn’t land on it and let himself fall.


ONWARDS!
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Normally, Isaac borrowed Yoo-jin’s ability to generate frozen fortifications via the [Round Table], but that was a known trick. So for this fight, he’d switched out that [Skill] for Arthur’s [Heavy Plate Armor], which allowed him to freely move wearing heavy armor and compensate for all the limitations.

Including when badly formed armor locked up in places. In those cases, it would become more like rubber and both pieces would mold past each other, which meant that the massive series of metal slabs that currently wrapped around Isaac would not limit his movement in the slightest, and he was strong enough to mostly compensate for its weight as well.

Well, material fatigue would rapidly become a problem as the armor kept being reshaped by a fairly low-rarity [Skill], but it didn’t have to last for more than the next few minutes.

It would also only work once before his enemies prepared for it, but as long as it worked that one time, he’d be fine with it.

[Wave Charge] sped up his fall, his momentum growing to insane heights. The [Aura of the Eternal Warrior] wrapped his sword and both fists in power, the remainder manifesting as a series of razor-sharp projections around him.

And then, the two of them collided in an explosion of fire and storm.

A pillar of tearing wind capable of reducing a mountain to mere gravel appeared around them a split second before the impact as War triggered his [Axis Mundi], enough to let the man dodge Isaac’s sword, but not avoid his other hand, which closed around his leg, locking there with an iron grasp.

It was easy to forget how strong Isaac was, considering how much higher his other Stats were.

But while he might not be able to crush someone’s skull in his hands or punt people over mountains the way Fenrir or Arthur could, he was still perfectly capable of holding himself up by a single hand even wrapped in multiple tons of metal.

With a startled yelp, War began to fall, activating the [Wings of Ruin] ability in an attempt to stay airborne. But while they might be devastating weapons, they weren’t meant to carry as much weight as was currently put upon them. They kept falling as projectiles bounced off Isaac’s armor, but he dismissed his sword to allow him to haul himself upwards and grab onto the Horseman’s shoulder, and suddenly, Isaac was almost on top.

His normal mobility might be reduced by his armor, and he couldn’t pull off half the stunts he liked to use, but he was also insulated against attacks that would ordinarily tear him to shreds.

And the armor was so incredibly thick that even the centimeter-deep gouges that were being torn out of them didn’t reach his flesh.

War tried to get out of the death grip, not wanting to end up pancaked between Isaac and the ground, throwing the two of them into a spin. Until, for one lone millisecond, his head was right between Isaac’s hand and the ground. Sure, they were still a full kilometer up, so it would normally be an utterly inconsequential mistake.

But Isaac had [Grave of Swords] and activated it at its smallest size.

They hit the suddenly appearing ground with an ugly series of crunches and cracks, Isaac’s shoulder exploding in pain as his arm was dislocated, but War was decidedly worse off … and locked in a small room with a person he could barely move.

And that was the end of the fucking road. The Juggernaut Suit had been utterly ruined after being worn for less than a minute, but it had done its job and the instant War’s headless body hit the ground, Isaac switched over to his standard armor.

[———]

Human (Lv. 132 Aspirant for the Mantle of War) has been slain 20,000 XP gained

Lv. 132 Aspirant for the Mantle of War has been added to the Grave of Swords as a potential training target/power source

[———]

Another one for the collection.

The [Grave of Swords] let him out at ground level thanks to its 3rd threshold ability to let him alter the exit’s location.

“If that was your big trump card, feel free to just surrender now,” Isaac announced, pointing a still blood-stained Balmung at the largest concentration of foes. “A trial in a court, or a trial by fire. Your choice.”

Flames began to lick up from his empty hand until his entire left arm was ablaze and half his face was illuminated by fire while the other was cast in shadow under the night sky.

Through serendipity or proper preparation, Isaac wasn’t sure, Fenrir chose that moment to crest the nearest mountain, spattered with blood that clearly wasn’t his.

Several immediately surrendered, throwing down their weapons before diving for cover, proclaiming their surrender in the hopes that someone on Isaac’s side had a [Skill] that could determine said surrenders were genuine.

The others decided to turn their focus onto Isaac.

A blast of Prometheus’ Wrath flew in the direction of the biggest concentration of enemies, and then he triggered [Dragon’s Heart]. It was a [Skill] that had all the power of a cooldown [Skill], but drew upon his actual resources, not a separate mana pool connected only to that [Skill].

But even with his mana potion-induced regen-reduction, his pool would fill more quickly than his cooldowns would recharge.

A titanic blast of flame wiped the attacking cultists from existence and then, most of the people who remained saw the wisdom in putting down their weapons as well.

At that moment, Isaac was really glad he didn’t have to work out the logistics of taking care of that many high-Level prisoners.

Time to call in the investigators, make himself scarce so he could rightfully say he hadn’t seen Jason when he snuck in, and then check if he could help somewhere else. Unfortunately, things hadn’t gone anywhere near as smoothly elsewhere.


INTERLUDE OZARKS
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There were many kinds of diplomacy in the world, ranging from people just trying to get on the same page to thinly veiled insults. It all depended on the nature of the situation and the temperaments of the people involved.

Elena preferred it when things were cordial, but sometimes, Churchill-style diplomacy was needed, aka “the art of telling someone to go to hell in such a way that they ask for directions.” And then there were situations where the only “diplomacy” left was the kind that came out of a gun barrel, but for that to happen, there needed to be some seriously contentious issues at hand, with no chance of peaceful resolution.

For example, when one side wanted to destroy the world, and the other really, really wanted to keep it intact. There wasn’t exactly much common ground to find there.

“How much further?” she asked their local guide. They had to be in place in a quarter of an hour and they were in the middle of bumfuck nowhere. Perfect for getting away from it all, and she might just drag Isaac here if this place survived the upcoming fight, but if they didn’t reach their destination soon, there’d be trouble.

“Not too much further,” the sheriff assured her. “I’ve been here more often than I’d like. There used to be a pot farm here before the whole thing got legalized.”

Then he spat on the ground.

Elena rolled her eyes. As if that was the problem right now.

The entire racist history of marijuana being banned to give the police an excuse to go after Black and Latino communities, and how the drug was pretty much harmless to anyone over twenty-five wasn’t even what she was talking about.

But rather, the only people who could even be affected by such a benign narcotic had to have an extremely low Level.

Currently, “drugs” were a million times more dangerous than they’d ever been, being toxins that had to work through the resistance of people who could drink entire swimming pools of Everclear without getting even the slightest bit tipsy.

Alchemical crap that would kill anyone even remotely normal who imbibed even a single drop, and do one hell of a number on anyone outside of the precise intended Fortitude range. Throw in the various [Skills] that modified how people interacted with toxins and the sheer power of the people actively working on removing their self-control and it was easy to see how problematic things got when alchemists decided to spend their valuable time cooking up that crap and why she didn’t much care about weed.

But the information she’d just gotten might be useful.

“A pot farm? Why isn’t it there anymore?”

“It’s here because it’s in the middle of nowhere and if we hadn’t been searching for a missing hiker, we’d never have found it. Now that growing it is legal, no one would ever work up here.”

“Who would have known about the farm?” Elena asked. That little tidbit had not been in the briefing materials, just the fact that there was a small compound up there.

“Anyone who worked there, I suppose,” the sheriff shrugged.

In other words, it seemed likely that at least some of their enemies would be exceedingly familiar with the terrain.

She quickly shared her worries with her companions, and then they kept walking in silence, mentally preparing.

There shouldn’t be too many people here, or too strong ones, but relying on that would be a terrible idea. Better to be over- than underprepared.

“We’re here.” The sheriff pointed towards a small cabin in the distance.

“Thank you, Sir. Now, please, for your own safety, retreat to a safe distance,” a burly Marine with a tower shield warned.

“Captain Benson, I …” the sheriff spoke up, likely about to say something along the lines of “This is my jurisdiction, I have a right to be here,” but Benson cut him off.

“Unless you can bench press a tank or survive getting run over by an aircraft carrier, you have no business in this fight.”

The sheriff backed up.

The go signal came and the cabin exploded. Not because of anything they’d done, mind you, but because the person inside of it had apparently decided they weren’t getting enough light.

A woman with a seemingly ageless appearance marched out, carrying a walking staff as tall as she was. Her clothing looked as if it had once been a different color, but then had been changed to a deep, dark black, with the highlights an even darker black somehow, so that the normal descriptor of “seemed to swallow up the light” no longer seemed appropriate.

Splinters and entire roof timbers rained down around them and the Marines opened fire.

“So this is how you choose to end things? Fight the people who represent the threat, when the real danger stems from the fools you’re protecting. Every single one of them has the potential to destroy the world and so many of them have almost succeeded, yet we’re the ones you attack?” the woman pronounced in a voice that reminded Elena simultaneously of a wildfire and the stench of rotten plant matter, seemingly unbothered by the bullets that flew past or bounced off her clothes.

Even the Marines’ famed [Esprit de Corps] failed against those defenses, though admittedly, it could only go so far when there were just twenty on the field. Between Captain Benson and Elena, that should have been enough to conquer a cache of goods, but this person … she was dangerous.

A single step let her cross a hundred meters in an instant, and two more brought her into range of the Marines, her staff hammering into Benson’s shield. A massive, ephemeral, cone-shaped shockwave passed through the barrier and swept over the people who should have been protected.

A split second later, the ground underfoot exploded to unleash a geyser of water that flung the woman clear. Elena could tell the attack hadn’t been decisive, but at least she’d bought them some breathing room.

And then, her stomach growled amidst a chorus of similar sounds from everyone around her. That … couldn’t be normal.

Absurd power, a “black” color palate, weird voice, an unnatural appearance that was still oddly human, a “hunger” curse … oh, for the love of all that was holy!

The warning about the fact that they might be facing Famine, an Aspirant who’d never died, went out even as Elena’s wings snapped open, blue-and-silver patterns shimmering in the sun, carrying her above the chaos, more and more geysers pulled from the aquifer below sent towards her foe.

As Famine charged once more, the Marines spread out to provide open lines of fire while Benson took to the front, playing bulwark.

The black cloth began to fray under the sustained gun-and-spellfire and Benson loudly proclaimed “[Nexus of Conflict],” voice booming across the empty field. Famine switched targets at the last second, for no good reason choosing to hammer away at his shield.

Ok, that was one hell of a nasty tank ability.

But the problem was she only realized far too late. Elena’s mana pool was already at two-thirds full and still falling, even when she wasn’t actively casting anything. Throw in the fact that her stomach was now constantly growling, and it was very obvious what the problem was here. Every “resource” they had was being drained just by being near this woman.

And then, Famine rammed the butt of her staff into the ground. Every plant within a kilometer withered away to practically nothing, her attacks began to push Benson back, and it felt as though Elena’s stomach was trying to digest itself.

A wave of the black-clad woman’s wand caused several Marines to outright collapse, seemingly reaching the end of their rope.

[Wave of Rage] sent her flying once again, [Crushing Depths] smushing her into the ground, but it didn’t seem to hurt her much.

A pounding headache rudely announced its presence, and Elena finally took the chance to look at her Status, because she really couldn’t imagine what was happening now.

[Health Status: Starving, Suffocating]

Oh … that was not good. Starving was obvious, but whatever her foes’ [Skills] were, they were draining everything that could support life, even the very oxygen from the air. This was really not good. Anyone without an insane Fortitude Stat would die just from being in the general area.

Major General Gibbs was already working somewhere deep in the background of the party, arranging for reinforcements that would actually be able to do something, but it would take too long. Most of their reinforcements were already in play elsewhere, and everyone else was either not in range or ill-suited for this enemy.

Some asshat already gave them all his condolences, promising that Famine would not live more than a few seconds beyond the moment the last of them died due to the nuke that was already prepared for launch.

No! Hell! NO!

Her water ceased exploding from the ground as the entirety of her focus was turned inwards, to the plan.

And then, the edges of her vision turning black, she let herself fall, water rushing up to meet her and wrap her in a massive wrecking ball of water, compressed despite the fact that the liquid couldn’t naturally be compressed.

She barely felt the moment of impact, but for the rest of her days she’d treasure the sheer look of shock on Famine’s face as the two of them flew through the barely stable portal the bitch had noticed far too late.

The pair of them came out in midair, falling rapidly. Unfortunately, Famine would probably have survived the impact, so they didn’t stop there.

The Blackhawk holding a pair of portal mages that they’d been teleported near began to splutter and almost fell out of the sky just from being around Famine for a few seconds.

But another portal, this one far larger, opened with what seemed to be extreme difficulty under them, and both Famine and Elena fell through, hitting the asphalt. Around them, the world began to crumble apart, birds falling out of the air, plants withering away into nothingness and even the energy charging the array underfoot began to deteriorate, but then, it activated, sending both of them several hundred kilometers, straight up.

Huge clouds of silica dust exploded skywards as they slammed into rocky soil, floating for an unnaturally long amount of time.

The blackness from the edges of her vision vanished even as the final breath of air left her lungs, moisture turning into clouds of sparkling ice crystals before her eyes.

But that was alright.

Everyone knew her as “the water fairy,” but she was an Asrai, a Fae related to not just her lake, but the moon, whose light energized her.

There were two places where she was at her strongest. Her lake in Camelot … and the surface of the celestial body that had orbited the Earth for eons.

The moonlight wrapped around her, granting her strength, healing her injuries, and most importantly, making up for the fact that she was currently trying to breathe in a vacuum.

On her back, the wings shifted, shining brightly as the colors ran into each other, becoming covered in silver flames atop a blue background, and white light streamed off her hands.

Famine’s field redoubled in strength as she did … something, even draining the moonlight keeping Elena standing.

A ray of light punched her off her feet and flung her into the distance, the lower gravity making the force vastly more difficult to resist.

Wings beating slowly and steadily, Elena rose from the ground, ray after ray of light punching Famine further and further back. The attacks were still costing her mana, but being vastly empowered by the moonlight.

And whatever mobility options Famine had, they were clearly not suitable for low gravity or use in a vacuum.

After a disturbingly long amount of time, the battle finally ended, Famine’s body a bloody ruin.

[———]

Human (Lv. 151 Horseman of Famine) has been slain 500,000 XP gained

[———]

Now, she just had to get back down to Earth, and somehow make it up to NASA that she’d broken their moon portal.


END OF AN ERA
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Seven separate battles in a single night, zapping all over the globe, at first under his own power, later being transported by portal mages and the relocation [Skills] belonging to military officers. Never bloody again.

If he could avoid it. But Isaac knew that he would go if the opportunity presented itself.

The cult had been shattered, that was something they’d managed to confirm for certain. Any given member only knew a few fellow members, and by interrogating every captured cultist, they’d managed to get a far better estimate of their overall number and narrow down how many people were left, a number that hovered somewhere between one and one hundred.

Famine, Pestilence, War, and several dozen more of the so-called “heroes of the cult” had been taken out, including the Kitsune who’d gotten away in Lorient. Some kind of insane devourer had met his end at Arthur’s hand in Iceland, and Elena had thankfully survived her match with an actual, fully actualized, fifth Evolution Horseman. But they were missing Death, and that was what had Isaac worried. Seriously worried.

But they’d almost won, which would just leave him with the original problem, summoned monsters. Everything would be fine as long as no one did anything stupid, but people were people, and across a group of seven billion, someone was guaranteed to do something utterly idiotic.

The worst part, though, was that there was very little he could still do prophylactically. He’d be largely relegated to cleanup duty.

Not only that, but he seriously worried that the feeling of relief stemming from the fact the cult was gone would spur people to take more risks when it seemed like the world was a brighter place.

Yet that was quite literally a problem for future Isaac because he couldn’t deal with these issues until he learned about them.

However, as good at doom-saying as Isaac was, this had been an unmistakable victory. They’d won, and even with global casualties in the tens of thousands, including civilians, the number of lives saved in the future could not possibly be overstated.

And he hadn’t come out of this without anything for himself. Along with a not-insignificant amount of XP, enough to hit the fifth Evolution, five of his [Skills] had hit various thresholds.

[———]

Fully Geared (legendary, Level XX)

The historical definition of a knight is a lesser nobleman who maintains his own set of heavy armor and a warhorse. Therefore, a knight without his armor is no knight at all. And as sturdy as armor is, it can break, get stolen, or simply fall apart if it gets too old.

If you want your armor to survive for more than a couple of fights, this Skill is essential. It allows the user to store six full outfits in an extradimensional storage and dress themselves with a mere thought. Armor and clothing is cleaned upon being stored and damage is repaired so long as the required materials needed to replace removed parts are provided.

Equipped armor can be reinforced using mana.

In addition, armor equipped with this Skill becomes slightly tougher than it usually would be.

After countless fights where the user has thrown this armor into the path of devastating attacks, last-second switches ruining both a foe’s plans and the armor itself, this Skill has evolved to allow the user to constantly swap out not just his armor, but individual armor pieces, continuously altering their equipped armor as is needed, restoring damaged equipment by cannibalizing other sets. All pieces can be returned to their original armor at will, albeit while retaining damage taken.

Cost: 10 mana to store/equip/switch outfits, 5 mana per second to repair clothing, 50 mana per minute to reinforce armor

[———]

Oh, nasty shot across the bow there. But also an accurate one. The only reason Isaac’s track record for ruining his gear so thoroughly that not even this [Skill] could put it back together hadn’t become a running joke was that Stagmer was no gossip.

And the boost was amazing. Not only had the number of storable armor sets grown from four to six, but he’d gained the ability to freely mix and match his gear whenever he wanted.

[———]

Legendary Blow (legendary, Level XX)

A single blow to shatter mountains, raze city walls, or split the sea, these are the things stories are written about and when someone uses this Skill, there is a good chance that too will end up being turned into a story.

When Legendary Blow is activated, the user may use any of their Strike/Blow/Shot Skills up to eight (nine due to Manifold Strike Evolution) times to enhance a single attack, massively increasing its power.

With every Level in this Skill, the cost of component Skills is reduced by 5%, up to 25%, Levels past that merely boost the already ludicrous levels of power this Skill harbors into the stratosphere.

After countless fights where the user has crushed their enemies using devastating attacks at the cost of most of their mana, this Skill has evolved to allow them to remain combat-ready afterwards.

When Legendary Blow is used to deal the finishing blow and the user still considers themselves to be in combat, the sword is sheathed in another energy field that provides half the enhancement of the death blow that will remain until it is used or dismissed.

[———]

[Legendary Blow] had gained a similar increase in stackability, and the threshold bonus was solid. Kill bad guy, gain a weakened echo of the attack that had killed them, powered by their death. It made sense that the death-mana would never go directly into his mana pool. Isaac knew from his other-timeline [Classes] that that never ended well for anyone who tried it.

[———]

Sneak (common, Level max)

Grants user basic knowledge of how to move stealthily, from avoiding making noise to reducing visibility. Higher levels of this Skill will allow the user to have an overall lessened impact on the world at large, to the point of near-complete invisibility.

This Skill also has an active mode in which the user actively spends mana to reduce their impact on the world.

After countless situations where it was used to hide in plain sight to avoid public attention, this [Skill] has evolved to create a permanent (toggleable) effect that makes supernatural or attention-grabbing displays by the user less obvious. (This effect is powered by ambient mana, a lack of such will require the user to power it themselves.)

And now, it has reached the pinnacle of its power, allowing the user to grow progressively harder to see the longer they go without rapid movements, to the point where it will take several seconds to spot them even when using obvious and highly visible long-range attacks.

[———]

[Sneak]’s bonus would basically be perfect for repeating last night’s performance, ’nuff said. A good, solid, increase without a particularly outstanding boost that required him to come up with new strategies for its implementation.

[True Cut], on the other hand, had gained a vastly less useful power.

[———]

True Cut (legendary, Level X)

What can be cut? Paper? Flesh? Bone? Rock? Metal? Air? At what point is something too hard to cut, and can you even cut liquids or gasses? What about things with no physical form to cut?

Well, with this Skill, the answer is that everything can be cut, no matter how hard, no matter how immaterial, no matter how conceptual it may be.

Defenses sundered with a swipe as a magical shield is destroyed in one attack or the very concept of armor ceases to function for the brief instant it takes for the target to lose its head.

However, not all uses of this Skill are as grand as that. At its most basic, True Cut can be used directly on the effects of another Skill and cut it, disabling it for a period dependent on the amount of mana invested.

In addition, the Skill Implements of True Death can be applied to reinforce True Cut, doubling its mana cost. This will increase the duration of the damage caused by True Cut and make it harder to reestablish destroyed effects.

IMPORTANT: Concepts cannot be destroyed, only damaged, and will return rapidly, possibly instantaneously, and can only be affected in a small area.

WARNING: The cost of this Skill depends on the target and may exceed the user’s mana pool by a significant degree; attempting to overdraw the mana pool will lead to the user’s death.

Cost: variable, depending on type

[———]

The biggest problem with that ability was its cost, and using the new power on anything worth cutting would likely either empty or even exceed his mana pool. Cool, but more situational than the original [Skill].

And finally, one of his earliest [Skills] had finally maxed out.

[———]

Bestial Regeneration (epic, Level max)

No matter how good a fighter is, injuries are inevitable, given enough time. Therefore, this Skill is as invaluable as it is indisputable that it will find a use.

It allows the user to store excess mana generated by Magic Regeneration for the sole purpose of fueling the user’s regeneration Skills. This pool will be used to automatically heal any injuries sustained unless this Skill is explicitly suppressed and will be used up before any regeneration Skills draw on the user’s mana pool.

This pool’s size is Skill Level*50.

In addition, it may be set to prioritize specific organs and body parts over others. 

After countless fights where this Skill has been used to keep its wielder alive through horrific injuries, it has evolved to provide a speed to boost to all of the user’s self-healing powers, with the mana cost increasing proportionally to the boost, with a maximum increase of one hundred percent.

And now, it has reached the pinnacle of its power, empowering the user’s recovery to insane heights. Whenever a certain body part of the user hasn’t been injured for a significant amount of time, regeneration of that body part can be increased by up to 1,000% (after a week), with this boost halving every time it is used. The mana cost for empowered regeneration is increased by half as much as the regeneration itself.

[———]

The fact that he could use his healing without having to draw on his main mana pool unless he was badly injured had been beyond useful before, but now, it had grown vastly better. The pool’s size had doubled, from the [Skill’s] Level multiplied by 25 to the [Skill’s] Level multiplied by 50, for a grand total of 1,500 points of mana. A massive gain even without considering the threshold bonus.

The longer he could go without damage, the faster he would heal if shit did hit the fan. There might be certain body parts that tended to take repeated punishment, but his legs, for example, he focused on keeping safe to maintain his mobility. And his heart hadn’t taken a lick of damage in years. Well, unless you counted Amy giving him the fright of his life last Halloween with her “Magical Girl Nightmare Fuel” costume.

Using this ability to its fullest would require him to pay attention to where he’d been hurt and vary which body parts he “sacrificed” to let get hit to allow him to land strikes of his own, but that was perfectly doable.

Isaac glanced longingly at the “Level Up” button, but decided to defer that until tomorrow, when he’d hopefully be less exhausted.


EVOLUTION, THE FIFTH
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The fifth Evolution, the final step on the path to power. From now on, every Level would grant 30 Stat points, and the [Skills] gained would build upon your past choices wherever possible, gaining new effects based on your build up to this point.

And what a build that had been.

[Rogue], his starter [Class] during this second go at things. A means to an end, granting him access to all manner of [Strike-type Skills], with stealth and disguise [Skills] that formed the basis of his less-than-public efforts.

[Undying Wraith], the power to recover from anything, given enough time, the ability to melt into the shadows to buy said time, one hell of a power-up in the form of [Form of Horror], and, of course, it had granted him his blade.

[Bladewraith], granting devastating attacks, incredible burst-damage with [I Am The Sword], and the ability to turn all fights into a one-on-one match and force engagements in general via [Grave of Swords].

[Hildebrand’s Heir] had brought him legendary weapons, and allowed him to grant his allies incredible power. All his allies.

[Incarnation of the Promethean Spirit], for the advancement of science, advanced cognition, and, of course, it let Isaac play with fire.

Now, how would he finish off this [Class] line? Isaac could feel his palms grow sweaty, even though he should be beyond that by now.

Ok, moment of truth. Isaac threw the needed XP into the process of leveling up and it crossed the threshold for Level 150.

[———]

Congratulations! You’ve managed to reach the fifth and final Evolutionary Threshold!

You may now choose the Class you will have for the rest of your existence, so deliberate about this carefully, as the consequences of this decision will last for a long time.

Fifth Evolution Classes grant Skills that have capabilities well beyond any you’ve had before.

Skills that can shatter mountains, if you’re offensively focused.

Skills able to protect you from nuclear strikes.

And Skills that can effect change on a global scale (within reason). 

In other words, the sheer power wielded by a fifth Evolution Class holder cannot possibly be overstated, and you must carefully choose which form that power takes. Will you become a terrible tyrant, a warrior who slaughters millions in the name of protecting those he cares about, a teacher, who shapes the world through his students, a scientist who unravels the mysteries of the universe, or something else entirely?

You may, of course, delay your Evolution in order to gain more Skills, Skill Levels, Aspects, and accolades, but you will not be able to advance past Level 150 without evolving.

Here are the best of your possible Class Evolutions:

Judgement of the Inferno (legendary)

Stone the heretic! Lynch the (presumed) criminal! Burn the witch!

… Why are people such assholes? Why do people burn women who displayed random traits that some asshole decided meant they were in league with the devil? Or even ones who’d just been accused at random by local leadership or clergy (why would those even want to get rid of specific women, hmm?)

Seriously, burning so-called “witches” alive isn’t even half of the nasty punishments that the fire has been used for in the past. 

That’s why it’s a good thing that this Class isn’t at all about how fire was misused in the past, though it does grant you the power to burn evildoers.

The Judgement of the Inferno is the cleansing fire that burns away those who would harm the world as a whole just to eke out a tiny profit to themselves, and others who make the world a worse place merely by existing.

Cleanse this world in a sea of flame as this Class lays bare the sins of the world and allows you to wield your fire with impunity at absolutely no risk of harming innocents. 

Einherjar Champion (legendary)

You are an Einherjar, inhabitant of Valhalla and one of the people who will fight against foes able to threaten gods.

And not only that, as the first Einherjar of this age, you stand head and shoulders above your future peers, one of the strongest non-gods on this Earth.

As an Einherjar Champion, you become the greatest of Warriors.

Wait, that isn’t enough?

The greatest of Warriors. Chop mountains in half, make your enemies piss themselves by glaring at them, and smash apart spells even though you shouldn’t even be able to touch them.

[———]

Ok, what the hell was the [System] smoking? No, seriously, what was up with it?

When Isaac had gone through the fifth Evolution in the other timeline, it had been slightly different from the Evolutions that had preceded it in the sense that the initial “Congratulations!” message was longer and far more detailed and that the [Class] descriptions addressed him, the user, directly.

But this was … a lot more than that. Skim-reading the rest of the descriptions let him spot several more examples of the [System] being far more flippant than he was used to.

However, at the end of the day, the levity of the description wasn’t what defined a [Class], but rather, the content.

And some of those [Classes] were truly incredible.

[———]

Assassin of the Logos Blade (legendary)

Logos. Ancient Greek for … a whole lot of stuff, actually. It can be translated as reason, explanation, rhetoric, discourse, and about a million other things.

However, despite being a part of an ancient and very much dead language, we use words derived from it quite frequently.

Logic, for one. But it is also a part of many a science, such as biology. Bios(life)-logos. The logic/study of life. Psychology. Psyche(principle of life)-logos. And countless more.

The Logos Blade is an implement that turns your knowledge of a target into a weapon. Well, a metaphysical weapon, at any rate, one that only exists within the mind and soul of its wielder. The actual killing can be done with any object its wielder decides to pick up, which is empowered to the point where, with enough information, a world-serpent can be killed with a paper clip (although that manner of the feat would require intimate knowledge of your foe, all the way down to its genetic code, mating habits, scale patterning, digestion method, and more).

This Class will grant you countless Skills for information gathering, preventing others from doing the same to you in turn, as well as several of the greatest stealth and assassination Skills in existence. And, of course, the ability to make anything you hold The Logos Blade.

Challenger of the Apocalypse (legendary)

The Apocalypse. The End of Days. Judgement Day.

Many words, many phrases, all describing one singular phenomenon. Complete and utter devastation. The end of everything.

But no matter the particulars of the situation described, there are very few people who’d be happy to have it occur.

However, regardless of how many people might hate and/or fear the Apocalypse, there are few who truly fight to stop it.

After all, it seems futile, doesn’t it?

But no matter how hopeless the situation might have seemed, no matter how slim your chances were, you fought. You’ve kept fighting from the very instant you knew what was coming. And you’ll never stop. Even if a chaos god were to descend upon the planet to swallow it whole, you would still spit in its eye, wouldn’t you? As long as there is a single thing you are able to do, no matter how futile it might be, you will do it.

You are someone who would challenge the very will of the universe, if that’s what it would take to end the Apocalypse. 

This Class will give you the power to fight against the end of the world by giving you an advanced warning when shit is about to hit the fan, as well as one hell of a powerup that is only available when the world is truly in danger.

Should you then survive beyond what should have been the end, you’ll gain all the tools required to rebuild.

There are only a handful of abilities this Class grants that do not require the world ending to be activated. But even those are incredibly powerful, though not world-shaking. Simply put, you are able to borrow the powers of certain beasts of apocalyptic strength, to unleash the full power of the end upon your enemies.

Teacher of the World (legendary)

Your job is the foundation of society. At the end of the day, it is you who makes the world go round. Without you, modern civilization would probably not exist, even if people don’t often think about it.

That’s right, you’re a plumber!

Eh, not really, but seriously, people don’t consider how helpful plumbers are nearly often enough, do they?

No, you’re a teacher. You teach children vital skills for the rest of their lives, and when they’re adults, remind them that you taught them better than how they’re behaving right at that moment.

As the Teacher of the World, you’re able to teach anyone anything you know, including lesser versions of almost all your Skills (central Skills and Auras are excluded, as are certain others; click here to see the full list).

And when you die, you may transform into a library, schoolhouse, or other place of learning and continue living as a Genius Loci, helping people better themselves until the end of time. 

Ever-burning Flame of Scientific Ambition (legendary)

I. Want. To. Know. Everything.

This is what drives those who choose this Class.

Should you choose to count yourself amongst this number, you will gain vastly increased intelligence, able to strategize rings around even the most capable leaders, comprehension of all natural sciences, and more!

You might not be able to wave your hand and reshape the world, but you know what you will be able to do? Permanently alter the reality people live in as you make a world-changing invention each and every single day.

Fearless Challenger of Leviathans (legendary)

You might not have ever fought a Raid Boss at a small enough Level difference to formally qualify for the Reaper Class that is the standard legendary Class for those who punch above their weight class, but you’ve spent your entire life under the System beating enemies you had no business fighting.

As such, you’ve earned this alternative Class, one that is far harder to gain as you need to consistently beat the odds, rather than merely having to beat a single powerful enemy.

As the Fearless Challenger of Leviathans, you’re able to partially ignore damage taken from extremely powerful enemies, gain additional insight into how to kill them, and overall become a far greater threat than your Level would indicate … as long as you’re fighting people stronger than you.

Germanic Legend (legendary)

This world of ours is filled with legends, from ones known all around the globe to local tales that are at risk of being forgotten with every new generation.

However, not all legends belong to ages past. Sometimes, new ones are born. Not people with the potential to reach great heights drawing their first breath, but those people achieving deeds that will be written down in history books and talked about for centuries or millennia to come.

You’ve become a legend in a twofold manner.

You’ve drawn upon the strength of the past, becoming the inheritor of the powers that belong to several ancient legends, and spread out that power to others.

And you’ve become a legend in your own right by changing the course of history not once, but multiple times.

While you might have traveled the world to do your deeds, your legend is concentrated in your homeland, making you a true Germanic Legend.

While on the soil of a nation with a majority ethnic German population, you will gain a significant boost to your power, access to new abilities, and the capability to draw upon other legends of the land.

In addition, while fighting in those areas, your surroundings will be incredibly hard to damage by your enemies and you will not cause accidental collateral damage. This protection applies to both the lands and the people.

You have a total of 4,269 Class choices available, would you like to see the rest?

(Note that merely unlocking a Class does not mean that is suitable for you, just that you can choose it. Becoming a Baker just because you once managed to make a cake that didn’t inflict food poisoning upon those who ate it is not necessarily the best of ideas.)

[———]

Well, those were a lot of choices, weren’t they? That would take a while to figure out, and he’d make sure to look at even the ridiculously long list of possible Evolutions that the [System] did not regard as worth listing outright.

It took him several hours, but in the end, he agreed with the [System’s] judgment, the eight [Classes] listed immediately were the best possible choices.

But which one to choose?


THE CHOICE
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First of all, [Judgement of the Inferno]. Hell no. It might claim to not be all about witch hunts, but the description made it pretty damn clear on what side of due process this [Class] fell and it was decidedly the wrong one. Sure, it might have helped with rooting out cultists, but everything else about it just plain rubbed Isaac the wrong way.

Then, there was [Einherjar Champion]. On one hand, there was nothing bad to say about this [Class]. On the other, there was nothing outstandingly good about it either. It would turn him into a peerless warrior, but not all situations could be solved with violence alone, especially not ones involving systemic problems.

[Fearless Challenger of Leviathans], same problem. Powerful combat [Class], but too hyperspecialized.

Admittedly, Isaac was looking to make the switch to something more fighting-focused, but those two were still wrong.

And then there was the [Class] that had the opposite issue. [Teacher of the World] was the ultimate force multiplier, but it would also leave him very much vulnerable. If he were able to grant other people his [Class’s] central [Skills], perhaps it would have been a different choice, but it didn’t. Cool option, but it wasn’t for him.

[Ever-burning Flame of Scientific Ambition] was another [Class] that was less powerful in its own right but could serve as one hell of a force multiplier. It was also wrong for him.

At the end of the day, no matter what Isaac did, he wasn’t a scientist, he was … something else. A strange fusion of teacher, fraud, and fighter who occasionally did tiny bits of original research but overall, despite how things might look on the outside, he wasn’t a scientist. Not in the same way Bailey, Amy, Patrick, Raul, and Karl were.

While Isaac might have dismissed all of these [Classes] out of hand, that didn’t mean they weren’t good, though. They just weren’t utterly top-tier, like the two he had remaining.

[Assassin of the Logos Blade] was probably the most easily misunderstood [Class] name Isaac had ever encountered. It was also one of the most awesome [Classes] he’d had the pleasure of observing.

Ever since he’d come to this timeline, knowledge had been his weapon, metaphorically speaking. With this [Class], on the other hand, it would become a literal implement of destruction, one able of slaying anything … possibly including gods? He doubted it was that powerful, and if it was, that he could gather enough knowledge to use this power to full effect, but not being able to kill literal gods hardly made a [Class] bad.

It was a [Class] that would let him use his greatest advantage to its fullest, most balance-breaking effect. It was perfect.

And then there was the [Challenger of the Apocalypse]. Hyperspecialized, only truly useful in situations that had already gone to hell in a handbasket, and truly, absolutely, inviolably perfect, even more so than [Assassin of the Logos Blade].

It would be utterly useless unless the situation was truly dire, but if he picked that [Class] and ended up becoming obsolete, he’d be the first to celebrate. If he, as a person whose sole focus in life was preventing the end of the world, was no longer needed, that meant that the world was safe.

Both [Teacher of the World] and [Ever-burning Flame of Scientific Curiosity] held a far greater potential for long-term gains as long as the world didn’t end, but were going to be far less useful in a pinch.

[Germanic Legend] was an incredibly flattering [Class] to be offered, but it had one simple problem: it was a German [Class] that would do zilch to combat a global problem.

[Assassin of the Logos Blade] was the combat [Class] for him, but when things truly went from bad to worse, [Challenger of the Apocalypse] would be far stronger.

Which left Isaac with a simple choice: Did he think he’d done enough to save the world? That he could get by just by fighting the normal way, with no singular battle or series of battles deciding the fate of the human race?

Optimism, or pessimism?

Was it actually a choice between those two, or were the two options naivety and realism?

The hell of it was that he could see himself choosing any of these, even [Judgement of the Inferno]. All of them were parts of his path, but not all of them were ones he’d like to walk for the rest of eternity.

[Teacher of the World] would be almost like retirement, doing whatever he wanted while teaching the rivals of whoever had gotten on his nerves the most that week on the side. Well, at least if those rivals weren’t terrible people.

[Ever-burning Flame of Scientific Ambition] was the same sort of deal. Poking whatever caught his interest, teaching whoever caught his eye, and then watching their antics unfold throughout history.

[Judgement of the Inferno] represented the darkest parts of his past, the path he might have chosen to step upon if things had unfolded slightly differently when he’d first arrived in this timeline. Annihilating his enemies, and everyone else who looked like they’d be a problem. As a path, it was awful, destructive, and something that would turn him into the villain of this story regardless of how things unfolded in the end. But it might have worked.

Yet there were only two real options here for the person he was.

[Challenger of the Apocalypse], the cautious path that would be at its strongest when things were at its worst.

And [Assassin of the Logos Blade], the path that fit him like a glove, but would be vastly less powerful when he needed strength the most.

Isaac sighed. He’d have loved to go the path of optimism, but at the end of the day, he was the kind of person who could see the darkest outcomes of all issues.

And of the two mistakes he might make, one would affect the whole world, the second would only affect himself. Better a wasted [Class] than one that lacked the power to beat back the end of the world.

Hoping he wasn’t about to make a huge mistake, he picked [Challenger of the Apocalypse] as his [Class].

[———]

Challenger of the Apocalypse

Central Skills

Aspects of the End

Power of the Behemoth

Wisdom of the Simurgh

Venom of Apothis

Wrath of the Dragon

Sails of the Naglfar

Speed of Hati

The Leviathan’s Sea

Primordial Hell of Ymir

Jaws of Cipactli

Presence of an Outer God

Final Defiance

Skills

Book with Seven Seals 

Defy Un-Nature

Call of Gjallarhorn

Twelve Gemstone Walls of the new Haven

Calamity’s Crimson Seal

Dawn of the Sixth Sun

General Skills

Aura of Oblivion’s Touch

[———]

Ok, wow. Just … wow.

The [Class] had a pair of powerful central [Skills], one of which was highly unusual. [Aspects of the End] gave a small amount of immediate power but unlocked a multitude of supporting [Skills] that could be unlocked separately to add functionality.

Where it would initially just grant the user a Stat boost, the upgrades were, well, stupidly strong. The mother of all [Aura] boosts, several different kinds of specialized boosts that allowed for ludicrous stunts to be done, such as the ability to hunt down the moon or shatter mountains.

The other central [Skill] would slowly accumulate mana once it had been bought, only releasing it when its user was facing the end of the world. It would be utterly useless under all other circumstances, but when worse came to worst, it would be the utter MVP. As in, spit into a god’s eye and stand more than a snowball’s chance in hell at living through it.

And that just left the regular [Skills]. There were two basic kinds there. The left column held ones that would serve to prevent the end of the world, while the right was meant to help humanity recover for when the Apocalypse was only halted halfway through, and a ton of damage had already occurred.

Sure, the right column might come in useful, but Isaac wasn’t quite that pessimistic. He might have picked a [Class] only useful under the most awful of situations, but he believed in himself enough to focus on the set of [Skills] that would prevent catastrophes, rather than clean up after them. At least that was the plan. First, Isaac had to gain a metric fuckton of Levels, which would get expensive, XP-wise.

After all, during the fifth Evolution, every Level cost 20,000 XP multiplied by the Level that you were trying to get to. In other words, even Level 151 would cost three million and twenty thousand points of experience.

But Isaac had time, people to train, cultists to hunt, and legions of monsters to slaughter. He’d get there in due time.

So, it was time to pick up his sword, walk out of that door, and get to work.


INTERLUDE THE LAST HORSEMAN
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The space that had once been filled with people striving to end this diseased world. Hundreds of true believers, and thousands of hangers-on who were, at the very least, loyal to the money they were paid, had all gathered here, ready to take action.

But now, they numbered less than twenty, and every single one of them was visible from the central table, which now only had a single occupant.

Josef’s torso lay sprawled onto the countertop, mirroring his real-world position of having let himself collapse onto a rock on some tiny island in the Pacific, utterly spent.

Not that any of the others looked much better, deep lines of exhaustion carved into their faces, the mud and dirt streaking their clothes mirroring the state of their real worlds.

He barely recognized them. These weren’t the heroes of their group, the ones who’d obliterated cities even as they’d been worn down by the weight of sheer numbers.

His power had taken an absolute nosedive, but it wasn’t entirely gone.

And with so few of them left, the risk of getting tracked down was far smaller than it had been before. Finding a thread to pull when going after a global organization of thousands was easy. But good luck managing that when trying to find seventeen people among seven billion, hiding somewhere on the half a billion square kilometers of the Earth’s surface area.

They might have lost the battle, but he and his comrades didn’t need to survive to win the war or reap the rewards.

Little over five years to go, and then, the world would learn of the power of [World Bosses].

[image: ]


THE END

Apocalypse Redux Book 6

Isaac Thoma’s adventure continues in Apocalypse Redux Book 7.


[image: Siren Song Cover]


Sometimes, a small talking pig needs to crush evil with a candy mace. This is that story.

Discover even more LitRPG, get this FREE short story from Shadow Alley Press!


THE ADVENTURE CONTINUES…
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Isaac Thoma will return in Apocalypse Redux Book 7!


BOOK SIX: FINAL STATS
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[———]

Name: Isaac Thoma

Class: Challenger of the Apocalypse

Species: Einherjar

Level: 150

XP:  70,719/3,020,000

Health Status: Healthy

Mana: 4,100/4,100

Stats

Fortitude: 260 (+20)

Perception: 600

Strength: 330 (+15)

Agility: 650

Magic Power: 400 (+10)

Magic Regeneration: 650

Free Points:  60 Stat, 6 Skill

Aura

Aura of the Crimson Dawn (short range, combat, blood, regeneration)

Aura of the Desperate Seeker (long range, sensory, mental, projection)

Aura of the Eternal Warrior (mid range, combat/mental/sensory, armament)

Central Skills

Form of Horror XXVII

The Chosen Weapon XXX

I Am The Sword XXV

Grave of Swords XXX

Armory of Ancient Times XXVI

Legacy of a True Warrior XXX

Divine Fire XI

Champion of Mankind VII

Skills

Hundred Faces XXVIII

Stealth XXIX

Power Strike XXX

Piercing Strike XXX

Sundering Strike XXX

Blades XXX

Sneak XXX

Sweeping Strike XVII

Far Strike XXX

Manifold Strike XXX

Hunter’s Gaze XXX

Phantom Step XXIV

Unknown Fear XXX

Bestial Regeneration XXX

Undying Focus XXX

Tools of Terror XXI

Fleeting Presence XVIII

Crippling Blow XVIII

Absolute Blade Mastery XXV

Compounded Impact XVIII

True Cut XV

Legendary Blow XX

Fully Geared XXI

Knightly Leader XXX

Analyze Person XVII

Continent Strider XVIII

Burden of Power VIII

Expert’s Insight VIII

Blessing of Innovation XVIII

Lessons of History VIII

The Meaning of the Name XV

Titanic Presence VIII

Fire Soul V

General Skills

Gralloch XVIII

Alchemy XV

Death’s Embrace VIII

Bloodline of the Hellborne Survivor (Empower Relatives)

Advanced Bureaucracy VIII

Police Procedure VIII

Healing VI

Quest Giver III

Omniglot (109 languages known)

Member of the Round Table (Shade: Seon Yoo-jin)

Accumulation of Knowledge (unranked)

Well of Wisdom’s Blessing (unranked)

Enhanced Dragon-Scale Web (unranked)

Crimson Runic Script VII

Unrestricted Speech II

Aspects

Arcane Poltergeist (3 stack) 

Greater Hydra (3 stack)

Megalodon (2 stack)

Twilight Weaver (3 stack)

Razor Apparition (3 stack)

Dragon (3 stack)

Least Demon Lord (2 stack)

Space Elemental (2 stack)

Ankou (full stack)

Death Knight (3 stack)

Aspect Skills

Flight of the Poltergeist

Ephemeral Form

Haunting Pursuit

Hydra’s Regeneration

Redundant Organs

Ignore Injury

Shark’s Body

Wave Charge

Lesser Illusion

Perception Interdiction

Warp Wave

Remote Wielding

Immortal Blades

Razor Trails

Draconic Heart

Moment of Immortality

Dragonscale Mantle

Moment of Immortality

Grand Hellflame

Fixed Point

Space Affinity

Freedom from Mortal Limits

Eternal Restoration

Implements of True Death

Reaper’s Cloak

Death Knight’s Endurance

Ghostly Armor

Armored Echo

Hundred Faces (common, Level XX)

Ultimately, even the greatest criminal is unable to completely avoid being seen. But what is seen doesn’t have to be the user’s true face. This Skill allows the user to adjust their entire body, within reason, to allow for some degree of anonymity. This will not, however, affect the user’s physical capabilities.

After countless situations where this Skill has been used to hide the user’s true feelings it has evolved to act as a method to hide the user’s emotions as it does their true appearance. It is now far more capable of changing facial expressions to reflect false feelings and these false feelings will also be what emotion-sensing Skills will see.

Cost: 50 mana per minute while adjusting, 15 mana per minute while cloaking emotions

Stealth (common, Level XX)

Use magic to shield the user’s form from visual inspection, as well as muffling noise created by the user. Quality of shielding will increase at higher levels.

However, user’s expertise has increased the power of this Skill, allowing it to suppress the user’s smell and prevent the user from leaving physical traces while it is activated.

After countless battles where this Skill was used to stalk and eventually take down prey, be it animal, monster or human, it has evolved to reflect this, the process of the hunt. While in stealth, the user may instill a sense of dread and foreboding in his intended victims with no clear source, ensuring they know there is something hunting them, and even create sounds and flashes of something in the dark at a distance to serve as a distraction.

Cost: 1 mana/sec, doubled while secondary power is in effect

Power Strike (common, Level max)

The user’s next blow will hit as though their strength were three times as high.

This Skill may now also be safely used on fists and legs and has a reduced backlash on the user’s body.

After countless battles where this Skill has been used to drive a piercing blade into an enemy’s flesh, it has evolved to ignore the concept of an equal and opposite reaction, driving the cutting edge into the foe while pushing them with vastly reduced strength, massively improving armor penetration.

And now, it has reached the pinnacle of its power, infusing each and every attack with a permanent 20 % increase in impact power, regardless of whether or not this Skill was activated.

Cost: 12 mana per strike

Piercing Strike (common, Level max)

Users weapon is covered with energy, increasing its ability to penetrate armor. This effect lasts for a single strike. Should the weapon in question be stuck within an opponent, the effect will last for 2 sec, allowing for removal of weapon or further cutting.

In addition, it may now be used in ways beyond the original description, lingering on weapons after use, refining them, and being able to be combined with other Skills.

After countless battles where this Skill was used to pierce the very core of an enemy and slay them in a single, swift, strike it has evolved into an even deadlier form. It may now stab through space itself, any thrusting attack empowered with it launching a beam of all-piercing energy at triple the mana cost. In addition, using this Skill will give the user insight into the location of his opponents’ vital organs. 

And now, it has reached the pinnacle of its power. It will now linger on any blade it is used upon, constantly providing it a degree of unnatural sharpness that can also cut immaterial things, which will only be further boosted if this Skill is used actively. Using this in conjunction with True Cut will reduce the cost of the other Skill. Lastly, Piercing Strike’s base cost has been reduced while it has also gained the ability to be overcharged.

Cost: 5-50 mana per strike, 40 mana per ranged attack

Sundering Strike (common, Level max)

User’s next strike will weaken the targets armor around the point of impact. This damage is permanent until it is fixed/healed. This effect can be stacked until the armor is destroyed.

This Skill can also be toggled to be almost undetectable, destroying any nerves or creature specific equivalent upon impact, or cause maximum pain by directly irritating whatever pain receptors a being might have.

After countless battles where this Skill was used to tear apart the user’s foes, shredding them on a fundamental level until their own movements tore them apart, it has evolved to destroy them, rather than merely weakening them. For an additional 18 mana, this Skill will now inject a weakening, magic based poison that rots an enemy’s flesh and corrodes their defenses until nothing but soup remains.

And now, it has reached the pinnacle of its power. What once merely weakened armor to make follow-up attacks more effective was supercharged to melt flesh wholesale, eventually being used to simply destroy the entirety of a monster’s internal organs.

Now, Sundering Strike is able to disintegrate matter through touch or weapon, though its cost climbs exponentially as the target becomes tougher, has the properties of armor or is intended to be used for defensive purposes.

Cost: 12 mana per strike, 30 mana per poisoning Strike, 100 mana minimum for disintegration (unarmored flesh belonging to a being at your Level)

Blades (common, Level max)

Grants user basic knowledge of using knives, including throwing and non-combat applications.

In addition, the user may repair any bladed weapons in their possession through the application of mana. Any such weapons are also more durable in the user’s hands and if they are not a traditional knife, they will slowly adjust their form to suit such a tool.

After countless battles where the user has obliterated his foes using a soulbound Blade able to gain new abilities from power foes while making extensive use of Aspects, it has gained the ability to infuse the weapon, Old Reliable, with the power of said Aspects to give it new forms.

And now, it has reached the pinnacle of its power. The bearer of this Skill also turned out to be the bearer of truly legendary weapons. Some already had their own mythology while others are busy building one as their wielder does great deeds, but one and all, they belong in the annals of history.

As such, the user’s weapons grow in power as they’re used, though in the case of soulbound weapons that grow with the user already, this Skill merely acts as a significant growth booster.

Sneak (common, Level max)

Grants user basic knowledge of how to move stealthily, from avoiding making noise to reducing visibility. Higher levels of this Skill will allow the user to have an overall lessened impact on the world at large, to the point of near complete invisibility.

This Skill also has an active mode in which the User actively spends mana to reduce their impact on the world.

After countless situations where it was used to hide in plain sight to avoid public attention, this [Skill] has evolved to create a permanent (toggleable) effect that makes supernatural or attention-grabbing displays by the user less obvious. (This effect is powered by ambient mana, a lack of such will require the user to power it themselves)

And now, it has reached the pinnacle of its power, allowing the user to grow progressively harder to see the longer they do not move, to the point where it will take several seconds to spot them even when using obvious and highly-visible long-range attacks.

Sweeping Strike (uncommon)

Upon the users next attack, 5 blades of 3+.3n meters in length, where n equals skill level, will extend from the blade, allowing the user to strike at a large area. Spread of blades must be specified by user, maximum spread is 45°. Length of blades may be reduced to reduce mana cost.

The user may also now choose how the blades are spread, it is not necessary for them to be evenly spaced.

Cost: 30 mana + 5 mana/meter

Far Strike (common, Level max)

Upon the User’s next melee attack with a bladed weapon, the blade will extend by 2+0.5n meters where n equals skill level.

In addition, the User may now imbued his weapons with ten mana to create a range enhancing aura for a full minute. This extra reach is 0.5 meters, gaining an additional 0.1n meters, with n being every Level in this Skill over 10.

After countless battles where the user has used this Skill to destroy foes that thought they were safe due to being out of range, this Skill has evolved to grant him even an greater reach. The user may now input more mana at will, with the range doubling with every additional 20 points of mana invested.

Caution: Extremely long blades may give way if engaged along their entire length, this may be mitigated by applying a second Skill to strengthen it (elligble Skills: Piercing Strike, Power Strike).

And now, it has reached the pinnacle of its power, being able to be projected past solid objects, even bypassing non-magical armor, should there be sufficient space available behind said armor.

Cost: 20 mana minimum, no maximum mana investment

Manifold Strike (legendary, Level max)

The user may combine any number of [-Strike] type Skills into a single attack, so long as there is one Skill with a minimum Level of X available for each Skill used below that Level.

In addition, the overall potency of the Skills used increases by 10 %.

After countless situations where this Skill has been used to deal devastating damage using the right combination of lesser Strikes, especially when combined with a second Skill that allows for multiple uses of the same strike, it has evolved to be even more powerful than the sum of its parts. Now, when staking multiple instances of this Skill using Legendary Blow, one may choose which Strike to use how often, modifying proportions as needed to create a truly optimal attack with no mana going to waste.

In addition, the complimentary Skill of Legendary Blow has been enhanced to allow for an additional instance to be applied, for a total maximum of seven possible stacks.

And now, it has reached the pinnacle of its power, passively infusing all Strike-type Skills with the properties of all other Strike-type Skills at no additional cost, unless this is deliberately deactivated.

Cost: Combined cost of individual Skills * 1.20^used Skills

Form of Horror (legendary, Level max)

There are many sides to the Undying Wraith. The impression they broadcast out into the world and show others, the hole in the world no one will ever perceive before it devours them, and lastly, the face someone only sees in the moment of their death.

The form granted by this Skill. A monstrous alternate body based on the user’s Aspects.

Current Aspects: Aspect of the Arcane Poltergeist, Aspect of the Greater Hydra, Aspect of the Megalodon, Aspect of the Twilight Weaver, Aspect of the Razor Apparition, Aspect of the Dragon, Aspect of the Least Demon Lord, Aspect of the Space Elemental, Aspect of the Ankou, Aspect of the Death Knight.

If the user also has the Skill The Chosen Weapon, this weapon will be incorporated into the user’s new form.

Furthermore, while in this form the user’s Strength and Fortitude are increased by 65 % while Agility and Perception are increased by 100 %. Magic Power and Magic Regeneration will remain unchanged.

This Skill can only be activated once every hour and lasts for 300 seconds. It also requires 1,000 mana to use, which it siphons off from the user’s mana regeneration so long as the mana pool is full.

After countless battles where the user has used this Skill to annihilate foes that should have been well beyond his capabilities, it has been increased to a level of power worthy of its own legend. The user may now transform into any non-Boss creature whose Aspect he holds and has a Level that does not exceed his by more than 10 (more powerful creatures may suffer from a shortened duration). In addition, the user may manifest body parts of the monsters for a cost dependent on the specific body part copied on their normal body.

And now, it has reached the pinnacle of its power. The number of customizable forms is increased to 7, which can be freely created/altered while this Skill is inactive. These Forms can draw upon the forms of any monster whose Aspect the user has slotted. The Stat boosts provided by this Skill are increased. Furthermore, the user may freely switch between any of his one standard and seven custom forms while this [Skill] is active. Injuries will transfer between forms, but use of unique biological resources (quills, venoms, acid spray, etc.) will remain limited to the form that utilizes said resources.

Current Forms:

Aspect Amalgam

King of the Sea

Ruler of the Airspace

Perfect Amalgam

Speed Demon

Acid Horror 

Death Titan

The Chosen Weapon (epic, Level max)

There are many things that determine the power of a warrior. Training. Physical Prowess. Skill. Raw Talent.

But there is one more thing. A weapon. Having the right one to carry into battle can be the difference between life and death.

And that is what this Skill is all about. The user may choose a single weapon and make it soulbound. This weapon then becomes a part of them, inextricably and eternally bound together, able to be summoned at will, and will never harm its user.

As this Skill’s Level grows, new forms and abilities will be gained.

In addition, consecrating this weapon in the blood of legendary foes will grant it new strength and powers.

The chosen Weapon has its own mana pool to use its own Skills, separate from the user’s, drawing power from the environment. However, the user may also choose to divert their mana regeneration to refill this pool once their own is full. It starts out with a pool of 100, then increases by 10 with every Level the user has.

Based on the user’s Level in the Blade Skill, The Chosen Weapon (Old Reliable), gains a new ability for every Aspect the user holds.

This weapon may now absorb nine (four remaining) additional weapons to be used as an alternate form for The Chosen Weapon. Weapons may also be removed at a cost of 1,000 mana, once per year.

The Chosen Weapon will never cease being useful to its wielder, never stop growing despite the Skill being maxed out, sharpness and durability endlessly increasing as the user levels.

In addition, every form of this weapon can be summoned separately (not only weapon types, but elemental and Aspect-based versions).

Phantom Step (epic, Level XX)

A single step is the beginning of a journey of a thousand miles. And if this Skill’s Level is high enough, then a single step can be a journey of a thousand miles.

You are a phantom in the dark, an unseen shadow that streaks past in the night.

With this Skill, the user can make a single step take them far greater distances than it would normally ever be able to. As a stealth Skill, it is vastly more efficient when used unobserved.

This Skill may now also be used simultaneously with either [Ephemeral Form] or [Stealth].

After countless fights where this Skill has been used to sneak into enemy’s blindspots and facilitate sneak attacks, it has gained the ability to fake a teleport. When teleporting, the user may chose a second location within his range and an illusionary copy of him will appear there as if via teleportation and act as the user would for a single second.  

Cost: 15 mana to initiate, 2 mana per three meters of unobserved travel, 4 mana per meter of observed travel, with a maximum range of 20 m +5 m per Skill Level

Bestial Regeneration (epic, Level max)

No matter how good a fighter is, injuries are inevitable, given enough time. Therefore, this Skill is as invaluable as it is indisputable that it will find a use.

It allows the user to store excess mana generated by Magic Regeneration for the sole purpose of fueling the user’s regeneration Skills. This pool will be used to automatically heal any injuries sustained unless this Skill is explicitly suppressed and will be used up before any regeneration Skills draw on the user’s mana pool.

This pool’s size is Skill Level*50.

In addition, it may be set to prioritize specific organs and body parts over others. 

After countless fights where this Skill has been used to keep its wielder alive through horrific injuries, it has evolved to provide a speed to boost to all of the user’s self-healing powers, with the mana cost increasing proportionally to the boost, with a maximum increase of one hundred percent.

And now, it has reached the pinnacle of its power, empowering the user’s recovery to insane heights. Whenever a certain body part of the user hasn’t been injured for a significant amount of time, regeneration of that body part can be increased by up to 1,000%, with this boost halving every time it is used. The mana cost for empowered regeneration is increased by half as much as the regeneration itself.

Undying Focus (epic, Level max)

No matter what kinds of damage an Undying Wraith suffers, no matter how badly they are injured, one thing will always remain. Their undying willpower.

This Skill grants the user the ability to directly alter their perception of pain, including completely shutting it off.

WARNING! Completely removing one’s sense of pain may lead to injuries going unnoticed!

In addition, it prevents tunnel vision, therefore allowing the user to keep track of their goal without overlooking anything in the process and even block out mental attacks.

Lastly, Undying Focus allows healing and regeneration Skills to heal brain damage and even restore damaged memories without requiring specialized Skills on the part of the healing individual.

Furthermore, this Skill boosts the user’s resistance to hostile aura effects.

After countless battles where this Skill has been used to ignore even horrific injuries and terrible pain, it has evolved to allow the user to remove health seeping and other negative status effects through sheer force of will.

And now, it has reached the pinnacle of its power, becoming able to push out all distractions, all hostile mental attacks (that are not vastly disproportionate in terms of power) and memetic hazards, as long as the user continues to focus on it.

The greater the assault on the user’s mind and sanity, the harder it is to maintain focus. But for so long as focus is maintained, the sanctity of the user’s mind remains intact.

Tools of Terror (epic, Level XX)

An Undying Wraith is never unarmed, eternally equipped with the tools of his slain foes. This Skill allows the user to draw upon the natural weapons once possessed by any creature whose Aspect he holds.

After countless fights where this Skill has been used to create devastating counters, the user may set one body part to be created upon certain conditions being met, without requiring the user’s active input. The cost must still be paid.

Cost: 10 mana per weapon minimum, up to 100 mana for extremely large weapons, 1 mana every second to sustain it

Fleeting Presence (epic, Level X)

There one moment, gone the next. Completely gone.

This Skill tells the user how to erase all traces of their presence, such as footprints, avoid breaking branches and trampling shrubs.

However, it also stops the user from shedding all the usual traces that all humans leave behind, such as skin and hair cell.

It also prevents the oils found on human fingers from leaving behind fingerprints, though it will not prevent fingerprints from appearing if the user were to touch a material that is easily imprinted upon, such as soft wax, putty or a heavy layer of dust, instead disturbing the material until the fingerprint is no longer visible, but that by itself could be spotted.

Likewise, nothing will transfer from the user’s clothes or shoes to any surfaces, and footprints will be removed, but the signs that something was removed might still be visible.

Crippling Blow (epic, Level X)

Striking down a target with a single attack is the sign of a truly excellent Assassin or other stealth based combat Class.

But sometimes, that simply isn’t possible. A foe is too large, too good at regenerating, or simply has more than one point that needs to be targeted in order to kill it. And that’s where this Skill comes in.

Activating this Skill will cripple any mechanism, biological, mechanical or magical, that the user touches and can be projected through armor or hide at a length of up to 5 cm, increasing by 1 cm per Skill Level. This requires the user to focus on the specific thing they want to disrupt (i.e. sensory organs to impede perception, limbs to slow down movement, natural weapons to reduce offensive power, etc.). By default, this Skill is very painful, but that can be increased to near-crippling levels for a slight increase in cost.

Cost: 20 mana per use minimum, can be increased up to 150 to affect powerful enemies or tough body parts

I Am The Sword (legendary, Level XX)

In the right hands, a sword can be a devastating weapon. But sometimes, the hands themselves can be a weapon far more dangerous than any mere hunk of metal.

And with this Skill, both is the case. For 0.1 seconds, increasing by 0.01 seconds per Level, the user’s form will become indestructible, immoveable, and inviolable while their momentum will be maintained for that period, tearing through or pushing aside anything in their path while this Skill is active. In addition, the user’s static body acts as a blade, far more likely to cut through instead of push away the target, and Skills that require a blade can be used upon it. 

This Skill can only be activated every 60 min and cost requires 750 mana to use, which it siphons off from the user’s mana regeneration so long as the user’s mana pool is full.

After countless fights where the user has torn through the most vulnerable points of powerful monsters, this Skill has evolved to deal devastating damage to even the gods of destruction that are the Raid and World Bosses.

Upon striking an enemy, the user of this Skill may choose to either enhance penetrative power to go through armor even when the laws of physics dictate that this shouldn’t be possible, or reduce it so that even a relatively fragile enemy can be sent flying.

Furthermore, the damage inflicted by this Skill will increase in different ways depending on the mode used. Maximum penetration will cause the user to disrupt the flesh around themselves as they move through a foe, while going for an impact-based attack will send powerful shockwaves into the enemy’s insides, inflicting internal damage without requiring an armor breach.

Cost: Major Stamina Drain, 1,000 banked mana

Grave of Swords (legendary, Level max)

A vast field, countless blades thrust into the dirt, each one representing a warrior who fell in battle within this space

This is the Grave of Swords, each one containing the power and knowledge of a specific foe, so the user may fight them over and over again, or be used as fuel to enhance this space.

Upon activation of this ability, both the user and one target will be transported to another plane (current size: circle with a 50 meter diameter) for a one minute per Level in this Skill. The target must be either in contact with user or the user’s soulbound weapon when this Skill is activated for it to take effect, though.

The Skill ends if one combatant dies, it hits its time limit, or is deactivated by the user, any leftover mana will be refunded and placed in the Skill’s pool.

When an enemy dies within this Skill, a new blade is thrust into these hallowed grounds, containing a record of the fight, the fallen, and a measure of its power. With it, the user may choose to fight against the old foe once more for training purposes, experimenting with new tactics and moves without danger.

However, the weapons store the remnant life force of the monster, which can be used as additional fuel for this Skill as its cost increases with the strength of the other participant (+5 mana per opponent Level over the user’s, +50 for each Tier barrier between the user’s Level and the monster’s, overall cost doubled for Bosses, tripled for Raid Bosses and quintupled for World Bosses)

This Skill can only be activated every 5 hours in combat, cost requires 1,500 mana to use, which it either siphons off from the user’s mana regeneration so long as the user’s mana pool is full or draws from the swords themselves. Cooldown can be bypassed by paying double the normal activation cost from the stored blades.

After countless fights where the user has sealed powerful foes within to protect his allies, this Skill has evolved to further enhance the isolating power of Grave of Swords. It can now be used to seal of a part of the battlefield, creating an incredibly durable spherical barrier around the user, with a radius of 50 meters (it increases automatically for larger, singular foes, according to the same rules as the regular use of this Skill). The user may choose to banish any person in their Party from this zone to protect them, but enemies cannot be forcibly removed.

(Note: inanimate objects overlapping the barrier will not be damaged, living beings will either be pushed into or out of the Grave of Swords if they overlap the barrier during its creation, depending on where the majority of their body is)

Furthermore, this Skill has gained an additional effect due to a high degree of synergy with the Class Hildebrand’s Heir. When using the Grave of Swords to train against enemies trapped within, the user may choose to take along other people.

And now, it has reached the pinnacle of its power, becoming a tool to control the battlefield itself.

Firstly, the user may now control the opacity of the Grave, allowing people to see inside, allowing those within to see outside, or both. In addition, they may control whether anyone can take advantage of this sight, or if it is limited to just their party members or even just them alone.

Secondly, the Grave’s location is no longer visible from the outside.

Thirdly, when the Grave is closed by the user’s victory, the user may decide to exit into any safe spot within a kilometer of where it was opened.

And fourthly, the Grave can now be recharged or sustained with mana donated by others.

Cost: 1,500 banked mana base cost for combat purposes, cost increases with target’s power, increase must be paid from stored blades or the user’s mana pool

Absolute Blade Mastery (legendary, Level XX)

All throughout history, countless people have staked their lives onto these pieces of metal, living and dying by the blade. Some may have wielded it in anger without any training at all, other spent their entire lives honing their craft without ever having to raise their weapons in a real fight even once.

Yet none of them have ever reached this stage, because they couldn’t. Normally, there is always more to learn. At some point, you will solidly run into the issue of diminishing returns, but your path will never truly end.

And then, there’s this Skill. Might not grant absolute skill with the blade, but it allows the user to truly master it in all of its forms, in two different ways.

Firstly, now any and all skill and experience with any blade carry over to any and all other blades. Never, ever, under any circumstances, will a tiny difference in balance, length or weight screw you up, never again. You can pick up an entirely new type of sword that you’ve never even conceived of, as long as you are a master of some manner of sword, you will also be a master of this one.

Secondly, never again will you cut something you did not mean to cut. You have absolute control over your weapons, you could shave a furious cat actively trying to murder you with a gauntlet sword without ever even so much as inflicting a single scratch, this is the level of fine control you hold now that you have this Skill. Hell, you could wave a chainsaw around in a crowded disco and unless you want to hurt people or destroy objects, the only issue would be the noise.

Lastly, this truly legendary level of skill with the blade can now be shared with others. The secondary effects of this Skill will not be imparted, but proper use of the blade can turn even a blunt pair of scissors into a lethal weapon, and this is what your students will learn.

After countless fights where the user has used this Skill to utilize their skill with the blade on such exotic things as even their hands, it has evolved to gain a new effect. The edge of their hands, their elbows, knees, heels, and any other striking surface become sheathed in energy when used to attack, being protected, gaining a cutting edge/piercing point,  Furthermore, the user becomes permanently able to use their skill with blades while fighting hand-to-hand as well. In addition, the user’s blades and aforementioned body parts are capable of bypassing any resistance to physical attacks an enemy might have.

Finally, now that the user has been forged into a blade, the damage of any of their physical attacks can be controlled or negated entirely, allowing them to perfectly control what is damaged or destroyed.

Compounded Impact (legendary, Level X)

When striking at the same place, over and over again, each blow will cut deeper than the last.

With this Skill, a bond will be created between the user’s blade and an opponent, every additional strike hitting harder and harder, drawing an ever increasing amount of mana until even a casual tap contains the force to shred mountains. (Combo resets after 5 seconds of no successful hits)

For an additional cost of 10 mana upfront, the first strike can be enhanced to count as the fifth hit in the series.

Cost: 1 mana, doubles every use, resets after 3 seconds 

True Cut (legendary, Level X)

What can be cut? Paper? Flesh? Bone? Rock? Metal? Air? At what point is something too hard to cut, and can you even cut liquids or gasses? What about things with no physical form to cut?

Well, with this Skill, the answer is that everything can be cut, no matter how hard, no matter how immaterial, no matter how conceptual it may be.

Defenses sundered with a swipe as a magical shield is destroyed in a single swipe or the very concept of armor ceases to function for the brief instant it takes for the target to lose its head.

However, not all uses of this Skill are as grand as that. At its most basic, True Cut can be used directly on the effects of another Skill and cut it, disabling it for a period dependent on the amount of mana invested.

In addition, the Skill “Implements of True Death” can be applied to reinforce True Cut, doubling its mana cost. This will increase the duration of the damage caused by True Cut and make it harder to re-establish destroyed effects.

IMPORTANT: Concepts cannot be destroyed, only damaged, and will return rapidly, possibly instantaneously, and can only be affected in a small area.

WARNING: The cost of this Skill depends on the target and may exceed the user’s mana pool by a significant degree, attempting to overdraw the mana pool will lead to the user’s death.

Cost: variable, depending on type

Armory of Ancient Times (legendary, Level XX)

They had some good stuff back in the time of legends, didn’t they? Legendary swords, cloaks of invisibility, rings and belts that granted the strength of ten men … all that good stuff. But we don’t have that stuff anymore, they were either lost to history or they never existed in the first place. But with this Skill, it doesn’t really matter which of those is true, because Hildebrand’s Heir is able to summon anything he wants, so long as Hildebrand once held it, such as his sword Balmung, once wielded by Siegfried.

You may summon multiple weapons (or objects) at a time, and doing so will reserve 100 points of your mana to maintain it unless you can find alternative ways of sustaining it for the first, with the cost doubling with every additional summon.

As you learn more about Hildebrand’s legend, you’ll learn more about what you can summon.

After having one of this Skill’s ancient weapons summoned nigh-permanently, it has evolved so that the user may also permanently summon a single object by paying 2,000 mana upfront. This object will remain without requiring upkeep until it is either broken or dismissed.

Currently available gear: Balmung, Nagelring, Eckesachs, Mimung, assorted mundane gear, Laurin’s Ring, Hildegrim …

Legacy of a True Warrior (legendary, Level max)

Once upon a time, there was a man. A warrior, teacher to a legendary king, and his companion in all his adventures. And now, you hold that man’s legacy. His knowledge, his skills, his experience in combat both figurative and literal. Not only that, but all of that experience has been improved by the knowledge of how to apply it to a world with the [System].

But even though Hildebrand’s personal achievements are hardly small, they pale in comparison to what his student achieved. As such, the core of this inheritance is all about training others.

Anyone you train will pick up all lessons at a vastly accelerated pace, a pace that will increase even further if the training is related to knightly endeavors, such as horse riding, medieval politics, or combat with traditional weapons (sword/axe/bow/spear).

But that is only the beginning of what you are now capable of. You may now impart the following Skills onto your students (these are weaker versions of your Class Skills, they can only be taught if you have the Skill yourself):

	Knightly Discipline (downgrade from Knightly Leader, enhances group coordination)

	Epic Blow (downgrade from Legendary Blow, allows the stacking of multiple identical Strike/Shot/Blows)

	Phantom Armor (downgrade from Fully Geared, allows for the storage of a single set of armor in an extradimensional space)

	Veteran’s Knowledge (downgrade from Expert’s Insight, grants overall knowledge and the occasional flash of insight)



You may only teach 5 Skills per week, the number increases by one per Level in Legacy of a True Warrior.
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However, there is one more way the Heir of Master Hildebrand can teach people. After reaching Level 10 in this Skill, the Heir may teach groups of up to five people at a time. This will only grant a rare Skill, rather than an epic one, but only use up a single timeslot. Using a few hours of one-on-one training and 80% of a slot, the Skill can be upgraded to its full power.

In addition, this Skill allows the Heir to seamlessly interface with training Skills used by coworkers.

After countless fights where the user has turned a disparate collection of individuals into capable warriors, forging them into warriors capable of slaying Demon Lords and even Dragons, this Skill has evolved to create an army of legends.

Any individual who walks the same path as the Heir and works with them to achieve their end goals will passively be taught the Skills that Legacy of a True Warrior can grant and these Skills will rapidly level (up to the Heir’s Level in the specific Skill) as long as they continue to support the Heir in their endeavors.

And now, it has reached the pinnacle of its power, granting its user the ability to teach all basic Strike, Blow, Shot, Armor, and military discipline Skills to their trainees. The cost for teaching these [Skills] is one-fifth of the normal cost.

In addition, the user will effectively have access to these Skills at Level thirty, but lack threshold bonuses.

In addition, once per week, the user may temporarily enhance all of their subordinates’ Skills of the above types to the next threshold. This boost will last for six hours.

Legendary Blow (legendary, Level XX)

A single blow to shatter mountains, raze city walls or split the sea, these are the things stories are written about and when someone uses this Skill, there is a good chance that too will end up being turned into a story.

When Legendary Blow is activated, the user may use any of their Strike/Blow/Shot Skills up to eight (nine due to Manifold Strike Evolution) times to enhance a single attack, massively increasing its power.

With every Level in this Skill, the cost of component Skills is reduced by 5 %, up to 25%, Levels past that merely boost the already ludicrous levels of power this Skill harbors into the stratosphere.

After countless fights where the user has crushed their enemies using devastating attacks at the cost of most of their mana, this Skill has evolved to allow them to remain combat-ready afterwards.

When Legendary Blow is used to deal the finishing blow and the user still considers themselves to be in combat, the sword is sheathed in another energy field that provides half the enhancement of the death blow that will remain until it is used or dismissed.

Fully Geared (legendary, Level XX)

The historical definition of a knight is a lesser nobleman who maintains his own set of heavy armor and a warhorse. Therefore, a knight without his armor is no knight at all. And as sturdy as armor is, it can break, get stolen or simply fall apart if it gets too old.

If you want your armor to survive for more than a couple of fights, this Skill is essential. It allows the user to store six full outfits in an extradimensional storage and dress themselves with a mere thought. Armor and clothing is cleaned upon being stored and damage is repaired so long as the required materials needed to replace removed parts are provided.

Equipped armor can be reinforced using mana.

In addition, armor equipped with this Skill becomes slightly tougher than it usually would be.

After countless fights where the user has thrown this armor into the path of devastating attacks, last-second switches ruining both a foe’s plans and the armor itself, this Skill has evolved allow the user to constantly swap out not just his armor, but individual armor pieces, continuously altering their equipped armor as is needed, restoring damaged equipment by cannibalizing other sets. All pieces can be returned to their original armor at will, albeit while retaining damage taken.

Cost: 10 mana to store/equip/switch outfits, 5 mana per second to repair clothing, 50 mana per minute to reinforce armor

Knightly Leader (legendary, Level max)

Many a tale has been told of a heroic knight, of the dragonslayer, the rightful king who returns from exile to bring peace and prosperity to his home. All of these tales focus on a single individual, the knight, yet that knight is never alone. He has pages, squires, comrades in arm and occasionally, a mentor that’s along for the ride.

This Skill is an essential component of leading a group of your fellows into combat.

Firstly, it allows for the creation of an official, System acknowledged party with all the advantages that entails (knowledge of each other’s health states, locating allies, XP sharing).

Secondly, it allows the user to draw upon all the experience about leading men that Master Hildebrand gathered over the course of his life, and apply it to the situation at hand. (this information has been updated to include the System, Classes and Skills)

Thirdly, any commands given by the user will be able to override irrational panic if necessary.

In addition, the user can remotely talk to party members up to ten kilometers away.

And finally, the user can set up contingencies ahead of time, so orders are issued without the user needing to fully articulate potentially complex statements in the middle of a fight for their lives. These orders can be canceled at any time, should it be necessary, and new ones can always be added though it would be inadvisable if a distraction would endanger them. 

After countless fights where the user has used this Skill to lead a disparate collection of people to victory and empower them with new training, it has evolved to vastly empower the user’s ability to turn a collection of random individuals into a solid group.

Anyone who becomes a member of your party can be taught directly using Legacy of a True Warrior, and will gain basic combat and cooperation tactics should they not already have them.

In addition, you gain an innate understanding of the dynamics of the people you lead, where the cracks in the group lie and where your current subordinates are lacking. It will also provide hints as to how these flaws can be compensated for.   

And now, Knightly Leader has reached the pinnacle of its power, granting its user a presence unlike any other, one representative of not only you, the leader but also of the people you lead.

If you are in command of a group, you may borrow your subordinates’ Auras, melding them into your own and creating a titanic presence that emanates from the entirety of your formation. The Auras’ costs are doubled for their holders and may be withdrawn from the collective at will.

Each individual Aura may be projected away from its user up to a distance of ten times its original range, but a member of the formation must still be within the standard distance of all component Auras.

Cost: 100 mana to establish, 300 mana per day to sustain

Analyze Person (legendary, Level X)

Politicians, managers, hucksters. All kinds of people have all sorts of insights into the human condition, and the associated Classes have a myriad of Skills to help them with that, each one purpose built for a specific kind of analysis, giving them the exact kind of knowledge needed to do what they do. 

This Skill, on the other hand, is the distillation of a lifetime of experience reading people, empowered to a supernatural degree. It might not have the power of a focused Skill and therefore falls far short of the combined abilities of a social Class, but it doesn’t have to match the might of an entire Class because that is not its purpose.

This is a Skill that makes your current social skills useful in a world where magic can interfere with social interactions, as well as empowering said social skills with a lifetime’s worth of experience. In addition, it allows for a degree of insight into what Skills are interfering with your mind/arguments. In addition, blocking hostile social Skills will be easier and will work with a smaller Level gap than normal.

And now, the user will also gain the ability to see the person underneath whatever Skills and other effects might be changing them, hiding their true selves or otherwise making it so that you are facing a different person than you normally would.

This scanning ability may not work at full strength against effects of significant power.

Continent Strider (legendary, Level X)

In olden times, it could take months or years to go from city to city, from country to country. Modern technology has shrunken the world somewhat, but it still takes quite a while to move significant distances.

This Skill not only removes the need for modern technology to travel vast distances in a reasonable timeframe, but further boosts the travel speed while moving on foot. Your movement speed on foot or horseback will increase exponentially with this Skill active.

Continent Strider cannot be activated in combat or while fleeing combat, it is purely a utility Skill.

This Skill can be applied to all party members so long as said party members are within 100 meters of the user and the user is the party leader.

Every day, the user accumulates a pool of movement equal to one hour of travel without using this Skill. This pool has an upper limit of 168 hours, and can be used to open a portal to an important location the user has been before. This portal can carry up to five times the user’s mass per activation and its cost amounts to how long it would have taken the user to make the journey normally, without using Continent Strider’s acceleration feature. Combat utility limitations still apply.

Each use of this portal a day after the first will double the cost each time.

Cost: 500 mana per hour, plus 100 per party member

Burden of Power (legendary)

Heavy is the head that wears the crown, or so the saying goes. And it’s true, only fools see the crown as something that turns one’s life into a great and wonderful paradise. If one fulfills even a fraction of the responsibilities that leading a country requires, then one’s life will be filled with hard work. This is the Burden of Power.

When this Skill is activated, that burden shows in your Aura, a tangible thing for all to see, experience and be impacted by. It can either be used to focus attention on yourself and demonstrate your status as a leader, or you can now temporarily offload a small amount of that burden upon your foes and watch them crumble.

Cost:

Auric Infusion, Aura of the Crimson Dawn: 20 mana per minute

Auric Infusion, Aura of the Desperate Seeker: 50 mana per minute

Warning: Using two Auric Infusion Skills simultaneously will increase the overall cost by fifty percent

Expert’s Insight (legendary, Level X)

What separates a soldier who just got out of training from a veteran? A student who just got his degree from a lead engineer? A wizard’s apprentice from an Archmage?

The answer to all those questions is, of course, experience. Some things are taught, yes, but others need to be learned from experience.

Sometimes, said experience takes the form of repeating an action over and over and eventually figuring out a way to make said action more efficient.

In other times, realization comes as a painful realization after a mistake reaps terrible consequences.

Either way, this Skill offers up both a massive pool of experience to the user and vastly improves their experience and Skill Level gain by granting preternatural hindsight. If the user has any knowledge on a subject, they find themselves making connections far more readily and related subjects will be far easier to research. Furthermore, Expert’s Insight acts as a general memory booster.

As with many other Skills in the Hildebrand’s Heir Class, a lesser version of this Skill can be granted to the user’s students using Legacy of a True Warrior.

However, unlike those other Skills, Expert’s Insight does not turn into a lesser version of itself, but rather transforms into a fundamentally different Skill called Veteran’s Knowledge, which allows the user of Expert’s Insight to directly impart their knowledge (note that this is a limited effect, this Skill will not directly put the taught individual on the same level as the user).

In addition, this Skill synergizes with Lessons of History, allowing the user to draw not just upon their own experience, but that of those they witness fighting, albeit at a vastly reduced efficacy.

Divine Fire (legendary, Level XX)

Fire. What can it do? Pretty much everything, as long as you’ve got the right kind and are creative enough.

Fire. What can it be? Pretty much anything, as long as you’re not risk-averse when it comes to getting it.

That is where the issue lies. Getting it. Of the countless mystic and mundane flames there are, one can only gain a few if one takes the normal path, that is.

Stealing them … ain’t normal. But it is possible. It is audacious, ludicrous, but possible. And fully in line with the Promethean spirit. 

This Skill grants the user the ability to conjure and control mundane flames. Initially.

The real power of the Divine Fire is its ability to absorb and assimilate all other fire, both magical and not. The user becomes immune to all fires they have absorbed (and can extend this protection to objects on their person) and are able to then wield it with the same power and ease as the original fire.

Once conjured, flames fueled by the user’s mana directly can be controlled for free while secondary fires spawned by the initial flame can be directed by spending a negligible amount of mana. All flames can be extinguished for free, be they conjured directly or merely ignited by conjured flames.

All assimilated flames can be used individually or combined to form greater forms of fire, whose patterns can be stored for later use.

The user also grows partially immune to unknown fires based on their similarity to already assimilated flames.

After countless fights where the user has assimilated an enemy’s fires and promptly tore their user to shreds, this Skill has evolved to subsume hostile flames once the user has absorbed a sample not just of the correct type, but the very same flames they’re currently being attacked with. These flames can then be manipulated freely, drawing mana from the controlled fire and progressively extinguishing it in the process.

Cost Patters: Creation cost per second/control cost per second

Standard Flame (7/1)

Absorbed Flames:

Samadhi Fire (2,000/500)

Dragon’s Breath (50/1-10)

Grand Hellflame (50/1-10)

Campfire (3/1)

Burning Magnesium (14/1-3)

Napalm (5/1)

Stellar Corona (40/2-4)

…

(see full list (1.998)?)

Combined Flames:

Prometheus’ Wrath (2,500/200-1,000)

Drachenbrodem (250/100-150)

True Starflame (200/25-50)

Combined Elemental Phoenix Disintegration (100/10-15)

…

(see full list (336)?)

Champion of Mankind (legendary, Level X)

Humans are rather weak, aren’t they? Small and fragile despite how much of the planet they’ve conquered, what great things they’ve made, an individual human is still not all that powerful.

Which is why they sometimes need a helping hand. Someone who might give advice, stop powerful foes, or maybe just steal fire from the gods themselves.

This is the Champion of Mankind, humanity’s shield, and the vanguard of their march into a brighter future.

This is a Skill that grants the wielder the power to protect others, adjusted for the situation.

There are three forms this boost can take:

The Leader:

The Leader is the true power behind an army. When the Champion takes command, that fact becomes abundantly clear.

All troops (up to Skill Level times a thousand) under the Leader’s command gain a thirty percent boost to their physical Stats, are automatically empowered by [Veteran’s Knowledge], and gain access to the basic Skills of all standard combat Classes, such as Strikes, Blows, Shots, Healing Skills, and simple Spells.

Furthermore, the Leader temporarily gains a seventy percent boost to their physical Stats, as well as the Skills [Threefold Thoughtstreams], [Simulate Maneuvers], and [Battlefield Map].

The Leader lasts for 1 hour and has a cooldown of ten hours.

The Thinker:

The Thinker is the physically weakest of the Champions, yet also the most impactful, especially in situations where physical force is not the correct answer.

The Thinker gains access to any five regular Skills from scientific/knowledge-based Classes up to and including rare rarity and the third Evolution.

In addition, he gains access to the Skills [Parallel Thoughts] (each thoughtstream costs 1 mana per second from the Skill’s pool), [Simulation] (each simulated second costs 2 mana), and [Mental Celerity].

Lastly, the Thinker can feed Spells using the Skill’s mana at an exchange rate of 2:1.

The Thinker lasts as long as the Skill’s mana lasts (natural drain of 1 mana per second) and imparts a cooldown of one day.

The Vanguard:

The Vanguard is the simplest form of the Champion, but by no means weak. In fact, when it comes to raw combat power, it is utterly unsurpassed. When in Vanguard form, the user’s physical Stats double, they gain a nigh-unbreakable set of armor custom-designed to match their fighting style.

Furthermore, the Vanguard can, at will, draw in all ranged attacks made against nearby allies and even incite enemies to go after them instead.

Lastly, the Vanguard gains temporary access to the [Indomitable Shield], [Unstoppable Momentum] and [Unbreakable Charge] Skills.

The Vanguard lasts for five minutes and has a cooldown of four hours.

The Cleansing Flame:

The Cleansing Flame is exactly what the name implies. The user is wreathed in armor made from the flame they themselves created, known as Prometheus’ Wrath.

Anything up to fifty meters away can be affected by the fire and heat, though the power decreases as the distance increased, and the user can freely exclude the environment and living beings from this damage.

The user also gains a seventy-five percent boost to all physical Stats.

Finally, the user may add the healing aspect of Phoenix fire to their armor, healing select living beings.

The Cleansing Flame lasts for five minutes and has a cooldown of six hours.

———

In addition, the user may switch between forms once after activating this Skill. The cooldown of Champion of Mankind will be increased to three days regardless of which forms are used, and the remaining usage time is dependent on the amount of mana remaining, halved.

Cost: 6,000 mana stored in a separate Pool

WARNING! This is a Skill meant to protect humanity and will fail when used in the service of ushering in its downfall.

Titanic Presence (legendary)

There are certain people who have a certain, well, presence around them. Raw charisma, sexual magnetism, a repulsive stench, it depends on the person, really. Draw the eyes, or make people hurriedly avert their gazes, both are a kind of impact.

When a person holding the power of a Titan enters a room, everyone knows it, as they are capable of wielding not just a single Aura, but two at the same time.

There are obviously significant difficulties attached to using not one, but two incredibly complicated abilities at the same time, which is why the second Aura can be slaved to the first, mimicking its movements. However, that will vastly reduce the power gained by this Skill.

Cost for second Aura is equal to that Aura’s basic cost.

Blessing of Innovation (legendary, Level X)

A lion has teeth that can shatter bones, claws that rend flesh like tissue paper, and the strength to bring down all but the largest of animals in its habitat.

A human has … what exactly? Sweating that allows for long pursuits and bipedal locomotion that allows them to carry stuff in their hands?

Yet it’s man who hunts lions, not the other way around. In fact, Africa’s lions are so badly traumatized that they are terrified of humans and will run from any they see if they can. So why is that the way of the world? Well, as a kindergartener would put it: “lions are stupid”.

The Blessing of Innovation boosts the recipient’s ability to figure out new things, to create new inventions to benefit the world as a whole, to make their mark on civilization itself, for one hour.

(the recipient can be any willing sapient being within 10 meters of the user at the moment of activation or the user themselves)

While active, the recipient may temporarily selectively “forget” certain parts of their knowledge base or randomly remove certain preconceived notions to see their work from different eyes. (All memories and the old mental state will be restored at the end of the Skill’s effect. This can also be done at will and the possibility of restoration cannot be forgotten.)

Furthermore, the recipient may choose to divorce their knowledge from its respective sources, leaving them with nothing but objective fact for the duration of the effect.

Lastly, the user may draw on the knowledge of lesser science and research Classes, borrowing up to three Skills at a time, up to a rarity of rare, and up to the second Evolution.

The Blessing of Innovation can be used once per day to start with and gains an additional maximum charge every five Levels in this Skill. Charges refresh at midnight and do carry over for up to a week.

And now, this Skill has gained the capacity to understand truths that man is not meant to know, and as long as Undying Focus is supporting the user during the learning process, this information cannot hurt them.

Accumulation of Knowledge (unranked)

This Skill serves as a repository for the knowledge gained via the use of Blessing of Innovation.

As Skills from research and science Classes are borrowed, they will sometimes bring with them new knowledge. Any parts of this information that the user utilizes can be remembered even after the borrowed Skill is lost.

The Accumulation of Knowledge serves as a general knowledge Skill, representing the amount of learning the user has done.

As Blessing of Innovation is used repeatedly, this Skill may unlock new functions.

Lessons of History (legendary, Level X)

Those who don’t study history might be doomed to repeat it, but those who do study history will most likely end up watching someone else repeat it. Sucks, doesn’t it?

History is filled with great examples, both ones to live up to and ones to avoid living down to.

This is a Skill to help turn those lessons into plans of action. It allows the user to uncover things about the past by supporting the discovery of new information based on mere context clues and will then check the veracity of this information.

Once such information about the past is in your hands, the Skill will point to the core lessons to learn from the past and allow these lessons to be communicated clearly and unmistakeably to others.

If you also have The Meaning of the Name, these Skills will work in concert to provide superior results for both and it will run subconsciously beside its sibling Skill.

In addition, the user gains a mental archive of all information gathered by this Skill. This information takes a few seconds to access if it has been forgotten by the user’s main memory, however.

The Meaning of the Name (legendary, Level X)

Two Titans.

Prometheus, the forethoughtful, and his brother, Epimetheus, whose name means afterthought.

One who is intelligent avoids mistakes and traps before running straight into them. One whose hindsight might let him avoid making the same mistake twice, but by that point, the damage will already have been done. It should be clear which is the better thing to have.

This Skill grants its user the power held by the Titan that his Class is named after.  

Preternatural, nigh-absolute foresight, gained by boosting the user’s pattern recognition ability, mental celerity and temporarily granting them the ability to store all that information.

This process can be done subconsciously for short-term predictions, such as in combat, but anything longer term will both be more expensive and require active attention.

The efficacy of this Skill increases with the amount of information the user has access to, and may produce incorrect results if working off incorrect or incomplete data.

While this Skill does check the veracity of the user-provided info by checking it against all other available information, that is of limited use and may slow down the workings of this Skill if prioritized after the foresight itself or be of extremely limited usefulness if the predictions themselves are prioritized.

In addition, this Skill also provides the user with enhanced cognition, predicition, and pattern recognition even when not being powered by mana.

Cost: 20 mana per second for short-term predictions (combat), 50 mana per second for long-term predictions

If you also have Lessons of History, these Skills will work in concert to provide superior results for both and it will run subconsciously beside its sibling Skill.

Fire Soul (legendary)

You are fire, all the way down the very core of your being, embodying not just the physical flames themselves, but also the idea of it all.

Burning heat, raw destruction, sheer power, creation, alteration, transformation, light, warmth.

This Skill empowers your flames and increases their impact on the world. Pre-existing heat, mana in the environment, and all other available energies bend themselves to enhance your flames, lowering the cost of all fire-related abilities by 35%.

When you use fire, you aren’t wielding magic, you’re manipulating the world itself, truly altering reality.

Your flames grow nigh-immune to standard methods of dispelling and will destroy opposing elements and energies when backed by your will.

Not only that, but all your abilities may be infused with flames for a substantial boost, either in terms of raw power or bringing their nature more in line with that of fire (this depends on the ability in question, not all Skills will gain a full boost from Fire Soul).

Hunter’s Gaze (epic, Level max)

There are many possible upgrades to the basic Inspect Skill. Some allow for improved examination of details, others are far better at piercing information protection Skills.

This one is different. It loses any ability to gaze past defenses for raw details unless the defenses are very weak, but gains an incredible power at getting rough information on the user’s foes.

Barring an incredible Level disparity, the user will be able to sense whether someone’s Stats are higher, lower or comparable to the User’s, how many Aspects they have and what their overall affinities are.

But by using the information gained via this Skill, an Undying Wraith will be able to deduce anything Inspect could grant, and more.

In addition, this [Skill] allows the user to see mana and sense the purpose of Skills being used in front of him.

After countless fights where this Skill has been used to seek out every secret an enemy held has evolved to see absolutely everything an enemy might try to hide, instantly recognizing passive Skills, all manner of active abilities and slotting them into a newly gained mental library and highlighting any past experiences with similar Skills. Lastly, it gains vastly enhanced Privacy penetration abilities and further grows as the user’s Perception increases.

And now, it has reached the pinnacle of its power, able to read the past Skill use of those that would oppose the person wielding the Hunter’s Gaze.

The more powerful a Skill, the greater and longer lasting an imprint it leaves in its user’s spiritual body. And the more recently it was used, the stronger and clearer said imprint was. Should a foe have used all their Skills recently, this can be read like a book, figuring out the entirety of their Skillset at a glance.

And even should that not be the case, this Skill will still be useful as it provides a vastly improved ability to understand an enemy’s powers and abilities, eventually allowing them to be beaten or countered with contemptuous ease.

Unknown Fear (epic, Level max)

There are many things that people are afraid of. Mostly, those things are definable, specific things. But there is another kind, the fear of the unknown.

With this Skill, the user becomes the embodiment of this fear. An unknowable entity, become fear itself.

It will block out any same Level and rarity Inspection Skills as a matter of course and is boosted by any stealth Skill, gaining strength as if it were one Level higher for every two Levels in a stealth Skill. Further power is gained based on Agility.

In addition, this Skill may now be used to project a false status when Inspect style Skills are used. However, the user of Unknown Fear does not have true control over what the other person sees, they can only switch between showing them whatever they hope to see, something menacing, or merely a blank façade.  

After countless fights where this Skill has been used to hide its user’s true nature from warriors and kings, knaves and stalwart defenders of justice, it has evolved to hide even its own attributes. Initially, Unknown Fear merely showed the vast, unknowable abyss to those who dared to Inspect its user, yet that, in itself, could identify them. This kind of all-encompassing darkness is by no means unique to Unknown Fear, but it is hardly a common impression to receive from a failed Inspect.

Now, however, whenever the user chooses to take on a different persona, the feedback likewise subtly shifts to the point where it cannot be connected to them. In addition, it will always take on the same feedback type when the same persona is taken up.

And now, it has reached the pinnacle of its power, cloaking the user in the darkest of shadows, even under the brightest of lights.

When the user is attempting to showcase another persona, pretending to be another, this Skill will actively aid this, impeding the others’ ability to connect both personas.

The human mind picks out specific physical details to lock onto for the purpose of identifying individuals, such as unusual height, shockingly bright hair or clothing, or missing limbsst

However, this Skill will make details shared across personas less visible while highlighting ones unique to a persona.

Well of Wisdom’s Blessing (unranked)

Nine Hazelnuts once fell into a well, the Well of Wisdom. A Salmon ate these hazelnuts, gaining all the knowledge in the world.

And then, humans hunted down this Salmon for its power, devouring it like the monsters they are.

The holders of this Skill gain 15% faster Mana Regeneration.

Upgrading this Skill requires the user to kill and eat stronger versions of the Salmon of Wisdom.

Enhanced Dragonscale Web (unranked)

You are now a dragonslayer, joining a rather exclusive club. But you have taken a step further, not only killing the beast but stealing its power, more specifically, its scales.

Not only that, but you have gone one step further, condensing down the power of the scales to the point where overusing them would be actively dangerous, and carefully applied them to your body to keep it together even in the direst of circumstances.

Crimson Runic Script (legendary)

Blood. The fuel that powers all living things. The fact that it is sometimes referred to as lifeblood just emphasizes this.

But your blood can fuel more than just you,

The Crimson Script is one such avenue to using this great power, allowing the user to unleash devastating attacks.

Tear apart elementals with your bare hands, turn your weapons into implements of doom that will tear apart your foes from the inside if you leave them sticking in their bodies, generate nigh-indestructible barriers (albeit at the cost of your vitality), and more.

Gralloch (common, Level X)

This Skill is quintessential for a hunter after the hunt is done. It teaches the User how to properly skin and clean a kill, separate out the important and valuable parts and reduces the risk of accidentally damaging any organs.

It also points out some basic uses for the harvested parts.

Alchemy (common, Level X)

When combining things with magical properties, many things may happen, some good, some bad, some just plain explosive.

This Skill is a catch all that supports these kinds of pursuits by granting basic knowledge and making its further acquisition easier.

It will also highlight useful alchemical ingredients and give information about their most common uses.

Death’s Embrace (epic)

A hug is nice, isn’t it? The warm embrace of a loved one, assuring you that you are not alone in this world, that you are loved … yeah, this isn’t that. This is the cold embrace of skeletal arms wrapped around you, bones poking into you as the deathly cold that radiates from them saps your life force.

This terrifying effect can be created in one of two ways.

The first of these is to infuse you Aura with this Skill, increasing its ability to inflict damage, temporarily reducing an opponent’s regenerative ability and physical Stats upon dealing damage. This has an ongoing cost of 50 mana per minute for the Aura of the Desperate Seeker and 20 mana per minute for the Aura of the Crimson Dawn.

The second fills the space around the caster with a dark miasma that weakens any designated enemy to a degree proportional to the amount of mana invested. The target area is a circle with a diameter of 20 meters centered on the user and does not move with them, remaining where it was first cast. This costs 20 mana to activate, as well as thirty mana per minute as upkeep, and will reduce all Stats of affected enemies by 5. Investing an additional 20 points of mana will further reduce your opponents’ Stats by 10. Each set of twenty mana invested beyond that will be ten percent less effective, additively. 

Cost:

Auric Infusion, Aura of the Crimson Dawn: 20 mana per minute

Auric Infusion, Aura of the Desperate Seeker: 50 mana per minute

Area Debuff: 30 mana to activate, 20 mana per minute of use, more mana may be infused at will

Warning: Using two Auric Infusion Skills simultaneously will increase the overall cost by fifty percent

Advanced Bureaucracy (uncommon)

As the saying goes, money makes the world go round. But what makes money move? Bureaucracy.

And that is what this Skill is all about. It grants you a high degree of awareness into the rules that govern what you are doing at the moment (this effect can be toggled on and off), and allows you to integrate your bureaucratical tasks into the System, creating task lists, taking inventory without having to be physically present once it was taken in-person, and so on.

But as you continue to hack your path through the jungles of paperwork, this [Skill] is capable of extending to cover new applications.

Police Procedure (common)

This Skill represents the core knowledge that any member of law enforcement should know. When to exercise caution, in what few situations violence is acceptable, and when, and more importantly, how to exercise restraint. 

In addition, this Skill acts as a repository for all law enforcement procedures taught to its user, ensuring they are retained and the knowledge is available when it is needed. 

Healing (epic)

The quintessential skills of Doctors, Nurses, EMTs and Medical professionals in general, condensed into a single Skill. Healing allows the user to restore the health and physical well-being of others via touch, as well as the user’s own body.

It also helps understand injuries and gauge their severity.

Cost: 15-50 mana per second of healing depending on speed, major physical trauma doubles cost, restoring flesh requires 100 mana per kg created

Omniglot (common)

What is the most important thing in the world when trying to work together with others?

Why communication, of course.

As Sigmund Freud said, “Civilization began the first time an angry person cast a word instead of a rock”.

The Omniglot Skill facilitates communication in all of its forms, allowing the user to rapidly learn all forms of written, spoken and gesture-based languages (seconds to basic understanding, minutes to conversational level, hours to mastery).

In addition, it allows the user to communicate intent along with their actions to avoid cross-cultural misunderstandings.

Quest Giver (rare)

Quests. Either a staple of role playing games, or something you send a knight on if you don’t want them coming back.

This Skill is a little different, though. It allows the user to construct tasks for others to do in exchange for the XP assigned to it. This XP does not have to be spent by the user, it is gathered by the user as they take actions related to leadership and the training of others, then deposited in this Skill where it can only be spent on creating Quests. (these quests cannot be granted to the user)

The maximum amount of XP that can be granted is determined by the System and based on the Quest’s objective difficulty. (if you think you’re getting away with something, you’re probably failing to realize the enormity of the task you’re assigning)

This Skill’s XP pool is equal to 100 times its Level.

Current XP pool: 0/100

Unrestricted Speech (epic)

Communication is the very core of not only modern civilization, but any kind of community in general. Coordination is what allows any number of species to transcend the limitations of any one member, and part of the thing that has made humanity so dominant.

After all, no matter how clever any single human may be, true innovation can only happen by building upon the work of previous generations.

But even the more mundane uses of speech can make an immeasurable difference, facilitating trade and solving conflicts without violence.

This is a Skill that allows its users to manifest the greatest possible form of communication, irrespective of their surroundings or noise pollution.

As long as the user can survive in a given medium, it will carry their voice as far as air would under standard conditions (Earth, Sea Level, air temperature around twenty degrees centigrade), even in the hard vacuum of space.

In addition, when the user raises their voice in situations with significant amounts of environmental noise, their voice will still be clearly understandable, and the most prominent sound to anyone who cares to listen.

This Skill is always active.

Aura of the Crimson Dawn (short range, combat, blood/regeneration)

When the System descended, it brought war with it. War, conflict, bloodshed.

Some people drowned in it, their lives ending in one of a myriad of horrible ways. Others, though, they survived and rose back up, stronger than ever.

A phoenix, rising from the ocean of blood that covers the battlefield and taking flight among the pillars of smoke that rise from the field of corpses, reborn anew in the crucible of blood and steel to take war to take war to the very heavens themselves.

This Aura allows the user to wreath themselves in an aura of blood and violence, projecting hardened slabs of crimson energy around themselves, to be used as a means of attack and defense, as well as to enhance the user’s stats by up to 10% (this can be increased through practice).

However, while this Aura is active, the user embodies the very spirit of a phoenix emerging from the ocean of blood that covers the battlefield, healing in the midst of a storm of violence, constantly increasing as conflict continues and escalates, and as more blood and more blood soaks the soil underfoot.

If the user wants to, it can also show those who sense it the entirety of what the user has killed, demonstrating their power and achievements to all those who would dare to face them on the field of battle.

Cost: standard (10 mana per minute), cannot be overcharged with mana, projections cost vary between 5-20 mana per second or spilled blood

Aura of the Desperate Seeker (very long range, sensory, mental projection) We all search for things in this life. Money, wealth, power, freedom, those are the common ones. But others seek knowledge instead, be that for knowledges sake, slowly and methodically uncovering all the secrets the world holds, or to achieve some goal, desperately searching for the solution, clawing at the world to make it release its secrets.

This Aura embodies the spirits of the latter, of grabbing reality itself by the collar and shaking it until it gives up all that delicious information.

It is a sensory Aura that given the user information about anything it touches, and can be focused to further enhance the amount of information it gives. It may also be used in conjunction with Inspect and its upgrades to gain information on monsters and other people without needing direct line of site on them, so long as they are within the Aura’s range.

Lastly, this Aura may be infused with the frantic, manic energy of desperation and can be used as a (weak) mental attack.

Cost: standard (10 mana per minute), can be overcharged with up to 25 mana per minute to enhance information defense penetration and secondary mental effects.

Aura of the Eternal Warrior (mid range, combat/mental/sensory, armament)

Fighting, battle, bloodshed. For many, these are but a part of their life, a passing tragedy that nonetheless only takes up a surprisingly small amount of time.

A few seconds at the razor’s edge of death, where even a single mistake can be a warrior’s end, and then, it will be decided, one way or another. However, there are those who live in conflict, possibly even for conflict. Those who are eternally striving to beat their foe, be it to chase the high that the risk brings with it or merely as they fight and endless foe and can never rest.

These are the people who gain this Aura, to empower them on their endless battles.

The Aura of the Eternal Warrior can be wielded as a shield to protect Those within or compressed around the wielder’s limbs to act as a weapon while slowing down the consequences of any injuries suffered. When used offensively, this Aura can bypass most “can only be hurt by a certain thing” defenses.

Cost: high (25 mana per minute), can be overcharged with mana up to 50 mana per minute for an enhanced effect.

Bloodline of the Hellborn Survivor (legendary)

The legacy of a warrior who lived through countless battles, countless injuries, countless  tragedies, someone who came through it all completely intact. And That is what this Bloodline represents.

As its first holder was a High Human, all others also gain this powerful Race.

In addition to this, it grants countless Skills useful to surviving attacks.

Firstly, it comes with extraordinary regenerative capabilities, which even extend to injuries to the brain, a separate mana storage to power said regeneration and the power for organs to take over the function of other, damaged ones.

And when all of that proves insufficient, the body will temporarily gain the power to ignore nearly all injuries. Starting once they have reached the age of majority, they also gain significant resistance to pain.

Secondly, the holder of this bloodline has the ability to phase through solid objects, granting them the mobility needed to escape all confinement.

Thirdly, it automatically grants a preternatural level of skill with all bladed weapons, as well as stealth.

In addition, this Bloodline makes analyzing its holders nearly impossible.

However, there is more to this Bloodline than mere survivability. Its holders may wield the very Hellfire that forged its progenitor, but only in the most dire of circumstances, with their parents’ permission, or if they have reached the age of majority.

Lastly, anyone in possession of this Bloodline is able to use it to signal distress to anyone else who hold it once a year.

(Hydra’s Regeneration, Redundant Organs, Phasing, Unknown Fear, Blades,

Sneak, Undying Will, Moment of Immortality, Blades, Sneak, Bestial

Regeneration)

Flight of the Poltergeist (epic)

Once you are dead, you are free. Free from responsibilities, free from death, free from gravity.

With this Skill, you gain a Poltergeist’s ability to remove your mass’ impact on the world and take to the air, nullify the effect of wind and air resistance to avoid being blown away like a leaf in a hurricane by the slightest breeze and start to accelerate yourself at a constant rate of 1 m/s^2 for a maximum speed of 150 m/s.

Cost: 1 mana per second per active effect (air resistance nullification, gravity nullification or telekinetic self-acceleration)

(Einherjar Bonus: Increased aerial control, maximum speed increased to 200 m/s)

Haunting Pursuit (epic)

It doesn’t matter where you try to run, where you try to hide, what you try to use as a shield. Nothing will stop the Arcane Poltergeist when it has decided to kill you. This is the power of the dead’s unending hatred for the living, the need to tear them apart and bathe in their entrails.

This Skill makes its user aware of all living beings around themselves in a radius of a hundred meters for 5 mana per minute, and can give more precise locations the more mana is invested, up to a maximum of 100 per minute.

One the user has chosen a target, they can spend another 50 points of mana to mark them, gaining the ability to track them precisely so long as they remain withing 10 km, as well as knowing the most direct route to reaching them.

Cost: 5-100 mana per minute for a passive scan, 50 points per mark per hour

(Einherjar Bonus: max range increased to 1 kilometer)

Ephemeral Form (epic)

Walls, fortresses, even bunkers that sit at the heart of a mountain, none of these can stop an Ephemeral being. The only thing able to damage such a being is raw mana or Skills fueled by it.

But transforming would be rather risky if an errant Spell would tear through them, wouldn’t it? That’s why true powerhouses among the Ephemeral are able to spend additional mana to reinforce their bodies and mitigate said vulnerability to some degree.

While shifted, the user of this Skill can choose to treat objects as physical and interact with them normally or treat them as though they didn’t exist.

Cost: 10 mana for activation, 5 mana per second of upkeep, upkeep can be increased up to 50 mana per second to resist foreign mana

(Einherjar Bonus: increased disruption resistance)

Hydra’s Regeneration (epic)

This Skill allows the User to rapidly regenerate from injuries at the cost of mana. Regenerating large amounts of flesh may be uncomfortable.

Cost: 5-25 per second of use, 50 mana per kilogram of flesh restored

Redundant Organs (epic)

This is a passive Skill that allows the user’s organs to take over each other’s responsibilities, within reason, increasing all their overall performance by creating a vast network of redundancies. A liver that pumps blood, kidneys that remove alcohol, a pituitary gland that produces insulin. These effects will never be as strong as the original function, but it will massively reduce the debilitating consequences of any injuries.

Ignore Injury (epic)

There are Skills to mitigate the effect of certain injuries, there are Skills to fix such injuries without the services of a healer. And then, there’s this Skill, which lets the user act as though they’d never even been injured in the first place.

While this Skill is active (can be toggled on and off at will), the user is able to completely ignore any and all injuries, but all actions that would be impeded by injuries grow more difficult and draining. Moving broken toe will be about as difficult as picking up one’s phone while moving the same toe with a severed spinal cord might be as difficult as carrying a mountain.      

Wave Charge (epic)

There is a charge, and then there is a charge, something that isn’t merely the act of rushing forward at an enemy.

Activating this Skill will fling the user forward, running at a chosen target, without needing a solid surface to jump off of. In addition, it ignores all kinds of non-solid resistance.

Cost: 15 mana

Shark’s Body (epic)

There are plenty of Skills to let one breathe underwater, but for most of them, that’s all they do.

This one is a little different, in addition to gaining the ability to survive the lack of gaseous oxygen and the crushing weight of the ocean overhead, it gives the user an additional form, said form being a shark-human hybrid, complete with sharkskin, as well as webbed hands and feet, electromagnetic senses, and an improved sense of smell.

Clothing worn in the human form will vanish with the human form, though some articles of clothing may be kept on.

(The passive effect of the Gills Skill will continue to work even if this Skill is not active.)

Cost: 7 mana to transform, 1 mana per minute to maintain transformation

Lesser Illusion (epic)

When first using this Skill, the user must choose a two subjects to create an illusion of (specific person, object, creature, etc.). From that point onwards, the user may create an illusionary version of them at will (the illusions will update to match the chosen subjects).

In addition, the user may directly create illusions based solely on their imagination, though it will require a high degree of focus and concentration, with the cost scaling with the area of manipulated space. 

Cost (preset illusion): 15 mana per activation, 1 mana per second of upkeep

Cost (direct manipulation): 50 mana per minute per cubic meter

Warp Wave (epic)

Up, down, left, right, what’s it all mean? Nothing!

This Skill emits a blast of energy that impacts nearby enemies and disorients them by messing with their senses, even inflicting synesthesia or swapping the sensory inputs between identical sensory organs. The power of this Skill increases against weaker enemies, as well as those whose Aura has been suppressed.  

Cost: 50 mana

Perception Interdiction (epic)

This Skill allows the user to create a five-meter diameter sphere in which enhanced senses function considerably more poorly, reducing their effective power by the equivalent of 1 point of Perception per 10 mana invested.

In addition, the user may infuse a room with this energy, creating a stationary effect that will last so long as the user does not dismiss it, continues to pay the upkeep cost and remains within 100 kilometers of the room. The cost is identical to the first effect, but increases if the room’s size exceeds 125 π m3.

Cost: activation cost variable, upkeep cost 1/5 of activation cost per minute

Immortal Blades (epic)

Legendary weapons litter all of history, blades that belonged to kings, and blades that slew said kings. The daggers of assassins that reaped the lives of hundreds. And the works of the greatest blacksmiths, weapons without peer.

Yet those weapons of myth and legend oh so rarely survived long enough to see said legends develop and spread, being lost to the sands of time, or simply breaking. For example, Joan of Arc’s sword famously snapped in half not amidst the chaos of battle, but when she used its flat to beat a soldier for sleeping with a prostitute.

This Skill though, it all but ensures that the user’s blades will live long enough to remain even as they’re being enshrined in myth and legend by making them vastly more durable and ensuring that they will always be found by a worthy wielder, even past the original wielder’s demise.

Razor Trails (epic)

A blade is a nice weapon, isn’t it? Carves through flesh with casual ease, leaves big gashes that bleed so much that you can just take a step back and watch them keel over a moment later, dry as a bone.

But it’s a little slow, isn’t it, not when the monster is dancing around you like pinball gone wild?

Razor Trails allows you leave behind a barely visible trail behind any attack you made, following the movement of the blade’s tip. Anything that brushes against them will be sliced to ribbons.

WARNING: These trails are ephemeral energy and will break if struck with too much force.

Cost: 1 point of mana per centimeter of trail per second, cost doubles every second of an individual trail remaining

Remote Wielding (epic)

How many weapons can a man wield? One? Sure. Two? Also sure. Three? Well, maybe you could hold it in your mouth and make your dentist a millionaire by the end of the year if you keep using that technique?

Or … you could use this Skill. It gives the user perfect awareness of where each affected weapon is, as well as letting the user freely levitate each weapon within two meters of themselves.

However, it does not grant a multitasking power, so caution is advised. In addition, proper and safe use of this Skill requires alertness and a lot of practice.

Cost: 5 mana per second of use per kilogram levitated

Draconic Heart (epic)

Your heart beats with the force of an erupting volcano, its every movement sending immense magic coursing through your body, burning and swiftly annihilating any diseases, poisons, and other forces seeking to corrupt your body (barring exceedingly powerful opposition).

At the same time, this power can be unleashed to provide fuel for your own flame-based attacks, granting them overwhelming power at the cost of physical fatigue.

Lastly, the heart of a draconic beast grants the bearer enhanced longevity and vitality.

Dragonscale Mantle (epic)

The scales of a dragon, synonymous with durability for many.

And now, you have slain one of these great beasts, taken its power for your own, and turned its skin into yours.

Draconic ceratin now armors you, ensuring that you are never without protection, yet it is no unbreakable bulwark, is it?

Which is why this Skill takes the concept of wearing your slain enemies and takes it one step further. All pieces of armor made from biological materials, even those integrated into your body, are significantly strengthened.

Moment of Immortality (legendary, 2x slotted)

What kind of monster can have its guts hanging out, be bleeding from countless arterial wounds, and still be fighting? One with this Skill, that’s what.

Moment of Immortality activates automatically when it is needed, granting the user the ability to survive with massive bloodloss and without a complete set of internal organs. In fact, few things short of being pulverized will be able to kill the Skill user while it is active, but it is by no means a perfect defense.

Moment of Immortality lasts for twenty seconds and can only be activated two times every 168 hours.

Multiple Aspects that grant Moment of Immortality can be slotted, with a maximum of three.

Grand Hellflame (epic)

The flickering flame of a candle. A crackling fire in the fireplace. The burning heat of a blacksmith’s forge. An welding torch. Sure, all of those things could be considered ‘fire’, but don’t really seem like they deserve the moniker compared to what this Skill can produce.

The holder of this Skill can wield the fires of hell, in their full all-consuming, life-force destroying glory, while gaining complete immunity to any and all fires up to and including this Skill’s power level.

Cost: 100 per second to generate, 10-50 per second to control, 200 to extinguish all fires caused by generated flame

Fixed Point (rare)

Time and space. Space-Time. Everywhere, anytime, omnipresent. A fixed point in reality, indomitable, immoveable. Or so it seems.

Mages, Space Elementalists and monsters of all stripe are capable of twisting space into all kinds of contortions, making it loop in on itself and creating a world that, quite simply, no longer makes any kind of sense. While time itself is somewhat more durable, it too can be influenced, and with it, the people in the influenced area.

With this Skill, none of that will be an issue. You will become a fixed point in space and time, highly resistant to spatial and temporal warps, as well as hostile teleportation/planeshifting efforts.

Spatial Affinity (rare)

There are countless kinds of magic in the world, some common, the ones that jump to mind when someone says “magic”, others less so. Some are veritable mana hogs while others barely take more effort than lifting a finger.

But all of them have a way to become easier to use, namely, affinity Skills.

Spatial Affinity will grant the user an enhanced awareness of when spatial magic is in play, how to use it better and how to use it better. Better versions of this Skill exist and will grant such abilities as a discount on related Skills.

Only three affinity Skills can be held at a time.

Eternal Restoration (legendary)

Death and taxes, the only certainties in life. And one of those is a human construct.

Death comes for everyone, eventually. Enemies can be fought, as can disease and even old age itself. But whether it comes in the form of an insurmountable foe, random chance or simple carelessness, everyone dies. And when it does, the Ankou (or some other being that fulfills the same role in another culture) will be there to escort the lost soul across the threshold.

But it wouldn’t do for that embodiment of death to carry the damage accumulated across the eons and look like a piece of roadkill, wouldn’t it?

This Skill slowly wears down all effects that reduce the user’s capacity to recover and will remove all injuries exactly twenty-four hours after they occurred (anti-recovery effects may still delay this effect).

(Einherjar Bonus: Injuries will slowly heal, until the 24h mark, at which point the regeneration will be complete)

Freedom from Mortal Limits (legendary)

What can mortals do?

Jump into a lake that’s even slightly toxic? Nope.

Survive even a measly couple of days without breath? Also nope.

Get close to the sun without getting fried by radiation? Not even that?

Let’s face it, mortals are exceedingly fragile, dying to all manner of stupid things, such as a lack of air, toxins, diseases, radiation, even from their own bodies growing in the wrong way.

This Skill grants freedom from all this. Radiation will not affect its user unless it is intense enough to physically burn them, any toxins that have not been created with malicious intent might as well be water and those that were intended as an attack are functionally useless, only diseases specifically built to bypass this Skill will have any affect. The user will never again have to breathe, have issues with an incompatible environment or the like.

In short, the only thing that can kill the user of this Skill is an enemy attack, or an extreme accident along the lines of falling into a star. Most “normal” causes of death have absolutely no chance of befalling them.

(Einherjar Bonus: Aging is slowed by 50%)

Implements of True Death (legendary)

What is Death?

Is the nothingness that comes after one dies?

Is it the headless horseman that rides across the fields in the dark and takes the souls of the dead? Or a scythe? Or perhaps some other manner of physical manifestation of the phenomenon?

In the end, the true nature of Death does not matter, as it is not a mystery for mortals to solve.

What does affect mortals is the many forms it comes in, the devastating weapons that dish it out whenever they are used.

At first, rocks and clubs. Then, spears, bows and other worked but still primitive weapons. Swords, crossbows, catapults, muskets, automatic guns, chemical weapons, bombs, nuclear warheads, biological weapons, magic, artifacts … and finally, the weapons wielded by this Skill’s users.

Any weapon wielded by a user of this Skill becomes an implement of Death and strikes devastating wounds.

For the first ten seconds, all healing is futile, no matter how powerful. Only a god may save the life of one struck down by this Skill during that time.

Once the first ten seconds have passed, self-healing abilities grow useable at vastly reduced power. After thirty seconds, foreign healing effects become useable, likewise at vastly reduced power. And finally, after ten minutes, potions and all other methods of recovery will be able to be used to some small degree.

It will take a full twelve hours for the consequences of being struck by this Skill to wear off.

Should someone die while under the influence of this Skill, no manner of non-divine resurrection will be able to affect them.

Cost: 500 mana per attack

(Einherjar Bonus: 1% of this Skill is always active at no cost unless supressed)

Reaper’s Cloak (legendary)

No one has ever seen the Grim Reaper (at least as far as can be proven).

People die every day, though, tens of thousands of them. And each of those deaths should be an opportunity to catch a glimpse of him, yet he remains an enigma. How?

This Skill is how. When its user kills an enemy that would provide at least some degree of challenge, they may, once per hour, vanish from sight as if they were held a stealth specialized Class equivalent to their current Level and rarity. This cloak cannot be used to attack under, it will immediately fail, it is meant solely for retreating.

It lasts for three minutes upon activation. 

(Einherjar Bonus: this Skill may be used every thirty minutes)

Death Knight’s Endurance (epic)

Wearing armor day in, day out, is rather exhausting. Doing so when said armor is several centimeters thick and weighs hundreds of kilograms, even more so.

But a Death Knight doesn’t have to worry about that on account of, well, being dead.

That is the power that this Skill brings. Vastly increased stamina as if exhaustion is a concept that does not affect the user in the slightest.

For the first eight hours of any activity that is not extraordinarily strenuous, such as combat, the user will not experience fatigue or a related loss in capability. Once this time is up, exhaustion will set in as if they’d only just started to exert themselves and accumulates more slowly.

In addition, the weight of equipment such as armor contributes vastly less to the wearer’s exhaustion.

This effect can be used once a day.

(Einherjar Bonus: This effect can be activated every 18 hours)

Armored Echo (epic)

Armor is great, isn’t it? A sheet of leather, an interlocked web of metal rings, a steel plate.

Something to stick between you and the bad guy, to take the beating in your stead.

There’s one small problem with that idea, though. Armor degrades, armor is damaged, armor breaks. And then, what do you have? A hunk of metal with a giant hole in it that still slows you down?

However, with this Skill, whenever your armor is damaged, a weaker, spectral plate will appear in its place to cover the new weakness, at least until that too is destroyed.

Cost: 75 mana per hour

(Einherjar Bonus: cost reduction from 100 mana per hour to 75 mana per hour)

Ghostly Armor (epic)

Armor. It’s useful, sure, but a pain in the ass to put on. Which is why it’s so damn useful to just be able to summon it from thin air.

This Skill summons a set of spectral plate armor that is perfectly suited to the wearer’s fighting style in terms of both weight and restrictiveness and will last until the user dismisses it.

Damage will be repaired via an additional payment of mana, and the armor can be re-manifested when destroyed over and over, so long as mana is available. Becoming a heavily armored dreadnought of spectral steel doesn’t have to be a one-time thing.

Cost: 200 mana for the initial summoning, 100 mana per hour for upkeep

(Einherjar Bonus: summoned armor is lighter and easier to move in at no cost to toughness)

[———]
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