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Chapter 1


Don’t Call it a Recap



“Another one?” Byron offered, holding up the bottle of whiskey. It was a fancy-looking bottle with a fancy-looking wax seal and a fancy-sounding name.

All I knew was: it was getting us all fucking hammered.

Except for Amos, who was pouting in the corner as we raided his second secret stash. But we were celebrating and he had the good grace not to rain on our parade—unless it was to inform us just how wasted his stash was on us peasants.

“That bottle there is twelve years old. Retails for a grand! You can’t just shoot it. Gotta sip it, let it swirl around all the corners of your mouth, inundate your taste buds⁠—”

I picked it up by the neck and guzzled it straight from the bottle for a five-count.

“Ye feckin’ heathen!” Amos shouted, the veins in his balding head pulsing in a concerning rhythm. He reached out to snag the bottle from me, his boosted Agility giving him a surprising speed. But I was faster, handing the bottle off to Frank who took a timid sip before passing it to Jerome.

“Relax, Amos,” I said with a wink. “You’ll get it all back when we reset in,”—I checked my [Darling of Fate] timer—“thirty minutes.”

“Why you gotta bring that up?” Byron complained in between sips of whiskey. “I’m never gonna get used to the fact that none of this really happened.”

Lacy shook her finger and then grabbed the bottle from him. Her cheeks were already flush, though her voice was steady. “It matters, By’. Everything we did this run helps us optimize the next. Well, the last run, in this case.”

“You say that…” Byron replied, not looking convinced. “I just don’t know.” He looked at me. “Maybe if we ran through the plan one more time—” Groans of annoyance came from Lacy, Amos, and Jerome while I sighed and looked to the ceiling as if praying for God’s intervention. “What?” he asked, scanning the room. “Can’t we run through it one more time?”

“Done did that,” Jerome replied curtly.

“About a million times,” Amos added.

Byron looked at the ground, his shoulders slumping in. “I-I know that! But it…it comforts me…”

I sighed once more, then nodded. “Fine,”—I held up my finger with a stern expression—“but this is the last time!”

“Yeah, yeah, sounds good,” he said quickly, a small smile flitting across his face.

“God, give me that bottle, then,” Amos said, snatching it from Byron’s hands and chugging a quarter of it in one go. With a satisfied sound, his whole body shivered with pleasure. “Oh, yeah…that’s the stuff.”

I chuckled, then turned to face the group circled around the small table in Lacy’s Personal Space. “Step one, we all know well enough. I rush through the jungle and save Lacy in the nick of time from the racists.” I flashed her a wink and puffed my chest out heroically. She scowled and rolled her eyes, but the slightest uptick in the corner of her lips might have been a smothered smile.

“Yeah, yeah,” Frank said with a dismissive wave. “Get a room.” We all looked at him in shock. His face dropped as if he just realized he had spoken out loud. “I-I think I’m drunk…”

We shared a laugh before I added, “The really awkward part will be explaining all these Boons that you guys are going to have. Jerome’s Soulbound armor, for sure. Lacy’s new class potentially. The only thing we can hope for is that this doesn’t cause deviations in the plan.”

“To be honest, we were all so scatterbrained in the first few minutes, I doubt Jerome even opens his Inventory.” Then she adopted a pensive look, her eyes going wide. “Actually, now that I think back, I did open my Status Sheet to allocate points to Strength. I was struggling a bit on the ropes and…” She trailed off, cringing in apology.

I waved away her concern. “We’ll just have to take it one step at a time. No point worrying before there’s something to worry about.”

Lacy chuckled, then said, her words coming out in a quick cadence without a breath in between, “Would aliens sending demons to Earth while different aliens try to wipe out humanity in a magical Tower that defies the laws of physics while we all have crazy-weird magical powers like we’re in a video game count?”

We all shared a laugh and I conceded the point with a nod. “Okay, yes, that counts. But something other than that.”

“Oh,” she replied with a wry smile. “Got it.”

I shook my head with a chuckle but paused as I planned to come to a much heavier part of the plan.

“Step two, once you guys are settled, I need to find Nikki.”

“About that,” Byron started. “What if…what if she’s not okay?”

Lacy lightly shoved him. “Bro, shut up,” she said through the side of her mouth.

“What?” he replied defensively. “I’m just saying…” He glanced at me before looking away timidly. “We need to prepare for the worst.”

“It’s fine,” I said with a shake of my head toward Lacy. “If Nikki isn’t okay…then I’m going hunting.”

Silence reigned over the group for a moment. Lacy put a reassuring hand on my shoulder. “She’ll be fine.”

I nodded, though I couldn’t help but feel my own doubts. What if Craig killed her and fled just to get back at me? What if he⁠—

No, focus on what you can control!

“Step three,” I said quickly, changing the subject to avoid those uncomfortable thoughts. “You all lead the other survivors through the tunnels to the water region. I’ll grab the first piece of the Skeleton Key. Rok will do his thing and I’ll grab the second piece before meeting with Umndirop to form an alliance.”

Byron cleared his throat. “And if he doesn’t play ball?”

I shrugged. “By this point, I’m strong enough that I could force the issue, but my impression of him is that he’s amenable to working with us—at least for the First Floor. Ideally, we can set up a positive relationship that we can leverage on the Second Floor and higher.”

Byron nodded, mollified for now. “Step four?”

“I’ll meet you guys in the water region and we all head to the Hold together—with the Co’xatl, hopefully. From there, we hightail it to the stairs and activate the portals for everyone.”

“Why rush to them stairs?” Jerome asked. His words slurred a bit and I raised my brow in surprise. Delicately, so as not to hurt his feelings, I reached for the bottle in his hands and took a pull from it.

I didn’t give it back as Lacy answered for me.

“Because those alien freaks won’t be expecting us to show up to the Hold in the first thirty minutes of the Tower opening. We’ll race right on through before they even get out of their pajamas!”

Jerome nodded, then pointedly reached back over and ripped the bottle from my hands. I didn’t protest as he took a long drag. We were all unwinding; I was just shocked that Jerome, of all people, was the first one to get a bit sloppy.

“Step five,” I continued. “I make contact with Mileen and the Kaori. I owe them and I can’t leave them high and dry—even if I theoretically could without them being any wiser.”

Before I could go onto step six, Lacy interrupted.

“About step five…I’m coming with you.”

I reared back in surprise. My instinct was to shoot her down immediately, but I faltered as she gave me a death look from hell.

“Don’t you even say it! You saw it today—none of them can see through my new illusion abilities. With me at your side, you can sneak through the Hold without worrying about the Beasts, Order, or that Watcher freak.”

My instinct was to argue. Hell, we didn’t even know if her new class and subsequent abilities would stick with her after the reset. But I had come to learn that Lacy was just as stubborn as me. And if I really wanted to force the issue, I’d just skip telling her…which felt wrong but was worlds better than watching her die with no redos in my pocket.

I pursed my lips and nodded. She squinted, examining my face as if she could read my thoughts. But the whiskey was taking effect and she wasn’t as quick as her sober self. I moved on before she could pressure me further.

“Step six, then. I’m already max level for this Stage, so I need to figure out how to advance. In the meantime, we need to supply up and get you guys powerleveled. Imps will still be plentiful and much safer than coming and going to the Tower to farm golden mobs. But if we run out of farming spots on Earth, we’ll adjust.”

“What about the other Instances?” Byron asked. “Aren’t there, like, thousands of Instances filled with people that are pretty much borked?”

“Yep,” I replied with a nod. “Which brings me to step six and a half: convince Johnson to enlist the troops under his command to start some rescue missions. Best case scenario, we use the Skeleton Key and ferry them straight to their respective stairs. If we do it right, a single team should be able to clear an Instance in twenty, thirty minutes. The tricky part will be that the longer the Tower is open, the more spread out the people will be within their First Floors—if not dead from traps, rampaging mobs, or Jree. But with two weeks until the Second Floor opens, we have time to iron it out and hopefully stop the Jree from massacring our people.”

Byron nodded, leaning back into his chair. “I feel much better. Don’t you guys feel much better?”

I held up my hand and sighed. “Hold on. I haven’t mentioned step seven yet. That’s because I don’t like step seven. Step seven can step-fuck itself.” I let out another deep breath. “But it needs to be done.”

Byron immediately took on a panicked expression. “Wait, what? Step seven? We never discussed step seven.” He looked around the group frantically. “Did any one of you know about step seven?”

Lacy squinted in confusion. “Yeah, this was pretty clearly a six-step plan before…”

Pursing my lips, I nodded. “Step seven is that I need to meet with Kneer…and create an alliance.” Eyes went wide around the group, but I pushed through before they could interrupt. “And if not an alliance, then at least an armistice—and not a bullshit one where we both know we’re gonna fuck the other. But a real one.

“Hopefully, he’ll see my level—like Umndirop—and I can impress upon him that it would be better to work with me rather than against me.”

“HONK! Step seven blows,” Lex added, sipping whiskey from a bowl on the table.

“Couldn’t have said it better myself…but it could also save tens or hundreds of thousands of lives.”

Lacy hiccupped—a dainty little sound that nonetheless echoed through her Personal Space. We all shared surprised looks before bursting into uncontrollable laughter. She looked annoyed at first as if we were making fun of her. But another hiccup erupted and she couldn’t maintain her annoyed façade.

We spent the last twenty minutes of the redo drinking Amos’ whiskey and just generally enjoying each other’s company.

When the timer was approaching zero, that contentment was replaced with a deep sense of melancholy inside of me. Every time I managed to build a rapport with my party, I was forced to undo it all. All the laughs we shared, the fights against the Jree and Yuri, and the camaraderie we were developing—all of it was undone.

I snapped myself out of my spiraling thoughts, focusing on the fact that this was the last time—at least for the near future. This next run was the last before the Second Floor opened. Everything we did from this point on was permanent.

This time, they’d remember me. This time, things would be different.

I kept that thought running through my head as I triggered my last charge of [Darling of Fate].

[image: ]


Things pretty much developed the way we had expected. Despite receiving a new class, Lacy still rushed up the ropes and was confronted by the skinheads. Rather than waste a bullet, I launched one of my disk-saws from the tree line, using my Affinity control to cleave through three of the bad guys before it lost its energy. The rest fled with looks of absolute terror.

They didn’t need much convincing after that to help me get control of the other people struggling on the ropes. But with no skinheads causing havoc, no Craig to incite the crowd, and a group of people scared shitless and looking for leadership, things went as smoothly as they could possibly go.

Which worried me because no Craig meant I didn’t know where he was—and by extension, where Nikki was.

After ten minutes of helping people to the top of the cliffs, I began to worry. That dark feeling that I had managed to suppress was beginning to rear its head. Doubts began to creep in.

What if cutting a deal with Craig had signed Nikki’s death warrant? What if I could have saved her without giving him his memories?

Had I inadvertently killed her…?

When the wave of monkey mobs arrived, my heart dropped. Had she been out in the jungle, wandering aimlessly, her mind a confused mess after Craig’s repeated compulsions? The image of her crying out for help as the mobs rained stone fruit down upon her head made my stomach flip.

I couldn’t stand here a second longer.

“Jerome!” I called out across the cliffs.

He turned and nodded once in acknowledgment. He didn’t trust me yet since it had only been a handful of minutes since I had found him. But he had at least given me respect once he saw how easily I cleared out the skinheads.

I ran over so I wouldn’t have to yell. “I need to go into the jungle and look for Nikki. She’s out there somewhere. Can you hold down the fort while I’m gone?”

He grunted, his usual scowl laying heavy on his face. “Boy, no one made you boss man anyway.”

“Cut the shit!” I barked. “This is life-or-death and I’m not playing. You got this or not?”

His nostrils flared and I wondered if he was about to throw down. If he did, I wasn’t gonna waste time doing the alpha dance—I’d just leap off the cliff and let him think he was a big shot. But after a moment, he gave a terse nod.

“Good. I’ll be back soon.”

A shout from further down the cliff rang out. “There’s someone there!”

I snapped my head toward the person who had shouted, then followed their finger toward the trees.

A flash of golden-blonde hair was the first thing I noticed. Then, I saw a rain of projectiles arcing toward that hair and I moved without thinking.

Without another word, I leaped off the cliff edge, Red flaring wide while I reduced my mass to give me a good glide. The monkey’s projectiles were pouring down over Nikki now, but they didn’t have enough heft to knock her out through the protective shield of her hands. Still, it was clear she was out of it, her stumbling gait barely making up ground as the stone fruits pelted her arms, legs, and back.

With a manipulation of my mass and a signal to Red, I dove straight down, flaring the cape at the last moment to slow my fall.

I landed next to Nikki delicately, barely even stirring the dirt. Red immediately reached out to shield her from the projectiles as I supported her weight.

“I got you, Nikki.” I had to shout to be heard over the sound of the stone fruits pelting Red like hail on an umbrella.

She looked over at me, her eyes clouded with confusion. “Dirk?”

“Yeah, come on, Nikki.” I ushered her forward, but once we hit the bottom of the cliffs, it was obvious she wouldn’t be able to make the climb in her state. “I’m gonna carry you, okay?”

She didn’t say anything, but I took her silence as tacit agreement as I wrapped her inside Red like a cocoon. Using my Friction energy, I scaled the cliff easily, careful not to bump her against the rocks.

As we went over the top, Jerome, Byron, and two other men helped pull her to safety. I followed quickly behind, turning her to look into her eyes.

“Nikki? You good?”

She suddenly shied away, her hands up defensively as she backed away from me.

“It’s me, Nikki,” I said quietly, reaching my hand out to calm her.

She pulled out of range again. What she said next sent my brain into a tailspin.

“I know it’s you! Just—” She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “Just give me some space. Please.”

I stood immobile, not sure how to respond to her. She had never reacted this way in any of the previous redos. Not even when I’d saved her from Craig’s compulsion at Umndirop’s camp. Something was off about her reaction, but I knew that probing right now wouldn’t help.

“Okay, no problem,” I replied, taking a step back. “I’m gonna go help the other people still climbing the ropes.” I pointed at Lacy further down the cliffs. “That’s Lacy over there. If you need anything, she’ll help you.”

Nikki nodded tersely, a guarded expression on her face.

Her sudden coldness ate away at me, and I had to wonder if Craig had managed to do something to her even though I had assumed she was now immune to his control. I briefly considered casting [Analysis] on her to see if there were any Charisma effects present but discarded the idea for now. The last thing Nikki needed was that cold-wash feeling of invasiveness from the ability.

I had to console myself knowing she was alive—that was what mattered. All I could do from here was move on to step three of our plan.


Chapter 2


What’s the Catch?



Reaching the tunnel region mini-boss and executing it with a well-timed boulder was trivial at this stage. On the way, I killed two golden mobs and snagged a couple [Personal Space Portal]s for later. I ferried one back up to Jerome on the cliffs before returning to the tunnels. When I took the elevator up to Rok, he was just as eager to pitch me over the mountain. On the way to the water region, I used my diskslinger to buzzsaw through the Tree Guardian, giving me two out of three set pieces for the Skeleton Key.

Gliding over the jungle region, I had a decision to make. Though meeting with Kneer was step seven in my plan, I had to consider bringing that step forward. It would be simple enough to drop down into the Jree as they migrated from the water to the jungle. If I managed to convince Kneer and the Jree not to go after us humans, it could mean saving thousands of lives.

Because, let’s face it, the Jree were much better at killing than we were—at least until the first wave of people could portal back to Earth and stock up on guns.

But as I flew over them, another option occurred to me.

What if I dove down onto the Jree right now and slaughtered them all?

The thought was tempting. At level 75, with my overpowered weapon and Peak Affinities, there was a good chance I could waltz right in and massacre the lot of them. But this was the stat-less run and I had always intended to bank my stat points on the final run of any Floor. Even though I could boost my Agility or Strength via my Mass energy, there were limitations to that which made it inferior to simply jacking my stats up with my unspent points.

And though I had no special love for the Jree, indiscriminately massacring hundreds of sentient creatures in a one-sided affair sounded a bit too much like a villain arc for me to be chomping at the bit.

I watched the Jree from hundreds of feet in the air, filled with indecision. But my body—and Red—continued my glide until I found myself past the bulk of their forces and deep into the water region.

When I reached the middle of the zone where the region boss was located, I spotted Co’Xatl not too far in the distance. They hadn’t quite made it to my position yet, so I eased my glide and alighted on the middle island’s ring of black rock. From this vantage, I could see them approach just as they couldn’t possibly miss my arrival.

They approached cautiously, forming up on the beachhead below while they waited for Umndirop to swim across the nearest channel.

When he arrived, he strutted onto the beach with an air of confidence, and the surrounding Co’xatl showed their respect by slapping their tails on the sand and water. He broke from the crowd and stopped halfway between the black rock and the beach.

I waited patiently, knowing him well enough by now to predict his next move. In anticipation, I bumped my mass to the max, giving me 150 Strength and Endurance.

When that familiar sensation passed over my body, I was rewarded for my patience by the widening of his eyes and the slight swish of his tail. After a moment of hesitation, he inclined his head, drawing hisses of surprise from the hundreds of observing Co’xatl.

His deep voice boomed out, echoing across the sands and the black rock hill.

“If you’ve come to slay me, I’d ask that you spare my people. They are a strong and hardworking people that will honor the result of our duel.”

I kept my face impassive as I strode down the black rock toward Umndirop. His harness tinkled as he prepared his Mantle for the looming fight. When I was fifteen feet away, just out of his Mantle’s range, I smiled in a friendly manner.

“I’m not here to fight you, Umndirop.” His snout twitched and the chains on his Mantle vibrated as if in doubt.

“Don’t toy with me, human,” he spat. “What could you possibly want that you can’t take here and now?”

“An alliance?” I suggested coyly. “Wouldn’t it make more sense to work with you rather than attempt to usurp a competent and wise leader?”

He snorted powerfully, a wave of hot breath reaching all fifteen feet toward me.

“What do you know of my competence or wisdom, hm? I’ve never met you.”

I shrugged. “I met Hundirop,”—his eyes narrowed, but I pushed on—“and he impressed me with his strength and bravery. And I’ve heard good things about you. Enough to know you would stab me in the front and not the back.” I tilted my head and folded my arms. “That’s enough for me—for now.”

He didn’t reply for a five-count, his tail swishing slowly in what I imagined was a reflection of his churning mind.

He finally broke the silence. “What do you propose?”

I kept the smile off my face, though inside, I was cheering. With Umndirop firmly on our side, things would go a lot smoother—across all the Instances of the Tower.

“I’ve already primed the other two regions. All that’s left is to activate this region’s mechanism, and the First Floor is done.” His snout gaped open for the briefest moment before he regained control of his expression. I had to force myself not to chuckle at the image of this rough and tough alligator-looking alien with his jaw on the figurative floor. “I propose that we activate the mechanism together, opening the portal to the Hold. I’d also ask that you send some of your people back toward the tunnel to meet the bulk of my people. Some of them aren’t great swimmers and could use help traversing this region. From there?” I shrugged. “We head through the Hold together, a show of force and solidarity in case any…aliens, get it in their head to accost us.”

With over a thousand Co’xatl and humans traveling through the Hold together, Astrid and the others would be silly to try any forced conversions. And if they did try anything, I was better prepared to deal with them now than I had ever been.

“Where’s the eggskipper?” he asked as he settled back onto his tail.

“I’m sorry?”

He snorted. “It’s a parasite that infiltrates an egg crèche and infects the hatchlings with its own offspring.” From my confused expression, he must have realized that I didn’t understand his explanation. “The infected eggs look perfectly fine on the outside but have a rotten interior. You never know they’re infected until a thousand skipper babies burst out and devour the rest of the clutch.”

Realization hit me. “Ohhh, you mean: what’s the catch?” His tail thumped—whether in affirmation or confusion, I couldn’t say. “Trust is hard-earned, I get that. But I’m a man of my word. I have no ill will toward you or the Co’xatl. Now, the Jree on the other hand…”

His eyes narrowed at my mention of the Jree, but he didn’t deliberate long. I recalled that he appeared to have some way to tell truth from lie and had perhaps been waiting for me to spell it out explicitly. “Then I agree, human Prime. The Co’xatl and the humans will work together to ascend this Tower, with the stipulation that all parties will work toward the greater alliance, except when doing so would spell our doom. Are these terms acceptable?”

“Yes,” I replied with a nod. “But there are a few things you should know. One, unlike you, I don’t speak for all humans. There may even be clashes between our people that are entirely out of my control.”

He seemed surprised at this, the swishing of his tail and the twitching of his snout betraying his thoughts. “Do you humans not follow the strongest?” Then his eyes went wide and he leaned back. “Do not tell me there are others stronger than you amongst the humans?”

I waffled back and forth. “We mostly govern through democracy—majority vote, I mean. But that was before the Tower. Now? Eh, it’s still in flight.”

He nodded. “I understand. You must make it your first priority to challenge these…democratic leaders for supremacy. A swift but fair execution will demonstrate your strength for all to see.”

I pursed my lips to keep from laughing in his face. Keeping my expression neutral, I sincerely nodded. “Thank you for the advice. I’ll consider it.”

“Of course. It is for the better of the alliance if you can assert your control in a timely fashion,” he replied seriously. “Was that all?”

“One more thing: the backup Prime is not to be trusted. If he shows up, immediately quarantine him from your people.” I resisted the urge to say execute him. I got the impression Umndirop would see that as doing my work for me. “He has the ability to infect others around him with insidious thoughts.”

Umndirop’s expression turned cold, his voice thumping from his chest. “Describe him.”

“Slightly shorter than me, curly yellow hair, and a punchable face. I suspect you’ll spot him right away from his arrogant demeanor.”

He nodded in reply, his tail slapping the sand hard. “Then it is settled.”

I closed the distance with a nod and clasped his clawed hand with my mass still boosted. He gave a testing squeeze, his claws curling into my flesh. I flashed him a knowing smile and returned his pressure—then some.

His tail thumped once and he released his grip with a grunt. Tipping his head, he said, “Here’s to a long and fruitful partnership.”
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Slaying the Water Guardian was trivial at this point, and it wasn’t long before Umndirop and I had assembled all the humans and Co’xatl. When we filed through the portal, I went first and surveyed the massive boulevard that stretched through the middle of the Hold.

It was a ghost town.

No Astrid or Beasts in sight. No Champions of Order. And no Yuri.

When we reached the portal at the bottom of the towering stairs that led to the Second Floor, Umndirop pulled me aside as our people used the portal to return to their Personal Spaces.

“That was far too simple,” he growled. There was a tense look in his eyes as they darted toward every shadow and alleyway.

I resisted the urge to laugh. If only you knew what I’d been through to get to this point…

“For us,” I replied. “But there’s millions of humans and Co’xatl that won’t have it this easy. I’m imagining a long week of traveling Instance to Instance, unlocking access to their respective Holds.”

He nodded and held out his hand once more. “I’ll make it my priority to inform the other leaders of the Co’xatl of our alliance. Should you need to contact me, I’ll post some of my trusted attendants inside the Hall of Heroes.”

That was a problem I hadn’t considered. Once we parted ways, there would be no reason for Umndirop to maintain a camp inside our Instance. Finding him to coordinate would be difficult—if not impossible.

“Good idea,” I said. “I’ll do the same.”

Lex was going to hate me…

“Then this is where we part ways.” He released my hand and thumped his tail twice, the heavy appendage cracking against the paver stone loud enough for everyone within a hundred feet to perk up and take notice. “Good hunting.”

Now, alien relations wasn’t exactly a course they taught in prison, but I took a chance and tried to mimic the Co’xatl Prime.

With my mass boosted to the max, I stomped my foot onto the road twice. A thudding echo sounded out, at least as loud as Umndirop’s tail thumps.

“Good hunting to you as well. And stay safe.”

He turned without another word, flanked by a dozen guards as he passed through the portal.

Lacy walked over and leaned her head in. “What was that?” she asked wryly.

“What?”

She copied me, stomping her tiny foot on the stone road with little effect.

I took on an offended air. “You’re just jealous I’m so good at this diplomacy thing!”

An explosive laugh burst from her mouth, turning into a choking cough as she struggled to clear her throat.

I pat her on the back with a little extra strength. “You good?”

She waved me away, shaking her head. After a moment, she cleared her throat and stood upright. “Ahem, yeah, I’m good. For a moment there, I thought you said you were good at diplomacy!” She chuckled to herself once more.

“I’m sorry, but didn’t I just broker an alliance with half-ton alligator aliens that could literally eat one of us in a single sitting?”

She arched a single brow and crossed her arms. “And how many tries—exactly—did that take?”

“Low blow, Lacy. Low…blow…”

She laughed and slapped my arm in a friendly way. “I’m just giving ya shit. You’re doing great.” She turned her head away, but my Perception was too high from my traits not to notice the flush spreading across her cheeks. “Also…I wanted to thank you…for, you know, saving me…earlier, that is…”

I leaned in and tilted my head. “Pardon? I didn’t quite catch that.”

She whipped her head around and lightly punched me in the shoulder. “I said thank you, dick.”

I laughed and wrapped an arm around her. “You’re welcome.” She flinched as I touched her and I pulled away immediately. “Sorry! We-uh, well, we always become good friends by the end of the redo,”—the flush in her cheeks redoubled and my eyes went wide—“I just mean, um, well⁠—”

She laughed at my flustered response, shaking her head. “No, it’s fine. I’m just having a tough time reconciling this guy,”—she indicated me by waving her hand up and down—“to the guy we met before the Tower opened. I think we all are, a little bit.”

I nodded in understanding. “Do they think I’m full of shit?”

She shrugged. “Honestly, it’s hard to bury our heads in the sand when I have a new class out of nowhere and Jerome has a freakin’ Iron Man suit nestled directly in his…soul?” She shook her head. “It’s a bit much, but we all agreed something weird happened between the Tower opening and now.”

I snorted. “That’s an understatement.” Nearly everyone—Co’xatl and human—had made their way through the portal and it was time for me to make a decision about Lacy’s request in the last redo. I had been waffling back and forth on this all day and I wasn’t even sure if Lacy would want to come with me to see Hiko and the Kaori. But it felt wrong to keep that option from her when she had been so adamant about it. “Lacy, there’s something I’ve been meaning to talk to you about…”

Her eyes narrowed with suspicion and she folded her arms across her chest. “What?”

Not too late to deflect. Tell her some bullshit to keep her safe. Regardless of what she said, she’s not ready to face off against a threat like Astrid or Yuri without the entire team backing us.

But as she stared up at me, she seemed to sense my hesitation. Her expression shifted from suspicion to concern and she put a hand on my arm. “Are you okay, Dirk? What’s wrong?”

Something about that question flipped a switch in my mind. Why did I always insist on doing things solo? Why was I so afraid to lean on others, bring them into my confidence?

Maybe…maybe I was afraid I’d hurt them? Fuck it up like I always seemed to do.

Would it be so bad just to trust one person?

“In the last redo, when we were going over the plan together, you…you specifically requested—well, actually, demanded—” Her eyebrows rose at my characterization of her attitude, but I continued on. “—that I take you with me when I visited the Kaori. You felt that your ability to hide us with your illusions would prevent me from being captured or killed by our enemies in the Hold.” I sighed wearily. “I tried to dissuade you, but you were quite insistent.”

She looked off into the distance, her lips pursed in thought. “And you were wondering if you should tell me or not.” She turned back, a confusing expression on her face. “To protect me.”

“I—well, yeah, I guess so,” I replied.

She nodded as if that confirmed her thoughts. “Well, thank you for that.”

“Thank you?” I asked in surprise.

“Yeah, thank you,” she echoed with a wry smile. “What? You thought I’d be pissed that you cared enough to protect me?”

My mind immediately went back to all the times that exact thing had happened. “I mean…”

She chuckled. “Okay, yeah, that does sound like me.” She took on a thoughtful air as she watched the last few dozen about to pass through the portal. Further down the boulevard, a group of three aliens had stopped to watch our procession. From their dress, they were most likely from Astrid’s organization. “Are those the guys you’ve been worried about?”

“Some of them,” I replied with a nod. “But I don’t see their leader.”

She studied them for a few moments, then scoffed to herself. “They don’t look so tough.” Turning back to me, I saw that she had a wry smile on her face. “Fuck it, I’m in.”


Chapter 3


Shifting Timelines



“Can you create an illusion to throw them off?” I asked Lacy as we eyed the three Beasts down the street.

“Sure. What’d you have in mind?”

“Make it look like we went through the portal while we head for that alley there,” I said, nodding discreetly to the nearest alleyway.

“Easy,” she replied with a shrug. “Tell me when.”

I watched the three Beasts, waiting for their attention to turn away from us before saying, “Now.”

A shimmering materialized in the air, like a heat haze over asphalt. Two figures peeled away from us like a hologram projected in the air. I watched perfect copies of Lacy and I strode toward the portal behind the last of our people. Byron and Jerome approached the projections and I worried that they would ruin the whole thing by touching one of us. But with my enhanced Perception, I heard the projection of Lacy whispering to the two of them.

“Dirk and I are gonna follow up on something here. These are just illusions, so play cool.”

Byron’s eyes went wide and I cringed, waiting for him to do something stupid like shout, ‘Illusions?’ But he recovered a moment later, winking and thumbing his nose like he was in on some big con.

Jerome simply scowled and went through the portal without another word.

The real Lacy nodded toward the alley and we both ran into the shadows between the buildings. From our hidden vantage, I watched the Beasts leave once they realized there were no easy marks in the area.

I felt Lacy’s illusion drop once we were in the clear.

“Damn, good work, Lacy.”

She shrugged, though I noted the tips of her ears flush. “Way easier than using my sketchpad, that’s for sure.”

“So here’s the plan,” I said as we started down the alley. “We need to make contact with the Kaori before they get raided by Astrid and her Beasts. I’ve made a deal with their leader and if we do nothing, I’m pretty certain their entire population gets wiped out.”

Her eyes went wide. “Yeah, okay, that’s probably something we should prevent.”

“Yeah, probably,” I replied wryly. “Now, typically, I meet up with their champion—her name’s Mileen—and she escorts me to the Kaori’s secret village. Occasionally, I’ve found her first, but that doesn’t usually go well. She’s really good at hiding and gets kinda miffed when I out her.”

Lacy scoffed. “You sure it isn’t your charming personality?”

I clutched my chest dramatically. “I don’t know what you mean! Everyone loves me!”

“Uh-huh…”

“Anyways,” I said, pointedly changing the subject. “I suggest that we don’t sneak up on our future ally. Start off on the right foot and all that.”

“Sensible,” she agreed with a nod.

“To that end, she should be hiding somewhere near the main portal. Let’s stroll past and see if she flags us down.”

“And if she doesn’t?”

I shrugged. “Then we head into the nearest alley and wait for her to find us.”

Lacy remained silent and I glanced over to gauge her reaction. She was chewing her lip and purposefully avoiding my gaze.

“What?” I asked.

“It’s just…a little inexact,” she replied skeptically. “Haven’t you done this a bunch of times already?”

“A few, yes.” I tried to keep the defensiveness out of my voice. “But there’s a lot of moving parts!”

“Uh-huh.”

“It’s a very fluid situation!” She nodded but remained unconvinced. “The timelines are different this go around!”

“Okay, okay,” she said with a chuckle. “I believe you!”

“It sure doesn’t feel like⁠—”

I cut off as a pins and needles feeling passed over my body. I tapped into my Fate energy and began scanning the surrounding alleyway. Garbage and discarded objects lined each side of the alley. The sun was low on the horizon, as if it were early morning on the First Floor, and the shadows were heavy. Squinting, I struggled to pierce the darkness to see if Mileen was hiding nearby.

“What is it?” Lacy asked.

I held up my hand and lowered my voice. “I think we’re being watched.”

“Your contact?”

Logically, it made sense that if anyone could watch us unobserved, it would be Mileen. But something about the sensation crawling up the back of my neck told me this wasn’t some idle game of hide-and-go-seek with the Unseen Champion.

I pulled my diskslinger out and immediately fired, sending three buzzing disks arcing high into the sky. Another began forming immediately, a slight pull on my Friction core as the grey energy collected into the primary slot.

Lacy jumped in surprise. “What are you doing⁠—”

“You have sharp senses,” a voice said from up ahead. A shimmering formed in the air, revealing Astrid Black-Eye standing in our path. She had a rictus grin on her face, her eyes wide while her Black-Eye flipped between Lacy and me. “I noticed you two slinking off into the shadows and just had to investigate.”

“Who are you?” Lacy asked.

“Astrid Black-Eye,” I supplied before the Beast could answer. I kept my tone casual, but inside I was seething.

How could I have been so careless? On the final run!

Astrid preened, rocking her shoulders back and forth with a pleased look. “Oh, so you’ve heard of me?”

She hadn’t attacked yet, so there was still a chance. An open fight with an Adept on the final run was too risky. And I feared as soon as she truly unveiled her Eye upon us, we’d both be too weighed down to flee. But I knew that her power relied on line-of-sight, much like Yuri’s.

I just needed a distraction…

“You’re the leader of the Beasts of Chaos, right?” I asked, stalling for time.

She shrugged in a show of humility. “For now, I’m the strongest. So, for now, I’m the leader.”

I nodded as if that was interesting. “Let me guess, you want to recruit us?”

She pursed her lips out in an exaggerated pucker, pressing her finger to them as if deep in thought. After a moment, she said, “Well, that was my original intention. But you said some things that I’m just dying to hear more about.” My heart skipped a beat as I realized what she meant and remembered what we had been talking about. “I am oh, so curious how you knew about our raid on the Kaori? A triple cross, perhaps⁠—”

She cut off as my disk came arcing down at her like a falling falcon. Her eyes shot to the sky as I pulled the portal token into my hand.

“Go!” I shouted as I crushed the token. A whoosh sounded as the blue portal materialized directly in front of me, blocking Astrid’s line of sight. I reached out to grab Lacy’s hand when my limbs suddenly became heavy. Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted Astrid—not behind the portal, but right beside me, her manic grin only inches from my face.

How? The person talking to us had been an illusion? The real Astrid had been within striking range the entire time?

“You’re clever, little bird. But I’ve got a trick or two as well.”

“You’re not the only one, bitch!”

The Lacy at my side dematerialized and a heavy push in my back sent me flying into the portal. I passed through the blue wall and appeared inside my Personal Space with a stumble.

“Lacy!” I shouted, turning to burst back through the portal.

When I popped through, the portal snapped shut behind me. I whirled in a circle, scanning the alley. But there was no sign of Lacy or Astrid.

How? It had only been a second—maybe two. My two remaining disks were like beacons in my spiritual vision, flying high above and ready to dive down upon the real Astrid at a moment’s notice. But realization hit me and I switched my focus to my Fate energy. Astrid was an illusion specialist and, unlike Lacy, had decades, if not centuries, to master her abilities. She could be right behind me, Lacy in her grip, and I wouldn’t even know it.

Fanning out tendrils of Fate energy like spokes on a wheel, I encompassed the entire alleyway. Impressions trickled back, slow at first, then picking up speed. They seeped into my mind and I had to split my concentration to parse them while also maintaining the connections to my energy.

An agonizing minute passed as the scene coalesced in my mind. I desperately wanted to rush the process and force the images to materialize faster. For all I knew, Lacy was in a fight for her life while I stood there waiting for my Fate energy to become useful. That thought threatened to shatter my energy control and I forced it down. The energy connection solidified, and the scene of our brief fight overlaid across the physical alley.

In my mind, I could see Lacy and I facing off against Astrid. But the Astrid I had been talking to had a translucent quality, nearly see-through. Then I spotted the real Astrid, standing a foot behind me, her face serene. Of all things, that shocked me the most. Astrid had always had a demented look on her face, bordering on psychotic. But instead of her usual unhinged smile, she had a thoughtful expression as she studied the back of my head.

Mid-conversation, the image of Lacy bisected, the real Lacy stepping a few feet away to survey the scene. When my disk fell from the sky and passed through the illusion of Astrid, the real Astrid revealed herself at my shoulder. She had plastered on her manic grin sometime between the disk falling and her dropping the illusion, but I hadn’t seen exactly when the transition occurred.

Was Astrid’s crazy demeanor all an act? Was she playing everyone around her, including Yuri and all the Climbers?

Before I could dive deeper into that line of thought, I saw myself pop the token as the real Lacy shoved me through the portal. With Lacy’s illusion shattered, Astrid took hold of her with her superior power, locking her in place. A moment later, I saw myself jumping back through the portal, looking around blankly.

Astrid and Lacy were only feet away as Astrid forcibly slapped what I recognized as Starsteel-empowered manacles around Lacy’s wrists. Then she hoisted Lacy onto her shoulders and took off out of the alley at a run. With the girl strung across her back, the hold of Astrid’s power dissipated. I saw Lacy suddenly unfreeze, kicking and punching against Astrid’s back and head. But the blows seemed to have no effect as Astrid continued running around the corner and out of sight.

I stared stupidly after the projection for a single moment, then took off at a sprint to follow the images. As I turned the corner, I saw a glimpse of Astrid’s back as she turned down another alley up ahead.

With my Fate energy projecting the image of Astrid and Lacy, I couldn’t cycle my Mass energy to bump up my Agility. All the same, I managed to catch up to their ghostly afterimage after a burst of mundane speed. But no matter how I tried to alter the intent of the energy, I couldn’t make the projection speed up. It was trailing behind the real Astrid and Lacy by a minute and I was afraid to take any shortcuts or take to the roofs in case I lost them.

So all I could do was follow and hope Astrid let her guard down so I could…

What? What was my plan?

Even if I caught up and managed to attack Astrid, there were too many variables. Could I take Astrid in an open fight, with only my Fate energy revealing her true positioning? And that was assuming I managed to alter the energy enough to pierce her illusion rather than give me the afterimage seconds or even minutes later. Then there was Lacy to consider. With her power cut off by the Starsteel manacles, she wouldn’t be able to help in the fight. And most of my attacks weren’t exactly subtle. There was a good chance she got caught in the crossfire, even if Astrid didn’t explicitly utilize her as a hostage.

Think, Dirk! Think!

Going back to my Personal Space for help wasn’t an option. I’d lose the trail and God knows what would happen to Lacy. Then again, how many places could Astrid realistically take her? I already knew where the Beasts’ stronghold was—had even been a prisoner there myself—so I could assume that was the most likely place Astrid would go.

But what if she didn’t? What if Astrid had safe houses all over the Hold? By all accounts, she had been here for decades. It stood to reason that she would have more than one place to store prisoners, seeing as they had originally intended to forcibly convert hundreds of humans, Jree, and Co’xatl.

That thought gave me pause. In all my trips to the Hold, I had never seen more than half a dozen Beasts of Chaos or Champions of Order in a single place. How could four or five Beasts intend to capture that many people, even in staggered groups? Did they plan on just slapping Starsteel manacles on every person and herd them to their dungeon? Granted, most Climbers were low level and wouldn’t stand a chance against just Astrid, let alone a handful of Beasts. But that was because we had rushed to the Hold rather than get here organically. If things had played out the way the Integration Guide intended, nobody would have reached the Hold for multiple days. By that point, they’d have slain at least one mini-boss and probably some golden mobs as well. A group that managed to do that would be much more of a challenge to Astrid and her people.

Had I been overestimating the factions of the Hold this entire time? Were these terrifying groups of powerful aliens actually just the dregs of a larger organization that I hadn’t met yet? Now that I thought back to my own incarceration in the Beasts’ dungeon, their stronghold had been pitifully undermanned. When Murn had turned out to be an illusion of Astrid, I had assumed she had emptied out the stronghold to facilitate our escape so I could lead her to Mileen.

But what if the stronghold was empty…because they had no personnel to man it?

If the entirety of Astrid’s forces were the handful of aliens I’d seen over my redos, then there was a chance we could take Lacy back. All I needed were some allies…

That thought made me recall Astrid’s raid on the Kaori. There had been no doubt in Hiko and Mileen’s mind when word had come of the Beasts’ raid. They feared them and had fled in response. But in no redo had I actually witnessed the raid. For all I knew, it had just been Astrid and her limited number of cronies.

Was I willing to gamble Lacy’s life on this idea?


Chapter 4


Unlikely Allies



No matter what I thought about Astrid or the inconsistencies of the Hold, I had to follow the Fate projections just in case. If Astrid went anywhere except her stronghold, I’d never find Lacy.

A few minutes later, the projection of Lacy and Astrid led to that familiar location. I wasn’t exactly pleased about Lacy being held prisoner in the Beasts’ headquarters, but at least it was a known entity. With a basic idea of its makeup, I could at least plan Lacy’s rescue with some foresight.

On an overlooking rooftop, I watched the Beasts’ stronghold for any movement. Though, I knew Astrid could hide herself from me with her powers. And at this distance, my Fate energy couldn’t project far enough to reach the stronghold gate. All I could do was gameplan and act fast.

The question now was: try to sneak in solo and take my chances, or gather as many allies as possible and try the brute force method.

Though I was partial to the brute force method personally, I also had to acknowledge that it was the higher-risk plan. Even if I gathered the bulk of the Kaori’s fighting force—all five of them—and as many Co’xatl as possible, there was still the possibility that Astrid would just kill Lacy as a ‘fuck you’ to me and my allies.

The third option was to enlist a small strike force and try for a breakout. But⁠—

A familiar voice behind me ripped me from my thoughts.

“Pardon me. Would you mind⁠—”

I whirled around to see Watcher Yuri standing casually on the rooftop behind me. My stomach flipped and I acted on instinct. The diskslinger was in my left hand even as I pulled out my katana in my right. For a precious half-second, I scanned my Inventory for a portal token to no avail.

Inwardly, I cursed myself as I fired three disks high up at an angle on the off chance I could control them to come around the Watcher. At the same time, I threw myself backward off the roof. I fully expected Yuri to pin me in place with his telekinesis, and so I was quite surprised when I found myself falling through the air toward the street below.

Before I could react, my back thudded into the cobblestones below, my head cracking against the road. The air whooshed out of my body and my head felt heavy as I tried to stand. I released the Fate energy cycling through my body and swapped over to my Mass core. My Strength and Endurance shot up, helping me fight through the pain and dizziness.

Far too slowly, I got to my feet and prepared to run. But something stopped me in place, and it wasn’t Yuri’s powers. The incongruity of the situation struck me and I realized that in my panic, I had ignored a few critical details. Yuri’s arms had been held up in a peaceful gesture when I had turned. Which was odd, but I wouldn’t put it past these old monsters to be crafty, even with an advantage.

But no, that didn’t feel right. He had the drop on me and hadn’t taken it. Instead, he had very politely warned me of his presence, affecting a non-hostile stance as I faced him.

And though I had a high opinion of my abilities and reaction speed usually, I knew that I had been far too slow in this instance. Yuri had shown multiple times that he was faster than me, both physically and magically. He should have been able to lock me down instantly.

“You okay down there?”

I craned up to see Yuri standing at the roof edge, a concerned expression visible under his hat’s wide brim.

What was his game? Why give up his advantage and give me a possible escape? Why was he staring down at me with an open look of concern when he had never been friendly in the past?

In the back of my mind, I felt my connection to the three disks buzzing through the air. Yuri’s back was exposed. It would be so simple to direct them through his spine and remove a massive threat from the board.

But he wasn’t acting like a massive threat. In fact, as I looked up at him from the street, he almost seemed confused.

“I’m fine,” I called up. I had decided that I needed more information before I struck first. The disk dissipated in mid-air as I released the energy.

“That’s good,” he replied. “Could I have a few minutes of your time?”

He was being so damn polite it made me almost regret releasing the disk’s energy. I could trust his open contempt from before. But this…?

“Do you plan on attacking me?” I asked. Though I imagined a being as old as Yuri would be an excellent liar, I was at a bit of a loss on how to proceed. It couldn’t hurt to just ask.

His head tilted and he raised his eyebrows in an innocent expression. “Attack you? No, absolutely not. If I wanted to attack, I wouldn’t have announced my presence earlier.”

Well, it was hard to argue with that logic—unless he needed something from me.

“Will you sign a Soul Contract attesting to that?”

An embarrassed look crossed his face as he lifted his hat and scratched at his thinning hair. “I’m afraid that’s impossible. I—uh, I’d rather talk about it in private.” The pedestrian traffic was sparse on the street—only a couple people had passed by as we talked. When they had noticed Yuri up above, they had sped off in a hurry. Though I generally would have preferred a public discussion, the truth was that there was no higher authority in the Hold that I was aware of. If Yuri decided to fold me in half, no one would even bat an eye.

I eyed the street, then the distance between the Watcher and me. There was still time to flee. But my Fate energy wasn’t sending me any impending sense of danger and I was pretty sure Yuri could snatch me even from the rooftop if he really wanted to.

Which meant he actually wanted to talk.

“I’m willing to talk, but not in your line of sight,” I called up. “Meet me down in the alleys and stay around the corner. If you try to come around, I’m out of here.”

He nodded and disappeared from view. This was it, this was the time to run if I was planning on it. But Lacy was being held captive right down the street and I couldn’t rescue her if I was running my ass off in the other direction. And to be honest, I found myself just too damn curious.

Heading off the street and into the nearest alley, I sent my Fate energy questing forward, searching for Yuri’s location. Up ahead and around the corner, I felt his presence. He had paused in the alley out of sight just like I had asked.

“What can I help you with, Watcher?” I asked. Even though I couldn’t see him physically, my Fate energy gave me a sense of his positioning and his mood to a certain degree. That was why I couldn’t help but notice him flinch at his own name.

“Watcher…is that what you know me as?” he asked hesitantly.

This was getting stranger by the minute. But I didn’t have time to dance around whatever the hell was going on.

“What is this?” I asked. “What’s your game?”

In my mind’s eye, I could see him chewing his lip. I realized that he didn’t have his characteristic wheat between his teeth. Through the Fate energy, I could sense his hesitation, sense just how uncomfortable he was.

“There’s no game,” he eventually replied. “I woke up this morning in a strange bed, wearing strange clothes, with no idea how I got here.” My blood ran cold, a shiver trailing up my spine that had nothing to do with my Fate energy. “My only clue—the only thing I could latch onto—was this connection in my soul. For some reason, it brought me to you.”

“The Soul Contract…” I muttered.

He perked up at that. “Soul Contract? We signed a Soul Contract? So we must know each other.” In my mind, I saw him take a step forward.

“Stop! Not another step,” I demanded, edging back toward an escape route.

He froze instantly, then retreated. “Sorry, sorry, I-I just got excited. Do we know each other?” The longing in his voice was almost pitiful—if I didn’t have the memory of his snapping Mileen’s neck like a twig looping through my mind.

“We…know each other,” I replied hesitantly. How to play this? If he truly was an amnesiac, could I leverage the situation to my advantage? “We’re friends, of a sort,” I added, deciding to gamble.

“Friends?” he asked skeptically. “The way you jumped off the roof when I appeared suggests otherwise. The fact that you won’t even let me look at you is tough to reconcile with friendship.”

Shit! I’d responded too hastily. Wracking my brain, I struggled to come up with a lie to cover my slip-up. “Last time we saw each other, you went wild,” I said quickly. “Attacking anyone and everyone around you. You noticed the people passing by earlier, right? The way they looked at you? Everyone’s a little cautious around you right now—me included.”

My whole body was tense, my legs bent and ready to sprint away if he wasn’t buying my bullshit.

“Went wild…” he repeated to himself.

“Yeah,” I added hastily. The more I could keep him off balance, the less time he’d have to see through my bullshit. “You’re a Watcher of this city—like the police or town guard. Does any of that make sense to you?”

He nodded, rubbing his hand against his jaw. “I understand the words, I just…can’t remember how I got here. I’m an outer member of the Ardent Rose sect. If you have some way to contact them, I’d be forever in your debt.”

Ardent Rose sect? What the hell?

“What do you remember last?” I asked, trying to piece the puzzle together.

“I was in the Zenith sector. There were reports of a D-grade Rift Storm and I was going to try my luck,” he replied. He chewed his lip in thought, then shook his head. “After that, nothing. I don’t even remember entering a Rift.” His eyes went wide and he snapped his fingers. “What year is it? 3049?”

Shit, what year? I considered lying so as not to betray my ignorance. But getting caught in a lie sounded even worse. And if I had to guess, 3049 was probably many hundreds, if not thousands, of years in the past. That was the kind of information that could break a person though, so I didn’t suggest it.

“I’ll be honest…I don’t know.” His shoulders noticeably dropped in my mind’s eye. “But from what you’ve told me,”—His head snapped up—“we’re all stuck in this Tower. I believe you have a condition or maybe a Quest to get you out of here.”

“A Quest…” He stared off into space, presumably combing through his interface. “What is…an Unseen Champion?”

Oof, that was a line of questioning that could only lead to trouble. “I’m not sure…”

“Damn! Do you have any idea what caused my memory loss, at least?”

Obviously, it was related to him violating his Soul Contract with me. But as I was about to feign ignorance, an idea began to form. I sensed an opportunity.

“Not what, but who,” I answered. “I’m guessing the name Astrid Black-Eye doesn’t mean anything to you?”

He shook his head. “No, should it?”

“She’s a vile human that runs a sort of gang in this city. Last time I saw her, you were in an altercation together and you had to put her down rough. I suspect she held a grudge. If I were you, I’d consider her as my first stop.”

“Astrid Black-Eye, Astrid Black-Eye,” he repeated her name, likely hoping it would spark a memory. “Okay, any idea where I can find her?”

I very purposefully kept the smile off my face and the glee out of my tone as I replied. “Actually, that’s her stronghold right there off the street we came from. She’s taken a friend of mine and I was scouting the place out before I attempted a rescue.”

“She sounds like trouble,” Yuri said.

“You’ve got that right. I believe her Quest is related to kidnapping and forcibly enlisting innocents into her affiliation.”

“And no one stops her?” he asked incredulously.

I coughed into my fist to suppress a laugh. “Actually, you’re the law around here. If anyone is gonna stop her, it’s you.”

“Me? I’m only a middling Adept. Are there no Adjudicators in the Sector to uphold basic law?”

How much to say? Aw, fuck it. I had a missile standing ten feet away from me, so I might as well aim it toward Lacy’s kidnapper.

“As far as I can tell, you’re the strongest person in this city.”

He snorted, then paused when I didn’t follow up with the punchline. “You’re serious?”

“Afraid so. To that point, do you still have your powers? The amnesia or whatever happened didn’t cut you off…” Or burn out your cores, I thought but didn’t say.

“My stats are pretty much in line with my memories. My energy is cycling just fine.” I felt a fluctuation of power and heard the sound of something whipping through the air before crashing against a wall. “Everything seems to be normal.”

Excellent…

“Well, I have a suggestion, if you’re up to hear it.”

“Of course,” he replied earnestly. “You’re literally my only lifeline to getting some answers.”

“Not your only lifeline,” I said pointedly. “I propose we go find out what Ms. Black-Eye knows about your situation. And if she doesn’t give you the answers you need, I’ll be more than happy to help in any capacity I can to get to the bottom of your memory loss.”

“You-You’d do that?”

The desperation in his voice almost made me feel bad for the guy.

“Of course…what are friends for?”


Chapter 5


The Rabbit



“Ipromise not to ‘go wild’ or anything,” Yuri said. “Can I come around the corner now?”

Despite knowing with pretty solid certainty that Yuri didn’t have his memories of our previous fights—unless he was the best Goddamn actor in the Integrated Universe—I still felt a cold sweat forming on my lower back. What if my face in close proximity awakened his memories and he snapped me in half with his mind? What if his brain was just going through the System equivalent of a reboot, and memories came rushing back in at the worst time?

But in the end, having Yuri by my side as I stormed the Beasts’ stronghold was the ultimate trump card. Astrid had been totally cowed in the last redo when I’d shown her his severed head. And I’d seen Yuri effortlessly beat her down before.

Taking a deep breath, I said, “Okay, you’re fine. Come on over.”

He stepped from around the corner, his wide-brimmed hat pushed back to reveal his eyes. They studied me and I studied him in turn. He looked much the same, though his expression was much less bored and surly, more friendly and curious. Also, he looked naked without his piece of wheat sticking from his lips.

“Nice cape,” he said after a moment. I felt animosity spark from Red, though she didn’t make any hasty moves. She wasn’t as forgiving as I was, apparently.

“Thanks,” I replied absentmindedly. “So, plans. We could go on the roof and scout out the situation, decide on something prudent and measured. But to be honest, my friend’s already been in there longer than I’d like. She could be getting tortured even as we speak.”

“I see,” he replied seriously. “What do you suggest?”

“We walk right through the front fucking door.”

The corners of his lips turned down in a frown and I could tell right away he didn’t like that idea.

“You’re sure I’m the strongest cultivator here?”

I nodded confidently. “Absolutely. Everyone falls into line when you’re around. I did see Astrid get a bit mouthy with you one time and you taught her a lesson quite easily.”

“Hmm.” His frown deepened. “That doesn’t sound like me. I generally don’t enjoy flexing my strength over weaker opponents.”

If he wasn’t so damn useful, I would have laughed in his face. In my experience, that was exactly what he enjoyed doing.

“Like I said,” I quickly added. “She’s not a good person. She deserved worse than you gave her to be honest.”

He nodded. “I’ll take your word for it.” He paused, moving to the edge of the alley to look at the stronghold. “The fortifications and size of the building suggest a significant cultivator presence. Are you certain we two are enough to rescue your friend and cow this Astrid individual?”

“I won’t lie and say I’m one hundred percent certain.” I waffled my head from side to side. “But I’d say ninety percent.” I could see him considering my words, so I added, “Even if it was fifty-fifty, I’m going in there.” My eyes darkened as I came to his side and examined the stronghold. “That bitch has my friend.”

He gave one resolute nod, then stepped from the alleyway. “Then we must go.”

I hesitated a moment, a little surprised by how quickly he had been convinced, then hurried to catch up to him.

“Any plan?” I asked as we neared the gate.

“Wing it,” he replied with a shrug.

When the lone guard standing outside the gate saw us approaching, he hopped up from where he had been lounging, standing at attention like we were important officials.

“Watcher Yuri!” he exclaimed. “What brings you here?” I recognized this guard as the one Astrid—magicked to look like Murn—had bowled over when we had made our escape. He eyed me suspiciously but made no comment.

“I’m here to see Astrid Black-Eye,” Yuri replied with a bit too much bluster. “Take me and my associate to her this instant.”

Despite his overacting, the guard blanched at his command. His voice trembled as he said, “She’s occupied with important business, Watcher. Could I relay a message⁠—”

Yuri waved his hand and the port door to the side burst open.

“You may not.” Then he strode through the door without another word.

With wide eyes and a bit of a smirk, I hastened to follow the retreating figure as he walked into the stronghold. The guard made to follow us, then glanced at his post, staring after us with indecision.

Leave the gate unmanned or let Yuri stroll through their stronghold by himself. Not great choices.

After a few seconds—once Yuri was nearly across the courtyard and at the main door—the guard chose the lesser of two evils. He sprinted across the courtyard to open the door for Yuri.

“Let me accompany you, Watcher Yuri. The castle is big and I would not want you to get lost when your business is so critical.”

Yuri nodded tersely as if responding was beneath him.

As for me, I followed closely behind, scanning every nook, cranny, and defensive placement in the courtyard. Again, I couldn’t help but notice how undermanned this stronghold was. My previous visit here hadn’t been a fluke—there was really only a single guard at the gate and two guards manning the top of the wall.

For a stronghold of this size, there should have been half a dozen on the walls and at least a dozen more training in the courtyard or going about their business.

Instead, it felt like a ghost town.

But why were their numbers so limited? Were the majority of their forces arranged to raid the Kaori? That thought filled my stomach with lead, but there was nothing I could do for Mileen and Hiko right now. Lacy came first, as much as it pained me to leave them to their fate.

I pushed thoughts of Mileen and Hiko from my mind as the guard led us into the stronghold. The entryway was exactly as I had seen it last time—a table in the corner with a half-full bottle of wine and a handful of strewn-about papers on its surface. One door led off into a wing I hadn’t explored, while the other led down into the dungeons.

The guard went over to that door and took out a keyring. He fumbled the ring as he rushed to find the correct one. After dropping the entire set with a clang, he cast a wide-eyed look toward Yuri before hurrying to pick them up.

“Apologies, Watcher.”

Yuri affected a bored expression and waved his hand as if to say, ‘get on with it.’

The man quickly mastered his nerves and slotted the key into the door. The hinges complained with a horrendous creak as the man pulled open the door.

“After you,” the guard said with a slight tremor in his voice.

Yuri indicated that I should lead with a slight nod and I was all too happy to oblige. It was taking everything in me not to sprint ahead to rescue Lacy and slap the taste out of Astrid’s mouth.

But I managed to keep my pace level as I took the stairs. Cycling my Fate energy, I projected it outward, highlighting the narrow corridor and the landing below.

I wasn’t going to be caught out by Astrid’s illusion control anymore.

Behind me, I heard Yuri and the guard follow. The man loudly cleared his throat, obviously working up the courage to ask a question.

“Out with it,” Yuri demanded imperiously. Though I was beginning to believe his amnesia was real, he was doing a damn good impression of the arrogant cultivator surrounded by underlings.

“Uh, pardon me, Watcher. I was just wondering as to the nature of your visit.” He lowered his voice and without a maxed-out Perception, I couldn’t quite catch the next part.

Yuri cleared my confusion up with a bark. “It’s none of your damn concern why the Climber is with me! And no, you may not inquire.” I glanced over my shoulder to see the guard wilting in place. I could practically see his asshole puckering under Yuri’s glare. “In fact, I think we can manage from here. Give us directions and be on your way.”

The man gulped, his Adam’s apple bobbing visibly. “Watcher, I can’t do that⁠—”

“Can’t?” Yuri asked quietly, his tone dangerous. The shift in volume was off-putting, even knowing he was just playing the part.

And if I was off-put, the Beast escorting us was damn near crying. I had to imagine he’d seen Yuri snap a neck or two from the way he was frozen in place.

“Apologies, Watcher! I misspoke! Down these stairs, to the left, third door on the right.” The man was up the steps and out of sight within moments.

I eyed Yuri with a surprised expression and he looked back just as shocked. With a quick glance behind him to verify the guard was gone, he turned back and shrugged.

“You’re scary good at that,” I said before turning back. Now that the guard was gone, I started taking the stairs two at a time, just short of a run. My Fate energy didn’t fill the space as fast as I could move—almost like a lag that I had to account for—otherwise, I’d be doing a hundred-yard dash that would make my Olympic times look like a toddler’s first steps.

But as we neared the bottom of the stairs, I felt my pulse begin to quicken, my palms sweating. Red was tense, too, the anticipation of a life-or-death struggle priming the cape’s killer instinct.

Pulling my diskslinger into my left hand, my katana in my right, I prepared to fight Astrid Black-Eye.

When I turned the corner, Astrid was standing there, her eyes narrowed in confusion as her Black-Eye flared wide. Almost too late, I realized that there were two of her. The one only five feet in front of me was the real one and it was her that wore the confused expression. Behind her, about fifty down the hall, stood her illusory doppelganger. And that Astrid wore the manic grin that I had come to associate with the leader of the Beasts.

Schooling my expression with every ounce of self-control, I focused my eyes on the distant Astrid, pretending as if I couldn’t see the real one standing before me. It was so damn strange, though. The real Astrid wasn’t showing any signs of her usual batshit crazy act. No rictus grin or bugged-out eyes or…any expression at all, really. Except for a suspicious look.

“It’s such a pleasure to meet again,” the illusory Astrid called from down the hall. The real one edged a step closer, examining me as if she had nothing to fear in all the world. “What brings my little⁠—”

She cut off as soon as Yuri came into sight, the true Astrid suddenly showing real emotion as she took a halting step back.

In an instant, she dispelled the illusion, her real self becoming visible to both my Fate energy and my normal eyesight.

“Yuri?” she exclaimed. “What—” She cast me an accusatory look, then adopted her manic façade once more. With a silly grin, she surveyed the both of us. “What a pleasure it is to see you both. My favorite Watcher and my new best friend, coming to visit at the same time!”

I was itching to stab her directly in the face. But I managed to hold myself back…for now. If Lacy was hurt, though, I’d burn this whole damn place to the ground with Astrid inside.

“Astrid,” Yuri replied with a nod. “I’ve come to retrieve the girl.”

There was a shift in her face that my Fate energy couldn’t miss. A subtle illusion played across her features, hiding her true expression. To my mundane vision, she seemed coy and playfully surprised. But through the sight granted by Fate, I saw a fire ignite in her eyes, her nose wrinkling in a snarl. It was only an instant but clear as day.

Astrid was fuming.

“Girl?” she asked innocently. “I don’t know who you could mean.”

Yuri took a single step forward and I glanced over to see his face darken. “Don’t push me.” A frisson of energy passed off him like a wave of force. The walls trembled slightly as loose stones and dirt were displaced by the subtle show of power.

Astrid’s illusion, along with her acting, dropped in an instant and she sighed. Turning to me, she asked with a deadpan expression, “So you’ve signed a Soul Contract, then?”

I was so thrown off by her shifting expressions that I took a moment to process a response. How had she come to that conclusion so quickly?

And why did she ask with such a bland tone?

Before I could regain my footing, she nodded as if my silence was answer enough.

“Congratulations are in order then, Yuri?” she asked, confusing me even further. To Yuri’s credit, he kept his own expression neutral. “I’ll admit, you deserve to get out of the game. Heavens know how long you’ve been at this.” She shook her head with a rueful laugh. “Centuries, I’d imagine. To think, you were this close to snagging the rabbit and ending your servitude.” She held her arms out wide in a victorious stance. “Unfortunately for you, I’m just one step ahead.”

“What are you talking about!” I demanded, whipping my sword up to her neck.

She eyed the blade with an amused look, then dismissed me with a snort.

“I can’t imagine what you were thinking, not guarding those little rats once the first Climbers popped through.” I glanced at Yuri in confusion, then remembered he must have been just as puzzled as me. A narrowing of his eyes was the only tell he gave, but Astrid seemed to realize something was off. She tilted her head, licking her lips in thought. “Huh. That wasn’t an oversight, was it?”

Yuri said nothing, playing the role to perfection. I had to resist my natural inclination to open my mouth and ruin everything.

Astrid glanced between the two of us, suspicion forming in her eyes. The third eye on her forehead was wide, though I could only see that through the effects of my Fate energy; she had cast a subtle illusion to make it appear closed.

The silence was beginning to grow awkward, so Yuri took a gamble. With a chuckle, he shook his head. “No, Astrid. It wasn’t an oversight.”

The rage renewed, though she kept an illusory, placid façade—presumably to throw me off. She didn’t seem to expect her magic to work on Yuri.

And man, was it working. I wanted to ask, What the fuck are you talking about? I wanted to shout it. She had been talking in code for minutes now and all I could think about was Lacy chained up in one of these cells, cold and scared and cut off from her power.

“How?” she asked in a surprisingly candid tone. “I accelerated the raid as soon as I overheard the brat.” I assumed I was the brat. “I can’t think of any way you managed to secure the rabbit before my people made their move.”

Rabbit? That was the second time she’d used that word. Was it in relation to the Kaori? Hiko? Mileen? Or maybe it was her inside person, Neeka? But what was the significance of this rabbit?

“That’s for me to know,” Yuri replied, continuing to play the part.

“We’ve always had a candid relationship, Yur-yur.” Yur-yur…the fuck? Astrid glanced at me and pursed her lips. “Is it this one you’re worried about? Here⁠—”

Her Black-Eye swiveled to me and I felt Astrid’s power wash over me. I panicked for a moment, then realized I still had control of my limbs. My instinct was to ram my katana through her neck, but she turned to Yuri as if nothing had happened. To my ears, Astrid and Yuri continued a pleasantly vague conversation about double-crosses and capturing the rabbit. But through my Fate energy, a second conversation overlaid across the first. It was partially garbled, as if passing through water or glass, but I still managed to lock in on the true conversation she had kicked off in secret.

“—Okay, cut the shit,” the true Astrid said in a casual manner. “How’d you do it and what do I need to do for you to take me out of this Heavens-forsaken hole?”


Chapter 6


Props in a Play



Yuri stood stock-still, his face completely neutral. But knowing that he didn’t have any fucking clue what was going on any more than me meant that things would begin to unravel in moments if I didn’t intervene.

So I pressed my katana against Astrid’s neck and shoved her away from Yuri. The illusion she was casting to fool me stumbled back with a look of shock and amusement. The real Astrid also stumbled back but with an expression of true surprise that quickly resolved into anger.

“You two don’t get to gab until I know where Lacy is. Take me to her, or we’re gonna see just how ironclad this Soul Contract is.”

Astrid—the real one—growled in frustration and I felt her power begin to fluctuate. But after a moment, she let it go and the two versions of her coincided for once.

“Of course, little bird. Right this way.” She began sauntering down the hall. With a glance over her shoulder, she said to Yuri, “Hold that thought, Watcher. We have to appease the mice for the moment.”

My diskslinger hung heavy in my hand, my finger itching on the trigger. If I fired it off into her back, would it be enough to kill her? If it wasn’t, could I count on Yuri to have my back? Though he would be an idiot to count on this duplicitous psycho, she had been on the cusp of explaining the situation to Yuri—the perfect bait for an amnesiac. All I could offer him was vague nothings about friendship and the slimmest sliver of insight into his situation in the Hold.

But as Astrid led us deeper into the dungeon, I couldn’t help but have some questions myself. Yuri and Astrid had always been antagonistic in public, but she had a pet name for the Watcher? And when she had thought I couldn’t hear her, she had flipped demeanors in an instant, asking for candidness between the two of them about something called a rabbit.

Maybe Yuri and I could torture Astrid for not only the secrets of Yuri’s memories but also their purpose in the Hold. There were so many things that didn’t mesh up with the Beasts, the Champions, Yuri, the Kaori—even the Hold. This was supposedly the place the separate factions had resided for centuries, but they were so equally matched that no one side had ever gained the advantage. Why had Yuri employed me to bring Mileen out into the open when Astrid was clearly willing and able to delve into the sewers to find her?

Too many questions, and the only answers lay in the mind of an amnesiac and the demented creature now escorting me to Lacy.

We stopped in front of a cell door and I looked over Astrid’s shoulder to see Lacy sitting in a familiar metal chair bolted to the floor. She had her Starsteel manacles on still and her hair was tousled, but otherwise seemed uninjured. When we locked eyes, I smiled while she gaped in surprise.

“Dirk?” she called out. “How did you—” She cut off as Astrid opened the door and stepped in. I shoved past her and rushed over to Lacy.

“I’ll tell you about it later,” I replied with a quick glance at Astrid. At the door, Yuri was waiting, though he only spared Lacy and me a simple look. His eyes were locked on Astrid and a pit began to form in my stomach.

He was hungry for answers. I was, too, but he was starving and desperate, and I could tell he was beginning to forget about the façade he needed to maintain.

We needed to get out of here and fast.

“Unlock her,” I demanded.

Astrid puttered around at the table with all the torture devices, then looked at Yuri.

“It’s strange,” she started. “If you had the rabbit, why haven’t you left the Tower yet? It couldn’t be because you missed pretty little Astrid, could it? No…unless⁠—”

“Unlock her!” I cut her off, raising my diskslinger toward her head, but a weight settled on my arm that held it in place. My Fate energy was still cycling and I didn’t see any illusions emitting from Astrid. With a start, I looked at Yuri.

His hand was half-raised, power coming off him in a wave. Though he was locking me down tight, he only had eyes for Astrid.

“Say that again,” he said slowly.

Astrid continued to aimlessly play with the tools on the table as if only half-listening. “Sorry? Say what again?” Through her illusion, I could see a smile touching the corners of her lips.

Yuri’s eyes were narrowed, his face dark. “Did you say ‘Tower’?”

My stomach flipped even as I tried to wrench my arm free. I tried to swing my other arm up to skewer her with my katana, but I was completely locked in place.

Astrid adopted a confused expression. “Did I? That’s odd. Does that word mean something to you?” she asked innocently.

Yuri looked around the room as if he could see through the walls, straight out onto the Hold. A look of horror passed across his face, his eyes going wide.

“No. No, no, no…it can’t be…I wouldn’t…” His eyes snapped to Astrid, a fire burning in his gaze. “Answer me now. No games or half-truths. Is this one of His Towers?”

Astrid was holding a hammer in her hand, weighing it in her palm. A single shoulder raised in a half-shrug.

Yuri’s power magnified a hundred-fold, filling the room with a pressure so intense that I could scarcely breathe. Behind me, Lacy gasped and I tried to turn toward her, but my body was frozen in place.

“ANSWER ME!” Yuri bellowed, the intensity of his voice painful to my ears.

Astrid also seemed locked in by Yuri’s powers, her face contorted in a stuck smile. Yuri’s power shifted slightly and her smile disappeared, replaced by an annoyed pursing of her lips.

“Of course, Yur-yur. The details are in the Quest…” She cut off, her eyes widening. “Ho ho ho, you don’t have the Quest anymore…do you?”

Yuri’s eyes cast around wildly, scanning the small cell as if looking for the ripcord to eject him from his amnesiatic hell.

“I didn’t sign up for this!” he shouted frantically. “I would never. There’s been some mistake.” He looked up toward the ceiling as if calling out to God. “There’s been a mistake! Let me out!”

Astrid chuckled at his frazzled demeanor. “Yur-yur, there’s no point shouting. It doesn’t care about you or me. We’re just props in this demented play⁠—”

She cut off with a choked gasp, her eyes bugging out like she was being strangled by an invisible force.

“What is it?” Yuri demanded. His eyes narrowed as if Astrid was attempting some ploy. “What’s going on?”

His control faltered, my limbs freeing by a single degree. But it was enough.

“Grade Four restriction, if I had to guess,” I supplied helpfully. Then I pulled the trigger on my diskslinger.

Three buzzsaws made of pure Friction energy shot from the weapon like a bat out of hell. The sound of their passage was cut off a moment later as they embedded in the far wall, then dissipated into motes of grey energy.

In front of me, Astrid’s eyes were stuck wide, her mouth gaping open in shock. A moment later, her head slid from her neck, slapping to the floor with a wet squelch. Hot blood splashed across my boots and legs as I pulled the weapon back into my Inventory.

Notifications filled my vision, but I mentally waved them away. I had bigger concerns.

“WHAT DID YOU DO!” Yuri bellowed.

I tried to turn to him, but iron bands wrapped around every muscle, stopping me mid-movement. Even my lungs struggled to expand past Yuri’s power. His face was a mask of unbridled fury and the pressure on my limbs was beginning to ramp up. I released my Fate energy and dialed up my mass—not enough to break free, but just enough not to be squashed under his power.

It had been a risk killing Astrid, but an unavoidable one. She had the salve to Yuri’s amnesia, and I could tell he would have hopped to her tune if I had given her enough leeway. The only way to beat an opponent with superior strength and knowledge was a blindside and it had worked to perfection.

Now, all I needed to do was survive the next thirty seconds.

Yuri’s chest was pumping like a bellows, his eyes wild with rage. I could tell he was considering smashing me like a used soda can, but I didn’t have that familiar tingling at the back of my neck when I was in danger. Despite all the evidence to the contrary, I felt that Yuri—this Yuri—was far too well-adjusted to murder his last lifeline to a forgotten past. Killing me now would leave him stranded with no one to help him find the answers he needed.

After a tense couple of moments, the fire in his eyes cooled, his shoulders drooping in acceptance. The power holding my jaw released.

“Why?” he asked softly. “Why would you do that?”

“Sorry it had to be like this, Yuri,” I replied. “But look at the woman chained to the chair behind me.” He did, seeming to take in Lacy’s presence for the first time. “Now look at the tools on the table there.” His eyes traced over the hammers, saws, and other torture devices. “Astrid ambushed us, kidnapped her, and was on the verge of torturing her before we showed up. She wasn’t a good person—wasn’t even an honest person. Everything she said or could have said would have been a potential lie. And for someone like you, with no memory to weigh against the bile spewing from her mouth…” I left my words hanging, giving him space to fill in the rest with his imagination.

After a moment, he pursed his lips and sighed. “I understand what you mean. She was obviously desperate to escape this place and would have said anything to do so. But still, we could have discussed that before you murdered her.”

I didn’t say anything, letting the wheels turn in his mind. Anything I said now would sound like an excuse and he seemed to be heading on the right track. He considered Astrid’s body, then shook his head gently.

“Is this really a Tower?” he asked me, his tone resigned.

There was no lying about it now. If nothing else, the restriction on Astrid had proved where we were.

“Yes,” I said simply.

He bit his lip and nodded. “Let me guess. You and I weren’t friends…before I lost my memory, that is.” Before I could reply, he added, “Because you’re a Climber and I’m…” He trailed off, sighing heavily. “And I’m just a prop.”

“What does that mean?” Lacy asked from behind me. “She said that word, too.”

I turned, suddenly remembering that Lacy was still chained up. But I glanced at Yuri to see his expression because I had also been confused by the terms Astrid had been throwing around. And despite his memory gaps, he had seemed to understand what she was talking about—at least, better than I did.

“The Towers are a well-known construct among the Integrated Universe,” Yuri said. As he talked, I boosted my mass and began pulling Lacy’s manacles apart. “The Aspect that runs them,”—He cut off, looking up at the ceiling—“I’m not sure if I’m supposed to say which one exactly.”

“Conflict,” I supplied, ripping the first manacle in half.

His eyes widened. “How could you know that?”

“Later,” I said with a wave of my hand. “Please go on.”

“Hm, well, yes, it is Conflict. My understanding is that there are thousands—possibly hundreds of thousands—of these Towers at any one time.” Lacy’s second manacle shredded like paper in my hands. “And these Towers need antagonists. Beings to pit against the Climbers to give them a challenge and help facilitate their growth.”

Lacy stood up with my help, cracking her neck as she walked over to Astrid.

“Isn’t that why the Tower has the three separate races?” Lacy asked. “To force them into conflict against each other?” She bent down and pulled a knife from her Inventory. She began sawing away at Astrid’s index finger, blood dripping from the wound.

“I’m not an expert,” Yuri said. “These are just rumors I’ve heard.”

“And how do you and Astrid play into this?” I asked. “You’re what? Hired guns?”

“More like slaves, if what I’ve heard is right. Which is why I’d never volunteer for this…farce!”

Lacy snapped Astrid’s finger bone with a grunt, pulling it into her Inventory. I cast a surprised look at her but was too focused on Yuri’s story to question her.

“You said volunteer, I noticed. If you’re a slave, why do you think you volunteered?” I asked.

“That’s something everyone agrees on. Conflict only takes willing participants. Offers Cultivators rewards after a certain period or condition is met in exchange for servitude. Wraps you in an impenetrable geas, too, from what I heard.”

“What’s a geas?” Lacy asked.

Yuri shrugged. “Bit above my grade, but it’s similar to a Soul Contract. More free form, though.”

“Is it related to this Quest Astrid was talking about?” I asked. Walking over to Lacy, I put a hand on her shoulder, giving her a questioning look. She nodded back, turning to face Yuri. There was something off about her demeanor, but I couldn’t pinpoint exactly what was firing off my senses.

“To be honest, I don’t know,” Yuri replied with a sigh. He reached up and rubbed at his forehead. “I just know that I would never sign up. I…I had a friend once, many centuries ago. She stalled out in her cultivation and became desperate. She enlisted with a cohort that volunteered for a Tower run in exchange for a push into the next Stage.” He looked away, his eyes deep in a memory. “She never came back.”

“You say you would never join up,” Lacy said. “Maybe you went looking for her?”

His eyes snapped toward her, making her jump. “That’s—you think?” He shook his head gently. “I…would I do that? Things are so jumbled in my mind. I can’t tell what’s me and what’s not. It’s like something’s been added and something removed, but I can’t figure out where the line is…”

This was a concerning train of thought, because if Yuri lost it, there was nothing we could do to escape, let alone survive. I had no more tricks and he was blocking the door with his body. I needed to distract him before he started spiraling.

“Hey, Astrid mentioned a rabbit in connection with the raid she was leading against the Kaori. Maybe we can find some answers there?”

His eyes lit up. “You know where these people are?”

“Well…yeah, but they’re my friends,” I added. “You’re not gonna try and sacrifice them or murder them to escape the Tower…are you?”

He reared back as if the idea disgusted him. “Absolutely not. I’m from the Ardent Rose Sect,” he proclaimed proudly. “We have strict beliefs concerning the sanctity of life. You may have noticed my reaction when you decapitated Astrid.”

I was wary of that statement. Sure, this version of Yuri seemed like a good enough guy. But he hadn’t mentioned anything about being a pacifist earlier. And honoring the sanctity of life didn’t mean he wouldn’t fuck me or Hiko over if it meant his freedom. Still, I needed to keep him on our good side.

At least until we could ditch him.


Chapter 7


A Climber Enters the Fray



“The question is,” I started, “do we wait for the Beasts to return, or do we go to the underground where the Kaori are and try to intercept?”

“I heard her talking to one of her subordinates,” Lacy said. “I’m pretty sure they have sewer access down here. I bet the Beasts will come back through there.”

The three of us left the cell, leaving Astrid’s decapitated body bleeding out on the floor. The left was where we had come from and it led up the stairs to the front of the stronghold.

“If I had to guess, I imagine the sewer access would be to the right. What do you think, Lacy?” I asked.

She nodded to the right. “He ran that way, so I’m guessing that’s where they’re coming from.” I nodded, and we headed off in that direction.

I would have liked to have a private conversation with Lacy. Something seemed off, and I couldn’t pinpoint what exactly. I wouldn’t say that I was extremely sensitive to people’s emotions, but I’d come to know Lacy over the past redos. There was something to her coldness that was throwing me off. But with Yuri at our back, now wasn’t the time to dive into it.

As we walked down the hallway, I examined my new notifications from killing Astrid.

Level up! You are now a level—Error!

You have reached the level cap for your Stage (level 75). No further levels acquired.

You have received the Enemy of Chaos trait for slaying the leader of the Beasts of Chaos. Creatures of Chaos will be wary in your presence.

You have received the Faction Killer trait for killing the leader of a Tower faction.

You have received the Somebody Stop ME! trait for slaying more than one creature an entire Stage above you. This trait is visible to all creatures a Stage above you with an “EXP+” marker above your head. This trait doubles your experience given upon death. (System Note: this trait replaces your Don’t Put Me in a Box trait)

What the fuck?

That last trait filled me with dread and I quickly opened my Status Sheet and scrolled down to my new traits.

…

Traits:

Enemy of Chaos (New): Damage increased against all creatures of Chaos by 15%. All creatures of Chaos will be wary in your presence.

Faction Killer (New): +10% to faction bonuses.

Don’t Put Me in a Box -> Somebody Stop ME! (Upgraded, Visible to Adept+): +15% -> +25% effectiveness to Spirit stats. Experience granted upon death is doubled.

I closed the Status Sheet with mixed feelings. On one hand, the increase in Spirit stats effectiveness was fantastic. On the other hand, it seemed that the System had put an experience bounty literally on my head that only Adepts and higher could see. Still, I had to take the good with the bad. That was a bridge I’d have to cross later.

We continued to walk down the dungeon hallway, following twists and turns. There were another dozen cells on the left and right as we followed this single path. At the end of the hall, there was a door that was different from the cell doors. It wasn’t made of wood but a sturdy-looking iron. I considered bumping up my mass to try and break through when Lacy pulled up at my side.

“I could comb through her inventory,” Lacy suggested, “see if she has a key⁠—”

But before she could finish, Yuri flexed his power, and the door ripped off of its hinges. Lacy and I jumped back in surprise, but Yuri very carefully maneuvered the giant, thousand-pound door with nothing but his mind. Sliding it to the side, he propped it against the wall, releasing the door with a loud thunk.

“Or you could just do that,” Lacy finished.

I had to admit, it was nice having a powerhouse like Yuri on our side. I was confident I could take out Astrid’s subordinates; they hadn’t seemed nearly as powerful as her in the previous redos. But having Yuri to cow them into mission would be much more preferable. With just Lacy and me, I knew there’d be a fight, but with Yuri at our side, the Beasts would be falling over themselves to do what we asked.

Behind the door, dark steps led down into a damp-smelling sewer and I knew we were on the right track. Even though it didn’t look familiar, it was the same environment as when I had gone down to the Kaori’s hidden village.

“Should we wait here?” I asked. “Or should we go explore?”

“We could set up an ambush,” Lacy suggested.

Yuri strode down the stairs, all the confidence in the world.

“Let’s follow the sewers until we come to a junction. We can wait there for whoever comes,” Yuri said.

Lacy and I nodded, following Yuri. We walked maybe 100 meters before we came to a small room with a three-way junction.

“Should we hide?” I suggested, but before Lacy could respond, sounds began echoing down the leftmost passage. “Oh, never mind.”

We didn’t have to wait long before five Beasts appeared in the sewer passage, dragging Mileen, Murn, Hiko, and the twins with them. Each of the Kaori had Starsteel manacles around their wrists. At the back of the group trailed Neeka, dragging an unconscious Ganto behind her. My gut clenched when I realized that none of the villagers were with them. Had the Beasts slain everyone before capturing the powerful members of the Kaori Council?

We’d get our answer soon because the Beasts saw Yuri and their faces dropped. They hesitated at the passage, but Yuri waved them forward, and they were quick to obey. When Mileen saw Yuri, she gasped, and Hiko turned towards her, her blank eyes questioning.

“It’s the Watcher,” she hissed, and Hiko looked toward us in surprise. Next to Mileen, Murn’s face darkened, and he began struggling against the Beast holding his arms. Without his power, he was just a man, and the Beast was able to drag him along, ignoring his struggles. Seeing Murn beginning to fight, the twins tried to struggle, too, and I had a suspicion that Mileen would lash out at any moment. Before they could do that, I stepped forward, raising my hands in a peaceful gesture.

“Everyone, calm down. We’re here to rescue you.” The Beasts shared a look—fear, confusion, and doubt playing across their faces.

Yuri stepped to my side and nodded. “That’s right, the Climber and I have made a deal. You lot, let the Kaori go.” We hesitated a moment, and Yuri’s power flexed, warping the air around us. Pebbles and dust vibrated, spilling to the floor and filling the air with a cloud of dust. Seeing this casual display, the Beasts immediately backed away from their captives, raising their hands.

“Unlock them,” I ordered.

Mileen stared at us with suspicion as if expecting a trap. Hiko and I locked gazes—or rather, she turned her head in my direction, and I looked at her. A resonance in the air occurred between our two cores, a recognition playing across her face. A small smile touched her lips, gone in a flash. She put a hand on Mileen’s arm, giving her a calming squeeze.

“It’s okay,” she said softly. Mileen turned to her in question but seemed to accept that Hiko knew more than her. The Beasts approached their captives and began undoing their manacles, but I could tell they were jumpy as rabbits.

“You should know,” I started. “Astrid Black-Eye is dead.” Gasps went up from the Beasts and the Kaori, but I spoke over them. “As long as you don’t fight us, no one else needs to be hurt. We’re going to put you in the cells until we figure out what to do with you.” The Beasts shared another look, but I could tell there was no fight in them, not with Yuri present and Astrid dead.

As the Beasts removed their manacles, Neeka, who had been frozen in shock, suddenly turned and bolted back down the passage. Mileen had her manacles half off when she noticed the woman fleeing. She ripped the key from the Beast’s hands and finished removing the manacle before she took off in a sprint. Hiko called after her, but the woman was gone in a flash. I debated chasing after them, but I was confident Mileen could handle Neeka. We needed to attend to these Beasts, check on Ganto, and, most of all, we needed to have a conversation with Hiko.

The Beasts were more than happy to place the manacles on themselves as if they knew that taking their power out of the equation would make them non-combatants and ensure their survival. They practically escorted themselves into the cells, closing the doors behind them with a grateful look on their faces. As we stood outside their cell doors, I turned to the group.

“Well, that was easy,” I said.

Hiko looked up at me with a blank stare. “I think maybe you should explain some things, young man.”

I nodded. “Yeah, I can see why this is a bit confusing,” I said. “Where to start, though?”

Hiko nodded towards Yuri. “Start with him.”

“Okay,” I said. “Well, the Watcher and I ran into each other outside of the stronghold. He’s suffering from memory loss, and I agreed to help him figure out what he’s doing here in exchange for saving Lacy. When we got here, Yuri was pretending to be himself and was going to help me extract Lacy from Astrid’s control, and then…” I trailed off.

“And then you killed her,” Yuri accused me. “Decapitated her, right when I was about to get answers.”

I cringed. “Yeah, that’s pretty much what happened.”

“I don’t understand,” Murn said. “Why aren’t you trying to kill us? Why are you helping us?”

Yuri looked disturbed by the accusation. “I don’t know this Watcher that you all refer to, but I’m from the Ardent Rose Sect. I don’t kill anyone.”

“The Ardent Rose Sect,” Murn muttered to himself.

Hiko cut them off with a wave. “I think we better have a conversation in private. Murn, Bai, Lai. Secure the stronghold. There should only be one or two Beasts laying around. I believe you can handle them.”

“Hold on,” I said. “There’s two at the front gate. There’s one on the catwalk. But they both saw Yuri. If you drop his name, they should fall in line.”

Hiko nodded at Murn, and the three of them took off. Ganto still lay unconscious at our feet, but no one seemed too concerned about his state. It was just Yuri, Hiko, Lacy, and me now. And I felt that we could be candid.

“Hiko, what do you know about the Tower and these Quests that Astrid and Yuri have?” I asked. Hiko had supposedly been in the Tower for thousands of years, but I was beginning to suspect that she knew more than she had been letting on. If this was all a façade if Yuri and Astrid were just ‘props,’ what did that say about Hiko? There were centuries of supposed conflict. Was that all a lie?

Hiko seemed to understand my line of questioning as she sighed wearily. Her pupil-less gaze turned to Yuri, who seemed uncomfortable under her stare. “I don’t know how you did it, Yuri, but somehow you’ve broken the geas. You, me, Astrid, Lighttouch, we all volunteered to enter the tower.”

I was struck dumb. “Hiko, what are you saying?”

She set her lips and turned to me. “I think you know what I’m saying, young man.”

“So it’s true,” I said. “You’re not really a survivor from your own Tower. You were a Cultivator, like Yuri, and you volunteered to enter the Tower. In exchange for what?”

She shook her head. “Unlike Yuri here, my geas is still strong. I cannot give specifics. But it’s true. The leader of the Kaori is just my cover, my Tower identity, you could say. The Kaori are very much real, but my role as their messiah is…fabricated.”

“Did we know each other?” Yuri asked, desperation in his voice. “Can you tell me anything about myself, or…”

Hiko cut him off. “No, we did not know each other. We’ve met a few times in previous Towers. And once right before this Tower was opened. All I can say is, you were not happy that you missed your exit condition in the last Tower.”

Yuri looked off into the distance, his mind churning.

“So, what now?” he asked us. “Without my Quest, how do I escape the Tower?”

We turned to Hiko in question. She wrinkled her nose, her lips pursed tight. “Same as any Climber, I imagine. Ascend.”

“Wait, what?” I asked. She nodded upwards with her eyes. “There’s a good chance it,”—she said that word with special emphasis—“will pull the Watcher into a meeting. There’s no chance it lets you free, Yuri, but it also won’t keep you as an eternal prisoner. Its boss has too much honor for that. Your best chance is to convince it that you can integrate through this Climb. Reach the top with the others and win your freedom.”

Yuri closed his eyes, breathing heavily. “I never wanted to be in this damn Tower,” he said quietly. His eyes shot open, looking up at the ceiling. “I would have never signed up for this. I didn’t sign up for this. And now I have to become a Climber?” His eyes stared heavily at the ceiling as if trying to penetrate through it to lock gazes with the Integration Guide. “Is this the honor of your leader? Trapped here, forced to Climb?” His body suddenly froze, his eyes glazing over. It was only a moment, but I recognized that look. Focus slowly returned to his gaze, and he glanced at Hiko and me, an embarrassed look on his face.

“You talked to it,” I said.

He sighed heavily. “I did.”

“And?”

“We’ve come to an agreement of sorts. Not one I’m happy with, but it’s better than languishing in this Tower for another couple of centuries.”

“Well, what is it?”

“I’ve been restricted from describing the details, but the short of it is, I’m here for the long run.”

I sat back on my heels, wondering what he meant. “Will you Climb with us, or…” I trailed off.

He nodded wearily. “I’m restricted from joining in until the power level of the Climbers is closer to my own. But it’s not all bad. I was told that many in their Climb manage to break through past Adept into the middle Stages. Perhaps I will as well. In the meantime, I’ve been asked to step to the side until at least the Second Floor.” He looked between Hiko and me. “This is where we part ways. I hope when we meet again, it is as friends.” There was a question in his eyes.

I held out my hand. “Regardless of what you did as the Watcher, you seem like a good guy. Friends.”

He shook my hand with a nod, then turned to Hiko. “I wish you luck with your Quest,” he said earnestly. And without another word, he turned on his heels and departed.

Lacy and I shared a worried look. But before we could dive into the ramifications of Yuri’s statement, I had something else I wanted to bring up. “Hiko, I think it’s time we have a little talk.”

The tiny older woman cast her pupil-less eyes towards me. “Yes,” she said. “I think you are right.”

“You know that we’ve met before then?”

She nodded. “How could I not? You carry some of my energy inside of you.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” I asked. “Why didn’t you tell me that this was all a game? That you’re just a chess piece? That you were using me? You’ve been using Mileen, the Kaori⁠—”

She cut me off. “I’m just a pawn like you, young man. If I said anything to you, I imagine it was to give you advice on how to survive your Climb.”

I snorted. “No, actually, you usually just talk in fucking riddles.”

She cackled at that, a wheezing laugh that shook her aged body. “Yes,” she replied whimsically, “that does sound like me.”

Lacy looked between us, confused. I hadn’t gone into much detail—hadn’t had the time, really—on my interactions with Hiko, Mileen, and the Kaori. All she knew was that the Kaori were to be raided, and we were going to stop it. That was until Astrid threw a monkey wrench in my Perfect Run by kidnapping Lacy.

“You must know, though, young man, I’m restricted in what I’m allowed to tell you and other Climbers. Things you find out on your own, I can typically confirm, but I can’t spill the secrets of the Tower.”

“I see,” I replied. “Your Quest, then? Can you talk about it in a roundabout fashion? How strict is the restriction?”

She shrugged. “I’m not too keen to find out where the boundaries lie if I’m being honest.”

My face hardened. “Is that so?” I asked. “Well, you have to understand my stance. We came to an arrangement based on certain information. Information I found out is bullshit. If you want to work together, I’m going to need you to start exploring those boundaries.”

Her lip turned up in a smirk. “Oh, to be so young, so arrogant. It’s wondrous, really.” Before I could rebut, she held up her hand in a peaceful gesture. “No, no, I understand. I, too, was once a new Cultivator and wanted the secrets to the Universe at my fingertips. At my very beck and call. But I acknowledge the Tower is a particularly cruel way to integrate into the Universe. And though I don’t remember it, I’m sure I was quite duplicitous in our previous interactions. But I also know that I chose you. I shared my energy with you. We’re linked inexorably. That means I saw something in you. And it’s not just a coincidence that you and I both have a Fate energy core. She obviously orchestrated our meeting. And that’s not necessarily a bad thing, no matter what we’ve discussed about Her.”

“So that’s it, then?” I asked. “We just go about the Climb? Like nothing’s changed?”

She shrugged. “Nothing has changed, young man. You still must reach the top. You must Ascend. And me? Well, I’ve already tied my rope to your ship. It’s up to you whether you drag me along or cut my lifeline.”


Chapter 8


Joining a Faction



“You say your lifeline is tied to my ship, but how do I know that?” I asked. “The only thing I know is that our cores resonated, and you pushed my Fate core to the Peak Tier. Besides that, everything else appears to be a lie. Why should I take you at face value?”

The skin around her lips wrinkled in a smile. “You are right to question the truth of my words,” she said. “Trust given is trust earned. I will reveal the details of my Quest as much as I can, and you may make your decision forewarned and forearmed.”

I nodded. That was good enough for me. All I could ask for, really. She opened her mouth to speak when a notification cut across my vision.

The occupants of this stronghold have all been subdued or killed. This stronghold is available to claim. There are two separate factions within this stronghold. Should you wish to contest ownership, war will be declared.

Factions:

The Kaori

Climbers Dirk Damascus and Lacy Wu

Do you wish to assert claim over this stronghold and declare war against the Kaori?

Yes/No

Hiko’s eyes snapped up to my face, a worried expression in her eyes.

“You got the notification too?” I asked.

She nodded. “Before you decide, might I say something?”

“Sure,” I replied. To be honest, I was kind of thrown off by the entire mechanic. I didn’t know we could claim strongholds.

“It may seem tempting to claim a stronghold, young man,” she said, “and there are some perks that go along with it, but along with those perks come responsibilities,” she hesitated. “…And enemies.”

“More enemies?” I asked with a chuckle. “I thought I was pretty tapped out on that front.”

She gave me a wry smile. “There’s always more enemies. It’s simply a matter of whether or not you garner their attention.”

I waffled my head back and forth. “Okay, I’ll bite. Why shouldn’t I claim this stronghold? Or rather, why should I let you have it?”

In the back of my mind, I knew if we decided to fight, Lacy and I would come out on top. I knew all of Mileen’s tricks, and she knew none of mine. Hiko’s Fate core, as far as I could tell, had been scorched and emptied, and she was about 80 pounds, soaking wet. Now, I didn’t know what that meant in Cultivator terms, but she was a blind old woman, for Christ’s sake. If she was enough to take me and Lacy out, then what were we even doing here?

But I had no intention of fighting the Kaori. In fact, I’d done my damnedest to make sure they survived. All the same, I didn’t want to give away the farm without hearing the price.

“If you were to claim the stronghold, you would start the next Floor with a base of operations to call your own, a powerful advantage, to be sure, but every stronghold is free to be claimed by those more powerful. Having one so early on the next Floor would make you quite a juicy target.”

“And what about you?” I asked. “You’re not afraid of being a juicy target?”

She shrugged. “It’s slightly different for us inhabitants of the Tower. Unlike yourself, the Kaori, as a faction, won’t turn any heads possessing a stronghold on the Second Floor. Other than Yuri, the Beasts, and the Champions, no one knows our strength. They’ll be hesitant to invade.”

She chuckled. “And it comes with some powerful rewards that we will leverage in our defense. We can do that because we’re not worried about Climbing. You, on the other hand, will be forced out of the stronghold for days at a time, leaving it ripe to be plucked by some powerful guild or faction.”

I nodded. “Okay, that tracks. And what will you give us in exchange for not putting up a fight?”

“Well, young man,” she started, “I had already intended to offer you a position within our faction. As soon as I gave you my Boon, I marked you as my Champion. Now that we have a proper stronghold, the Boons and advantages I can give you will increase tenfold. That’s if you decide to join us,” she added with a wry smile.

I looked to Lacy to get her input, but she seemed distracted, off. “Lacy,” I asked. “Any objections?”

She shrugged indifferently. “What are we going to do with this stronghold anyway?” she asked rhetorically. “I say give it to them.”

I studied her face, looking for any insight into what was bothering her, but she stared back at me calmly, giving me no tells. This wasn’t the time to grill her, but as soon as we were alone, I intended to get to the bottom of what was bothering her.

Turning back to Hiko, I replied, “Okay, we have a deal. You can have the stronghold, and we’ll join your faction. Not like I ever intended to join the Beasts or the Champions anyway.”

She gave a knowing nod. “You won’t regret this decision, young man. Even though the Kaori already owe you our lives for saving us from the Beasts, consider this one more chit on top of the pile.”

I chuckled. “Count on it. Now, about your Quest.”

“My Quest,” she paused, glancing up at the ceiling. “You wouldn’t give a nasty restriction to an old cripple like myself, would you?” She was talking to the Integration Guide, I realized. Of course, there was no answer, and she turned back to me.

“I don’t fancy a restriction,” she said, “but I’ll do my best. My Quest is similar to Astrid’s, from what I understand. We’re incentivized to convince Climbers to join our faction. I receive rewards for every Floor you Ascend. If one of the Climbers that join me makes it to the Fifth Floor, I’ll be given a choice.”

“What choice?”

“I’ll be given a choice to claim my freedom from the Tower and be elevated to the next Stage of cultivation.”

“Okay,” I said, “that sounds pretty good. Now, why is that a choice?”

She chuckled. “If I were greedy, I could decide to stay on for the Sixth Floor, even the Seventh Floor. If my Climbers were to reach higher heights, my rewards would increase exponentially. The specifics will become clear after the Fourth Floor, but anecdotally, I know they are quite spectacular. Path-changing, even.”

“Path-changing,” I repeated. “Like changing your Affinities, increasing your number of cores?”

She gave a sort of half nod, shrugging her shoulders. “I couldn’t say exactly. I did hear one story about a participant whose chosen Climber ascended the entire Tower. And that participant became,” she said, then paused. “…Extremely powerful.”

“Do you intend to bail the moment we hit the Fifth Floor, or are you going to gut it out?” She looked at me with that disarming, pupil-less gaze and hesitated. I chuckled softly. “I think that’s answer enough.”

She clicked her tongue and sighed. “Young man, you have to understand, even though my backstory with the Kaori is fabricated, I have been a servant of the Towers for centuries. I’m more than ready to leave this hellhole. And if I were to gamble on you, stick it out for the Sixth, even the Seventh Floor, and you were to fail, stumble on your Climb, I would have lost my ticket out of here.”

I held up my hand in a calming gesture. “I get it, Hiko, I do. Like you said, I’m a young man. I can’t weigh my life on the scale of centuries—can’t even begin to understand what hundreds of years in a place like this could do to a person.”

She nodded, a sad look on her face. “I joined this Tower,” she said softly, “to undo a massive mistake I made many, many years ago. Parts of this are a façade,” she said, waving around us with her hand. “But what’s real is the connection between our cores. I was a follower of Her. And it led me to nothing but pain and suffering. When I was offered a stint inside the Tower, I was promised that my Fate core could be expunged and replaced with a different Affinity of my choice. That is my purpose for being here and…” She trailed off. “And if they offer me that, I don’t think I’ll be strong enough to turn it down.”

I chewed my inner cheek in thought. For some reason, I hadn’t considered that she actually had a Fate core after learning about her, Astrid, Yuri, and what this Tower really was. But if what I knew about Fate was true, if what Hiko and Lex had told me was true, then I didn’t blame her for wanting to change cores and Affinities. I wasn’t sure if this was a smart choice, tying myself to Hiko and the Kaori. Maybe the Beasts would have offered me better Boons, more power. Maybe the Champions of Order would now, if I went and found them. But regardless of what she had just told me, I didn’t blame her. My experiences with her in the past redos had built a strange sort of kinship that I couldn’t shake.

I nodded once and said, “Okay, Hiko, we’ll join your faction.”

But before I could say more, Lacy’s sharp gaze turned on me. “Oh, you’re making this decision for all of us, then?”

I reared back, stunned. “Uh, well, that’s kind of been…” I cut off as she nodded tersely.

“That’s kind of been your thing?” Before I could reply, she nodded again. “Yeah, that’s what I thought.” She clapped her hands as if signaling the end of our conversation. “Well, this has been great. Thank you for saving me. I appreciate it, I really do. But I’m going to go back to my real friends. Good luck with your…” She waved her hands mystically. “Whatever this is.” She turned on her heels and started off down the hallway.

I stared at her back in shock, not really believing what I had just heard. “Lacy,” I called. But she waved her hand over her shoulder and ignored me. I looked at Hiko in question but then realized she couldn’t see my dumbfounded expression. “Um, I’m going to go deal with this,” I said, pointing after Lacy.

Hiko waved me away with a grandmotherly gesture. “Go, boy, go. We’ll talk again soon. You know where to find me.”

I nodded and took off after Lacy. I called her name once more, but she continued to ignore me. When I caught up to her, I grabbed her arm to stop her. She immediately ripped it out of my grip, turning to me with a furious expression. “Get your hands off me,” she said softly.

I held my hands up in surrender. “Lacy, what’s going on? This isn’t like you.”

She pursed her lips, her eyes going wide sarcastically. “Oh, this isn’t like me?” she asked. “And how would you know that, Dirk? We’ve talked all of thirty minutes.”

“Come on, Lacy. You know that’s not true.”

“Oh, I forgot. We usually become really good friends,” she said with a biting tone. For some reason, that really struck deep and I found myself at a loss for words. She must have seen the pain on my expression as her face softened just for a moment, and then she turned to walk away again. “You know what? I just need to get out of here. The whole being kidnapped thing, being imprisoned, it’s just too much for me to process right now.”

I watched her walking away, more torn than I’d felt since the Tower opened. Who was this person? I wondered. This wasn’t the Lacy I had known. That strong, brave, resilient, loyal person that I had, well, I wouldn’t say loved, but there had definitely been a strong attraction. Something flickered in the back of my mind. I had been getting that feeling over and over again in this redo, almost exclusively around Lacy and one other person. And then the realization hit me like a gut punch. Excitement filled me, not because it was good news, but because it meant that I hadn’t screwed this up. There were external factors at play here…I hoped.

I tried to keep my tone cool and calm when I said, “Lacy, hold up one sec.”

She stopped at the end of the hallway but didn’t turn. She sighed heavily. “What, Dirk?” Her tone was weary. “What is it?”

I approached slowly, trying to keep my heart from pounding out of my chest. “I think there’s something going on here.”

“Yeah, Dirk, no shit. I’m tired. I want to⁠—”

I cut her off. “Hold on, please, just give me a chance to explain.” She turned to look back at me, her face a mix of annoyance and curiosity. “You remember Craig, right?” I asked as I approached.

She squinted in confusion, and I realized that she had only met him once in the Hall of Heroes; all the other times he’d shown his true self had been past redos. To her, he was a distant acquaintance, not the absolute piece of shit we knew him to be. I suppressed a sigh. This was going to be harder than I thought.

“Yeah, I remember him,” she said. “He’s Nikki’s new boyfriend, or was, I guess. It all seemed a little murky when we talked to her.”

“Exactly,” I said, pointing at her like she’d nailed it. “You saw how out of it Nikki was when she stumbled from the jungle?”

Lacy nodded slowly. “Yeah, I guess.”

I held out my hands, asking for patience. “Okay, in the past redos, I discovered that Craig has some sort of mind control abilities.” Her eyes went wide. “I don’t know the specifics, but I do know that he was mind-controlling Nikki and all of his party. In one of the redos, he even started a rebellion among the Co’xatl. Now, I don’t know exactly how that worked, but I’m 99% certain he has the ability to manipulate emotions and unconscious thoughts.”

She crossed her arms, a defiant look forming on her face. “What are you getting at, Dirk?”

“If you’ll allow it, I’d like to cast my [Analysis] ability on you.” This was something that had completely slipped my mind from before. When Red leveled up, my [Analysis] ability leveled up as well. It would show me the effects of Charisma and Terror, and I hoped, the effects of Craig’s mind control.

The stormy expression on her face only darkened. “I’m not being mind-controlled, Dirk,” she nearly shouted. “I just don’t like you. Is that so hard to believe? No one likes you—I mean,” she sighed, “I don’t mean to be rude, but is that so hard for you to believe?”

My mind went blank for a second. Her words had hurt more than I thought they could. I had spent so many years not caring what people thought, not caring if they liked me. But those words, at this moment, from Lacy’s mouth, cut worse than any dagger. She must have realized how brutal that had been because her face softened slightly. “I shouldn’t have said that.” She looked away. “I think the stress of the moment is getting to me. Let’s just go back to the Personal Spaces and we can talk about this when I’ve cooled down a little bit.”

I wanted to argue. I wanted to yell. No, it’s not okay. If Craig is mind-controlling you, let’s get to the bottom of it. But I didn’t say that. Instead, I felt myself growing defensive, wondering if the connection we had shared in the past redos had been a fluke. The stress of life-and-death situations created some sort of chemical interaction that wasn’t real. This wasn’t the Lacy I had come to respect.

“Okay,” I said simply, crossing my arms.

She pursed her lips, studying my face, and then nodded. “Okay.”


Chapter 9


Magical Gunslinger Showdown



We ascended the stairs from the basement in awkward silence. Lacy was two steps ahead of me, and I found myself staring at the back of her head, wondering where it had all gone wrong. Was this Craig’s way of getting back at me? His final form of revenge? Had he infected Nikki, who in turn had infected Lacy? If so, who else was infected? Just the women in my life? Or the whole party? What about everyone else who had been in close proximity with Nikki on the cliffs of the First Floor? I couldn’t exactly go around casting [Analysis] on everybody, but I also didn’t know the extent of the contagion. As soon as we got back to Personal Space, I intended to get to the bottom of this.

I desperately wanted to cast [Analysis] on Lacy right now—and I might have a week ago. But I knew from experience the sensation was unpleasant, and even if I confirmed that she was under some sort of mind-controlling spell, would I be able to show her definitive proof? Even if I could, would she believe me? Would she care? How deep did the infection go? Was it like the earlier compulsion on Nikki, something that could be snapped with the right leverage? If this was the same spell that had caused the bastards in the earlier redos to throw rocks down on those climbing up the cliffs, then its effect was powerful. I had seen the affected break out of its hold. But was it a matter of simple logic, or did they need to be pushed beyond the point of their comfort level? Too many questions, no answers.

As we ascended the dungeon stairs, I pulled up my Status Sheet to distract myself.

Unallocated Stat Points: 375

Sitting there was a powerful reminder of how far I’d come, all of my unallocated stat points just begging to be used. 375 points, all told. It was a game-changing number of stat points. I was tempted to put a chunk of them into Charisma—more than tempted. My mental finger hovered over those points, an itch at the back of my mind. This was the stat-less run, I reminded myself. But the aura of cold indifference exuding from Lacy brought me back to those first couple of hours when the Apocalypse first kicked off. That feeling of loneliness, having no allies, no friends, nothing to live for or care about except myself. A small part of me wondered if I’d prefer things that way.

But I knew I was lying to myself.

These last redos in the tower had given me new life. I had enjoyed being looked at as a hero, though I hadn’t admitted that to myself until this very moment. Saving people made me feel good and made me feel like I belonged. Lacy had consistently been my biggest ally and the person that I had bonded with the most, along with Athena and Lex. The pain of that loss, even if it was temporary, lit a fire in my chest. It galled me that Craig’s revenge had been so effective. He had targeted Nikki, banking on crippling me by taking her from me for the second time. And I did care for Nikki, and it did hurt that she had shunned me in this redo. But I’d also come to realize that we had grown apart. We were different people after ten years. Surprisingly, I found Lacy’s words cut me far deeper.

But I also wasn’t going to chase after her. If she did have some sort of mind-controlling effect or compulsion from Craig, pushing the issue wouldn’t accomplish anything. I had to remember that it had only been an hour or so since the tower had opened. She didn’t have any of the context for our previous interactions to help offset the effect of Craig’s magic. But I had some ideas on how to fix that. I just needed to keep calm until the right moment. So, I forced myself back into that cool, placid, I-don’t-give-a-fuck attitude that had served me so well over the past decade.

When we climbed the stairs leading out of the stronghold dungeon and onto the main floor, we came across Mileen and Murn, standing over two bound Beasts. They gave us a polite nod, but I could tell they were on guard. No doubt they had seen the same notifications that we had seen. I gave them a friendly wave and said, “Don’t worry, we ironed things out with Hiko. We’ll see you guys on the Second Floor.” Mileen nodded, Murn grunted, and I headed for the front entrance of the stronghold.

I felt, rather than saw, Lacy hesitate behind me, then heard her jog to catch up. We continued out of the stronghold’s front gate in silence, and I led us through the alleyways back to the red portal at the center of the Hold. When we got there, I pulled out the First Floor Skeleton Key and keyed it to my Personal Space. I knew this was easier than trekking all the way to the stairway portal.

But as I stood there, staring at that red portal that would take me back to my Personal Space and back to Lex, Athena, and the rest of my party, I found my feet frozen to the cobblestone. The last few minutes with Lacy were like a popcorn kernel stuck in between my teeth. My mind just kept tonguing at it, trying to dislodge it, finding that I couldn’t think about anything else until it was knocked loose.

“We good to go?” Lacy asked by my side. I didn’t answer her. As I continued to stare at that red portal, almost unconsciously, I began to cycle my Fate energy, pulling it from my core, replacing the Friction energy that I tended to cycle by default. A tingling filled my limbs, and my vision shifted in a subtle way that I usually didn’t notice unless I was actively using it to fight someone like Astrid.

With the Fate energy coursing through my veins, I turned towards Lacy. “No,” I said softly, “everything’s not good.”

She sighed, looking away. “Can we just let this go?” She was looking off to the side, but I was staring directly into her face, trying to understand the tendrils of Fate that were wrapping around her. Faint afterimages of her potential movements filled my eyes, but I wasn’t interested in that. I knew this Fate energy could be used for more, but I had been underutilizing it. It always felt like there just wasn’t enough time to experiment, test the limits, and explore what it could do and what it could show me. I realized now that that was an excuse. I think maybe I was afraid of what it would show me, afraid of what I would see, what I would learn about the people around me.

Fate herself had used this energy to show me Nikki’s brutal murder at Craig’s hands. And though I was thankful to know so that I could prevent it in the final run, at the same time, I couldn’t help but think that there were better, less cruel ways to give me that information. Fate had shown that she could pretty much damn well do what she wanted. The only reason to show me that vision from Craig’s point of view was to torture me. And so I had found myself shying away from using it, from exploring it, from pushing the limits of what it could do.

But now, standing here, looking into Lacy’s indifferent eyes, I knew I had to tap back into that energy. I had used it for this purpose once before, almost unconsciously. It had come naturally as if Fate herself were prompting me. When I confronted Neeka in the last redo, I was able to show her husband, Ganto, an image from a past redo of her brutally stabbing him. It was only at this moment I wondered why I hadn’t used my Fate energy to share more memories. Sure, it was tedious, and generally, my party had come to believe me when I explained the nature of the redos. But there was no substitute for showing them the real thing. And this was the final run and there was no undoing this. If I screwed things up with Lacy, or any of the others now, it was permanent.

And yet, even as she looked into my eyes with a blend of confusion and annoyance, I prepared the memories that we had shared, condensed them into a form I hoped the Fate energy would be able to translate, and I spared nothing. The sight of her half-naked corpse deep in the tunnels; the image of the two skinheads dragging her away, even as I skewered them with my katana; that sudden, beautiful moment when she had pulled me around and pressed her lips to mine. I felt it in the memory, my own shock, the pleasant warmth of her lips, her small body pressed against mine. It was all there in that little tendril of Fate as I pushed it towards her.

As soon as it touched her, I saw her body stiffen and her eyes go wide. A small sound escaped her lips, almost like a pained gasp. I nearly broke the connection there, the memory half-delivered, but I found my focus and continued to push, and push, and push. I saw in her face the memories being replayed. Her lips parted, moisture forming in her eyes. No tears followed, but a moment later, the series of memories ended, and I let the connection break. She looked up at me, her face a confusing mix of emotions. I was afraid to speak, worried that it hadn’t worked. Not the memory transfer—that I knew had worked—but rather, I was worried it hadn’t been enough. It hadn’t been enough to break Craig’s spell. Hadn’t been enough to remind her of the bond that we had formed over the past week.

Moments passed, and still she said nothing. My stomach flipped. “I’m sorry, Lacy,” I started to say, “I shouldn’t have—” She cut me off, throwing herself into me, wrapping her arms tight around my back. She shook against me, a silent sob wracking her body. Unconsciously, I found myself stroking her hair, shushing her. “It’s okay,” I said softly, “don’t cry, you don’t need to cry, it’s okay.”

“It’s not okay.” Her voice was tight, clipped. I felt moisture forming on my shirt where she had nestled her face. “Dirk, I’m…I’m…” she stuttered, her voice breaking. “I don’t know what happened. I’m so sorry.” I held her tight, saying nothing, continuing to brush her hair with my hand.

I basked in the moment, feeling the comfort of her weight against my body. It struck me then how incredibly poignant it was to have connections, friends, and people you respected and who respected you. In those few minutes, when I felt that Lacy hated me, I had been transported back to that terrible time after I had murdered Nikki’s father. Over the years, I had hardened my heart to deal with the pain and the loss, and somehow, in a matter of days that felt like years, I had opened myself up again. Not to the same extent, but just enough so that I could be hurt again. And it had happened so damn fast. And it had been so damn hard. But it also confirmed one thing for me that I had never had an answer for before now. It confirmed for me that I would never replace this with a lifetime of solitude and a closed heart. It was a painful lesson. I was only thankful it had lasted ten minutes instead of another ten years.

My Fate energy continued to cycle through me, and I felt that telltale pins and needles sensation on the back of my neck. My head shot up, all thoughts of warmth and companionship overridden by that animal instinct of self-preservation. A hundred feet away, and closing fast, were three familiar aliens. They were the Champions of Order, the counterparts to Astrid and her faction.

Lacy felt my body tense and pulled away. “What is it, Dirk?” she asked, looking up at me.

I didn’t respond as I pulled my diskslinger from my Inventory. I had foolishly forgotten to reload it after killing Astrid and was forced to waste precious seconds dumping energy into the three slots. “Get to the portal,” I said, pushing her gently towards the dais behind us. She followed my eyes and saw the approaching Champions as they ran towards us.

“Aren’t you coming?” she asked, desperately pulling on my arm. There was a fire burning in my chest, expanding outward, consuming all the doubt and hesitation in my body. My instinct was to swap cores and begin cycling my Mass energy to give my stats a much-needed boost. But something about this feeling coursing through me now made me continue to cycle the Fate energy. It steadied my hand, firmed my resolve, and showed me what to do and what not to do. And in none of the scenarios did it show me running away. And for once, my own desires aligned perfectly with that of Fate’s.

“I’m done running, Lacy,” I said. “Go. I’ll be right behind you.”

I pushed her away gently, then focused my attention fully on the three charging aliens and the Fate energy coursing through my body. A wave of afterimages flowed across the boulevard, filling my vision. The diskslinger was fully primed, all three disks buzzing noisily in their slots. My instinct would have been to fire them off immediately to begin refilling the weapon.

But Fate indicated otherwise.

Holding the weapon up with a straight arm, I leveled it at the approaching Champions. And they slowed their run, stopping less than fifty feet from me. The alien in the lead was the same alien that I had seen my first time in the hold. He looked much like Kurian, with blue skin and horns on his head. But just a normal size instead of Kurian’s 15 feet plus.

I faced off with the three aliens like I was in a magical gunslinger showdown. I kept my weapon leveled at them, dividing my attention between Fate’s afterimages and the three aliens squaring off against me. Without looking, I knew Lacy had rushed into the portal. I didn’t feel any sense of abandonment or resentment. It was the right thing to do. It was what I had asked her to do. And after her encounter with Astrid, I couldn’t blame her. No, this was a fight I wanted. This was a fight Fate was telling me to accept. And my arm was rock steady as I aimed the diskslinger at them.

“Your move,” I called across the empty boulevard.


Chapter 10


Pigeons and Parlays



At some point, the vendors and pedestrians scurried off into the nearby buildings and alleyways until it was just the four of us in the street. The three aliens were all humanoid in nature but were from a variety of races. On the left, one man had a boar’s snout for a face along with dark, bristly fur instead of skin. On the right, the other had a purple hue and tentacles dangling where his mouth and chin should have been.

Standing in the center of the trio was the Kurian lookalike, his armor a shining plate with gold filigree lining his limbs.

“My name is Turok Lighttouch,” the leader said. “We don’t wish to fight you, but as you can see, there are three of us and only one of you.”

I angled the diskslinger so that they could see the three spinning disks. “I count three disks.”

“I’m an entire Stage of cultivation above you, boy. We aren’t sadists like the Beasts, but if you do not submit, there will be pain.”

“Pain?” I asked with a chuckle. “That’s the best you’ve got? Am I supposed to be shaking in my boots over here?” I felt a rush of excitement from Red. The cape was nearly quivering with bloodlust. But I pushed her from my mind, focusing on the Fate energy and the afterimages dancing across the boulevard.

I was waiting for that perfect moment, the moment when all the afterimages aligned in a way that resonated with my core. I could feel it was close, but I didn’t know exactly what I was looking for. The Champion named Lighttouch pursed his lips and nodded.

“Okay, boy, you want it the hard way? We’ll do it the hard way.” Light began to shine through his skin and his armor, sending a golden-blue haze across the street. I bent my knees, preparing for that moment.

“I only do things the hard way,” I shot back. My finger was loose on the trigger, ready to pull, but not over-eager.

The three of them began to approach, and still, my Fate energy bade me to wait. A distant part of me wondered if Fate wasn’t screwing me over right now, forcing me into an unwinnable fight, baiting me into not pulling this trigger. And in that moment of self-doubt, I saw Lighttouch’s eyes flick away, a glance at something over my shoulder, and that was the moment that Fate whispered in my ear.

Now!

Three buzzing disks shot from my weapon, arcing away in three separate trajectories. An afterimage of myself dodged to the side, and I was quick to follow it. A nearly invisible beam of light passed from Lighttouch right through where I had been standing a breath earlier. I continued to follow the afterimages as they led me to the side of the boulevard and up the nearest building to the roof.

Below, I saw Lacy, Jerome, Byron, Amos, and Frank spreading across the boulevard. My heart skipped a beat at the realization that Lacy hadn’t abandoned me but had instead gone for help.

Then, my mind caught up to the reality of the situation, and my blood froze.

This was the final run. If they died now, it would be permanent!

I only let myself have a single moment of panic before I turned my full attention to the fight. If we were all going to survive, I needed to be locked in.

Below, Jerome stood in his black Heirloom armor, a palpable wave of terror passing off of his body. Another beam of light shot from Lighttouch’s hand, scoring a blow on Jerome’s armor plate and sending him stumbling back and to the ground. A finger-width divot splashed across the armor, but Jerome was back to his feet in a moment.

A handful of pigeons darted through the air, flitting around so fast I could barely follow them. A haze began to form over the assembled party as Lacy began working her illusion magic. A separate, illusory image of the five party members formed just a couple of feet off-center. The next beam from Lighttouch passed through the fake version of Byron. At Lacy’s direction, I watched the five of them scurry to the side as more beams of light passed through her illusions. She managed to make it seem as if the beams were doing damage, but I could tell that Lighttouch wouldn’t be fooled for long.

The real Frank stopped twenty feet from the Champions and began forming his signature wave of frost spell. Byron’s boombox began to give off a haze, though I didn’t hear the usual thumping bass, and their movements quickened, an unnatural grace and speed inhabiting their limbs. I felt Lex through my connection and found him flying high above, nearly out of sight. My disklinger was almost fully reloaded, and I aimed at Lighttouch, even as the three disks I had fired earlier were finally arcing around to take them from the back.

The Champion with the boar snout must have sensed them because he twirled around and pulled a giant shield from his inventory. It must have been six feet wide and ten feet tall, and he anchored it in the ground, protecting his companions even as my buzzing disks crashed into the metal with echoing clangs.

I fired three more disks, aiming them straight toward Turok and his allies. They flew in low and fast, timed perfectly with Frank’s wave of frost. Their feet were frozen to the cobblestones mere moments before my disks were on target. But before they could hit, a blinding sphere of light exploded from Turok, sending my disks flying off and burning away Lacy’s illusions. A moment later, one of Amos’s pigeons nosedived for Turok’s face, but Boar Snout managed to get his shield repositioned, and the tiny bird bounced off the metal and hit the cobblestone.

“Lala!” Amos shouted. As he started to race toward the fallen pigeon, Jerome grabbed him by the back of his collar and threw him to the ground. “Get yer fecking hands off me, mate!”

I desperately rushed to fill my diskslinger, pushing all the energy into the main slot to accelerate the reload. With the illusions dispelled, Turok and his companions turned towards the real versions of my party down on the street below. I felt Fate guiding me in that moment and I leaped off the roof, using Red to help me glide towards the three Champions. Lighttouch’s attention snapped from Jerome and Amos to me as I flew through the air toward them. He raised a finger, preparing his beam of light ability, even as I pressed the trigger and fired off a disk straight for his head.

There were no words between Red and me, the magical cape just knew exactly what I needed, exactly what my Fate energy was telling me to do. At the last possible second, the cape relaxed, and my glide turned into a heavy fall. A beam of cutting light whizzed right over my head as I clattered to the cobblestone below. Through my Friction core, I felt the disk connect with the alien and begin sawing through flesh and bone before losing its momentum. I could tell it had done damage, but the job wasn’t quite finished.

I was back on my feet in a moment, my diskslinger reloading subconsciously, even as I pulled the katana from my inventory. When I looked at Turok Lighttouch, his face was a rictus of pain, and I could see my disk had nearly separated his right arm at the shoulder. The tentacle-faced alien began to chant something in a language the System didn’t translate. The sky turned orange, and when I glanced up, in the distance, I could see flaming balls of light falling from the clouds onto our position. At that moment, a sound split the air, beautiful, majestic, and ear-splittingly annoying.

“HONK!”

The tentacle-faced alien only had a split-second’s warning before Lex raked his beak across its face. The flaming meteors in the sky went off course in the alien’s distraction, crashing into random spots across the Hold. Boar-Snout pulled his massive shield in tight, made a growling sound deep in his chest that I felt through the cobblestone, and then charged me shield first.

I had a single disk loaded up, and I fired it up to angle around the shield, but it was moving too slowly. The wall of metal approached me at a dead sprint and normally would have been an intimidating prospect, but I had never stopped cycling the Fate energy, and I could see all the possible decisions I could make, the repercussions, the rippling effects, and I was able to act in an instant.

I leaped into the air, just barely clearing the ten-foot height of the shield. At the same time, Red gripped onto the top of the shield as the boar-faced alien continued charging past where I had been a moment earlier. The whipshot effect of Red holding onto the shield threw me onto the alien’s back. He snorted, reaching up with his free hand to try to pull me free, even as I angled the katana to saw through his neck. He had no leverage, and with the bulky shield on his left arm, I knew there was no way he could dislodge me before the steel did its job.

I finally dropped the Fate energy, needing my Friction energy to enhance the sawing motion of my katana into the side of his neck. The blade sliced through the top layer of his fur and skin effortlessly, and the alien squealed pitifully. Dark blue blood splashed against my chest, even as I continued sawing back and forth. The boar-alien dropped to a knee, and just as I was about to slice through his esophagus, a shout rose up from behind me.

“Stop!” Turok yelled. “Enough, we yield.”

I stayed my hand but kept the katana wedged between the boar-alien’s clavicle and neck. In my left hand, another disk formed in the diskslinger, and I turned to aim it at Turok. “You think this is a game?” I yelled back. “You think you get to just call mercy and that’s the end of it?”

Both of his hands were pointed at me; light formed at the tip of his fingers, but did not get any brighter. “You may kill us,” he called back, “but you would surely die as well.”

I hesitated, trying to force my heartbeat back into a steady rhythm, bringing my thoughts down from the high of that life-or-death fight. I let the Friction energy go and began cycling back up the Fate energy. I wouldn’t put it past Turok to try to catch me off guard, and the Fate energy would let me know ahead of time.

If he tried anything, his boar friend was getting the luau treatment.

The afterimages of Fate were playing across my vision even as I stared at Turok. They moved at regular speed and I couldn’t accelerate their pace. If I wanted to watch how the fight would play out, I’d have to sit here for however long to see all the possible outcomes.

Somehow, I doubted Turok would sit by and let me Dr. Strange the whole thing.

Still, I pressed my luck, watching the possibilities play out as Turok stared hard at me. Boar-shout died in the first few seconds and I managed to dodge Turok’s retaliatory light beam. I pulled up the giant shield, forced to switch to my Mass core to bump up my Strength. Using the pilfered shield, I was able to block all the incoming light beams and go on the offensive.

Which was when I saw it.

Turok switched tactics, aiming toward Lacy and Frank, who were exposed. The tentacle-faced alien stomped Lala to death incidentally, even as I rushed to intercept another light beam with my new shield—sorry Amos!

Lacy and Frank managed to dodge, thanks to another illusion, and I wondered if maybe a fight was for our benefit after all. Though it would shatter Amos, losing a pigeon in exchange for splitting the experience of the three Champions across the party was an acceptable trade.

Though I was on the verge of following through, decapitating Boar-snout and kicking off round two, I continued to watch the fight play out. I needed to be sure.

“Well?” Turok demanded. “Will you parlay?”

Just another minute, dammit! But I felt the eddies of the afterimages begin to shift the longer I waited. By glimpsing the possibilities, I felt myself being corralled into fewer and fewer options. It was becoming clear that if I stalled too long, the choice would be taken out of my hands.

In the last moments of the vision, I saw a beam of light clip Lex’s wing, and I knew my decision was made.

I let go of the boar alien’s fur and hopped off its back. It clamped a furry hand to its neck to stem the bleeding, though I knew at its level and Stage that it wasn’t a mortal wound. I turned to regard Lighttouch, letting my diskslinger aim low, though I didn’t store it away. The glow coming from his fingers dimmed and then dissipated.

Boar-snout went to rejoin his leader, but I barred his path with my katana.

“Not so fast, pig boy. I want to hear what your boss has to say for himself first.”

The alien glared at me with his beady little boar eyes, but he looked weak from the blood loss, and the memory of me sawing through his neck a minute earlier was obviously still fresh in his mind.

“At ease, Kundar,” Turok commanded. He turned to me, arrogance and respect mingling in his eyes. “I see I underestimated you and your kind. Can I assume that was your hand involved in the vermin taking over Astrid’s stronghold?”

I nodded and half-lifted the diskslinger. Kundar, the boar-faced alien, flinched and I gave it a wry smile. “She underestimated me, too,” I said casually. “So I gave her the D.” I deposited my katana and gave the Soulbound weapon a loving pat.

Behind me, Byron snorted humorously. We all turned to look at him and his face reddened. He took a step back and literally put his hand over his mouth as if to contain himself. I winked to let him know he was fine, then turned back to Turok with a straight face.

“Let’s talk terms of surrender,” I said simply.

Turok’s eyes narrowed. “I was thinking more along the lines of an alliance.”

That wasn’t the answer I had wanted, so I lifted the diskslinger and pointed it at porky. “You and I have very different understandings of the words, ‘we yield.’”

Light began to form on his fingertips again, and I tilted my head and gave him a disapproving tsk. “You sure about that?” The triple disks buzzed ominously in their slots, mere inches from his friend’s face.

Sudden movement behind me nearly made me flinch-pull the trigger. It was Amos stumbling past me toward Turok and the tentacle-faced alien.

“Amos! The fuck?” I shouted.

“She’s hurt,” he called back, his words slurring. “Lala, daddy’s coming⁠—”

Turok moved without hesitation, sweeping Amos off his feet and repositioning him as a body shield. His finger was pressed to the drunk man’s temple, the telltale glow of a building beam of light shining at the end of his pointer.

“Don’t you fucking do it!” I shouted, pressing the diskslinger right against Kundar’s neck.

Amos was bucking against the alien’s grip, but he didn’t even have the Body Boon to give him some oomph. He was just an out-of-shape middle-aged man with a drinking problem. Beside him, Tentacle-face bent down and scooped up Lala, sending him into an apoplectic fit.

“Get yer feckin’ hands off ’er.” Spittle flew indiscriminately as his face turned an alarming shade of crimson.

“Amos, Amos!” I shouted. “Chill the fuck out and shut up!” His eyes whirled on me, clouded and completely void of any rationality. “You want your fucking pigeon, then shut up and let me handle it!” The unbridled rage shifted and a semblance of clarity returned. He glanced toward his pigeon one more time, his face slipping from rage to concern in an instant.

“What are you proposing?” I asked Turok. Lacy, Byron, and Frank approached me from behind, breaking from their cover now that it seemed the fight was over. I gave them a distracted nod but turned my attention to Turok and the Fate vision. I had lost focus for a single moment and Amos had nearly ruined everything.

I couldn’t let that happen again.

“An alliance,” Turok replied. “I will sign a Soul Contract if you desire.”

My thoughts turned over and over. An alliance with the only remaining hostile faction of the Hold was good—ideal, even. But how far could we take it? Would the Champions continue to force-conscript others? Would a Soul Contract hold up if it came down to us or them? And then there was the question of his Quest. Was he a prop in this twisted play like Astrid and Yuri? He had to be, right?

“We would consider an alliance,” I started. His shoulders relaxed almost imperceptibly, his grip on Amos loosening a smidge. But what I said next had his eyes wide and his composure shattered.

“Before that, though, I want to see the conditions of your Quest…and you’re gonna tell us a little story. The story of why you signed up to join the Tower.”


Chapter 11


Not Another Soul Contract…



“What? How could you possibly know about that?” Realization dawned on Turok’s face. “Did Astrid tell you?”

I shook my head. “Not Astrid. Hiko and Yuri. They filled me in on the conditions that you lot get when you decide to sign up for the Tower.”

I debated with myself on how much to tell him. Unlike with Hiko, who was someone that I could almost trust, I knew I couldn’t trust Turok at all. To be honest, I trusted Yuri more ever since he lost his memory of our battles. But I noticed a look across Turok’s face. Was that longing, maybe even desperation? Rather than offer up information, I waited to see if I was reading his reaction right. Sure enough, his next words were filled with unmasked desire.

“Please, tell me what they said.”

Even though my guess had been correct, I was still surprised at the sheer longing in his voice. I hesitated, trying to determine how much I should tell him, how vague I should be. But when he saw my uncertainty, he shoved Amos away.

“Here, take him,” he said desperately. “Please. I must know. I’ll do anything you ask.”

At my side, Kundar gasped in shock. “Turok, what are you doing?” he demanded. “They’ll kill me.”

Unfortunately for Kundar, it seemed like Turok didn’t give a shit. His eyes bored into mine with an uncomfortable intensity, and I began to realize why he was so desperate.

“You don’t remember anything,” I said. “Before the Tower, I mean.”

His face twitched—all the answer I needed. I pursed my lips and nodded.

“Okay, Turok, I think we can come to an agreement.” Using the flat of my katana, I prodded Kundar to join his friends. The boar-faced alien looked at me in confusion for a moment before picking up his shield, placing it in his inventory, and walking back over to Turok and the other champion.

Kundar had a defeated posture as he approached, and I saw Turok’s face soften. “I’m sorry, my friend,” he said gently, “but you know how long I’ve been here, how long I’ve waited with no answers. I must know.”

Kundar’s shoulders slumped, and the creature nodded once. “I understand, old friend. I don’t blame you.”

Turok placed a hand on his shoulder, met his eyes, and nodded once. “Thank you, Kundar.” He turned back to me with a steely-eyed determination. “Please, I’ll tell you whatever I know. Come to any arrangement you require. I just need to know what you heard.”

“Before I tell you anything,” I said, “we need to sign a Soul Contract right here, right now. You and the rest of the Champions will no longer be allowed to conscript any more Climbers.”

His face dropped immediately. “We must meet our quota.”

“Why?” I asked. “Why do you have to meet a quota?”

“If we don’t, we’ll not go to the next floor. We’ll be out of this Tower, forced to wait many years, possibly centuries, until our rotation comes up again. They’re not so cruel as to keep us awake for the entirety of our purgatory, but we do have to stand by for the duration of the Climb. In my experience, it’s five to ten years of nothing, twiddling our thumbs to the side.”

“I see. And what is your quota, exactly?” I asked.

“The bare minimum—” he started, but cut off as the tentacle-faced alien stepped to his side.

“Turok,” he hissed. “The restriction.”

Turok’s eyes shifted up for the briefest moment, then turned to his friend. “Damn the Restriction. This is the best chance we’ve had in 300 years, Aladar. What’s a little pain in the face of that hope?”

The alien named Aladar sighed, stepping back. Turok looked at us, Frank, Byron, Lacy, Jerome, and Amos at my side, then stepped forward. The others tensed, but I saw what he intended to do through Fate’s power.

Dropping to one knee, he bowed his head.

“I cannot promise not to recruit. Not meeting the quota would banish us to a fate worse than death. But I promise not to recruit any of your race in exchange for some answers.”

A notification appeared in my vision.

Turok Lighttouch has offered a Soul Contract:

Condition 1: He pledges not to recruit or forcibly conscript any Climber of the human race for the duration of this Tower Climb.

Condition 2: He pledges not to engage in hostilities against you or those designated as part of your party.

Counter-Party Condition 1: In exchange, the Counter-Party swears to answer his questions pertaining to the Cultivator known as Astrid Black-Eye, the Cultivator known as Watcher Yuri, and the Cultivator known as Mother Hiko for the duration of this Tower Climb.

I studied the contract, reading through it a few times. I knew better than most that there were untold loopholes in a Soul Contract, no matter how ironclad you thought it was. But while this Soul Contract was interesting, it wasn’t quite what I was hoping for.

“First of all,” I said to Turok, “you can stand. I know we were just fighting, but I’m not interested in having anyone kneel before me.” Surprise registered on his face for a split second, and then he gave a respectful nod as he rose to his feet.

“Second,” I continued, “I didn’t say you couldn’t recruit anyone. I said I didn’t want you to conscript anyone. As long as you’re honest about the Boons you offer and the ramifications of joining your faction, I won’t bar you from speaking to anyone. Now, I would prefer if you signed on the Jree, as I had hoped to recruit most of the humans and the Co’xatl to my own faction, but I’m beginning to understand the fuckery of this Tower and the contracts its inhabitants are forced into, and believe it or not, I am sympathetic.”

Behind Turok, Aladar and Kundar exchanged a look that I couldn’t quite read. I continued anyway.

“Now, I don’t know what role the factions will play on the Second Floor or even higher. I’m hoping we won’t be pitted against each other. In all honesty, I’d rather us form an alliance than try and cut you out at the knees. The more of us Climbers and the native Tower inhabitants working together, the better.”

“I’m grateful to hear you say that,” Turok said. “But unfortunately, the one truth of the Tower, the one concept that runs through the arteries of this place, is also the name of its creator.”

“Conflict,” I supplied.

“So you know.”

I sighed. “Yes, I’m very familiar with the Aspect that created these Towers and the purpose behind them.” I shook my head in frustration. “I don’t get this guy. Everyone I’ve talked to claims he’s honorable, that he’s doing this for some grand purpose, but I look around and all I see is needless suffering and pointless fighting. Wouldn’t we all be stronger if we worked together?”

Turok pursed his lips, not quite in disagreement, but I could tell that he had some thoughts on the matter.

“Do you see things differently?” I asked.

He shrugged. “It’s not that I disagree with the sentiment,” he said, “and to be honest, I have no memories of my life before the Tower. But I have been through many iterations, many Climbers, many races, and one thing that I have come to realize is that power is a limited resource, and there comes a breaking point when you concentrate enough power into a single individual. No amount of cooperation, teamwork, or camaraderie among weaker individuals can overcome that breaking point. From what I’ve heard of the outside world, every faction of note collects power and funnels it to the top as much as they can. One B-grade powerhouse is worth more than a thousand C-grade cultivators.”

“I don’t buy that,” I said. “We’re all still Nascents,” I waved my hand to encompass my party. “You said so yourself, you’re an Adept, right?” He nodded. “But you would agree that the gap between our power levels is not insurmountable.”

Kundar stepped forward. “You are not wrong, Climber, but as Turok said, none of us have our memories from before the Towers. We woke up with these powers, we didn’t develop them naturally. We skipped all the struggle, strife, and revelation that came with our rise to the Adept Stage. To us, it’s like this power was handed to us on a silver platter. I’m quite confident that the Turok from before the Tower could handle all of us without breaking a sweat.”

That was a thought that gave me pause. I had been considering breaking his geas the same way I had broken Yuri’s, only this time on purpose. If we entered a Soul Contract once my redos were back up and he broke it, then on the next redo, his geas would be broken and he’d remember his past life. I hoped to use this as leverage to guarantee a friendship with another powerful Adept. But the truth was, we had gotten lucky with Yuri. Though his Tower persona had been bloodthirsty and merciless, he claimed in his pre-Tower life that he never murdered sentient beings. What if Turok was a raging dickhead before the tower? I’d have no Soul Contract in place to guarantee his good behavior. And now, Kundar was telling me that the pre-Tower Turok might be something that we couldn’t even handle.

“So, what, then?” I asked. “Three alien races enter, only one leaves? Are we doomed to extinguish each other in the pursuit of this Conflict guy’s sense of the universe?”

Turok shrugged. “It does appear that a certain amount of fighting will be mandated. But my offer still stands. I am willing to sign a Soul Contract not to engage in hostilities with your people and your faction. There will be plenty of enemies as we Ascend.”

Well, I could at least agree on peace. I gathered my thoughts and willed the System to offer an amended Soul Contract to Turok. He couldn’t conscript or mislead any potential recruits and in exchange, he’d be able to meet his quota. There was also a stipulation calling for peace, though I made an amendment that they could defend themselves if attacked—using the least amount of force necessary. God knew I didn’t have anywhere close to a handle on the bulk of the human race—could barely even corral my own Instance without the help of my party.

Turok’s eyes scanned the air in front of him, then he turned to me and nodded. “We accept.”

The Soul Contract materialized in my soul, forming a familiar knot near where my contract with Yuri had rested. The conditions coalesced into physical strands that wrapped around my soul, locking in place like chains. I felt the unbreakable nature of those chains, felt how it would destroy me to violate the conditions. Redos or not, I realized that I had no interest in testing the bounds of a Soul Contract.

“Um, can you tell us what’s happening?” Byron asked from behind me. “What the hell is a Soul Contract?”

I looked over my shoulder to see Byron with a confused expression. Jerome was crossing his arms with an annoyed scowl while Amos was coddling his pigeon like a newborn. Lacy, thankfully, didn’t give me a disapproving look, but I could tell she wished we had talked things over more before jumping into another alliance. Frank had a quizzical look on his face, and I could already hear him asking to inspect the Soul Contract once everything was settled.

“I’m about to explain everything,” I said to Byron.

And I did…almost. I relayed everything I knew from Astrid, Hiko, and Yuri about their history, the conditions that brought them into the Tower, and all of my interactions with them.

Except one thing.

I made sure to omit exactly how Yuri had regained his prior memory and lost his Tower memory through violating the Soul Contract. It was risky, but I had specifically noted that Turok had crafted my Condition so that I only had to answer his questions faithfully. So I spewed out almost everything I knew to drown him in information and direct him away from that topic. He never asked about Yuri’s memories, and I didn’t bring them up.

Once Turok was satisfied, we bade them farewell. The Condition didn’t fulfill, as none of them had time limits or closing conditions specified. Which was fine with me. As long as they couldn’t mess with us, I was content with having the Soul Contract conditions stand. If we avoided too many interactions with the Champions, I wasn’t too worried about my half of the Soul Contract.

“If there’s nothing else, we’ll see you on the Second Floor,” I said.

He gave us a respectful nod and said, “Till then.” Kundar and Aladar followed him as he turned to go. I hadn’t seen the Champions of Order’s stronghold yet, but I assumed that was their destination.

Once they had cleared off, I turned back to the party. “Sorry for taking the reins there, guys. But my Fate vision showed me that the fight was gonna be bloody.” Lex had flown down from the sky, where he had been diligently waiting to see if the fight kicked off again. Once the Soul Contract was signed, he landed on my shoulder and listened as I filled Turok in on the details. “In fact, in the vision, Lex was the first one to die. I thought peace was the better option.” I gave him a loving pet.

“Wha—excuse me?” he asked indignantly. “I am a battle-hardened combat goose. There’s absolutely zero chance I died first.”

I snapped my fingers as I remembered the vision. “You’re right! You died second. Lala died first.”

Amos’ head snapped up, his eyes wide. “Thank you, mate.”

I didn’t do it for Lala, I thought. All the same, I gave him a friendly nod.

I surveyed the group. Everyone seemed uninjured, though I knew Jerome had taken a blow across the chest of his armor. And, of course, the pigeon clutched in Amos’ hands had a bent wing—but I wasn’t counting her.

“Everyone good?” I asked, just to make sure.

Byron held his hands out and examined them. “Ten fingers, ten toes. All good.”

I nodded, turning to Frank and Jerome. Frank nodded shyly while Jerome rubbed at his chest and grunted once. Turning to Lacy, I raised my eyebrows in question. She was biting her lip and I immediately grew serious.

“Lacy? You good?”

She nodded, waving away my concern. “Yeah, yeah, I’m fine. We just…we need to talk,” she finally said.

I suppressed a groan. Those were the words someone used before they broke up with you. But we weren’t even together! Not that I didn’t want to be, but someone wasn’t allowed to break up with you before you even became official!

Right?

“Sure thing.” I tried to keep the trepidation out of my voice. Turning my thoughts from that looming conversation, I addressed the group. “Now that that’s dealt with, it’s time to grab our final round of Boons.” Frank and Byron shared an excited look. Jerome’s expression remained neutral. Amos was still fussing over his pigeon. Lacy had a thoughtful expression as she chewed her lip. “Let’s head over and we can gameplan the best distribution.”

As we walked over to the Boon plaza, we engaged in idle chat. But I was only partially paying attention to the conversation around me. Inside, my mind was churning.

What was the best plan? I thought fitfully. There were the two Heirloom Boons, the Class upgrade, the Spirit stat unlock, the stat boosts, Karmic Sight, the crafting tables, the information packets, and the two skill Boons from Time and the Keepers.

I knew none of us would pick Fate’s Boon, no matter how overpowered it was—beholding ourselves to that bitch anymore was off the table.

The Boons we couldn’t pass up on were the Heirloom items and the Class upgrade. In my opinion, those were the three biggest level ups on the entire First Floor. Three Boons down, three to go. Karmic Sight and the Spirit stat unlock were probably my next two choices for the team. Byron had explained the Karmic Sight a bit in the last redo and Yuri had claimed it was one of the most powerful Boons before I told him I couldn’t take it.

From what Byron had mentioned, when activated, it displayed the Karmic threads tying living creatures together. He had said that by focusing on specific strands, he could glimpse packets of information about the person or animal and how they were connected to the living being on the other end of the thread. When he looked at me, he said the Karmic threads were obscured by blinding, golden light—my Fate energy, I had guessed. But for the others, he saw interweaving strands connecting to each other in fascinating ways.

We hadn’t fully experimented with the Sight, but I had already thought of a few powerful use cases. For one, it seemed to be usable as an infallible bullshit detector. Anyone claiming to be friendly would immediately be found out based on the information from their Karmic threads. We also suspected it could be used to detect invisible or hiding enemies—the threads trailing away from them would out them once in range.

It was a definite must-grab, but I wasn’t certain Byron was the best candidate for the final run. He wasn’t the most reliable amongst the team, nor the brightest if I was being honest. On the other hand, the Class upgrade and the two Heirloom items didn’t require any big-brained thinking. But Byron wasn’t my top candidate for the Heirloom items. His Class was more about support and being a force multiplier for the team. The weapon or armor would be wasted on him. The Class upgrade, however…

As the most studious—and probably most intelligent of the party—I figured Frank would be the best candidate for the Karmic Sight. Though I knew the Mind stat boost would also give him a nice power-up, the plus 50 across the three Mind stats was a Boon that would be eclipsed once we all hit Adept. It was a short-term decision that I couldn’t justify if we wanted to make it to the top of this Tower.

Of course, that was assuming he wasn’t able to select his Patron’s Boon for a second time.

As for Amos, I heavily considered the Body Boon again. For one, his pigeons scaled on his Body stats, making them less flying rats and more of a legitimate fighting force.

And for two, I had really been enjoying forced-sobriety Amos. Our battle with Turok had shown that shit-faced Amos was a liability that we couldn’t afford.

That just left Jerome, Lacy, and me.


Chapter 12


A Sinister Thread



Ihad considered the Weapon Heirloom for Jerome, just to round out his set. But there was some concern that since he wasn’t built around offense, we’d just be muddying the waters with an offensive Boon. Yuri had mentioned that I shouldn’t be so narrow-minded about the Heirloom Boons. With my enhanced memory from my trait-boosted Intelligence, I remembered that he said he’d seen Climbers choose the Weapon Boon and come back with a giant shield. That would be something that suited Jerome’s role within our team. It was something worth thinking about, as he was our only real frontline fighter.

Sure, I could mix it up in close, but that was against untrained people still fresh to the Apocalypse. Against heavy hitters, I was more of a hit-and-run type fighter; getting Jerome a weapon to balance against his armor would definitely be to the team’s advantage.

As for Lacy, she already received the Class upgrade and demonstrated incredible power against others at our Stage. She had even fooled Turok and his people, though he had eventually pulled out a counter. My personal choice for her would have been the Armor Boon to shore up her survivability, but I suspected she would push back and try to get someone else to take it.

If she refused, the other decent options for her were the Mind stats boost, unlocking her Spirit stats—such as Enlightenment and Willpower—or grabbing one of the information Boons. That last one was not something I planned to push for since the one I had grabbed had turned out to be useless. However, the primer on Stages interested me. Still, I was fairly confident Kurian could help walk us through our breakthrough, so it wasn’t my top priority.

And then there was me.

I’d already grabbed the Class upgrade, the Weapon Boon, the Spirit stats unlock, and the partial information packet that pertained to the Second Floor. Though I’d made an agreement not to grab any more information packets, Null had fucked me in that deal, so our agreement was out the door as far as I was concerned. All the same, I didn’t want to waste a pick on a useless info packet. But I couldn’t get Karmic Sight, Fate’s Boon, or Time’s Boon. I probably could get the Keeper’s Boon, but Frank already had double of that, so it wasn’t my top choice. And none of the plus fifty stats boosts appealed to me since I was currently sitting on hundreds of unspent stat points as it was.

Which didn’t leave me with many options.

One, I could select the percent effectiveness Boon that raised every stat by 5%. Two, I could risk going against Frank’s Patron’s advice and select Fate’s Boon to boost one of my cores into the Adept Stage. Or three, I could grab the Armor Heirloom Boon to round out my own set. The very last Boon—which I had never considered—was the Boon from the desecrated statue that claimed picking it would make me an enemy of the entire Integrated Universe. That one wasn’t even a real option, so I didn’t count it.

The stat effectiveness boost would be massive, and would obviously scale incredibly as I climbed through the Stages. But at the end of the day, I was abundant in stats and nearly every trait I received came with an effectiveness increase. Since this was my last Boon—at least on this Floor—I wasn’t confident that it would be the most impactful choice.

On the other hand, Frank’s Patron—the Keeper of Secrets—had specifically used one of Frank’s limited information dumps to warn me off of choosing Fate’s Boon. On top of that, every single source of information I’d received suggested Fate was not to be trusted. Worse, she was known for actively working against her chosen Climbers when it suited her. That seemed good enough reason not to mess around with her Boon—even if boosting one of my cores up a Stage sounded incredibly overpowered.

Which left the Armor Boon that I was hoping I could convince Lacy to snag.

I explained my thought process to the team as we neared the Boon Plaza. There were some questions and some back-and-forth, but no major disagreements. I purposefully didn’t explain the Body Boon’s effect on Amos’ inability to get drunk. And after his display against Turok, I felt justified in that bit of deceit; he had almost gotten us killed because of his drunkenness.

The one thing we got stuck on, which I knew we would, was who would take the Armor Boon.

“I don’t need armor,” Lacy said for the third time. “My illusions are enough. Plus, if I’m in the line of fire, it’s because I did something wrong.”

We were standing in a clump in front of Conflict’s statue as pedestrians streamed through the plaza. Though we were chatting casually, I had one eye scanning around us at all times. Though the Beasts of Chaos, Champions of Order, and Watcher Yuri were all neutralized or friendly, we still hadn’t seen Kneer and the Jree in hours.

Which meant I was only half listening when Lacy said, “If anyone should grab the Armor Boon, it’s Dirk. We all saw him in the thick of the fighting against those Champion weirdos.”

“Yeah, Dirk gets the Armor fosho,” Byron added.

Jerome grunted, which was generally indecipherable, though in this instance, I could tell he agreed. Amos was ignoring us as he stood in front of the Body Boon while Frank was rubbing his chin in thought.

“Why don’t you all get your Boons and we can figure out my Boon after,” I suggested.

Frank shrugged and went over to the Karmic Sight Boon. Amos flashed me a thumbs up and turned toward the Body Boon. Byron nodded but then hesitated in front of Conflict’s Boon. We had told him that both Lacy and I had been knocked out for a spell after picking that particular Boon. Jerome stood with his arms crossed. I couldn’t tell if it was because he wanted everyone else to go first or if he was just being defiant because he thought I was telling him what to do.

And that just left me and Lacy.

“I still think you should get the armor,” I said. “I’ve got lots of survivability with my Mass core boosting my Endurance. Not to mention the Endurance from my traits.”

She crossed her arms and tilted her head. “Dirk, you’re being ridiculous and you know it. I’m not a frontline fighter and never will be. You’re the one racing toward the enemies with a katana in your hands, using speed and luck to avoid attacks. Can you just pick the Armor Boon so we can move on?”

I pursed my lips in equal parts annoyance and lack of rebuttal. It was hard to admit, but my push for Lacy to grab the Armor was 95% favoritism and 5% practicality. But was it my fault that Lacy’s deaths hit me the hardest? She was the one that I’d been rushing to save in those first few redos. Yes, I obviously had been trying to save everyone, but it was Lacy who was kidnapped and assaulted. Lacy who Kneer’s Mantle had shredded while I was forced to run like a coward.

But I understood her point. Even with my diskslinger, I was a melee fighter at heart. And bumping up my survivability would allow me to keep a better eye on her and the others.

“Okay, I can see I’m a bit biased. What would you pick, then?” I asked.

She turned to survey the statues. “Hmm, well, my illusion-based class is Intelligence-Perception based, so the Mind stats boost wouldn’t be bad. I know you said the next Stage would most likely shower us in stat points, but I’m only level 7. Level 75 seems an eternity away. And another 150 stat points would nearly double my current total.”

“Huh, I hadn’t really considered that,” I replied. “Still, are you completely sure you don’t want the Armor⁠—”

“Dirk, seriously?” She rolled her eyes and crossed her arms. “Will you stop babying me? You know me so well, right? Then you should know I’m no damsel.”

A smile crossed my face. I could clearly picture her yelling very similar words in my face on the last redo.

“Fiiiiine. I’ll get the Armor Boon.”

The corner of her lip turned up in a slight smirk.

“Hey, now. Don’t get all smug on me because you got your way,” I said in a mock-serious tone.

She schooled her expression, but I could still see that familiar twinkle in her eye. “Oh, so you’re the only one that gets to gloat when you get your way?”

I clicked my tongue and pointed at her. “Exactly.”

She rolled her eyes again and walked over to the Mind Boon.

While she grabbed her Boon, I scanned around to see what the others were up to. Byron was still standing hesitantly in front of Conflict’s class upgrade Boon. Jerome was behind him, presumably to catch him when he fell unconscious. Amos had run off to the end of the plaza and seemed to be doing wind sprints through the pedestrian traffic. Though it appeared that he was being quite the nuisance, the commoners of the Hold knew better than to take issue with Climbers.

Frank was standing in front of the Karmic Sight Boon, his eyes closed. I walked over to check on him, placing my hand gently on his shoulder.

“You okay?” I asked softly.

His eyes snapped open, staring straight into mine. There was a golden hue to his eyes that I was certain hadn’t been there before—though I was also pretty certain he had never met my eyes for more than a fleeting glance. He didn’t seem to have that problem anymore, his gaze boring into me in an uncomfortable way. I had to resist the urge to take a step back.

He blinked slowly, then seemed to come back to himself. He glanced around the plaza, then looked back at me. This time, his eyes trailed to my chest, then back to my face.

“It’s…incredible,” he said quietly. “The energy in your soul is so dense, I thought I’d go blind for a moment.” He looked around, the golden hue flashing across his pupils once more. “And the threads. My God, Dirk…it’s so stunning.”

It took me a moment to formulate a response. I had never seen Frank so confident in his speech, except maybe when he was explaining some intellectual concept. But he had never exhibited this much confidence. I was so shocked that I almost glossed over the fact that he could see my soul space.

“How are you able to see my energy?” I asked. “When Byron had the Karmic Sight, he said he couldn’t see my threads or whatever.”

“There’s an Intelligence and Perception check that Byron didn’t meet,” Frank replied absentmindedly. He was examining all around us as he spoke. “And there’s ways to fine tune the Sight. Make it more granular, follow individual threads, or…” He trailed off, his eyes catching on Lacy. Slowly, he brushed past me, walking toward her.

I was almost too stunned to follow. Frank was acting very un-Frank-like.

“What is it?” I called after him.

He ignored me, walking up behind Lacy as she examined the Mind Boon. His hands trailed through the air around her, appearing to be strumming something that only he could see.

After a moment, Lacy realized Frank was right behind her, doing God knows what, and she whirled around in surprise.

“Whoa, uh, whatchu doing, Frank?” she asked.

“There’s an abnormal thread attached to you,” he said quietly. “I don’t know what it is, exactly, but I don’t like the feeling emanating from it.”

My eyes narrowed and I walked up beside him.

“Describe it,” I said.

His fingers continued to trace the invisible threads as he spoke. “The coloring is red—it’s the only red one I see around us. But the energy emanating from it is…well, I don’t want to say evil but certainly sinister.”

My stomach flipped at his description. Could that be Craig’s influence he was seeing? I had hoped that had been severed.

Before I could ask any more questions, he turned and pointed in the direction of the red portal that led from the First Floor, as well as toward the Stairs to the Second Floor.

“It’s coming from that direction. And I’m not certain, but it feels as if it’s growing stronger.”

“Oh, fuck,” I whispered. Then I turned and called out to the party. “Everyone, grab your Boons. Now! Amos! Get back over here!”

“What is it?” Lacy asked with a concerned tone.

“Jerome, get your Boon. You too, Byron.” Turning back to Lacy, I lowered my voice so only Frank and she could hear. “I think that thread is Craig’s compulsion.”

Her eyes went wide, then narrowed in fury.

“Let’s ambush that fucker!” Lacy hissed. “No one fucks around in my head.”

I chewed my lip in thought. Frank was staring off into space, obviously still following the thread.

“Can you tell how far he is?” I asked. “Is he in the Hold, or could the connection be coming through the portal?”

“Oh, he’s here,” Frank replied. “And coming closer. But if I’m reading the thread right, he’s not in a rush.”

“Shit. Okay, then we’ve got a couple of minutes, hopefully. I had planned on doing this later, but I don’t think we’ll have another opportunity to visit the statues in the future. Byron, give me those portals in your Inventory, then take the Boon.”

He came over and handed me three portals that we’d farmed from the golden tunnelers earlier.

“I’m scared, dude,” he whispered.

“You’re gonna be fine, dude.” I put a hand on his shoulder and looked into his eyes. “Courage isn’t never being afraid. Courage is being afraid but doing the damn thing anyway.”

His chin raised, his posture straightening. He gave me a manly nod and I had to suppress a chuckle. Then he spun around and strode over to the statue. A moment later, he was laid out on the cobblestone as Jerome eased him down.

“Where’d you pull that one from?” Lacy asked with a chuckle.

I smiled and shrugged. “Read a lot of books in prison. Some of it stuck.”

“Well, that was some deep shit.” She turned to follow the direction of the thread. “So, what’s the plan? Lay in ambush or just face the fucker head-on?”

“Neither.” I grabbed one of the portals Byron had given me and popped it. A whoosh filled the air as the blue portal materialized in front of us. “But first, can you go through and grab Lex and Mama G?”

“Mama G? You sure?”

I nodded. “Yeah, might as well have her grab a Boon, too.”

She shrugged and jumped through the portal. Frank’s head immediately snapped up like he had woken from a daze.

“The thread’s gone,” he muttered. Then he turned and saw the portal. He blinked three times, his eyes snapping into focus. “Where’d Lacy go?”

“She’s grabbing Mama to get another Boon. I’m gonna grab the Armor Boon now.” Jerome was standing in front of the Weapon Boon while Byron was still unconscious on the ground. Amos was nearby, but he was bouncing with unrestrained energy, like a tweaker just about to peak. “Can you keep an eye out for everyone? I could only be out for a minute, but it might be longer.”

He nodded, walking over to stand by Byron.

I rushed over to the Armor Boon, stopping beside Jerome.

“Scared?” I asked wryly.

He side-eyed me, but otherwise didn’t respond. I grunted in reply—Jerome’s love language. Then I reached out and activated the Armor Boon.

“Here we go.”


Chapter 13


Red



Iremembered when I selected the Weapon Boon and appeared in Aestus’ Mind World. The feeling had been inviting, welcoming me into that dark space where the god was hammering away at a skyscraper-sized weapon. He had been patient and understanding as he explained to me how his Boon worked and what I could expect. It was an eye-opening experience to the Integrated Universe and filled me with hope that not every powerful being was bloodthirsty and political.

This was nothing like that.

As soon as I confirmed the selection, I was ripped from my body, my senses going numb. I was unclear how much time had passed, but sensations slowly began to return. The first thing that hit me was the smell of blood. It had a tainted odor to it, heavy with iron and slightly astringent on my nostrils. I snorted to clear my sinuses, but the odor lingered.

A scream echoed around me and I tried to open my eyes, but all I saw was impenetrable darkness. I tried to turn toward the sound but found my limbs locked into place by heavy manacles. In the back of my mind, Red began to panic, which mirrored my own growing horror.

What the fuck was this? Had something intercepted the Boon and abducted my mind? Or was this really how Leph imparted his Heirloom Armor?

A voice cut through everything, like it touched all five senses at once. I could swear that I tasted, smelled, and felt that voice as it spoke. All the same, it wasn’t a loud sound in the practical sense, only loud the way nerve pain consumes your thoughts, or decomposing flesh dominated your nostrils.

“The arrogance is astounding. To dare such disrespect, from one so weak.” The speaker snorted, and every animal sense of self-preservation fired in my body. It was like facing down an angry tiger on the verge of pouncing, and I knew—just knew—that I was moments away from being wiped from existence with a single, contemptuous thought.

I cleared my throat—and blessedly, found I had a voice. “I meant no disrespect.” My tone sounded weak to my ears and that pissed me off. There was nothing I could do against someone at Leph or Aestus’ level—that much was abundantly clear by just how neutralized I felt in this moment. But the one thing I could control, the one thing he couldn’t take from me, was how I faced whatever was to come.

And no one—god or otherwise—would see me sniffling and crying my way into the afterlife.

So I cleared my throat once more and forced that resolve into my voice. “I meant no disrespect,” I repeated. “I merely selected a Boon placed in the Tower by Conflict. If I wasn’t supposed⁠—”

“Quiet.” His voice was low but full of danger. Though I wouldn’t snivel or beg, I also wasn’t fool enough to disobey the deity. “You thought you would partake in my brother’s favor, then come crawl here for a double blessing? Approach me—Leph, the greatest armorer in the universe—as if I were an afterthought!” He screamed the last part, his words cutting like actual knives across my skin. Through the pain, I finally realized why he was so mad.

He’s mad because he’s the sloppy seconds! Are you fucking kidding me?

“That was not my intention. As you must know, I am from a newly-Integrated planet. I am ignorant in the ways of the gods⁠—”

“Yes,” he interrupted, his voice quiet once again. “Yes. Ignorant. It is good that you realize this. From this awareness, will sprout a new understanding of just how poorly you have chosen.”

Fuck you, I thought.

“I appreciate whatever understanding you can impart.”

“Hmph. Your humility, while insincere, will suffice for now. Bah, I don’t have time to educate you—I am in the midst of a project that your little mind couldn’t even begin to comprehend.”

Why are all the powerful people in the Integrated Universe so sanctimonious? You’re just a glorified blacksmith, dude.

“I wouldn’t wish to waste any of your time,” I said. “If you send me back, I will think long and hard on how I’ve slighted the great⁠—”

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” he growled. “Send back the little pissant without his Boon so Dondarius revokes my payment. Well, you tell him that I’ve already given out a Boon to a Climber in your Tower. A beautiful set of armor wrapped around an Intimidation core. Fine work. More than enough to satisfy the conditions of our agreement!”

He must have been talking about Jerome’s armor, which I’ll admit, was pretty fucking cool.

“Of course, Lord Leph. I know of the armor of which you speak, and let me tell you, it’s one-of-a-kind. Amazing, really⁠—”

“God,” he interrupted.

“Uh, I’m sorry?”

“You said Lord Leph. I am a god. You may call me Divine One, Your Divinity, or simply: God.” The arrogance oozed throughout his words, but for some reason, all I could picture was some sniveling little kid who’d lucked out into far too much power.

But at this stage, I was just happy to get the fuck out of here with my life intact. This…god, seemed to be one wrong word away from erasing my existence.

“Apologies, Divine One,” I said, keeping my voice tight to mask my annoyance. “Will you send me back to my friends? As you yourself stated, you’ve already done more than enough to satisfy your Boon.”

“What did I say, ant? I’m not sending you back empty-handed just so you can smear my good name across the Integrated Universe. No, I shall honor the Boon agreement, even if you don’t deserve it.”

Hmm, even though I’d been riding a razor’s edge this entire conversation, I would be lying if I said I wasn’t eager for some armor like Jerome’s.

“Anything you provide will be much appreciated, Divine One.”

He snorted again, though I felt much less animosity behind it this time. “Now, let’s see…purge this Mass core or the silly little spirit.”

My heart immediately fell into my stomach. Red reared up in the back of my mind, a confusing and chaotic series of images flashing before me.

“Pardon, Divine One. But could you please…not do that?”

“The ant makes demands now?” he roared. “Perhaps I should just leave you here for a millennia or two, hm? Time stands still outside of my Mind World. Once I’m done with you, I’ll return you to your body with a mind fractured into a million pieces! How does that sound?”

It took every ounce of self-control for me to keep my thoughts in order. Red was having her equivalent of a panic attack in the back of my mind, and it nearly tipped me over the edge.

Red, Goddammit, relax!

She reacted instantly, snapping back into focus. I didn’t blame the Mantle—she had every right to be concerned this fucking psycho was about to wipe her from my soul. But I also couldn’t get us out of this if she was filibustering my thoughts.

There was only one way out of this that I saw. It hurt my fucking soul to admit it, but it was clear as day what needed to be done.

I had to flatter the fuck out of this tiny-dicked god.

“Your Divinity, if you’ll allow me to say one thing?”

My heart was pounding in my chest. My vision was still blacked out and I strained to hear or sense any sort of reaction from this mad god. But all I could hear was the distant echoes of people screaming and my own frantic breaths.

After ten seconds that seemed to stretch on for hours, the mad god spoke.

“You may speak.”

My shoulders loosened, my gut unclenching ever so slightly. I wasn’t out of the fire, but he also wasn’t actively ripping Red from me, so that was a small victory.

“When I so stupidly chose your brother’s Boon, he said something to me.” I felt the air shift and the temperature in the room jump up at the mention of his brother, Aestus. I pushed through, rushing to reach my point before he killed me out of spite. “He told me that he was limited in what he could do for me. That I should have picked you. He also said that you—and only you—could unlock the full potential of my Mantle. I know any creation you made from scratch would be infinitely more powerful than this pathetic cloth,”—Red immediately bucked against me in my mind, but I ignored her as I continued—“but I’ve grown accustomed to her, you see? I know it’s weak of me, but as you said, I am only an ant, still anchored to my sentimentality. And I am eager to witness how something so pitiful as my Mantle can be elevated to greatness through your deft touch.”

I had been speaking rapid fire, all in one breath. As soon as I was done, I took in a big gulp of air, and I waited. My heart was in my throat, Red silently panicking—and sending me scolding thoughts—while Leph said nothing.

A full minute passed and I wondered if we had been abandoned. Had he decided to go the millennia of torture route?

“Divine One?” I asked quietly.

“I’m here, ant. Be quiet while I think.”

Another full minute passed, and sweat slicked my body. Red had finally calmed down but was doing the mental equivalent of a leg tapping under the table impatiently. I desperately wanted to fidget myself, but I had the impression that any little thing would set this guy off.

Suddenly, my vision cleared, like a light switch had been flipped on.

I desperately wished it hadn’t.

Inches from my face, dominating the entirety of my vision, was a creature straight out of a horror film. Taut, red skin stretched across Leph’s face. His eyes bugged out of his sockets, pitch-black orbs that reflected my own horrified face back at me. Blood oozed from those eyes, dripping down his cheeks and chin. He didn’t have hair, but rather bars of rusted iron that looked like rebar sticking out of his skull.

Somehow, the smell seemed to intensify and I gagged briefly before locking down my involuntary reaction.

His black eyes bore into me, and I felt like I was staring into an abyss filled with blood and pain. But I couldn’t look away. I knew—just knew—that if I glanced away even for a moment, I’d see things around the periphery that I’d never scrape from my mind.

Off to my left, a blood-curdling scream sounded, and it took all of my self-control not to flinch and glance over. And all the while, I was gazing into those empty, evil eyes, wondering why the fuck I had picked the Armor Boon.

After a tense few moments, Leph snorted, then looked away. I relaxed, feeling like the executioner’s axe lingering over my neck had just been retracted. All the same, I didn’t dare take in my surroundings—I just wanted to get the fuck out of here.

“You’re brave, little ant. I’ve broken real Cultivators with nothing but my gaze.”

He stood upright and I got a glimpse of his body before locking my eyes back on his face. He was so vastly different from Aestus, I had to wonder if the term brother meant something other than biological kin.

He was bare-chested, his red skin still pulled overly tight across his muscles and bones. Weeping gashes and nasty welts oozing pus crisscrossed his skin. The smell of blood and sickly death intensified as I scanned the wounds, like my gaze magnified the effect somehow. A distant part of my mind wondered if there was an Affinity at play here, intensifying my visceral reaction to his ghastly appearance.

“It is done,” he growled. “Do not seek me out again unless you reach the Immortal Stage.” He leaned in close again, his weeping eyes boring into mine. “Otherwise, you will not survive the pain my next Boon inflicts upon you.”

I was yanked backward in space, my body rushing away from Leph’s terrible domain. The motion was disorienting and when I snapped back into my real body in the Hold, I immediately crashed to my knees and puked all over the cobblestone.

“Holy…fuck…” I gasped.

In the back of my mind, Red wasn’t much better off. She felt small, compacted into a little ball, and I tentatively reached out to her—both mentally and physically—to give her comfort. As soon as my fingers hit cloth, she wrapped around me in a rush, squeezing me tight in a bear hug.

“Shh, it’s okay. We’re safe,” I said softly. It probably looked bizarre, me stroking my cape as it enveloped me.

Then, something changed, and Red began to shift unnaturally. The cloth seemed to liquefy, spreading across my torso like putty.

“What the…?”

I stood up, trying to examine exactly what Red was doing. The emotions from the Mantle had settled down some—there was still that existential fear from our run in with Leph lingering in her thoughts. But mostly, I felt a new sense of excitement and power emanating from her.

“What did he do to you, girl?”

In response, I felt her move with intention, coating my entire body in her material. The sensation was odd, like I was slipping into cool water. I felt it as she moved, but once I was covered in the living cloth, it was like there was nothing there at all.

She continued to flow across my body, covering me from head-to-toe, slipping up my neck and approaching my jaw. I’ll admit, I started to panic when she approached my mouth and face, but she sent me a chiding thought and I forced myself to relax.

This was Red, I reminded myself. She’d never do anything to hurt me.

So I relaxed as she enveloped me, though my curiosity was burning inside of my chest.

“Mate, what the feck?” Amos called from behind me.

I turned to see him and Jerome staring at me—him with wide eyes, Jerome with his usual scowl.

“What does it look like?” I asked.

Before they could respond, Red covered my face and eyes, blinding me. I was about to force her away from my face, when my vision suddenly cleared. It wasn’t that she had moved—I could still feel the liquid cloth on my skin—but rather, the cloth had somehow gone transparent to my eyes.

“It’s like yer wrapped in a giant, red condom, mate.”

I felt Red respond, her indignation spiking in the back of my mind. She rippled across my right arm, exposing the skin as she moved into my hand and shot out with a sudden movement. A spike extended from my hand, rigid and red, racing toward Amos’ face. My eyes went wide in shock and before I could pull the cloth back, she was poised right at his neck.

We both gaped at the four-foot-long, blood-red spike mere inches from Amos. It was wide at the base, narrowing to a needle-point at the tip. He reached up and gingerly touched the cloth. Unlike Red’s usual material, his fingers seemed to press against hard and unyielding material.

Before we could say anything, the spike began to morph again, refining along its length into a narrower shape. Some of the excess material traveled down the spike, moving back up my arm to coat it in red once more.

Over the next few seconds, what had been a circular spike began to shift into the form of a blade. Slowly, the shape of the blade became familiar until I was holding a near-replica of my katana in my right hand. The only difference was that it was made of Red’s material, making it appear like a sword coated entirely in blood.

I stared at the katana in my hand, unable to process the changes Red was experiencing. Reaching out with my left hand, I ran my finger along the edge and felt it cut my skin from only the slightest pressure.

“Fuck, that’s sharp,” I said, pulling my hand away.

“I retract me earlier statement,” Amos said. “That’s feckin’ grouse, mate.”

At his side, Jerome grunted. “Not bad.”

I paused examining the blade and stared at Jerome. “Dude, how about a fucking warning next time? That psycho threatened to torture me for thousands of years.”

His eyes narrowed and he crossed his arms. “Had no problem with him. Ugly, sure, but that be it.”

I shook my head and swung Red around, giving the katana a few experimental slashes and stabs.

“Fuck you, Leph,” I muttered.

As I swung the katana, I noted the balance was off, but Red felt it too and adjusted the weight. After a few more slashes, I was satisfied. Looking down at the red armor coating my body, I rapped my knuckles against it. It felt hard, like metal, but also had a bit of flex to it. I couldn’t wait to experiment with Red’s new capabilities!

“That’ll do, Red,” I said with an appreciative tap on my chest. “That’ll do.”

“Whoa, what the fuck, dude?”

I turned to see Lacy coming through the portal, Mama G and Lex right behind her. Flashing her a grin, I shrugged. Then I realized Red was covering my face and I willed the cloth to pull away so they could see me.

“Red just got a massive level up. Check this out,” I said, going through some motions with the katana. “The material is hard, too. I don’t know what it can tank, but I’m eager to do some tests.”

“That’s pretty cool…” Lacy said. Both Red and I felt our indignation rise.

“Pretty cool? It’s fuckin’ sick, Lacy, come on!”

She nodded. “Yeah, it’s sick, but I mean…you look a little ridiculous.” She looked around at the others. “What is it he looks like? It’s on the tip of my tongue…”

“A giant, red gimp?” Amos supplied.

I whirled on him, ready to tell him off, but then got distracted with restraining Red—she wanted to give him a little prick, but I held her back.

Behind me, Lacy and Lex laughed, while Frank examined me with his Legendary glasses that he had received at the beginning of the Integration.

“Incredible material,” he muttered, leaning in closer. “It appears to have a fluid consistency but has incredible tensile and compression strength on demand. I wonder if⁠—”

Lex interrupted him. “HONK! I figured it out, Lacy!”

We all turned toward him—me with a look that said, ‘You better be really fucking careful with what you say next,’ while the others were a mix of curious and amused.

“I know what it is he looks like!” Lex waddled in closer, looking up at me with a glint in his eye. “He looks like the red Power Ranger!”

He flapped away in a rush as both Red and I chased him with murderous intent.


Chapter 14


Craig and What Army?



Ilet Lex off the hook, noting Byron’s unconscious body and the ticking clock of Craig’s arrival. Mama G saw him too and rushed over.

“Boy? You okay?” She whirled on me, accusation in her eyes. As she stomped toward me—all five-foot-three of her—I had to stop myself from taking a step back.

Give me a pissed off Yuri any day of the week.

“What did you do!”

Lacy intercepted her charge, placating her with hands up. “He’ll be fine, Mama. Going through the same thing I did when I picked that Boon. Hour or two and he’ll be more powerful than ever.”

The corner of her lip lifted in a snarl, her eyes boring into me over Lacy’s shoulder. I let Red slide up to hide my face as I rolled my eyes.

Lacy physically turned her away from me, wrapping an arm around her shoulder.

“C’mon, Mama, let’s get you your Boon.”

While Lacy led her away, I pulled up my Inventory to finally examine the changes Leph made to Red.

[Red, aka the Crimson Cape of Mass Slaughter] [Progenitor’s Mantle] [Unique] [Heirloom Item]

Dirk’s better half, personal designation: Red. This sentient piece of clothing fancies itself the brains, brawn, and beauty of this dynamic duo. Enjoys full moons and a thin coating of her enemy’s blood stroked evenly across her surface. For more info, see the attached bio. But first, a poem composed by our very own Red, the Crimson Cape of Mass Slaughter:

Roses are red,

Violets are blue,

Blood is nature’s lubricant,

And I’m about to fuck you⁠—

I took a moment to minimize the item description to give Red a serious look.

“Are you fucking kidding?” I muttered. A lewd image of Red and a very-dead Kneer came back in response, and I immediately scrubbed it from every recess of my mind. “Add necrophilia to the list for my deranged cape,” I added with a shake of my head.

I skipped past a very long bio of things that I didn’t even want to know—I had to sleep next to this psycho, after all. Past the section about preferred forms of executing enemies and a second poem—in haiku form—that seemed to be romanticizing the smell of a specific type of smoke only made from the burning of corpses, was the meat of the changes Leph had made.

Rank: 1

Experience: 72,398/100,000

Traits:

Only a Matter of Time I

You Think Your Shit Don’t Stink I (Same Race)

Your Shit Really Don’t Stink I

Your Shit Really Don’t Stink II

Your Shit Really Don’t Stink III

Keen Eye II

Sound of Mind II

(New) Two Psychos, One Ability

Abilities:

[Analysis II]

(New) [Morph II (Item)]

Status: Equipped (Soulbound)

Bearer: Dirk Damascus, Prime of Earth (Race rank: #1 — Co-Integrated Rank: #76 —> #1)

I pulled up the new trait and ability.

Two Psychos, One Ability: You’ve created a connection with another sentient being strong enough to facilitate a shared ability. Let’s hope you remain on the same page for eternity. Who knows what would happen if your interests ever diverged. +20 Intelligence.

Morph II (Item)

This ability allows the user to adjust the shape of the associated item via mental feedback. Rigidity and strength can be modified to solidify the shape of the item. Higher ranks of this ability increase speed of change and maximum rigidity.

System Note: This ability has been modified by a Higher Power. The associated item has the awareness and capability to activate this ability without the bearer’s intervention.

Despite the frankly deranged item description, I was really pleased with the upgrade to Red. The cape had a lot of surface material to work with and I was already envisioning different forms she could take to up my offensive and defensive capabilities.

But now wasn’t the time to test out the changes, so I turned my attention back to the others.

Jerome had selected the Weapon Boon and was holding a floating, metallic device that looked a bit like a floating drone—but without any visible rotors. It didn’t look very impressive, but I knew looks could be deceiving when it came to Heirloom items.

I mean, Mileen was running around with a pair of Goddamn chopsticks, stabbing dudes in the neck like a ninja caught mid-meal.

“Get anything good?” I called over to Jerome.

In typical Jerome fashion, he grunted in reply. Before I could ask for a bit more elaboration, he threw the flying sphere at Amos. The Aussie cringed and held his hands up over his face, but the object stopped a foot in front of him and entered a sort of orbital pattern, lazily circling around his head.

When nothing collided with his face, he peered between his hands and watched the sphere circling around him.

“Huh?” He reached up to poke at it, but it didn’t react.

“Throw somethin’ at him,” Jerome said to me.

I raised an eyebrow in surprise. But I also couldn’t resist the opportunity to chuck something at Amos.

“Mate, what you⁠—”

His eyes went wide, but before he could react, one of my baseballs was flying toward his face. It wasn’t the hardest pitch I’d ever thrown, but it wasn’t the softest either.

A metallic clang echoed as the flying sphere zipped to intercept the baseball.

“Ohhh,” I said in pleasant surprise. “That’s fucking neat!”

“Oi! Ye feckin’ cunt! Don’t be throwin⁠—”

He cut off as I launched four more baseballs in quick succession. There was a change-up, two fastballs, and a Friction-enhanced curveball in the mix. All were met head-on by the sphere, with four resounding clanks quickly following. Jerome beckoned with his hand, and the sphere flew back over and began circling him.

I looked at Jerome and nodded appreciatively. “That’s cool as hell. Can it do that with bullets, too?”

Before he could answer, Amos threw his hands in the air, a big, shit-eating grin on his face. “That was feckin’ awesome! I’m invincible—wait, put that thing back on me⁠—”

The sphere began making a high-pitched whirring sound, a small pinprick of light emitting from its center point.

“Mate, your ball-thingy don’t look right⁠—”

A pulse of light ripped from the sphere, lasering in on Amos’ chest.

“Oof!”

He was knocked back on his butt, a small burn mark in the middle of his shirt.

I looked at Jerome who had a slight smirk on his face. “The fuck?”

“Absorbs attacks,” he replied. “Can shoot part of the energy out. Minute cooldown for now.”

Amos was rubbing at his chest, a grimace on his face. “Oi, feck ye shoot it at me for?” He jerked his hand up and down and aimed it at me. “Send it to the wanker next time.”

I chuckled and was about to quip something back, when I noticed Frank staring off in the direction of the red thread he had been following earlier.

“You good, Frank?”

He glanced at me, then went back to examining the thread.

“Approaching fast,” he said quietly. “Probably a minute or two.”

“Shit. Okay, enough grab ass. Let’s grab our Boons and get ready. We can wipe this fucker off the board right here and now. Take a whole load off our shoulders.”

Amos continued complaining—quietly—as he stood up. Jerome’s sphere was circling him as he moved to face the direction Frank indicated. Byron was still unconscious, so I picked him up and slid him through the still-active portal. Lex was over with Lacy and Mama G, and a quick glance told me that something was wrong.

Mama G’s expression was a dark cloud, while Lacy was speaking with animated body language. I wasn’t exactly the best option to mediate the two, but I went over anyway. Time was short and they needed a prodding.

“Hey guys, we need to put on our game faces. That fucker, Craig, is only minutes⁠—”

I cut off as Lacy’s words reached me.

“—This sanctimonious bullshit!” she whispered aggressively. “We’re fighting for our⁠—”

“Enough!” Mama G shouted. “I ain’t worshiping no pagan god for no Boon. Was doin’ just fine back in my kitchen ‘fore you dragged me out here!”

“Then go back to your kitchen!” Lacy shouted, her voice rising. “Why the fuck should you care if humanity is on the verge of extinction? Maybe your God will get off his ass and intervene, hm? Then all of your self-righteous non-action would be vindicated.”

Lex opened his beak to interject, and I already knew he was forming a rebuttal concerning the existence of God—which was the last fucking thing this conversation needed.

My presence wasn’t much better, but it was a hair above openly shitting on Mama G’s beliefs.

“Guys,” I said, holding my hands up in a placating gesture as I joined them. “This isn’t the time for this conversation. We’ve got at least one bad guy on a crash course for our position. And knowing him, he’s probably got some friends with him.”

Lacy’s anger drained away. “Craig?” Her voice was barely above a whisper, a sharp contrast to her recent yelling. She was scared and I didn’t blame her.

Mama G narrowed her eyes. “That nice young man from yesterday?” I opened my mouth to reply, but she waved away my attempt. “I know what you said, boy. He’s a bad guy.” She crossed her arms defiantly. “S’pose to believe you, am I? He seemed charming⁠—”

I saw it coming, almost as if in slow motion. But my brain was too shocked to react.

Lacy’s left hook came in like a heavyweight boxer, smashing into Mama G’s nose with an audible crack. The older lady went down hard, her eyes rolling into the back of her head.

By the time my brain caught up to what happened, Lacy was standing over Mama, her eyes wide as she bent over to check on the woman.

“Lacy, what the fuck?” I rushed over to check Mama G’s pulse. After confirming she was alive, I looked up to see Lacy backing away in shock, like she hadn’t realized what she had done. “We’ve all wanted to hit Mama one time or another. But you coulda pulled your punch just a bit—she’s gotta be sixty.”

“It’s my Strength,” she said in a rush. “I forgot I put points into it! It’s at 43!”

That wasn’t much by my standards, but I had to assume Mama G had just her base Endurance. I hadn’t ever scanned the older woman, but it couldn’t have been more than 15.

It was Jerome’s turn to rush over, and I immediately sensed that he had misinterpreted the situation. As the sounds of his thudding footsteps echoed on the pavers, I bumped up my mass and braced.

Sure enough, his armor-clad boot came flying in toward my face. I ate the blow for two reasons. One, because I knew I could tank it with maxed-out Endurance and Strength. And two, I didn’t want to get into a fistfight with Jerome right before a face-off with Craig.

His foot smashed against my ear, and stats or not, it fucking stung. My ear was ringing as I backed away, ready to defuse the situation. But before I could say anything, Lacy intercepted him.

“Jerome, back the fuck off, okay? It was me that hit her.”

His helmet was in place, blocking his face. But if I had to imagine, I would say his jaw was on the floor.

“You?” he asked. Even through the helmet, I could hear the surprise in his voice. “Why?”

I rubbed at my ear and stayed out of the way. Jerome would forgive Lacy easily. Me? He’d been looking for a reason to kick things off.

Lacy’s skin was flush and she was chewing her lip. She seemed both embarrassed and ready to defend herself. And to be honest, after the initial shock had worn off, I was silently cheering her on.

Mama G could be a real bitch.

“She wouldn’t grab a Boon and she was defending that mind-controlling dickhead and I…I just snapped!” She whirled away, turning her back on us. “You don’t know what it’s like…not being able to trust your own thoughts. It’s…the most terrifying thing that’s ever happened to me⁠—”

Mama G groaned on the ground and both Lacy and Jerome rushed to help her into a sitting position.

“Jerome, honey? Wha-what happened?”

Jerome’s helmet disappeared into his Inventory and he cast Lacy a confusing look. After a moment of awkward silence, Lacy sighed.

“I’m sorry, Mama. I-I hit you.”

Mama G’s eyes went big, then narrowed accusingly. She opened her mouth to speak when Frank ran over in a panic.

“He’s here!”

My skin suddenly grew hot and I felt Red begin to shift across my body. My diskslinger popped into my hand while Red formed a katana in my other. The adrenaline from Jerome’s sneak attack had nothing on the pure chemical high rushing through my body now.

This was it. This was our chance to end this fucker once and for all!

“Everyone, listen up.” Amos walked over, completing the party—minus Byron. “Whatever you think about Craig, he’s absolutely a piece of shit that deserves to die. We know for a fact that he can control people’s minds—seen the effects with Nikki. And Lacy felt some of it earlier today.”

“Feck we talkin’ for?” Amos asked. “Portal’s right there.”

I shook my head. “I’m not running. He’s only gonna get stronger, fuck with more people’s minds. I aim to take him out here and now.” I scanned the group, noting Mama G still on the ground. “But we’ve got wounded. I won’t hold it against you if you wanna⁠—”

“Fuck that.” Lacy came up beside me and a haze began to form in my vision. I recognized her illusion ability taking hold around us. “I’m with you, Dirk.”

Jerome helped Mama G stand, then looked at me with a serious expression. He grunted once, then said, “Needs doing.”

I nodded and turned to Frank, who was absentmindedly examining threads with his Karmic Sight. When he noticed me watching, he said, “I’m in. These threads feel dirty.”

When I turned to Amos, he had a flask to his lips, taking a deep pull.

“Needta be way more shitfaced for this bullshit.”

I didn’t have the heart to tell him that he’d never be shitfaced again. When I looked toward Mama G, one of her eyes was swelling and I imagined a concussion was setting in.

“Let’s get Mama into the portal with Byron, then we’ll ambush the fucker using Lacy’s illusion spells.”

Thankfully, Mama didn’t complain as Jerome helped her through the portal. He came back a moment later, his helmet back in place.

“Illusions set,” Lacy said with a look of concentration. “Can’t wait to fuck this guy up⁠—”

“He’s here,” Frank said suddenly. He looked at me with wide eyes. “Th-this is ba-bad!”

“What is it?” I asked. Then I saw them round the corner and my stomach dropped.

My eye was immediately drawn to a beacon of yellow-gold hair that could only be Craig. And he wasn’t alone.

Standing next to him, shoulder-to-shoulder, was Kneer. And at their back marched hundreds of Jree.

“Can’t feckin’ fight that,” Amos muttered, backing away toward the portal.

Lacy was at my side, her hand on my arm. “What do we do?” she whispered.

My mind was racing. There was no way to fight that many Jree—not without potentially taking losses—but there was still a chance we could strike at Craig. The real question was if he had his hooks in Kneer or if they had simply come to terms the way Umndirop and I had.

As much as I loved the idea of taking out my two biggest threats in an epic showdown, I had to be smarter than that. There were no redos and we were down one team member—not counting Mama G for obvious reasons. On top of that, we didn’t have the foresight to grab the [Heaven’s Delight] from her before she went through the portal.

I held up my diskslinger. “You keep the illusion tight. I’m gonna angle off and see if I can’t snipe that fucker.” I started to go but paused. “Stay close to the portal. I should draw his attention, but I want you guys ready to leave in a hurry.”

She nodded, closing her eyes in concentration. I felt her power still encompassing me as I went to flank the coming army. Even as I broke out of her spell, I could still see them and knew that she was keeping both me and the party invisible to the coming Jree.

Rushing to the edge of the plaza, I scanned for the best vantage on Craig and Kneer. There was a rooftop overlooking them where I could fire my disks and run. I climbed the nearest building and started hoping rooftops toward the spot.

I kept my eyes locked on Craig, forcing my mind to stay locked in to that focused state. If I let my hatred for him come to the surface, I’d just end up getting myself or the team killed. Best to just fire off the disks and⁠—

“You can’t hide from me!” Craig suddenly shouted, his voice carrying over the now-emptied plaza.

At first, I thought he was talking to me—had spotted me somehow. But in the distance, I saw Frank start waving and shouting something frantically. I strained with my enhanced Perception to pick up his words.

“—threads incoming! Get to the port⁠—”

Before he could finish his sentence, a pigeon dived at his face without warning. I nearly missed the jump between rooftops from the shock of seeing one of Amos’ pigeons attack Frank. Another swooped in a moment later, but Lex intercepted it with an echoing honk.

Lacy was clutching her head while Jerome looked around in surprise. Frank was protecting his face from any more pigeon attacks while Lex had circled high, ready to dive on the little flying rats.

I urgently sent Lex an image of them filing into the portal.

“HONK!”

Pigeons were swarming him now and I felt his panic rising.

I knew I was too far away to help, too far away to force them into the portal. There was only one thing I could do to buy them the time they needed to shake Craig’s influence.

Turning toward the army of Jree, I fired three disks straight for Craig. They launched with an echoing buzz, drawing the eyes of Craig, Kneer, and his army. But the disks were made of pure Friction energy, boosted to the level of an Adept by the weapon’s trait. They moved through the air with speed and a sense of inevitability.

His eyes went wide and I felt a smug sense of accomplishment, knowing that this was the end of the Craig saga.

I turned to flee back over the rooftops and back to my party, when the nearby Jree moved as one.

My feet faltered as a dozen Jree leaped in front of Craig, intercepting the three disks with their bodies. Not even shields or a weapon—they literally threw themselves to their deaths in front of the man. The spinning disks chewed through flesh and armor, each passing through three or four Jree before losing their momentum. I was too stunned to even react as Craig turned to look directly at me with a lopsided smirk.

“There you are.”


Chapter 15


Leadership and Losses



Fingers were digging into Lacy’s mind, trying to mold her thoughts like putty. This was nothing like the insidious manipulation from before. She hadn’t even been aware of that until Dirk had forced her to wake the fuck up.

No, this was impossible to miss, like daggers stabbing into her brain, cutting away at her mental defenses with ease. She tried to latch onto that sense of determination and grit that had permeated her being after the fight with Turok and the Champions of Order.

She was powerful. She had helped Dirk stand toe to toe with aliens hundreds of years old and a Stage above them.

But her self-talk was overridden by thoughts of ineptitude, a bone-deep weakness that no amount of magical powers could overcome.

Images flashed in her mind, a kaleidoscope of moments of powerlessness. Astrid restraining her with contemptuous ease, forcing Dirk to rescue her. The skinheads dragging her up and over the cliff edge back on the bluffs. Her lifeless body seen through the vision Dirk had sent her, clothes torn and body bruised. Kneer spearing her through with his Mantle, throwing her dead body toward Dirk with a sneer.

Her parents ruling her life with an iron fist and her never even daring to think for herself.

It would be so simple just to give in—it was what she had been programmed to do all her life. Slip into subservience like she had always done.

Just let go…

Pain in her fist brought her out of her spiraling thoughts. The memory of punching Mama G flashed across her mind. She latched onto that feeling, the feeling of being powerful—even for just a moment. Of feeling her will expressed upon the world for a single instant.

She followed that thought deeper, remembering the times she had been strong and determined. Memories flashed in her mind from the visions Dirk had given her. Yes, she had been weak. Yes, she had been brutalized by those Nazi motherfuckers. But every time, just before Dirk warned them that he was about to trigger a redo, she had been at peace with herself, ready to face the threat of not knowing head-on. She didn’t know he would save her—not really. It wasn’t her decision to trigger a redo, but it was her decision on how she faced it.

And though she’d been afraid, she’d never trembled.

A flash from that vision appeared in her mind. It was her after Dirk had left them to go fight Watcher Yuri on his own. It was Lacy who had rallied the team to follow him. Not Jerome, not Mama G.

Her.

When Dirk faced off against Turok, she was at her lowest point. Yet she still gathered the party, still leading them into a deadly firefight with no information or planning.

It hit her like that hook she had launched at Mama G’s face.

She dived into danger to protect those she loved. She fought and scrapped and rallied those around her when things became bleak.

She was a leader.

No one had ever told her that. No one had ever let her shine. But a leader didn’t wait to be told. They took the initiative. They created their own shine.

The grasping fingers in her mind were repelled by a pulse of powerful energy. An invisible sphere encompassed her thoughts, shielding her from a renewed attack.

But her attention wasn’t on her mind, but her chest. Deep within her soul, she felt movement for the first time. Unlike Dirk, she had never been able to visualize her soul or her core. She leaned on the System-given abilities to create her magic.

Now, she couldn’t possibly miss the shining ball of energy deep within her that represented her Projection energy. How had she not seen it before? It was like a midday sun blazing inside her heart.

And next to it, a smaller, but no less poignant, ball of swirling energy was beginning to form. She knew what it was even without the System notification now filling her vision.

Congratulations! You have formed a new core!

New Nascent Affinity: [Leadership] — Low Tier

Your Nascent Affinity: [Leadership], has upgraded from Low to Mid Tier — +10 Charisma, +10 Willpower

New Ability granted: [Fortify]

Fortify I

Select a target and Fortify their mental and physical health. At higher ranks, select more targets or compound the effects of this ability on a single target.

Without wasting a beat, she targeted Amos and cast [Fortify]. The glazed look in his eyes cleared, his pigeons’ attack on Lex coming to an abrupt halt.

“Oi, me head is feckin’ pounding.” He staggered, leaning against one of the nearby Boon statues as his pigeons came to rest on his shoulders.

“Get your head in the game,” Lacy shouted, turning to survey the situation.

Jerome was nearby, his feet frozen to the ground. Lacy spun to see Frank with that same far-off look, his hands moving through the air as he readied another spell.

“Lace,” Jerome grunted. “He’s been taken.”

She didn’t waste the breath it’d take to say, ‘duh.’ She simply targeted Frank and activated [Fortify]. Frank’s spell halted mid cast and he shook his head before looking around in confusion.

“HONK!” Lex landed on Lacy’s shoulder with a flutter of wings. “This isn’t good!”

“Where’s Dirk?” she asked, turning to scan the plaza.

Before Lex could answer, she saw him. Red covered his body, extending out to create his new katana, while he held his diskslinger in his offhand. He was sprinting across the plaza, a hundred Jree racing behind him. He spun without warning, firing off three disks that tore through the front line like a woodchipper. The flying limbs and buckets of gore splashing across the stone road did nothing to deter the bulk of the force.

“These fuckers don’t quit,” she muttered, raising her hand to wave toward Dirk. “C’mon. Leave them. Just ru⁠—”

Something small and fast dove at her face, raking a tiny beak right above her eye. The sudden pain was figuratively and literally blinding, and she realized just how close she had come to losing an eye.

“Lacy!” Jerome shouted, throwing his new flying sphere toward her. It flew past her head, intercepting another pigeon just as it dive-bombed her face.

Through the haze of pain, she managed to turn and find Amos, his eyes unfocused once more.

The [Fortify] ability didn’t hold! As soon as I changed targets, that fucker got his claws back in on Amos!

For a split second, she contemplated hitting Amos with another [Fortify] but knew that she’d just be opening Frank up for another possession. She turned to her other ability, [Projection], and cast a quick illusion over her, Frank, Lex, and Jerome. To Amos’ eyes, they’d appear to be running away across the plaza in the opposite direction of Craig and the Jree.

It should buy them enough time for Dirk to make it back.

“We’re invisible,” she said to the others. “Jerome, I think you’re gonna have to pick him up and throw him through the portal. Hopefully, the distance will wipe the mind control. If not, I can use my new ability to clear it.”

If it was permanent, or something she’d have to maintain…well, they’d find out one way or another.

Jerome nodded in reply and edged closer to Amos in anticipation.

Dirk was only moments away. Lacy, Frank, and Lex were nearly on top of the portal, waiting till the last possible moment to jump through.

Behind her, Jerome suddenly shouted in alarm. She whirled to see Amos take off in a sprint toward Dirk and the Jree. Jerome started to rush after him, but the old alcoholic had the Body Boon enhancement and quickly outpaced him.

“Get through the portal!” Dirk yelled toward them, waving them on with his Red-blade. “I’ll get him!”

Lacy hesitated for the briefest moment. She was energized by her new Leadership core, the energy seeming to course through her very veins. Abandoning one of her teammates was the antithesis of that energy. But in her heart, she knew Dirk wouldn’t leave the man.

And she felt instinctively, even if she couldn’t articulate it, that a good leader trusted their people.

“Jerome, Frank, get through. We’re right behind you,” she said confidently. Jerome halted mid-stride, clearly hesitating. “Do it now.” She wasn’t sure how, but she had somehow injected that aura of Leadership into her voice. It wasn’t mind control or manipulation but a projection of her own confidence and surety.

That singular thought triggered an insight deep inside of her.

Projection? Leadership? Had she…?

There was no time to dive deeper. Jerome and Frank had followed her orders, hoping through the portal reluctantly. Lex was on her shoulder, his wings flapping softly in agitation. She gently extricated him and walked over to the portal.

“Lacy, what—HO⁠—”

She threw him into the blue pool of light and hoped he’d have the good sense not to flap his ass back through.

Then, she turned and watched Dirk reach Amos.
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The fastest of the Jree were right behind me, nearly keeping pace as I ran across the plaza toward my party. It wasn’t that they were actually as fast as me—I could have bumped my Agility up to 150 just by cycling some Mass energy.

No, I had kept them close, even reducing my speed when the gap grew too big. I wanted to stall for time, keep them on my trail so they’d ignore Lacy and the others.

But once I’d seen Amos break off from the group, his pigeons attacking the others, I’d left the trailing Jree in the dust.

I was still in shock, not quite processing the scene around me. Craig hadn’t just got his hooks into Kneer and wormed his way into the Jree by proxy. From how they had dived in front of my disks, they either worshiped Craig or had their minds subverted.

And my eye kept trailing over to the Status Sheet off to the side.

Name: Craig

Class: Infomercial Salesman (Legendary)

Level: 48

Race: Human (F-grade - Low)

Age: 35

Height: 6’1”

Weight: 202 lbs

Body:

Strength: 12

Agility: 9

Endurance: 7

Mind:

Intelligence: 16

Perception: 18

Mastery: 11

Spirit:

Charisma: 214

Willpower: 14

Enlightenment: 9

Affinity: (Obscured)

Traits: (Obscured)

Ranking: #2 (Race-Specific Rank: #2)

Chaos Points - 1

Order Points - 279

There were two lines of note. No, not of note—they were earth-shattering, shit-my-pants level of what the fuck.

214 Charisma and 279 Order Points…

At level 48, I supposed it made sense that he had put every last point into Charisma. But what really fucked me up was that he was over the cap of 150 points for the Nascent Stage. And since there was no way he had somehow leap-frogged me into the Adept Stage while still level 48, that could only mean that he’d found some way to bypass the stat point cap.

That was bad enough. But even worse was his Order Points tally. Those were earned by killing members of the other races. Which meant that he had slain a boatload of Jree or Co’xatl. And from the way the Jree had gladly sacrificed themselves for Craig, I wouldn’t be surprised in the least if he was farming levels off his fucking thralls.

It took every ounce of self-control not to spin around and take the fight to him. With Red’s recent upgrade, there was a good chance none of them could even touch me. I’d carve through Kneer and his entire army to get at Craig, even if it meant swimming in a pool of blood that I could never expunge from my memories.

But it only took one look toward my party, struggling to shake off Craig’s control from hundreds of feet away, for me to realize what that might cost. If I didn’t help them now, they might tear each other apart before I could get to him.

Thankfully, it seemed that Lacy had somehow managed to get most of them through the portal, leaving only Amos to corral.

We were sprinting toward each other now, his pudgy, out-of-shape body moving comically fast with his new Body Boon. I had bumped down my mass to raise my Agility and gain some ground on my pursuers, but now, I dialed it back up to a weight where I could still move faster than them.

Amos’ eyes were clouded over, but he was unmistakably staring at me as we neared each other. His lips turned up in a smile and he lowered his shoulder. At the moment before impact, I maxed out my mass and trucked his ass. Wrapping my arms tight around him, I picked him up like a newlywed without even losing momentum.

He struggled in my arms, growling as he tried to swing at my face. A bottle of unopened whiskey suddenly smashed against the side of my head and I felt Red stir. The magical cloth slid up his body, wrapping around his arms until they were pinned tight to his chest.

A pigeon suddenly rushed at my face, but Red was already there, protecting my eyes and neck.

We were in the clear, only seconds from the portal, when another pigeon dived. I didn’t even flinch as it neared, then seemed to pass by and miss.

But a sudden wash of hot blood splashed across Red, coating the material protecting my face. I flinched, wondering if I’d somehow been cut without feeling it.

It was Red that directed my attention with a mental image.

A small, thin cut on Amos’ neck spurted blood like a geyser. Blood quickly drenched his body and my arms. My limbs felt heavy with shock and all I could do was stare at the pulsing blood as his already pale skin turned ghostly-white.

Amos looked up at me with wide eyes, the blood draining from his face as it splashed against me.


Chapter 16


Tête-à-tête with Mama G



“Amos? Oh, fuck! Amos!”

Lacy stood at the portal’s edge, her eyes narrowed in confusion, then widening as she saw the blood spurting across my face.

“What is it⁠—”

“Get through the portal!” I yelled.

This portal was mine, so it wouldn’t close unless I came back through a second time. But there was no way in hell I was leaving Lacy alone in the Hold. She hesitated a second, then leaped through right before I reached her with Amos. The icy blue surface washed over us and before I could halt my momentum, I was barreling into her back.

We collapsed to the floor with shouts of pain and surprise, but I was back on my feet in an instant.

“Mama G! Where’s Mama G?”

I scanned my Personal Space and found her lying on my bed, an ice pack pressed against her face. She was slow to respond, so I rushed over and shook her to get her attention.

“Get off me, boy,” she grumbled, trying to slap my hands away.

I growled, hoisting her out of the bed and onto her feet in a single motion.

“Open your fucking eyes! We need the delight and now!”

She cast me a cold look, then saw Amos bleeding out on the floor. Without another word, she began swiping through the air, presumably searching her Inventory.

I turned back to Lacy while Mama G did that.

“Put pressure on the wound!”

She bent over and held her hands to his neck, the blood pooling around her fingers almost instantly.

“What happened?” Jerome asked, his voice solemn for once.

Mama G pulled the little fudge cube out of thin air and handed it to me in a rush. I was shoving it down Amos’ throat a moment later. His eyes were staring up at the ceiling, tears forming in the corners.

“His own fuckin’ pigeon did that.” Working his jaw, I helped the delight go down. The blood seeping out of his neck slowed, then stemmed entirely. I sat back on my heels with a sigh of relief.

Amos started to whisper something but was interrupted by a coughing fit. I flinched as little bits of fudge flew toward me, then leaned in to give him a sip of water.

“What’s that?” I asked once he’d swallowed and caught his breath.

“My Lala,” he croaked.

“Lala?” I repeated. “That’s the one that attacked you?”

His eyes came alive as the delight did its work, then began frantically scanning the room.

“Where is she? Lala?” he called out.

Lacy and I shared a worried look. We knew exactly where the pigeon was.

“She didn’t come through—” Frank started. I cut him off with a hard glare, but it was too late.

“Lala!” He tried to sit up, but I held him down with a hand on his chest.

“Amos, no.”

“Get yer feckin’ hands off me, ye cunt!” he shouted. “Lala! Lala! Daddy’s coming!”

The delight had finished its work, and I’d never have known he had almost died if it weren’t for the pool of blood on my Personal Space floor. So he was fighting me with a vigor that you wouldn’t expect of an aging alcoholic. But I kept forgetting the Body Boon had given him even more Strength than my own baseline. I struggled for a moment, then ramped up my mass, boosting my Strength and Endurance to 150.

“Calm the fuck down, dude,” I grunted, pinning his arms while he bucked like a bronco. “Little help here?”

Jerome grabbed one leg while Frank and Lacy pinned the other. Lex just flapped around erratically. Amos was screaming obscenities at the top of his lungs that were increasingly becoming incoherent.

Over his shouting, I turned to address the others.

“What do we do?” I had to yell to be heard.

“Knock him out,” Jerome suggested.

As much as that appealed, that wasn’t an exact science, what with his Endurance being in the 50s. Sure, I could manage with my boosted mass. But with our stats, I didn’t know where the line between unconsciousness and brain damage stood.

Instead, I slapped him across the face.

“Oi!” Another slap. “Oi, feck off. I’m fin—” And one more for good measure.

The mass-enhanced slaps seemed to elicit some sense in the man. He stopped bucking against us, his limbs still under our weight. My palm print shined bright red against his cheek.

“Feckin’ hell, mate…that stung.”

I settled back a bit, but was ready to dive back on if he tried to make a break for the portal.

“Amos, I’m sorry, man,” I said. “I know she meant a lot to you⁠—”

His eyes went wide and he suddenly sat up. I reacted on instinct, pinning him back down, but realized he wasn’t fighting against me.

“She’s not dead, mate. We can still save ’er!”

“Amos…” Lacy said. “We’d be sitting ducks going back through the portal. He can see through my illusions.”

His eyes were frantic, scanning my Personal Space for a solution. Then they locked onto something over my shoulder and I turned to follow his gaze.

He was staring at the second portal standing tall in my room—the portal that led to the stairs leading up to the Second Floor of the Tower.

Lacy and I noticed at the same time and shared a look.

“Could work,” she said softly.

I sighed. “And what? Come up behind the Jree army and ask if they’ve seen any pigeons flapping around?”

“I guess I could scout,” Lex offered reluctantly.

“My Lala would’ve flown off,” Amos said in a rush, shaking his head. “She’s not like ’em tourist pigeons, scraping about for breadcrumbs like a cunt. Bet me girl’s hiding on a roof nearby.”

“Can y-you summon her?” Frank asked.

He nodded frantically. “Two hundred meters, she’ll sense me!”

No one said anything for a moment while we weighed the options.

“Amos…” I started. “You’re asking us to risk our lives for…” I was about to say a flying rat, but that seemed crass at the moment. “For Lala.”

His shoulders slumped, and I swear there were tears forming in his eyes.

“Let me go, mate. That’s me girl.”

“We’re not letting you run into the Hold by yourself,” Lacy said.

“We’re not?” I quipped quietly, then sighed as her eyes bore into me. “I mean: we’re not.”

Amos looked up, his eyes wide.

“Mate…?”

Am I really about to go on a rescue mission for a Goddamned pigeon?

“We need to go back and warn Hiko anyway,” Lacy added. “If Craig finds them, we could have the Kaori turning against us, too.”

Shit, that actually made sense.

“Alright, but we need to be smart about this. My bond with Lex means he should be able to resist Craig. Jerome, your armor also seems to have some mental resistance built in. Amos, you need to stay way back. In fact, don’t even come through until I give you the signal.” I looked at Frank, Lacy, and Mama G. Mama G was on my bunk bed, laying against the post with her eyes closed. “You three don’t have any mental defenses, so⁠—”

“Actually,” Lacy interrupted. Red rushed to her cheeks and she looked away. “I kinda created a new core…back in the Hold.”

My eyes went wide. “What? How?”

She bit her lip and shrugged. “I…don’t know,” she said with an embarrassed chuckle. “It just sorta happened.”

“Well, what is⁠—”

The door to the training space opened and Athena walked in, her hair plastered to her face with sweat. We were frozen in shock at her sudden appearance, and it must have looked terrible.

Amos was still on the ground, a gallon of blood drenching his clothes. Mama G had a broken nose and was leaning back with eyes closed. And the rest of us were crowded around the Aussie, mostly drenched in his blood as well.

“What the f—” She suddenly bit her lip, her eyes tracking over Mama G. “Are you guys okay!”

“Jerome, honey,” Mama G said wearily. “Take the girl to my room, please.”

The temperature in the room instantly chilled. Athena’s face darkened, her eyes narrowing.

“I’m not a baby,” she said icily. “I’m not scared of a little blood.”

Mama G closed her eyes, taking in a deep breath. “You still a child, girl⁠—”

“My name’s Athena!”

The older woman’s eyes snapped open, all of her weariness gone in a flash. She took a step toward Athena as if she were going to drag the girl out of the room herself.

“How dare you bark at⁠—”

She stopped as I stepped in front of her, her eyes narrowing as she crossed her arms.

It was past time I did this.

“Mama G, enough. Just…enough.”

“Enough what, boy? Enough caring for her? Enough protecting her?” Her tone was acid. “All this time, you lot,”—She waved her hand to indicate the group—“been gallivanting and cavorting in that cursed Tower. Making deals with demons and false gods. Killing people like there ain’t no judgment comin’ to ya. I been here, taking care o’ her when no one else would!”

“That’s not true!” Athena yelled back. “All you do is tell me what to do, what not to do⁠—”

I turned and held my hand out low. With my back to Mama G, I gave the girl a look that said, ‘Let me handle this. I got you.’ She pursed her lips, a scowl on her face. But she kept quiet.

Turning back to Mama G, I said, “Let’s talk in private.” I nodded toward the Personal Space hallway.

Mama G didn’t look pleased, casting one more angry look toward Athena before following me out. I stepped to the side and indicated for her to lead the way. She scowled but opened her Personal Space door. When we stepped inside, I softly closed the door behind me.

Before she could yell or scold me, I spoke quietly.

“Did I ever tell you how I found her?”

She didn’t respond immediately, so I turned to look at her. The cold look in her eyes had thawed a bit, and I took that as an invitation to continue.

“Some bandits tried to take me out, so I took them out first. When I was clearing out their base, I found her tied up to a radiator. She was so scared, she couldn’t even look at me.” Mama G’s face softened even more and I could see the pity in her eyes. “You know most of that, I’m sure. What I didn’t tell you was, both her parents were there, too.” I paused, remembering the scene like it was right in front of me. “They were both dead, left to rot in the same room. Her mother—” I felt my throat tighten, but I pushed through. “Her mother’s clothes were ripped off. She was naked…”

Her eyes went wide and she covered her mouth with a hand.

“That girl has seen things that would break any other kid. But not her. Not Athena. And it’s not because she’s strong—even though she is. It’s because she has a goal, a purpose. And that purpose is to get stronger. Become so strong that no one could ever do that to her or anyone she cares about. And to do that, she needs us to let her make mistakes, let her stumble and fail and get hurt.

“She deserves more from us. She deserves more from you. More respect and more grace. We all deserve more from you,”—Her eyes narrowed and she opened her mouth to interrupt—“Hold on, I’m not trying to be a dick. Just…let me get out what I’m trying to say.” I paused a beat to compose my thoughts. “What I’m trying to say is, we’re risking our lives every time we go in that Tower. Not just for us or Athena but for all of humanity. You’ve seen it—the demons, the hostile aliens, even the Integration Guide running this entire thing. They want to eradicate us as a species. And no one is coming to save us—not angels, not God, not any higher power. It’s on us, sink or swim. Now, no one asked you to follow us in battle, kill other people, or let go of your God…but Goddammit, Mama, do you have to be so fucking caustic all the damn time?”

Oops, that one slipped out.

She crossed her arms, a sour look on her face.

“Fine, Dirk,” she said flatly. “You don’t want me around⁠—”

“That’s not what I meant⁠—”

“I let you talk, now it’s my turn.” She paused. “Maybe you be thinkin’ I’m caustic, but it be because I care. I…I lost someone once. Most important person in my world.” Her voice hitched and she cleared her throat. “I gave up on livin’, bo—Dirk. Gave up on carin’. Till I saw that li’l girl, alone, dirty, needin’ love and care. I…” She looked away uncomfortably. “I overcompensated.”

I sat back on my heels, the connection between my thoughts and my mouth completely severed.

“Mama…I, uh, I⁠—”

“Don’t,” she interrupted with a raised hand. “Don’t need no pity nor no apologies. Believe it or not, I see what you been doing. I know you been good to that girl—good to Athena. I maybe, mighta been a little…” She looked away again.

“What, Mama?”

“Jealous, boy!” she said suddenly, whirling back. “I was jealous!”

My mouth was hanging open and I closed it with a click of my teeth. “Mama…I don’t know what to say…”

“Best you say nothin’. Pretend I said nothin’.” She looked at me now, one brow arched. “And I’ll try to be less…caustic.”

I chuckled and nodded. “Alright, Mama. We better get back, or Jerome will be on my ass.”

She nodded, put a hand on my arm, and said, “Don’t swear so much, Dirk. You’re better than that.” Then she walked back into my Personal Space, leaving me stunned in place.

Was that Mama G’s first compliment…ever?

I shook myself out of my shock, following behind her.

When I entered the room, I was surprised to see everyone’s attention wasn’t on Mama G and me but around a propped-up Byron. He saw me come in and gave me one of his stupid smiles.

“I hear Operation Flying Rat Down is a go. Let’s go save Lala!”


Chapter 17


Operation Flying Rat Down



Irolled my eyes and groaned. Of course, of all people, Byron was the only one excited to risk his life for a damn pigeon.

“Good to see you up,” I said with a chuckle. “How’s the new class⁠—”

Before I could even finish the question, he was talking rapid fire, his eyes alight.

“Oh my God, it’s so good, Dirk! No, it’s perfect! Exactly what I wanted. No, it’s exactly what I needed! It’s like if you took my old class and injected musical steroids right into its ass⁠—”

“Byron, sweetie,” Mama G interrupted. He cringed and everyone in the room grew tense as they waited for her to scold him. But while her tone was firm, there was a hint of sweetness to it that I’d never heard before. “Perhaps butt would be a better term?”

Lacy’s mouth went wide with shock, nearly bugging out of her head. Athena had positioned herself on the far side of the room, her head low. But now, her head snapped up as she studied Mama G with narrowed eyes.

Behind Mama G’s back, a self-satisfied smile touched my lips for the briefest moment before I quickly hid it away.

Byron nodded, just happy not to be publicly scolded. His fire dimmed for a moment, then returned just as bright.

“Sorry, Mama, I meant butt. Steroids. Right. In. The. Butt!”

I laughed, walking past Mama G and holding out my hand to help him to his feet.

“That’s great, By’. You should go hit up your training zone and explore your new abilities.”

His face dropped. “Wh-what do you mean? We’re gonna go save Amos’ bird, right?” He looked around for confirmation.

“You didn’t tell him about Craig?” I asked Lacy.

She shrugged. “He literally just woke up.”

“What?” he asked. “What about him?”

“He’s gotten scary, dude,” Lacy said. “Mind-controlled Amos from a hundred yards away. Nearly got me, too, until I formed my new core⁠—”

“Oh, yeah,” I said, snapping my fingers. “Your new core. That’s amazing, Lace. What is it?”

Her cheeks reddened and she looked away.

“Uh…it’s kinda embarrassing.”

“More embarrassing than Pigeon Whisperer?” I joked.

“Oi!”

I raised a hand to let him know I was joking, then leaned closer to Lacy.

“Come on, no one will judge you,” I said. “I’m actually a bit jealous. The only new core I formed was with the help of a literal god.”

She chewed her lip, scanning our faces for a moment. We all gave her encouraging looks and she eventually sighed.

“It’s…” She whispered the rest and only my enhanced Perception let me pick up on it. The others had no luck.

“Huh?” Byron asked.

“Speak up, babe,” Amos added.

Lacy took a deep breath, squared her shoulders, and lifted her chin.

“Leadership,” she said. “I formed a Leadership core.”

I looked around in confusion. Mama G and I locked eyes but were very careful to keep our faces neutral. Amos narrowed his eyes in confusion while Byron nodded as if he understood her embarrassment. Frank was fiddling with his glasses, examining Lacy in a clinical way that reminded me of someone dissecting a frog.

Jerome was the first to break the awkward silence.

“Tracks.”

Lacy turned with a confused expression. “Tracks?”

He grunted. “Yeah, that tracks.”

Byron nodded in agreement while Amos shrugged. I had to admit I was a bit confused by her hesitation.

“What’s wrong with Leadership?” I asked.

She shook her head quickly. “Nothing’s wrong with it. I just…feel like a phony.”

Byron scoffed, shaking his head. “Phony? Whatchu mean? You’re obviously our leader.”

Lacy pursed her lips and lightly smacked his arm. “Don’t make fun of me, jerk!”

He leaned away, confused. “I…I’m not…?”

I had to fight to keep down the laugh forming in my chest. She was embarrassed because she thought she didn’t deserve the Leadership Affinity. That, I hadn’t expected.

She was waving her hand around, obviously still not buying Byron’s sincerity.

“I’m obviously not the leader,” she argued. Her eyes locked on me and she pointed. “Dirk’s the leader.”

Amos and Byron shared a laugh and Lacy’s eyes darkened.

“What?” she demanded. “What’s so funny?”

Byron held up his hands in surrender, his laugh dying on his lips. “Dirk’s not the leader—no offense,” he quickly added. I shook my head with a smile. “He’s just the guy that gets things done. And sure, he tells us what needs doing that he can’t do himself.” Byron looked into Lacy’s eyes, his expression unusually serious. “But you’re the one that glues us all together. You get along with everybody, keep us all on the same page. That’s what you’re good at.” He indicated me with a wave. “He’s mostly just good at climbing and killing things.”

I put a hand to my chest like he’d wounded me. “And I’m uncomfortably handsome. Don’t forget that part.”

Lacy let out a short laugh, then shook her head. “I don’t know if getting along with people makes me a good leader, but…thank you.” She scanned everyone in the room. “Thank you all for…not laughing at me. For…I don’t know…believing in me, I guess.”

“Ye bet, babe,” Amos said with a wink. “Now, can we focus on what’s important? Me pigeon.”

“Hold up,” I said. “How does a Leadership Affinity stop Craig’s mind control?”

“Oh, right! It gave me a new ability, [Fortify]. Increases mental and physical health according to the description.”

“That’s awesome,” I said. “Single target, I’m assuming?”

She nodded with a solemn expression. “Yeah, unfortunately. But I had an idea when it was forming. My first Affinity is Projection. So, if I could find a way to, I don’t know, blend the two or something⁠—”

“I see where you’re going with that,” I interrupted. “But according to Kurian, you can’t braid two separate energies unless they’re both at the Peak Tier. Burns out your cores otherwise.”

She nodded, a determination in her eyes. “Then I guess I need to start upping my Leadership Affinity.”

“Yer not gonna get all bossy now, are ye?”

“Only when you fuck up.” The corner of her lip turned up in a smirk.

“Which is most of the time,” I added, following the joke she was setting up.

She laughed, a lighthearted, airy sound that filled the room like a bright light.

“What the handsome guy said,” she added with a wink.

“Oh, I see it now,” I said in a mock-serious tone. “That’s why everyone likes you…you’re a kiss ass!”

She stuck her tongue out and blew a raspberry while the others laughed. Mama G was squirming at the word ass, but I inwardly applauded her for holding her tongue.

When the good mood settled a bit, I turned to Byron.

“Okay, B-Nasty, back on task. Your new class,”—His eyes lit up and I could tell he was excited to show off a bit—“it give you anything to deal with mind control?”

His face dropped and he sighed heavily.

“Not exactly…” Then he perked up as if something had just occurred to him. “I can bump everyone’s Willpower by 50! Maybe that could be enough…”

He trailed off when he saw me shaking my head.

“Craig’s Charisma is over 200 now. I’m not positive, but I doubt 50 Willpower would be enough.”

“We could try?” he suggested.

“What if we’re wrong, though?” Lacy asked. “Who’s willing to risk their mind on that bet?” She looked around as if asking for volunteers. But we all knew that wasn’t happening. Even if someone wanted to take the bullet and try themselves against Craig’s mind powers, I wouldn’t let them anyway. The danger was too great.

“That’s a no-go,” I said. “We can’t risk that.”

Byron’s mood soured, his face shifting. “I’m useless. Even with a big upgrade, I can’t help the team.”

“Hey, don’t talk like that,” I said with a stern tone. “It’s not just about Craig. We’ve got a whole damn Tower to Climb. Come on, what else can you do?”

He perked up a bit at that. “The new Affinity I got is called Inspiration! It’s really sweet, actually. I can choose from nearly a dozen buffs and apply them to the team individually or as a whole. I can pick a mixtape and slot it into my boomie. Whatever tape I pick applies that buff. Only downside is I have to give each buff a few seconds in the boomie before I can swap it out with a new buff. But they last five minutes each!”

“That’s great, Byron!” Lacy said with enthusiasm.

“Sta-stacking?” Frank asked quietly.

“Ah, no. Each of you can only have one buff. If I play a new song on you, it overwrites the other buff. But I can pick and choose if it overwrites the previous buff individually!”

My thoughts churned with the possibilities. There were some limitations that would be tough to overcome. Having to physically swap tapes into his boombox would make buffing on the run difficult. And any surprise encounters would mean we couldn’t pre-buff. But he could give the entire team a single buff, like more Endurance, than take his time individualizing the buffs as the fight progressed. Leave Endurance on Jerome, then give me Agility, Amos Strength, and so on.

“Byron, this is great. We can definitely use this⁠—”

“Hey!” Athena said from across the room. Her ear was pressed to the door leading out to the hallway. “I think there’s someone knocking on a door out there.”

My blood immediately ran cold.

“Get away from that door!” I barked, rushing over to physically pull her away.

Her eyes were wide in surprise and everyone in the room shot up from where they were sitting.

“What is it?” Byron asked.

“Umndirop’s people?” Lacy suggested.

It was possible—Umndirop had mentioned that he’d have someone posted in the Hall of Heroes to keep our line of communication open.

But something in my bones said otherwise.

“I don’t think so,” I said with a shake of my head.

“HONK!” Lex flapped his wings in irritation. “He can’t do anything in the Hall. It’s a safe zone!”

Red flexed across my back, wrapping over my shoulders and chest to form her new armor form.

“Are you sure, Lex?” I asked seriously.

“I-I…” His wings dropped and he shook his head. “I don’t know…”

I nodded, feeling a wave of shame and uselessness through our bond. With a thought, I beckoned him to my shoulder and he flapped across the room to perch there.

“Okay, here’s my thoughts.” I pointed at Frank. “You’re on thread-watching duty. You’ll be at my side, calling out any red threads you see. Don’t let Craig know that you can see them, though. Just give me a tap on the back and I’ll shut the door.” I turned to Lacy. “You’ll [Fortify] Frank out of sight. Jerome will be at your side, ready to restrain you in the worst-case scenario.” She nodded as I turned to the others. “Byron, Amos, Mama, and Athena, sorry, but you guys can only be used against us in this situation. I’d suggest you head into my training room where Kurian is. It should be the safest place for you, but if things really hit the fan, head out through the portal back to Earth. It’ll drop you off in Sacramento. From there, standby until I come to get you.”

Athena was scowling, her arms crossed in annoyance, but she nodded agreement all the same. Byron looked like a kicked puppy, but he didn’t protest. Mama opened her mouth, presumably to argue, but seemed to change her mind and pursed her lips instead. Amos nodded as well, and they all moved to the training room door.

I turned to Lacy and met her eyes. She nodded once, then turned to Frank with a look of concentration. After a moment, she gave me the signal that he was ready.

“Okay, guys, let’s get into position. Fingers crossed it’s just the Co’xatl.”

With Lacy and Jerome staying in my room and the others safely tucked away in the training zone, Frank, Lex, and I strode into the hallway. Another knock had sounded a moment earlier, so I knew whoever it was was still there, waiting for us.

The three of us stood at the ornate door leading to the Hall of Heroes. I paused there a moment, taking in the sight of the filigree, remembering back to the first day of the Apocalypse. What a different time that had been. What a different person I had been. Looking back on my past self, I didn’t even recognize him anymore. Those memories were like watching a different person masquerading in my skin.

Have I really not been back into the Hall since the Tower opened?

That was such a bizarre realization. In subjective time, it had only been a week. But it felt like months. We’d grown so much since then. I’d grown so much. But I had to remember Craig was a master at manipulating others. He’d worked me over that first time we met in the Hall of Heroes. I needed to be on my game and steel my mind and emotions against whatever tricks he was about to play.

At my side, Frank cleared his throat. “Ready.”

Red quivered in anticipation, shifting to cover my face to provide the most protection. I forced her back with a gentle thought. This wasn’t a battle of strength and skills. This was a mental fight and hiding my face would be conceding the first point.

Lex flapped his wings once, his feathers brushing against my face. It would have annoyed me just a few days ago. But now, it gave me comfort, reminding me that I wasn’t alone in this fight. I wasn’t alone in this world. People cared for me and were willing to face death—and worse—with me.

That thought buoyed my spirits, giving me a sense of powerfulness that I hadn’t experienced in all my fights inside the Tower.

With a smile on my face, I reached down and pulled open the Hall of Heroes door.

Standing there, shoulder-to-shoulder, were my two greatest rivals.

Kneer looked ready for a fight, his powerful legs bent in anticipation of a deadly lunge. His muscles in his arms twitched, not with fear or nervousness, but with barely constrained violent energy. When we locked eyes, his lips curled back, revealing his predator fangs in a strangely comforting déjà vu.

In contrast, Craig was relaxed, his posture casual and loose. His teeth were also on display, but in a charming, damn-near friendly smile. His golden curls framed his face like a Greek bust, his blue eyes deep and vibrant like a clear summer day.

And in his hands, he clutched something softly, his fingers tenderly stroking a blue-grey wing. Lala cooed quietly in his gentle grip, as if she were perched in her coop and not in the hands of our deadliest enemy.

A twinkle flashed in Craig’s eyes as he spoke with a soft chuckle.

“Forget something?”


Chapter 18


And the Oscar Goes to…



For a moment, I was at a loss for words. My instinct was to show him exactly how I felt, open disgust boiled in with a simmering rage. But when it came to Craig, my instincts were all off and I knew it. The wrong words now could see him snapping Lala’s neck with a twist of his hands.

Then again, Craig was a psychopath. He might snap the bird’s neck no matter what I said.

“What do you want?” I asked with a neutral tone.

His smile brightened as he shrugged. “Just returning this lost bird.”

Then he reached out as if to hand Lala to me. I almost grabbed her but stopped myself at the last moment. Though I may have some resistance against his abilities, there was something off about his friendly demeanor. Maybe if I touched him, he’d find a way to inject his powers past my defenses.

“Let her go,” I said coolly. “She’ll find her way home.”

He shrugged again, then threw Lala up into the air gently. The pigeon flapped her wings fitfully, then flew into our hallway. Behind me, I could hear Amos’ voice yelling through my Personal Space door. I groaned as it flew open and Amos came sprinting out into the hallway. Lala flapped into his hands, rubbing her head against his fingers.

“Daddy’s here,” he said softly. “Daddy’s here.”

Heat crept up my neck and it took every ounce of self-control not to scream at the man.

“Amos,” I said through gritted teeth.

When he didn’t immediately respond, I snapped my fingers loudly. He glanced up, seeming to notice us for the first time. When he locked eyes with Kneer and Craig, he visibly wilted.

“Oh, don’t mind me. I’ll feck off now.”

Then he hurried back into my Personal Space, the door slamming shut behind him.

“I’m not one to judge,” Craig said behind me. “But we get powers that make us like the demigods of mythology and he gets…pigeons?” He shook his head and chuckled as if we were lifelong friends having a friendly chat.

“Craig,” I said tightly. “What do you want? If you came just to steal our minds, I’ll just be on my⁠—”

He shook his head, his smile faltering. He almost seemed pained and I had to admit, he was a great fucking actor. The slight frown at the corner of his lips, the angle of his head as if he were ashamed. It would have had me fooled if I didn’t know the bastard.

“Dirk, listen. I brought that thing as a peace offering. I don’t want to fight you—or any other humans⁠—”

“That why you brought your pet cat?” I nodded toward Kneer, who tensed in anger.

Craig sighed. “Believe it or not, I’m not controlling the Prime in any way. He and I have created a mutual alliance with the sole purpose of finishing this damn Tower.” He nodded toward Frank, who was at my shoulder. “Ask your friend here. I’m sure he’ll confirm there’s no link between us.”

I held up my hand to stop Frank from revealing anything and turned toward Kneer.

“Well? How about it, Kneer? This guy fucking around in your head or what?”

His nose furled, a low growl coming from his throat. “No one is in my head, meat. I am Kneer Ungr, Prime of the Jree, Chosen by the gods to lead my⁠—”

I laughed. Couldn’t help myself, really. So many damn times, I’d seen this guy bluster and self-aggrandize that it was hard to take him seriously.

Kneer’s eyes narrowed, the slightest tell before he lunged for me with his Mantle-Blades. They bounced off an invisible forcefield right at the door’s threshold.

“Put those things away before you hurt yourself,” I said gruffly. “Unless you wanna settle this right now?” I pointed at the arena in the center of the Hall, my limbs vibrating with adrenaline. With a smile, I remembered his words from so long ago. “You have my permission to scan me.”

His eyes were on fire, his legs bent and ready to lunge. But Craig stepped in front of him, a calming hand on his shoulder.

“Remember what we discussed,” Craig said in a chiding tone, like an adult telling little Kneer to share his toys with his friends. “An alliance between the two races can only strengthen your rule.”

I waited for Kneer to brush him aside or tell him off with his usual arrogance.

To my utter shock, the Jree simply took a deep breath and nodded. When Craig turned back, he had a smug look in his eye. And I couldn’t blame him—the motherfucker had actually managed to tame Kneer Ungr, Prime of the Jree, pain in my ass.

If Frank confirmed there was no mind-fuckery at play…then I’d really have to give it to the guy; 200 plus Charisma was one hell of a diplomatic tool.

“Kneer doesn’t wish for the eradication of humanity, Dirk.”

“Coulda fooled me,” I replied, crossing my arms. “In fact, I’m fairly certain he’s said that exact thing to me.”

Craig pursed his lips. “In one of the alternate timelines, you mean?”

There was no point denying it since Craig had his memories from the redos, and I was certain that had been a point of leverage in worming his way into the Jree army. But there was also no point in confirming it—especially in front of Kneer.

Craig nodded as if he had expected my silence.

“Kneer and I have both said and done some things that we regret. We’ve come to you to turn over a new leaf⁠—”

“You killed Nikki, Craig.” The words made me angry all over again. Even though she was alive, the scars on her psyche were still very much present. “You don’t get to just gloss over that fact.”

He sighed, then nodded. “You’re right.”

I examined his face, looking for the signs of his mask, waiting for the ‘but’ to follow.

“I regret that, Dirk,” he continued. “More than you could possibly know. I was scared and I lashed out at her in an unforgivable way.” His voice hitched and I had to resist rolling my eyes. “I-I’m so sorry. For what I did to her, to you, to everyone.” An actual, Goddamned tear rolled down his cheek. I wanted to stab him in his fucking eye. “But you, me, Kneer—we’re the three strongest Climbers in this Tower.” His tone swapped on a dime, filled with passion and fire. It would have worked on most people. “If we truly hope to see our people survive this Apocalypse and make it out of this Tower, we must work together.” He looked into my eyes, a moist sheen across his pupils. “You see that…don’t you?”

My heart was pounding in my temple, my fingers clenched tight in my palms. Red quivered across my body, aching to stab into Craig’s neck with a flick of her material. On my shoulder, Lex had remained quiet, but I could feel his loathing and his nervousness. He was afraid that I’d act impulsively and reignite the feud that Craig was offering to squash.

Dirk from a few days ago would have spit in both of their eyes, then slammed the door. No, he would have burst into the Hall and challenged them both to a duel.

But I wasn’t that Dirk anymore. I had people counting on me, a team to watch my back, and all of Earth hanging on my decisions. I had to be mature and make prudent choices, even if it brought bile to the back of my throat.

That said, it didn’t mean I had to be fucking nice about it.

“You wanna work together?” My tone was steel, my eyes boring into him. “You wanna bring humanity through the other side of this hell?” I stepped forward, right on the edge of the Hall of Heroes threshold. “Then get the Jree to stand the fuck down!”

Craig’s expression was frozen as I spoke, but now, he pursed his lips and nodded.

“I can do that.”

My brain malfunctioned for a split second. I tried to think about how to respond to that, but nothing diplomatic came to mind.

“Oh…” I eventually said. It felt stupid, but my thoughts felt slippery with shock.

“We’re not the bad guys,” Craig said. “I know we’ve done bad things, but Kneer and I have both had our backs against the wall and reacted poorly. We lashed out around us rather than think through our actions. We’re done with that, Dirk. That’s why we came to you—to reconcile and move forward united.”

He looked to the ceiling, his voice shaking with passion. “The real bad guys—the ones responsible for all this death and heartbreak—are those that created this Tower, and millions like it.” He looked back at me, his eyes focused and clear. “Those above think of us as ants. They’ve put us in a little formicarium to watch us bleed and struggle and kill! The only way we win, Dirk, is to team up. If we stop fighting each other, they lose.”

He was breathing heavy now, his cheeks slightly quivering as he struggled to catch his breath. I couldn’t tell if I wanted to clap or punch the fucker in the face.

Probably both.

On my shoulder, Lex was less impressed. I could feel him itching to lash out and give Craig a verbal berating that would put him in his place. I sent him a calming thought and stroked his wing softly. He felt my own mood and understood that we had to play it smart. But inside, he was fuming. And to be honest, I was, too. As impressive as Craig’s performance and words were, that he had the gall to try and brush Nikki’s murder under the rug with some tears and an impassioned cry for solidarity made my blood boil.

But this was the new, smarter Dirk. The only way to turn the tables on Kneer and Craig was to play along and stab them in the back without warning.

Not that I had to be all sickly-sweet about it, though.

So, I studied Craig for a moment and crafted a response that was just Dirk-like enough that he wouldn’t be suspicious, but also with enough diplomacy that we could form an alliance of sorts until it was convenient for us to go back on it.

“The tears were a nice touch, Craig. But if you think I’m gonna just forget the shit you pulled in the Hall on the first day, the Co’xatl rebellion you formed, Nikki’s coldblooded murder, or your most recent attempt on Amos, it’s gonna take a bit more than an Oscar performance.”

He pursed his lips and sighed. “I get it, Dirk. I really do. Just…give us a chance. You won’t regret it.”

My eyes flicked back and forth between the two of them. Kneer was calmer now, but I could see his open distaste for me in the tension around his eyes and how his Mantle-Blades vibrated under his skin. Craig had an open expression, inviting and conciliatory.

I pretended to go through an internal struggle when, really, I was counting to fifteen in my head. When I was done counting, I gave a terse nod.

“I won’t promise anything,” I said. “But I also won’t break the peace first.”

Craig nodded, reaching out his hand. “That’s all I ask.”

I examined it for a moment, then shook my head. It wasn’t spite—okay, maybe it was a little spite—but mostly, it was precautionary. That fucker wasn’t gonna touch me or mine ever again.

“Sorry, Craig. But I’m not shaking hands with the mind controller.”

He reluctantly pulled it back, giving me an understanding nod. “Baby steps,” he said with a charming smile. “I get it.”

“Anything else?” I asked tersely, examining the two of them.

“That’s it,” he replied. “Anything to add, Kneer?”

Kneer spun on his heels without another word and Craig gave an apologetic look.

“I’ll spread the word that you and the other humans aren’t to be touched,” he said with a final nod before turning to go.

“Oh, Craig?” He turned with his brows raised in question. “The Co’xatl are off-limits as well.”

He hesitated a beat, then nodded. I closed the door before he could say anything else.

Without waiting, I turned to Frank, who had remained absolutely silent during the whole exchange.

“Well?”

He squinted in thought. “There was something…but no direct control as far as I could see. But their threads were so interwoven, I couldn’t really separate them.”

“What’s that mean in Karmic terms?”

He shrugged. “I’m sorry, Dirk. Th-this is still new to me.”

I clicked my tongue and nodded. “Okay, no worries. Lex, can you grab the others? I’m gonna tell Lacy and Jerome it’s safe to come out.”

Lex flew off while I knocked on Lacy’s Personal Space door.

It opened slowly, the red and black visor of Jerome’s helmet peering out at me.

“He’s gone.”

Jerome grunted and pulled open the door. Lacy was right behind him, a sheen of sweat on her face.

“How’d it go⁠—”

Another door opened further down the hallway and I looked over in surprise as Nikki peeked her head out. I was immediately struck by the pronounced bags under her eyes, the gauntness to her cheeks, and the frantic look she gave us, her eyes sweeping the hallway like she expected danger.

“Wh-what’s going on?” she asked timidly.

It broke my heart to see this once strong, beautiful woman almost completely broken. The fire in my chest flared hot, though I kept my expression neutral.

“Nothing, Nik’. Nothing to worry⁠—”

Amos barged into the hallway, Lala clutched gingerly in his hands.

“That Craig cunt gone?” he asked loudly.

Nikki flinched at the sudden noise, her shoulders pulling tight to her ears. I shot Amos a look from hell and he immediately cringed.

“Sorry, love,” he said softly. “Didn’t mean to frighten ye.”

Mama G, Byron, and Athena followed with Lex a moment later. Mama saw Nikki cowering behind the door and rushed over, casting Amos a dark look.

“Come here, sweetie. You’re safe.” She wrapped her arm around Nikki and directed her back into the room, closing the door behind her quietly.

I sighed, feeling my heart tear in half at the sight of her suffering and feeling powerless to do anything about it.

Lacy and the others approached, an awkward energy in the hall after Nikki’s appearance.

“Well?” she asked. “How’d it go?”

I snorted. “He’s the slipperiest fuck I’ve ever met in my life. Shit, if he ran for president, even I’d vote for him.”

“What he want?” Jerome asked.

“A fucking alliance. Stood there with Kneer by his side and asked me to forgive him for killing Nik’ in the past redo. Even had some tears rolling down his cheeks. Leaned on our common enemy,” I said with a nod to the ceiling.

“I know he’s a douchebag,” Byron said. “But an alliance is a good thing…right?”

“Only so far as it allows us to catch him unaware. We saw what a head-on assault gets us.” I pointed at Mama G’s Personal Space, where she and Nikki had retreated. “But don’t you guys ever forget that look in her eyes. That is why we can’t ever trust a fuckin’ thing out of his mouth. He’s an abuser, a manipulator, and a murderer, straight down to his core. We’ll play along, use him just like he plans to use us. And the first chance we get,”—Red felt my intention, sliding down my arm and shooting forward like a spear, digging straight into the wall with a thud—“we gut the fucker.”
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Craig pulled up beside the Jree Prime, his expression cold and hard. He pulled a handkerchief from his Inventory and dispassionately wiped away the tears on his cheeks. Kneer whirled on the man, his face a mask of unrestrained rage.

“Why do you play these games?” he demanded. “He’s one man, with five imbeciles and a couple of birds as support. We should smash him now before he rallies more behind him!”

Craig regarded the Jree with dead eyes and Kneer was forced to suppress a shiver. Though he was no stranger to the man’s many masks, the true face he rarely showed was more unnerving than any foe he had faced. He knew his blades and body were powerful and he didn’t fear this human in that sense. But he’d also seen the man strip a creature’s will with a single thought, turning one of his most capable soldiers into a puppet.

If he hadn’t seen the potential in such power, he would have slain the man known as Craig within the first minute of their meeting.

“You continue to underestimate him,” Craig said with a flat tone. “I’ve seen him rally the entire Instance behind him. My little birdies tell me Umndirop bent the knee without a single blow exchanged. He opened the portal to the Hold in under an hour—a feat you’ve never managed to accomplish, I might add.”

Kneer bristled but didn’t argue.

Craig closed his eyes and sighed. “Say we do it your way, hm? We kill the worm and his party and anyone that he calls friend. We could probably even do it,” he admitted. “Then what? He resets the clock and we’ve revealed our hand. A forewarned enemy is twice as deadly as the complacent one.”

Kneer growled and began pacing the Hall.

“I know you’re right,” he reluctantly said after a full minute. “The dreams are becoming more frequent. I see them even when I’m awake!” He turned to Craig, his teeth bared. “Just promise me this: when the time comes, it is my blade that tastes his blood.”

Craig nodded, looking off toward the human side of the Hall of Heroes, his eyes seeming to bore into the door leading to Dirk’s wing.

When he turned back to Kneer, the cold emptiness in his eyes was gone. In its place, a fire burned hot.

“Trust me, my friend, there will be plenty of blood to go around. But when the time comes, I promise, you will be the one to deal the final blow.”

A frisson of pleasure passed through Kneer’s body at the thought. He had never taken joy in slaying his enemies. He had only ever felt the thrill of overcoming obstacles and bettering himself in his martial pursuits. But now, the thought of the human Prime’s broken body was the only thing in this world that gave him comfort.

He closed his eyes and basked in the image.

If his eyes were open, he might have seen the cold look of disgust cast his way.


Chapter 19


The Capitol Building



With a tenuous alliance in place with both the Co’xatl and the Jree, it was time to switch gears. There were a few pressing things I needed to do—pushing through to Adept one of the bigger tasks. But first, I needed to meet back up with Michelle Waterstone—and by association—Governor Johnson.

I had to remind myself that for every hour wasted, more humans were dying in the various Tower Instances. Even though the Jree shouldn’t be actively hunting us down, that didn’t mean accidents weren’t happening, let alone the wild mobs, traps, and the sheer difficulty of triggering the portal to get out of the First Floor.

With support from Johnson and the U.S. military, we had the potential to save hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of people and boost our overall strength come the Second Floor.

We split up into two groups. Lacy, Athena, and I went to the State Capitol building to meet with the governor. Bringing a ten-year-old to an important meeting like this wasn’t my first choice, but I did it anyway because team two had a much more dangerous job.

Amos, Byron, Lex, and Frank, led by Jerome, went to deal with the nearby bandits. I knew that they’d have no problem dealing with those slaving-fucks, but I was still a bit anxious. Jerome was nearly bulletproof in his armor and could make grown men weep and shit themselves with his magnified Intimidation aura—not to mention the new shielding toy he got from Aestus. Amos’ pigeons were deadlier than ever with his new Body Boon and his survivability was pretty good with his boosted Endurance. Byron’s new buffing ability would amplify their fighting synergy and I was sad to miss it in action. Frank had his powerful ice abilities and his Karmic Sight would spot danger before it hit.

And to cap off the team, Lex would be flying high above, scouting out the situation and swooping in to save the day if needed. I’d also be able to watch the fight through his eyes to make sure everything went off without a hitch.

All that said, I was still nervous as fuck. This was the first time I’d trusted them by themselves without a redo in my back pocket. If anything went wrong, the consequences were permanent. But it was Lacy herself who convinced me to trust them.

“You can’t expect them to grow into their new abilities if you’re always holding their hands,” she had said.

Though I agreed with her, that didn’t mean I was happy about it.

As for Lacy, she had insisted on coming with me to meet Johnson because, and I quote:

“You’ll find a way to cock this up.”

Athena had cackled her little ass off and I’d threatened to leave her behind with Mama G. That had straightened her out and we set off together.

Now, as we approached the first security checkpoint leading to the capitol building, I felt butterflies swirling around in my stomach.

Give me a thousand-pound crocodile alien over a professional politician any day of the week.

There were a handful of soldiers at the checkpoint, with one of them manning a .50 cal behind a wall of sandbags. They weren’t shooting the shit or lounging around either. Their eyes were on a swivel and a pile of dead imps had been dragged off to the side. Rolls of barbed wire jutted off either direction, and more than a few dead imps were embroiled in the steel thorns. A pair of humvees were parked behind the checkpoint, and one had another machine gun unmanned on its roof.

Before we approached, I had Lacy send forward an illusion of us to make sure they weren’t jumpy enough to just start blasting.

They certainly perked up as the illusion approached but didn’t do anything reckless. With a nod from Lacy, the three of us caught up to the illusion and matched up with our images. Red was in cape form, which, believe it or not, was more casual than her full-coverage armor form.

Lacy and Athena were in casual clothes and none of us had any weapons out.

When we were within a hundred feet, one of the soldiers shouted commands to us.

“Hands up! No sudden movements! Approach slowly and stop on the yellow line!”

We did as he ordered, though I angled myself slightly in front of Athena just in case. She rolled her eyes at me but I wasn’t in the mood and used Red to shield her even more.

I had debated cycling my Fate or Mass energy before showing up. The Fate energy would have been useful for reading their intentions, giving us time to react if anything unusual happened. But the Mass energy made me a walking tank and I’d be able to eat anything that wasn’t a .50 cal right to the face.

Once we stopped at the designated line and complied with their orders, the soldiers relaxed slightly. Meaning they weren’t pointing their guns directly at us but held them loosely in between us and the ground. I could tell they were ready to shred us on a dime, though.

“We’re not taking refugees,” the soldier yelled over. “Head five blocks south, then three blocks west. They’ll take you and your kid in.”

I shook my head and nodded toward my hand.

“Not refugees. Mind if I pull out my I.D.?” I had grabbed it earlier from my Storage Chest.

“Don’t extract anything from your Inventory until I give you an express command,” he barked. The soldiers tensed and the .50 cal slowly swiveled up a handful of degrees.

“We get it,” I replied coolly. “You do see the ten-year-old with me, though, right? I’m not exactly in a threatening position right now.”

He ignored me, his tone full of steel. “State your name and purpose.”

“Dirk Damascus, Lacy Wu, and this is Athena.” I omitted Athena’s last name. If anyone asked, she was my kid. It was unlikely Child Protective Services were still around, but I wanted to avoid any awkwardness if someone tried to take her from me.

And when I say awkwardness, what I really mean is bloodshed.

The soldier was about to bark another command when one of his guys whispered something behind him. My Perception was high enough from my traits that I was able to hear it.

“They’re both on the list.” The soldier’s eyes were slightly wide as he added, “That Dirk guy’s at the top! Ten milly, Sarge.”

The sergeant didn’t visibly react, but I imagined he was gulping in surprise.

“Standby,” he called to us. He looked over his shoulder to his man. “Call it in.”

The same soldier who had whispered to the sergeant ran into the booth where I could see him talking on a landline. The call was brief, no more than ten seconds, before the soldier peeked his head out.

“They’re cleared. Command is sending an escort team now.”

The sergeant nodded, his posture relaxing slightly. “Escort is on the way. Standby, please.”

I shrugged and turned to Lacy and Athena.

“Anyone got a deck of cards?”

Lacy cast me an unamused look while Athena chuckled.

“I’d smoke you in a game of Hold ’Em right now,” the girl said with a lopsided smile.

I scoffed, shaking my head. “You’re ten. Bet you don’t even know the rules.”

I expected her to scowl or fire back, but instead, a thoughtful look passed over her face.

“Bet you that bounty on your head that I felt you within fifty hands,” she replied with a confident expression.

My eyebrows raised. “Tempting offer, but you forgot rule number one in a wager.”

Turning away, I started pointedly combing through my Inventory, using my finger to move some items around, even though I could do most of it mentally.

I was baiting her for a reaction, of course.

“Well? You gonna tell me? Or I gotta drag it outta you kicking and screaming?”

Looking over my shoulder, I shrugged. “Like I said, you’re ten. You ain’t got anything I want to wager for.”

Her eyes narrowed and she looked away in thought. I hid the smile playing across my face, turning back to my Inventory.

That oughta keep her busy for⁠—

“I know something you want,” she said smugly.

Though I was wary from her overconfident tone, I maintained my usual air of aloofness.

“I’m sure your Beanie Babies collection is quite impressive⁠—”

To my dismay, she didn’t rise to the bait. Instead, she went behind Lacy and pushed her toward me. Lacy didn’t resist, but looked at Athena with a confused expression.

“I beat you, the ten million is mine—consider it like a college fund, but for cultivation. And if you beat me…” She nudged her head toward Lacy with a mischievous smile. “You get a date with the hottest girl in the Tower.”

My eyes snapped toward Lacy in shock. Her cheeks turned bright red and I’m sure mine weren’t much better. We both spoke at the same time, our words a confusing jumble.

“I’m flattered⁠—”

“That’s not really⁠—”

We stopped, each of us waiting for the other to speak. When neither of us took the initiative, we shared an awkward laugh.

Once I had my wits about me, I looked down at Athena.

“You think you’re just gonna Parent Trap us, huh? I’ve seen that movie a hundred times, kid—the original, not that shitty Lindsey Lohan remake.”

“What’s a Parent Trap?” she asked with a furrowed brow.

I nodded and winked like she wasn’t selling the deception very well. “Uh huh, sure. Let me guess, you were gonna throw the game with a ‘Oh, man, Dirk. You’re too good for me. Guess you have to go on a date with Lacy. Gee wiz, I really wanted that money. Oh, well,’ like I don’t know a setup when I see one.”

She looked side to side with a confused look. “Throw the game? No, dude, I want that money…”

I snorted and looked at Lacy. “You in on this? You know, you coulda just asked me out. It’s the 21st century, Lace. Woman shouldn’t feel weird about asking men out⁠—”

She laughed and crossed her arms. “You wish. In fact, I’ve been waiting for Amos to grow some balls and make his move.” She looked off into the distance with a whimsical expression. “Now that’s a real man. The elegant comb-over, the burst blood vessels on his face, the faint aroma of whiskey and pigeon shit…it’s every young girl’s dream.”

Athena snorted in laughter, which broke the dam, causing us all to start laughing our asses off. The soldier boys at the checkpoint must have thought the Apocalypse had cracked us in the heads.

By the time we had settled down, a caravan of four humvees and a black sedan were approaching from the State Capitol building. They pulled to a stop on the other side of the checkpoint and we sobered up real quick.

“Alright, game faces, everyone. Not that I was able to vote last election cycle, but this Johnson guy seems like a real prick. Silver spoon up his ass type that somehow’s made a brand off of pandering to the working class. Waterstone seems solid, but she’s not calling the shots, so we may be in for a real shitshow.”

Lacy nodded. “Yeah, I didn’t vote for him. Reminded me of a used car salesman. Big ego, too. He got really offended in that one debate when the moderator brought up his three vacation homes. Just remember, we’re here for diplomacy, not a pissing match.”

“Why does it feel like that last bit was directed at me?” I asked in outrage.

She pursed her lips and simply stared at me.

“Diplomacy?” Athena asked. “Why’d we bring him, then?” She nodded at me with a shit-eating grin.

“Hey! I’ve brokered multiple alliances with violent aliens from different solar systems! Remind me why I brought you. Now that I think about it, maybe you should head back? I’ll be sure to send for you if we need an expert on My Little Pony. Oh!” I snapped my fingers. “Maybe the governor would like some nice crayon drawings? You could give him one of your latest works!”

She slapped my arm in outrage, her eyes wide with rage. “You son of a⁠—”

“We’re ready for you,” the sergeant called out. “Approach the checkpoint, please.”

I looked down at Athena, who was simmering. “Diplomacy time, kid. Lock in.”

To her credit, she seemed to do just that. Her trembling fists fell to her side and she squared her shoulders. Before I could even make another joke at her expense, she was striding toward the caravan with a determined pace.

Lacy and I had to stretch our legs to catch up, but by the time we did, we all wore serious expressions.

A familiar face stepped out of the car and I mentally heaved a sigh of relief.

“Mr. Damascus, Ms. Wu, thank you for waiting. I’m Michelle Waterstone. “ She regarded us without a hint of familiarity, which made sense—we’d never met in this redo and I’d already decided not to indicate we knew her either. She did narrow her eyes for the briefest moment before looking at the young girl walking between us. “And Athena, was it? Welcome to the Capitol.”

We nodded and shook hands before she waved toward the car, inviting us to squeeze into the backseat. I craned down and scanned the interior. It was going to be a tight fit.

“All the limos taken or something?” I asked with a joking tone.

It was going to be a really tight fit.

She eyed me with a business-like expression that told me the joke hadn’t landed. Lacy lightly bumped me and cast me a less business-like glare before turning to Waterstone.

“Apologies, Ms. Waterstone. We still haven’t found his off switch.”

The two of them shared a light chuckle while I pursed my lips and narrowed my eyes. Athena looked up at me with a smug smile and I stuck my tongue out at her—which made me feel better.

“Unfortunately, Mr. Damascus, we’re limited in our selection of non-combat vehicles. Everything else is being scrapped for parts or kept in reserve until we understand the extent of this alien invasion.”

I shrugged and bent down to squeeze in. Shimmying across the leather, Red got tangled up in the door for a moment before using her [Morph] ability to get loose. Once I was all the way across, Athena followed, with Lacy behind her. Michelle sat in the passenger seat and briefly introduced the driver before we started off.

Athena was smushed between Lacy and me, and she wiggled her shoulders back and forth until her weight settled back. I scowled at her and leaned forward awkwardly. Cycling my Mass energy, I brought it down so that I didn’t squish the poor kid to death.

As the car took off, Michelle swiveled around to face the three of us. Her brown hair was in a loose bun, wisps flying off in every direction. Her eyes were bleary and bloodshot, like she hadn’t slept since the Apocalypse hit, and she had signs of day-old makeup ringing her eyes.

But there was a note of clarity that eclipsed all those signs, an intelligence that was evident in the way she efficiently scanned each of us and moved on to the next item of note. Her eyes flicked over Red, who had obviously changed shape, to Athena’s ragged clothes, to my own soot and blood-covered attire, and probably more things that I didn’t pick up on.

After her subtle but unmistakable assessments of each of us, she finally broke the silence.

“I’ll be frank with the three of you, since I don’t believe in playing games with potential allies,” she started. “You, Mr. Damascus and you, Ms. Wu, are the first listers to approach the government⁠—”

“Please, call me Dirk. Mr. Damascus makes me squirm.”

“Yeah, I prefer Lacy.”

She pursed her lips and nodded. “Sure thing. And likewise,” she added as an afterthought. “As I was saying, you two are the first so-called listers to approach their local government—as far as we know, at least. And Mr.—I mean, Dirk—as the top-ranked individual across the three races, we’re quite eager to debrief you. You, as well, Lacy—but the governor has specifically mentioned you, Dirk.”

She hesitated a moment, her eyes tracking between the two of us as Athena melted behind our shoulders in the middle seat.

“This puts you two in a bit of a dilemma,” she eventually said.

“How’s that?” I asked.

She looked at me like I was a victim in all of this and she was breaking the bad news. “The whole world knows your name, Dirk. It’s all the leaders of the world are talking about. Who the hell are Dirk Damascus and Craig Allen.” I kept my expression completely blank at his name, but my pulse started pounding in my temple. “But more importantly than that, it’s the only thing the news is talking about. I…I’m afraid some of your past has already been brought into the light.”

I purposefully didn’t react, didn’t even twitch a muscle. But my teeth were grinding together so tight that it was painful.

“Uh huh,” was all I could say.

“I don’t mean to be tactless, Dirk. I’m simply forewarning you that any and everything from your past will be dredged up and used against you. But on the flip side, you have leverage here. Johnson has been dying to get his hands on a lister—hell, he woulda been happy for anyone in the top 100.”

I chewed on her words for a moment, then said, “I appreciate your candor, Michelle. But let me be frank, too. Why the hell are you showing your boss’s hand minutes before we presumably meet the guy?

She sighed, turning to look out the front windshield as she collected her thoughts. When she turned back around, her lips were set tight, her eyes full of fire.

“I’m telling you this because if Johnson has his way, the two of you will be his show dogs for the next six months as he jockeys for power in this new government. I’m telling you this because I think you can be so much more than his Presidential run boost. He isn’t taking the threat of the demons, this Tower, or the aliens orchestrating this seriously.”

Her voice went quiet and I felt Athena leaning in at my side to hear her words.

“I believe we’re on the precipice of an extinction event, and people like you and Lacy may be the only parachute humanity possesses…”


Chapter 20


Pushing Buttons



Lacy and I shared a look that would be charitably described as ‘No shit’ looks. I tried to keep my expression neutral, but the annoyance must have been plain as day because Michelle pursed her lips and narrowed her eyes at us.

“By your expression, I’m guessing you have some thoughts. Please, don’t stand on circumstance. I want to hear them.”

Lacy turned to me expectantly and I shrugged and took up the challenge.

“Well, I’ll be frank, Michelle. But no fucking duh.” Her expression was stiff, but a fire lit behind her eyes. I didn’t care. “The very first message we received from these ‘aliens’ stated as much. This isn’t an introduction to the Integrated Universe. This is a gauntlet, and the winner takes all. To be honest, even if humanity survives this Integration, I don’t know that we’ll come out of it resembling anything close to what we were.”

She looked off into the distance, a thoughtful expression on her face. When she turned back, I could see the weary resignation in her eyes.

“I hear you,” she eventually replied. “But ultimately, your opinion doesn’t matter.” I bristled at that, but she held up her hands and spoke quickly. “Mine doesn’t either. The men in charge call the shots. And they’re convinced these demons are easily dealt with by bullets, tanks, and jets. Convincing them otherwise is an uphill battle.”

“With all due respect,” Lacy said, “the imps ain’t shit compared to the other races in the Tower. And that’s not even mentioning the threat from our own people.” Her voice took on a heavy tone. “Craig Allen being the worst of them.”

Michelle reared back at that.

“Explain.”

I chewed my lip, trying not to fidget just thinking about the man.

“He’s got mind control abilities,” Lacy explained. “We’ve seen firsthand that he can take over a person and work them like a puppet. He has a subtler form, too, where you don’t even know what thoughts are yours and what he’s implanted.”

“Like a Kilgrave?” she asked.

“Whoa,” I replied. “Wasn’t expecting you to reference a Marvel comic villain. But yes, pretty much like that.”

“Can you prove it?” she asked. Her tone wasn’t accusatory, but more fact finding. It still made me feel a bit defensive.

“We have firsthand testimony,” Lacy said. “But no, we can’t prove it, exactly.”

Michelle nodded, turning to look out the front windshield.

“Let’s table that topic for now. We’re almost there.”

As the convoy pulled up to the capitol building, it really struck me how many guards and security checkpoints there were. Of course, we’d snuck in during the last redo using Lacy’s powers, but it just hit differently when there were fifty marines with rifles eye-fucking you like they just needed a reason.

Despite that thought, we made it through the building without incident and straight to a very familiar office door. Two Secret Service agents that I recognized from before were standing attentively outside while soldiers roamed throughout the halls.

When we reached the door, the Secret Service agents stupidly insisted on frisking us without even questioning the existence of our Inventory. The soldiers at the first checkpoint were much savvier in that regard. I made a mental note to remind Michelle after the meeting.

The agents let us inside and there was the governor behind his desk, a welcoming smile on his face.

I’d never met the man in person—he’d been in D.C. the last time we’d visited. But I’d seen him enough on the TV to know what he looked like. Still, the reality of seeing him in person struck me for some reason.

He was a heavyset man, with thinning white hair and jiggling jowls for cheeks. He was the kind of douchebag who wore his gaudy alumni ring from some Ivy League like it was a badge of intelligence and class while simultaneously proclaiming himself a man of the working folk. From the times I’d heard him speak, he preferred sound bites and gotchas over substance and rarely said anything heartfelt or of note.

I desperately hoped that was his politician façade.

“Mr. Damascus—Dirk, may I call you Dirk? Please, come in.” His eyes trailed over Lacy, tracking from her chest up to her face—almost like an afterthought. The thought of pulling out a baseball and pegging him between the eyes with a [Sticky Fingers] fastball was almost overwhelming.

Thankfully, he dismissed Athena with a flick of his eyes, rather than the lecherous look he gave Lacy. That would have been too much, even for the new, more diplomatic me.

His look didn’t escape Michelle’s notice, who put a calming hand on Lacy’s shoulder.

“This is Lacy Wu, governor.”

He nodded absentmindedly. “Ah, yes, Ms. Wu. Welcome to the capitol.” He turned back to me, dismissing her in an instant. Coming around the desk, he shook my hand and held the grip as he spoke. “Dirk, my boy, it’s an honor to meet the man leading humanity into that Godforsaken Tower. Your name at the top of the Leaderboard is an inspiration to us all. Put those damn aliens on notice, you did. Humans are the superior race and we have you to thank for demonstrating that.”

A strange repulsion rose up inside of me. A distant memory clawing its way up from the depths of a long-forgotten time. A similarly corpulent man shaking a younger Dirk’s hand and thanking him for winning Olympic gold in Beijing.

“A credit to American superiority,” the president had said all those years ago.

I didn’t have the maturity at the time to understand just how xenophobic that statement had been. It was a different time back then, but at worst, it was a disgusting statement. What Johnson was saying now wasn’t just ignorant—it was dangerous.

“Thank you, governor. But to be honest, the Jree and the Co’xatl are not to be taken lightly. They’re stro⁠—”

“Nonsense,” he said dismissively, waving his hand. “Humans occupy the top two slots and with a comfortable margin, too.” Before I could point out that Craig and I were on an island surrounded by the other two races, he turned to Lacy. “And you, Ms. Wu. Top 100, I’m told. Quite impressive.” For some reason, I felt the unsaid words at the end of that sentence: ‘Quite impressive, for a woman.’

Lacy being Lacy, she handled the dismissive undertone with grace.

“Thank you, governor. And please, call me Lacy.”

He nodded absentmindedly, walking over to a drink cart behind his desk. By my side, I felt Athena bristling, her face in a tight scowl—whether from his casual dismissal of Lacy or his complete disregard for her presence, I couldn’t say. I put a hand on her shoulder and her gaze shot toward me so violently I thought she was about to skewer me with her sword. But I gave her a calming look and a confident nod to remind her that I respected her, even if the governor didn’t. She nodded back, her face smoothing as she regained control.

“Drink, anyone?” Johnson asked. Lacy and I politely accepted, while Michelle declined. Once we had drinks in hand, he waved us toward the two chairs in front of his desk as he plopped into his. Athena looked annoyed that there wasn’t a third chair, but then spotted a couch and threw herself into it with a contented sigh. Michelle went around the desk and stood by Johnson’s side.

He took a slow sip of his whiskey, eyeing us over the rim of the glass. Lacy and I were both too seasoned to squirm and simply waited for him to make the first move.

After a long, drawn-out staredown as he swirled the whiskey in his mouth, he finally swallowed it with a sigh of pleasure and a clicking of his tongue.

“I’ll cut right to it, then. Now that we’ve met, my doubts can be put to rest.” He leaned forward, his eyes clear and focused despite the whiskey. “I want you on my team, son.”

The intensity of his stare as he said those words made me uncomfortable, but I didn’t show it. I forced a chuckle. “Well, it’s always nice to be wanted.”

He nodded as if he had said the most natural thing in the world.

“We’ll need to do something about the hair,” Johnson said. “And the cape has to go.” Red woke up at that, a killing intent washing through my mind. I shoved her down with a distracted thought. Why was he talking about my hair? He continued on, oblivious to my confusion. “I’m guessing it’s one of those magic doohickeys that my people mentioned, but that doesn’t matter anymore. A haircut, new wardrobe, and a good makeup artist will work more magic than any alien gizmo.”

My mouth finally caught up with my brain. “Uh, governor…I have no clue what you’re talking about.”

A self-satisfied smile formed on his lips.

“It’s simple, Dirk. We’re gonna make you a star. And with you by my side, the presidency is all but guaranteed. And when I’m president…well, you scratch my back, I’ll scratch yours.”

My thoughts were a jumbled mess. President? Star? What the hell was he…

And then Michelle’s words from the car ride hit me.

She had laid it all out for me and I hadn’t taken it seriously. He wanted to parade me around like his pet Climber, using my visibility on the Leaderboard to raise his own stock.

“Governor, I think we’ve crossed wires,” I said. “I’m not interested in being famous or wading through the political quagmire. My only goal is to help humanity survive this Integration. I came here hoping to enlist your help in that regard.”

He nodded quickly, a sympathetic look on his face. It was bullshit, of course.

“Helping humanity is an admirable goal, son. And the best way you can do that is to unite us under a common leader.” He leaned back in his chair, steepling his fingers before him. “You see, the concept of nations is an outdated paradigm. With the reality of this alien invasion looming over us, now is the time to consolidate our strength. America is the obvious candidate to fold the other countries under our umbrella. Unless you want to be speaking Mandarin by Christmas.” He turned to Lacy. “No offense.”

Lacy narrowed her eyes in confusion, but had the good grace not to argue.

My first instinct was to disagree or point out that the last thing we needed was to get embroiled in conflict with other nations while the Tower loomed over us all. But I had to admit, the previous political structure of Earth had been broken before the introduction of the System. And from everything I’d heard, the Integrated Universe was a brutal and unforgiving place ruled by strength. What had Umndirop said to me when we’d made our alliance?

“You must make it your first priority to challenge these…democratic leaders for supremacy. A swift but fair execution will demonstrate your strength for all to see.”

Still, even if I agreed with Johnson, I adamantly disagreed that he was the one to lead us into that new paradigm. Before I could react, though, he dropped a bomb on us.

“Of course, I understand if you disagree. It’s only natural for a man with your…history to buck against authority and the concept of governance. Shit, son, if I’d spent ten years in prison for what could only be described as doing humanity a favor, I’d be bitter, too. By all accounts, the man you murdered deserved it and worse.”

The blood rushed to my face, my nails digging bloody crescents in my palms. Before I knew what I was doing, I kicked back the chair and bent over the desk to grab the man’s tie.

I stopped cold once I noticed the perfectly calm image of myself still reclining in the chair, a wry—almost dismissive—smile on my face. On the couch, Athena was staring at me—the real me—then did a double take to the fake me on the chair.

I heard my voice coming from the image and my brain finally cleared enough to realize what was happening.

“If you think you can rattle me, governor, then you’ve obviously misjudged me,” the fake version of me said casually.

I looked at Lacy who was staring up at me from her chair, a chagrined expression on her face.

“Sorry, Dirk!” she said quickly. “I might have taken some liberties with your image once I realized where he was going.”

A heavy sigh left me unbidden, a weight sliding off my shoulders.

“Thanks, Lace. I definitely shouldn’t have lost my cool.” I glanced over toward Athena. “You good?”

She shrugged, then cast a scowl toward Johnson.

“That guy’s a dick.”

“Couldn’t have said it better myself,” I replied with a chuckle. I took in a deep, calming breath, then reset the chair using Lacy’s illusion as a measure. Sitting back into it, the eerie feeling of ghosting into my illusion self unsettled me for a moment before the two of us aligned perfectly. “Okay, Lace, I’m good.”

She nodded and I massaged that same wry look across my face.

The governor had been saying something and I strained to process the words.

“My apologies for trying to push your buttons,” he had said. “I wanted to see how your composure held up under fire. The press are gonna try and gut you and I needed to know you had a steady hand.” He leaned back and took another sip of his whiskey.

I held my hand out level. Despite the adrenaline of my outburst pumping through my veins, my Agility was so high from my traits that my fine motor control was enough to aid my charade.

“They don’t make ’em steadier than me,” I replied coolly.

He smiled and gave a pleased nod. “Good to hear, son. Good to hear.”

It was my turn to take the reins of the conversation. Despite getting caught off guard, I’d had my share of dick-measuring contests over the past week and I knew how to throw my weight around when needed.

“Now that we’ve established my steadfast nature, let’s cut through the bullshit.”

There was the slightest pinching at the corners of his eyes—barely perceptible without my heightened Perception.

“Please,” he said tightly.

“My value to you and your…campaign are obvious. My question to you is: what do I get out of it? Like I’ve said, I’m not interested in fame.”

His politician façade from earlier was erased in an instant and before me now was a businessman, through and through.

“Name your price.”


Chapter 21


My Why



Name your price, Johnson had said.

Well, turned out my price was my ten-million-dollar bounty—converted into one million Tower gold—a hundred competent soldiers to train on clearing the First Floor—with another thousand to follow within the week—and in exchange, I’d agreed to a meet-and-greet with the president and to do a press conference with the governor after I’d received my second batch of soldiers.

I’d also agreed to stand by the Governor and raise his political clout at these events. It seemed simple enough—just shake some hands and tell the truth. The Governor had provided much-needed assistance by providing soldiers to aid in rescuing those trapped in the Tower.

The only problem was, I hated kissing ass and hated politicians even more. But I’d do it if it meant saving lives.

We’d left Michelle and the Governor after the negotiations were settled and she’d passed along a cell phone with her number. Apparently, they were still sort of working but got screwy inside the Personal Spaces and were totally useless in the Staging Area and Tower.

Which didn’t surprise me—those spaces were probably not even in the same solar system.

As Athena, Lacy, and I left the Capitol, we took a slight detour.

I remembered what the sergeant at the first checkpoint had said about refugees, and the three of us agreed to take a look. I wanted to see for myself what kind of conditions the survivors of the initial imp wave were enduring. And if needed, I’d leverage Johnson to provide some aid.

It was easy enough to find. About five blocks out, there were signs directing us toward the camp and two blocks out, we could see signs of foot traffic and soldiers. The sounds hit us a minute later—the distant murmur of people going about their day, hawking items in trade, and even minor disputes signaled by raised voices.

When we came into sight, it was obvious that the refugee camp was a hastily constructed affair. Plywood, debris, and burnt-out cars formed a rough perimeter around an outdoor shopping mall parking lot. Two dozen soldiers manned the entrance while another dozen were visible patrolling the perimeter. Piles of imps were spread evenly outside the camp, their tough skin clearly shredded by bullets.

A few dozen people ranged about outside the camp, mostly collecting brass casings of spent bullets for some reason. But judging by the sounds, I guessed there were probably a thousand people camped here.

It was both an astonishing number and yet, shockingly low for a city that had numbered in the hundreds of thousands. Had most people found safe zones and entered the Tower? Maybe they were hunkered down in their Personal Spaces, waiting out this storm futilely?

It made me wonder, though, why were these people here rather than in a safe zone? Had they come out for food and become stranded? Had they even attempted a trek to a safe zone?

Either way, I wanted to find out more.

We approached the camp entrance and the soldiers let us past, though they eyed us suspiciously. It was true, we stood out from the crowd. For one, we were much cleaner than most of the people we saw—and that was saying something, because I was dirty as hell from clearing the First Floor earlier.

But I had to remind myself, the Apocalypse was only a day and a half old. People would just be getting their bearings or consumed looking for loved ones and too busy for basic hygiene.

And I couldn’t forget the blood-red cape billowing in the wind behind me—that marked me out no matter where I went.

Still, it was difficult to ignore the stares as the three of us passed the soldiers into the camp.

“Why are they all staring?” Athena asked softly.

“We don’t look like refugees,” Lacy replied. “We’re clean—well, clean-ish. And we’re confident. We strolled past the soldiers without even a glance. We’re not staring at the ground like people who’ve lost everything,”—She glanced down at Athena with a sympathetic look—“even if we have.”

The girl nodded, taking Lacy’s comment in stride. She studied the nearby refugees, watching them pick through garbage and barter family heirlooms for food or clothes. Some were sitting or lying down with distant gazes, the shock of the Apocalypse sapping their will. A kid no older than Athena huddled alone against a trash barrel, wrapped in a torn blanket.

She turned to me, her eyes sharp and full of fire.

“We have to help them.”

I sucked my teeth, not saying anything. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to help them—just the opposite, in fact. Seeing these poor souls scrounging for scraps and hiding behind makeshift walls reminded me what I was fighting for.

At first, I’d embraced the Apocalypse for selfish reasons. I was bored, lonely, unfulfilled and without a purpose. Getting stronger for strength’s sake had been enough. A simple and direct goal—my favorite.

But that had changed. I didn’t fight just for me anymore. My party, Athena, Nikki, Lex—even the strangers trapped in the Tower—they all pushed me to get stronger, powerful enough to fight the aliens and see us through this Integration.

Still, people were complicated and sometimes they made it hard to want to fight for them—people like Governor Johnson, for example. But this camp brought into sharp focus just how badly this Integration had shaken humanity. There were thousands of kids like Athena missing their parents, and just as many parents missing their Athenas. They were worth protecting, worth risking my life for to get stronger.

This was my new why and I couldn’t let myself forget that.

“Yes,” I said simply.

Athena nodded and walked over to the boy that had caught her eye. She pulled some food from her Inventory and handed it to him. He flinched as her hand entered his line of sight, then looked up to see the girl’s friendly—if dirty—face.

“Th-thank you,” the boy whispered.

Athena grunted once then turned back to me.

“Can we bring him with us?”

No, I almost said. But then I had to wonder, why not? Why not bring everyone to the safe zones? With my infusion of cash from the governor, I could at least scrounge up enough food and aid to hold them over for a few days until they got on their feet. I had intended to use the gold to buy some cultivation aids, but I had to admit, this was a better cause.

Lacy started to speak before I could respond.

“We can’t, sweetie. We⁠—”

“One sec, Lace. Yes, bring him. In fact.” I eyed the refugees all around me. “Bring everyone.”
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It took only a few minutes to gather hundreds of people to the center of the camp. Not everyone followed, but most were intrigued enough to spare a few minutes.

When a dense crowd was formed around the three of us, I leaped on top of a nearby car and surveyed the people.

Weary and distrustful gazes looked back at me—some even angry for the disturbance. But every now and then, I spotted a hopeful look and it was enough to give me the courage to address the crowd.

My raw Charisma was 62 since I’d added 40 points already and had some additional points from my traits. In addition, I’d received plus 25 percent effectiveness from my Somebody Stop ME! trait when I’d killed Astrid and another plus 5 percent from reaching Peak Nascent. All in all, with my reduction from my Mantle, I was at 80 percent efficacy for an effective total of 49, which seemed to be enough not to be instantly booed off the car.

All the same, they weren’t exactly a rapt audience.

“Whatchu want?” a voice cried out.

“Thinks he’s Superman with that dumb ass cape!”

My skin flushed and I felt the back of my neck heat up. I opened my mouth to speak when a wave of…something, washed over my body.

It felt like a soothing ointment rubbed into my skin and my mind, settling my nerves and thoughts. Tiger balm for the brain.

A soft pressure on my foot made me look down.

Lacy’s hand was there and her eyes bore into mine. She gave me a nod, and I realized I was feeling the effect of her [Fortify] ability.

My confidence flared and I returned her nod before surveying the crowd—who had begun to get restless. A few milling about in the back had even peeled off, determining this was a waste of time.

“My name is Dirk Damascus and I’m the⁠—”

A booming voice called out.

“What a silly ass name!”

Laughs echoed through the crowd, but I didn’t feel my anger or embarrassment rise. Instead, I nodded along. I knew Lacy’s power was anchoring my thoughts and I rode that wave.

“You wouldn’t know this, but I’m the number one ranked Climber in the entire Tower.” Pausing, I watched the crowd, waiting for the hecklers to take the opportunity. To my surprise, no one shouted out. I accepted the opening and pointed off into the distance. “I’ve fought the imps that rampaged across our world. Killed them by the hundreds! Even before I received my powers from the Tower. I know the fear and loss you’ve felt⁠—”

“Bullshit!”

The crowd broke into murmurs and shouts of disbelief. Some pointed in anger, while others turned to their neighbors and whispered animatedly. At the back of the crowd, a group of five soldiers slowed, examining the commotion.

I held my hands up, begging for patience and quiet. When that didn’t work, I turned to Lacy.

“Can you amplify my voice?”

She nodded once and closed her eyes.

I turned back and said, “Please—” My voice rang out over the crowd, loud as a metal concert. People quieted in open shock and fear. “Please,” I said more quietly. “Hear me out and then I’ll be on my way.” No one shouted or threw rocks, so I continued. “I’m telling you the truth when I say the imps are the least of our problems.” The whispers began once more, but my amplified voice crashed over the crowd. “They’re the appetizer to the main course. In the Tower mentioned in those messages we all got, there are two alien races stronger and faster than anything you could dream of. And to them, we are the appetizers. Our only chance—our only hope—is to grow stronger. And the only way to do that, is to enter that Tower.”

Someone near the front row of the crowd raised their hand and I did a double take. I hadn’t exactly expected to field questions, but years of conditioning made me almost automatically point at the person.

“Mr. Damascus, if the Tower is as dangerous as you say, why would we go in?” the person asked.

Someone in the back yelled, “Speak up!”

I repeated the question and added, “It’s a good question. It’s true, you could kill the remaining imps using strategy and traps in order to farm levels. But the best rewards are in the Tower. Eventually, you’ll be left behind, forced to rely upon the good nature of the Climbers. And we’ll be too busy inside the Tower to truly protect you.”

“What about the army?” the same person asked.

The soldiers watching from the back had started moving, cutting through the crowd with rough shoves and curt orders.

“Lacy, little help?” I whispered.

She followed my gaze and waved her hand. The soldiers pushing through the crowd suddenly veered hard left, then cut back on their own path, away from us. They reached the back of the crowd, then did another 180 and started toward us again. Their faces slowly grew more and more confused as they cut circles through the crowd, so I hurried up.

“The army will have the same problem. Most of them will never crack level 10.” I paused for effect. “I’m level 75 and strong enough to tank bullets without a scratch.”

The excited noises began to build again among the crowd, but I spoke over them.

“Anyone that wants to command their own destiny, follow me. I’ll lead you to the nearest safe zones and protect you from imps. Hell, even if you don’t want to enter the Tower, the safe zones at least provide you a Personal Space where you can sleep in an actual bed and have running water.”

“There’s thousands of those demons out there!” someone shouted with a panicked tone.

They were right, of course. But I was confident that what I was offering was the best they’d get—agency and safety. However, I didn’t let them see any doubt on my face.

“I will protect you. I promise…”

A memory flashed in my mind. The horror and hopelessness of arriving at the First Floor cliffs, only to watch as the bastards at the top rained boulders down on those stuck on the ropes. That thought had rung across my mind like the tolling of a cathedral bell.

I will save you all…

For the first time, I knew it was actually possible. And I could feel it, the crowd was beginning to believe. It was now or never.

“Anyone that doesn’t want to be imp food or a slave to some power-hungry Climber, follow me. Everyone else…I’m sorry I couldn’t convince you.”

And with that, I jumped down from the car and began making my way through the crowd. I boosted my mass in case anyone tried to test me.

Thankfully for them, they parted before me in equal measures of fear and awe.

In my mind, Lex sent images of the bandit camp on fire, the captured women safely escorted to the nearest safe zone. I sent him a pleased response and asked him to bring the crew to our position.

Despite my earlier bluster, protecting a group of hundreds would be a full-team affair. Lacy could probably hide us with her illusions, but I wasn’t positive if her range could extend that far. With the entire crew present, we could each cover an angle.

I strolled past the angry soldiers as they continued on their looped path. They were casting panicked expressions all around now and one of them had even dropped to the ground with his hands over his eyes.

“He gonna be alright?” I asked Lacy quietly.

She shrugged. “I’m not doing a Freddie Kruger impression or anything. Just a little optical illusion—barely worse than a bad trip.”

I nodded and picked up the pace. Despite my confidence, we had a lot of people to get to the safe zones and they’d have to either wait their turn or head to the next available zone to gain entry. We didn’t want to be doing this all night.

Unlike the suburbs, though, it appeared that the safe zones had a much higher density this close to the city center.

“The others are gonna meet up with us.” I scanned the milling crowd as they turned to follow. “This is gonna take a fuckin’ minute.”


Chapter 22


The Three Pillars of Advancement



Turned out that ‘a fuckin’ minute’ was about six hours. We’d met up with Lex, Jerome, Amos, Frank, and Byron shortly after sneaking hundreds of people past the soldiers at the checkpoint via Lacy’s illusion magic.

They’d been shocked to see the crowd behind us, to say the least. But no one had grumbled or complained—not even Amos—once they’d heard the plan.

With Lex as our eye in the sky, avoiding imp packs had been straightforward—and the ones we couldn’t avoid, the team had wiped using Lacy’s magic to distract and the rest of us as the meatgrinder. The party had even gained a handful of levels each, bringing the average—not including me—up to almost 20.

But even with the relative density of the safe zones and the six of us—I kept Athena with me and Lex scouted high above—splitting up to watch over smaller groups queued outside their zones, the waiting had been brutal.

Ushering more than five hundred people into their zones was great—amazing, even. But it wasn’t scalable. Six hours I could have been using to try and break through to the Adept Stage. Six hours I could have spent going from Instance to Instance to unlock the Second Floor for the millions still stranded.

It hadn’t been a waste of time—saving lives was never a waste of time—but I had to admit, it probably wasn’t the most practical use of my time.

Still, as the final person at the zone I was chaperoning made it into the safe zone and completed their Beginner’s Trial, a feeling of self-satisfaction filled me.

No, it certainly hadn’t been a waste of time.

All the same, I was ready to focus on my breakthrough. Working for the many was nice—essential, even—but working on my own power was what would bring humanity up through the Tower eventually.

With a shared exhausted sigh, the eight of us went through the safe zone portal. Since we’d each already cleared the Beginner’s Trial—or were underage or of a goose-like nature—we were able to enter together.

“I’m gonna go shower for an hour,” Lacy said wearily.

“Forget a shower,” Byron added. “I’m taking a nap.”

Jerome grunted in agreement while Lex let out a weary honk.

Since I had entered first, the safe zone was keyed to me, and Kurian materialized, his over-sized hand wielding a magical tablet of sorts.

“You guys enjoy,” I said with false cheer. “I’m gonna train for a bit.”

Lacy and Athena paused a beat as the others filed by with weary waves.

“Want me to keep you company?” Lacy asked quietly. There was a genuine tone to the question, but the slackness of her face betrayed just how tired she was.

I leaned in so Athena wouldn’t hear. “No, I want her to take a break and she won’t if you stay.” Louder, I added, “I’ll be fine. Just gonna brainstorm with Kurian for a few before I take a shower.”

She pursed her lips, clearly deciding if she was going to debate me. But then she caught sight of Athena watching her closely out of the corner of her eye and smiled at the girl.

“Hey, I’ve been wanting to show you my shower’s features. It. Is. Life changing!”

The girl hesitated a moment, turning to me with a question on her face.

I faked a smile and waved her on. “I’ve got dibs after you! Hurry up, or I’m gonna take your turn!”

Lacy wrapped her arm around the girl and gently ushered her toward my Personal Space door. She let herself be pulled away but cast a look back at me. I winked and flashed her a thumbs up, to which she rolled her eyes—though I noticed the smile she tried to hide as well.

When they were through the door, I finally let my posture relax, the bone-deep weariness impossible to mask.

“A break wouldn’t kill you,” Kurian called from across the room without looking up from his inter-dimensional soap opera—or whatever the hell he was watching.

I sighed and said, “Maybe not me. But it might kill others.”

The magical tablet in his hand disappeared with a wave and he finally looked up to regard me.

“You carry too much weight on your shoulders. Have you considered the possibility that some are fated to die no matter what you do?”

I nodded slowly, pulling my damp and dirty shirt off with a groan as I pulled a fresh one from my Inventory.

“I’ve considered it. It’s not them I’m worried about. It’s all the others I might have been able to save if I had pushed harder.” I turned to look at him, one arm in and one arm out of my new shirt. “That, I can’t live with.”

He stared at me for a moment, unmoving. I paused awkwardly, my shirt half-on, half-off. After a second longer, he nodded once.

“Then let’s begin.”

I returned his nod and finished dressing. As I walked over, Lex returned from our Personal Space. His feathers ruffled and at odd angles, the weariness he couldn’t hide visible through our bond like a black and purple bruise on his mind.

“Dirk?”

“Go rest, buddy. I’m okay.”

“I feel through our bond that you are not. Perhaps a⁠—”

I held up my hand to stop him. The more times others told me to rest, the more annoyed I became. Not at them, exactly, but because I didn’t trust myself. My resolve felt like it was being chipped away and I was scared. Scared that I’d give in, concede to the sweet temptation of rest and relaxation. Not this time, but maybe the next or the next.

“Lex,” I said softly. “I need to do this.”

His beak opened and I braced for one of his ear-splitting honks.

Instead, he simply said, “I understand.” Then, he flapped his wings with visible effort and perched on the table. “I’ll watch.”

I wanted to argue, ask him—no, tell him—to leave me to my suffering alone. But something stopped me. Our emotions intermingled, sometimes making it hard to know where his stopped and mine began. I felt something there—pride, maybe?—that I couldn’t quite delineate from my own thoughts. It was almost as if he were bolstering my resolve with his sheer presence.

So, I nodded and turned to Kurian.

“I need to break through.”

The chair he was reclining in disappeared and he stood to his full 15-foot height. It was hard not to be intimidated by his stature—and it wasn’t just his height. A palpable aura accompanied his presence, one that was difficult to put into words. It was like a weight, a gravity almost, that drew my attention and thoughts. The only time I hadn’t felt it was when Athena and I had been sparing him and each other.

It might have been distracting at any other time, but now, it anchored my burned-out mind. My eyes were glued to the Class Guide as he approached.

“Each Stage’s requirements for a breakthrough are different, in theory. But there are certain parallels that apply no matter what level you are.”

I watched him with rapt attention, my head craned all the way back to look into his eyes.

“First and foremost, your cores must each be at the peak. Attempting a breakthrough without that requisite will only stunt you forever—if it doesn’t kill you.” He waved his hand and an image projected in front of us. Three swirling balls of energy floated there, equidistant from each other. One was gold, compacted tight and full of power that nearly seared my eyes. The next was grey, the energies within clashing against each other. I felt the resistance of each strand against the others like they were kids in a ball pit wrestling to escape. The feeling of both energies was unmistakable—my Fate and Friction core projected before my eyes.

The final ball of energy oozed like molasses, slow, dense, and thick with power. But it was obvious to my eyes and spiritual senses that it was an order of magnitude less powerful than the other two cores. The potential, however, was palpable. The energy almost had a personality in the way it coexisted next to its sibling cores. It was saying, I can be so much more.

“Your Fate core is not necessary for your breakthrough,” Kurian said with a wave toward the golden ball of power. “It’s full of Her mature energy and cannot be incorporated anyway. It will grow with you, but we can ignore it for our purposes.”

I nodded, simultaneously relieved and surprised. Of course I recognized that my Fate energy had been instrumental in saving Lacy, fighting Turok, and so much more. But it also scared me. Frank’s Patron faction—the Keeper of Secrets—had explicitly utilized one of his limited Patron powers to warn us away from collecting her Boon in the Hold. Hiko herself had similarly expressed deep regret for the existence of her Fate core. It was clearly a power that demanded just as much as it gave, and I was happy that I didn’t have to construct my entire Path around it.

“But you have been ignoring your Mass core and we must rectify that if you desire a breakthrough before the next Floor.”

I snapped back to attention, my mind bristling against that characterization.

“I wouldn’t say I’ve been ignoring it.”

Kurian pursed his lips, his eyes staring down at me impassively. The weight of his presence was like every scolding and beating I’d ever felt at my dad’s hands condensed into one look.

“Well, I mean, I haven’t been trying to ignore it,” I amended. “I use it all the time!”

“Using is not the same as understanding. You may use a knife when you eat, but that does not make you proficient in knife fighting. You may speak with words, but that does not make you a wordsmith. Practice, intentionality, and experimentation are the three pillars of learning.”

I opened my mouth to protest: that was what I had been doing. But his eyes looked into my damn soul and I clamped my jaw shut.

He waited a beat to see if I’d say something stupid and to my credit, I didn’t. But the training session was young, so who knew how I’d find a way to put my foot in my mouth. When he seemed satisfied with my patience, he pulled up another projection to replace the three swirling balls of energy that were my cores.

I turned my attention to the image and saw myself. Kurian and Athena were there, watching as I threw baseballs at targets obscured by a wall. Seeing it now, I remembered that session. It was when I learned to use my Friction energy for more than just my [Sticky Fingers] fastballs. I watched as the other me launched baseball after baseball at the targets, getting closer and closer as the hours progressed in just a minute.

By the end of the session, I had been able to curve the baseball in a full boomerang and my Friction core had jumped an entire Tier.

Kurian pointed to the projection once it had finished.

“What do you see?”

I resisted the impulse to answer with the obvious, not caring to experience another one of his disappointed dad looks.

After a few moments, I hadn’t come up with anything profound, so I just laid it out in simple terms.

“That was a video of me practicing with my Friction energy, learning to apply it in different ways to create a specific spin on my baseballs.”

His face didn’t change and he didn’t respond. He simply looked at me expectantly and I realized he was prompting me to say more.

“Uh, I…well, I guess you could say I was doing what you mentioned earlier. Practicing with intention and experimenting throughout the session.”

He finally nodded and I felt like the teacher had just given me a gold star.

“And what have you done with your Mass energy in that regard?”

Slow as I was, I finally understood his point.

“Nothing,” I agreed with a nod. “I guess I’ve been too busy and—” I cut myself off, recognizing the excuse before it could fully form. “Nothing.”

He nodded once more, seeming pleased at the realization.

“That changes now.”

With a wave of his hand, the room filled with ten targets angled away from us at set intervals. They were simple bullseye targets about two hands across in every direction. Above each target was a number. The closest target had a large ‘1’ above it, the next a ‘2’, and so on, all the way to ‘10.’

“These targets are pressure sensitive,” Kurian said. “The first target requires five pounds of force to clear. The next, ten. The third, fifteen. The final target will only clear with precisely fifty pounds of force dead center.”

My stomach dropped as he explained. I could already see what he was getting at and I realized that this training session was going to be very, very frustrating.

“I’ve already explained Affinity Permanence to you, and your understanding is sufficient for this task. Now is the time for practice, intentionality, and experimentation. Now, any questions before we begin?”

Taking a deep breath, I began cycling my Mass energy through my body.

“I get the idea,” I replied. “But how do I utilize my energy with that level of precision? Is there some trick to it or…”

“The third pillar,” he said simply.

Experimentation…great…

“Okay,” I said, trying to keep the weariness out of my voice. “Experimentation it is.”

The concept of Affinity Permanence wasn’t difficult—on paper. But it required a tremendous amount of concentration, even for my Friction energy, which was at the Peak.

My Mass energy had been coursing through my body, building momentum that was characteristic of this particular Affinity. It resisted at first, but as it picked up speed, I had to focus less and less to keep it moving. A thick tendril of that energy formed in my hand with a thought as I pulled a baseball from my Inventory. Crafting the intention, I attached it to the ball. The weight was off almost immediately, shifting the balance to one side. Extracting some more, I began to apply the energy in an even coat around the surface, doing my best to keep the density of the energy and the ball uniform.

Once I had it as close to what I wanted as I could manage, I raised the baseball and sighted the first target. It was close, barely more than fifteen feet away—a trivial distance for a lob. But the density of the ball was magnified, giving the impression of something closer to a lacrosse ball than a baseball. Not that throwing a lacrosse ball was difficult for me, but it did throw off my intuition at first.

Taking my time, I focused on really feeling the weight with my energy coating its surface. Once I felt like I had a good idea of how heavy it was, I overhand threw the ball—more of a lob, really—with barely any force. As soon as it left my hand, I knew it was off target. It was difficult to tell if my Mantle-enhanced Mastery was playing a role here, but it just felt off.

The baseball veered wide left, barely clipping the edge of the target. The target flashed red and a number popped up in the center, rising up into the air before dissipating—like a hit marker from a video game.

22.7 lbs of force

My stomach flipped. Not only was I off target, but I’d also been way off on the level of force. And worst of all, the hit marker was accurate to the tenth of a pound. Meaning I was going to have to be extremely precise.

More than precision, though, I had automatically directed my Mass energy in the wrong direction. I assumed I needed to bump up the mass when I really needed to dial it down.

I looked to Kurian to see if he had any notes, but he stood impassively, just watching me as I stood there awkwardly.

“You got this, Dirk!” Lex encouraged from the sidelines.

I flashed him a confident smile, then turned my attention back to the next baseball already in my hand.

A new coat of Mass energy wrapped around the ball through mental coaxing—this time, reducing the mass. When I was done, the ball felt light in my hand—too light, honestly. But this was one of the pillars Kurian had explained—experimentation. If this one didn’t do the trick, I’d try again. And again. And again.

Hefting the lighter baseball, I aimed, took a breath, then released. It was more on target now, though not dead center. I was happy with that, at least.

What I wasn’t happy about was the hit marker that flashed above the target.

11.3 lbs of force

Eleven point three? Are you fucking kidding?

I was an order of magnitude above the 5 lb threshold and I wasn’t even sure I could reduce the mass of the ball any further.

But I wasn’t someone to quit. If it took a thousand throws, I would beat this course. No matter what it took, I would break through to the next Stage.

I had to…


Chapter 23


The Power of Friendship



Three hundred and seventy five…

5.3 lbs of force

Three hundred and seventy-six…

4.9 lbs of force

Three hundred and seventy-seven…

5.0 lbs of force

Three hundred and seventy-eight…wait, what?

My next throw collided with the target, but the resulting hit marker didn’t even register in my brain.

I’d done it. I’d hit the required five pounds of force.

“HONK!” Lex flapped his wings in excitement. “That was it! You got it!”

I stared at him with abject weariness. My brain had gone into autopilot somewhere around throw one hundred and was just now firing back up.

Kurian was lounging in his summoned chair again, looking at a tablet. Without even glancing up, he said, “Maintain focus.”

I immediately snapped my attention back to that last throw. The feeling of the energy, the weight in my hand, the force of the throw. With my trait-boosted Intelligence and Mastery, I could almost categorize that feeling. It crystallized in my mind and body and I knew with some certainty that I could—if not completely replicate—get very close to that specific throwing power.

Despite the elation of that success, I couldn’t help but be disappointed at the lack of notifications in my vision. I suppose I knew that hitting that specific target with the correct amount of force wouldn’t guarantee an increase in my Mass core’s Tier. But I had still hoped it would have happened at some point through the exercise.

Well, I had come this far. No point in dwelling on it—there were targets to hit.

The second target cleared much faster than the first—well under twenty-five throws. The third target took a bit longer due to the increasing distance, but I conquered that one eventually as well.

So it went. Coat the baseball in energy, manipulate the mass, and throw. I only had about a dozen baseballs, so the monotony was thankfully broken up by my retrieval efforts, but even that became tedious.

I had just cleared the seventh target when the door to my Personal Space opened. My throw went wide with my distraction and I turned to see Lacy peeking her head in. When she saw me, her eyes went wide.

“Dirk! You’re still here?”

I shrugged and gave her a weary smile.

“I love my job,” I replied sarcastically.

She pursed her lips and opened the door fully. As she entered, she studied the target range where seven of the ten targets were greyed out.

“What are you up to?”

Kurian looked up from his tablet at her arrival and I worried he would scold her for interrupting. Instead, he summoned a second chair next to him and Lex.

“Have a seat, young lady.”

She shrugged and took him up on his offer.

“Continue,” Kurian said tersely and I didn’t need to be told twice.

I was conquering this fucking task.

Normally, I might have felt an extra level of self-consciousness with Lacy’s arrival, but my brain was too tired for extraneous thoughts. It was easy to slip into a focus mode, even if it wasn’t at peak efficiency.

After a moment to coat my next baseball in Mass energy, I launched it toward the eighth target. It missed completely and I let out a hiss of annoyance.

Again.

38.1 lbs of force

I didn’t give myself even a moment to celebrate. One point nine pounds of force off sounded great, but I knew from experience that even a tenth of a pound could take me a dozen throws to dial in.

To the side, I heard Lacy whispering with Lex—my enhanced Perception picking up everything.

“This seems really…tedious,” she whispered.

Lex didn’t seem to have a volume filter and spoke in his normal voice.

“Unbelievably so! But he’s getting there…slowly.”

I ignored them, launching another Mass-enhanced baseball.

39.4 lbs of force

The red hit marker flashed up from the target before fading. Lacy squeaked in excitement, but Lex shook his head.

“What?” she asked. “That’s really close, isn’t it?”

“Just wait,” was his reply.

39.1 lbs of force

“Oh.”

Lex nodded. “Oh is right.”

Another dozen pitches went out before I cleared the eighth target. Lacy cheered and Lex honked his approval, but I didn’t spare them even a glance.

The job wasn’t done.

A notification flashed across my eyes and my heart pounded in excitement. But once I read it, I was forced back down to Earth.

Your skill with [Throwing] has increased to level 9.

The only saving grace—the only positive in this exercise in tedium—was the Skill levels I was gaining in [Throwing]. It had been a while since I had received Skill levels, and I had gained a handful just in this one session. It was difficult to correlate the increase in my success with the Skill levels, but I had to admit, I was getting better. The accuracy and intuition of each throw felt supercharged in comparison to the start of the session, and I had to attribute that to the Skill. Though, it was a bit of a chicken-and-egg situation. Were my new levels increasing my effectiveness, or were the level ups reflecting the hours of practice?

For now, it was an irrelevant question. The only thing that mattered were those final two targets in the distance.

I had no concept of time as the baseballs arced through the air. Throw. Red marker. Throw. Red marker.

And so it went, until finally, the ninth target went green, then greyed out.

Lex and Lacy cheered loudly and hard, but I didn’t feel any sort of joy or accomplishment. It was all ten or go home.

But I was nearing my rope’s end. My Mass core was nearly drained and I was forced to scrape it raw in order to coax the energy out and into my palm. My hands ached and my throwing arm trembled. The sheer effort of keeping my eyes open made me wonder if I wasn’t inadvertently making my lids heavier with errant Mass energy.

It didn’t matter—none of it did. That final target taunted me like it was Kneer himself throwing Lacy’s body at me.

I pulled on my Mass core with painful effort—and found nothing. Shock took me and I dived deeper, letting my mind be drawn into my soul space to find any errant energy to utilize.

Nothing…

Kurian’s voice rang out.

“That’s enough for now.”

Those words hit me like a punch to the gut, and I couldn’t breathe for a moment. My lungs constricted like an iron band was wrapped around my chest. I tried to speak, but all that came out was a weak gasp.

“He’s so close, though,” Lacy complained. “Can’t he⁠—”

My brain tuned her out, my breathing suddenly coming in fitful gasps. I clutched my chest, hyperventilating as I tried to pull in air.

Someone was at my side, grabbing my arm, but my vision tunneled and panic began to set in. Distantly, I knew someone was speaking to me, yet I heard nothing, felt nothing. It was like my senses had been dialed down, laser-focused on my panicked breathing, the pain in my lungs, and the weakness of my limbs.

A part of me wondered: was this what it felt like to completely drain a core?

Another part of me faced the truth.

I was having a panic attack…

My thoughts bisected. The surface level felt only sheer panic, bouncing from thought to thought and ignoring my attempts to direct them.

I can’t breathe, I can’t see, I’m dying. I’m actually dying.

The smaller, detached part tried to clinically draw me out of my spiraling panic. I’d been here before, as a child. Multiple times, in fact. The sounds of my dad’s voice echoed through the bathroom walls as I hid in the shower, my hands over my ears. The screams of my mom as she begged him to stop.

He never did.

Something reached down and ripped me from the abyss of my thoughts, pulling me in close. A familiar presence engulfed me, protecting my sense of self from the irrational thoughts trying to suck me in deeper.

I’m here, the voice said. You’re safe. I’ve got you.

The who wasn’t important. I clung to that voice, that sense of sanctuary, like a shipwrecked man clinging to driftwood. Floating on that island, I slowly came back to my senses. My thoughts ceded back control, my breathing steadying in increments.

When I felt myself enough to return to my body, I examined that saving presence in my mind.

Lex stared back at me through our bond, anchoring me with an unusually powerful, steadying sensation. My own surprise reflected back on me, then was eradicated by the reality of what I’d felt. I’d never felt so safe and comforted as I did in that moment.

Before I could examine that connection further, a voice sounded in my ears, drawing me back to reality.

“Shhh, it’s okay. We’re here.”

It was Lacy’s voice whispering softly in my ear. Her hand stroked my hair as she cradled my head in her lap. A soft, feathery presence nestled against my chest, like a warm blanket. Wrapped around all three of us, Red held us tight with a soft pressure.

The three of them together had pulled me out of the attack and it took me a few seconds to gain the willpower to withdraw back into my own skin.

Slowly, I sat up. Though I could have rested in Lacy’s lap for an eternity, my own pride and need to go on propelled me forward.

My path wasn’t one of comfort and ease. Though, I had to acknowledge that even I had a limit. And it seemed that I had crashed into that limit like a brick wall. All the same, I think if I laid there a minute longer, I’d never get up, never have the strength to face the challenges I knew awaited.

“I’m okay,” I said wearily. “I’m okay.”

As I moved, Red relaxed her grip on us. Lex pulled back, his little eyes staring into mine. Lacy reluctantly let her hand slip from my hair, hopefully hearing the desperate need in my voice to get up.

Slowly, I put my hands underneath me and got to my feet. A wave of dizziness hit me, but I waited it out. Red helped stabilize me by anchoring to the ground.

Lacy rose next to me and put a questioning hand on my arm.

I glanced at her and nodded, then looked away with a mixture of embarrassment and regret. Decades I’d gone without a panic attack. Decades without wearing any weakness on my sleeve.

And now…

As if sensing my thoughts, Lacy gently pulled me around to face her. I looked away, unable to meet her gaze.

She didn’t let me, pulling my face to hers.

Our lips touched and an electric shock passed between us. I pulled away gently. A pity kiss was the last thing I needed.

“Lac—”

She put a finger to my lips and shushed me. Then she pulled me back in.

At first, I resisted. But the softness of her lips was the most inviting thing I’d felt in my entire life. I was weak and gave in.

The soft warmth of her body against mine was like a soothing balm, and for a moment, I wondered if she was using her [Fortify] ability on me.

A moment later, I realized I didn’t give a shit.

When we finally parted, I took a deep, shaky breath and let it out with a cathartic sigh.

“That was nice,” I said softly. “But I don’t deserve it. I’m weak and pathetic and…”

I didn’t know what I was.

She didn’t scold me or shush me like I expected. Instead, she lay her head against my chest and just held me. For some reason, it was the perfect response—exactly what I needed.

A minute later, she pulled away and I hated her for that.

But when she looked up into my eyes, I saw moisture glistening there and a lump formed in my throat.

“You’re the strongest person I’ve ever met,” she said weakly, her voice hitching. “Even Superman has his limits.”

I ugly-laughed at that, part snort, part guffaw.

“I don’t think Superman ever had a full-on panic attack from throwing some stupid baseballs at unmoving targets.”

“No,” she admitted. “But he never dealt with the trauma of dying, either.”

Biting my lip, I tried—I really tried—not to correct her. In the end, my inner nerd won out, and it wasn’t even close.

“Actually, he has…”

She pursed her lips with annoyance and rolled her eyes.

“Fine, but he hasn’t died over a dozen times. You’ve dealt with so much⁠—”

She cut off as I clearly failed to keep my expression neutral. Her arms crossed defiantly across her chest as if daring me to speak.

“He’s actually died fifteen times,” I said in a rush, dodging her swatting hand on pure instinct. My legs—still weak—nearly gave out, and I stumbled to catch my balance.

Lacy was there in an instant, supporting my weight with an arm around my waist.

“See what happens when you argue with me?” she asked with a joking tone. “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll just nod your head and say, ‘Yes, Lacy.’”

I looked down at her, the corner of one lip turned up in a sly smile as if I was going to say something snarky. She arched a brow at me and I pulled my expression in tight.

“Yes, Lacy.”

She smiled, a bright, beaming look that eased my aching chest.

I basked in that smile for a moment, but was pulled away when I noticed Kurian watching us from over her shoulder. Pulling away, I kept an arm around her shoulders—mostly for support, but also because I wanted to—and met his gaze.

Lacy noticed and followed my eyes, turning to see Kurian approaching. Out of the corner of my vision, I saw her squint and felt her body tense beneath my arm.

“Your core is dry,” Kurian said simply. “It will refill naturally—faster if you meditate. But there’s no time for that.” He lifted his giant hand, and I flinched away, anticipating an attack as he’d done so many times against Athena and me. Instead, an energy began to coalesce in his palm—an extremely familiar energy.

Before I could react or process what he was doing, that familiar energy shot forward, penetrating into my chest. A burning sensation burrowed deep, passing through my soul space and into my drained Mass core. The weakly spinning core suddenly burst into life, filling to the brim and then some. The excess Mass energy sloshed out, coursing through my veins like liquid electricity. I staggered back, nearly stumbling to the ground if it weren’t for Lacy’s steading grip and Red’s stabilizing efforts.

“What did you do?” Lacy asked with a worried tone.

“It’s filled,” I muttered in surprise.

She turned to me with a furrowed brow. “What?”

Looking up at Kurian’s blue face, my eyes went wide. “He filled up my Mass core.”

“Why—” She cut off as the realization set in. “Kurian, no.”

“He isn’t finished.”

“He needs a break!”

Kurian ignored her, his eyes boring into mine with the heavy weight of expectation. It only took a moment for me to nod in acknowledgment.

Lacy felt me move, extracting my arm as I went to reach for another baseball from my Inventory. She stepped in front of me, staring down at Kurian. If I wasn’t so tired, I might have laughed at the image of a five-foot-tall Lacy stepping up to fifteen-foot-tall Kurian.

“He. Needs. A. Break.”

I put my hand on her shoulder and she whirled around in surprise. As much as I didn’t want to, this had to be done.

“It’s fine, Lacy.”

Her face darkened and a tingle of fear traced up my neck.

“It’s not fine, Dirk! You’re gonna work yourself to death.” Her face softened and she lowered her voice. “A thirty-minute break wouldn’t kill you.”

I sighed, my eyes tracking past her to that tenth and final target looming in the distance. It seemed to taunt me, standing there unconquered behind its greyed-out siblings. There was no question about it, I had to do this.

Collecting my thoughts, I turned back to Lacy.

“This is why I am what I am, Lacy. Why I’ve accomplished what I’ve accomplished. For all my faults, this isn’t one of them.” I considered that for a moment, then rephrased. “Well, it might be a fault, but it’s also my greatest power. Forget the Friction or Mass energy in my soul space. Forget the powers Red gives me or the weapons in my Inventory.” Red bristled in the back of my mind but understood enough not to take offense. “I’ll never give up. I’ll never quit.” Softly, just for her ears. “Because I can’t. Because if I do, humanity is doomed. Because if I do…I might lose you…forever.”

She stared into my eyes, searching for something—a crack for her to chip away at, maybe. But she found none and eventually sighed.

“Okay, I think I understand, even if I don’t like it.” She reached out and pulled something from her Inventory. “At least eat something, please? You need fuel that wasn’t magically injected into you by an overbearing demigod!” That last part she directed at Kurian, who simply shrugged one massive shoulder.

She handed me a small protein bar and I laughed as I accepted it.

“Yes, Lacy.”

She smiled at that, but her face dropped as she watched me scarf it in three bites. The food slid down my throat like a lead weight, but I didn’t care.

That tenth target loomed in the distance and I pulled a baseball from my Inventory.

I bounced the ball in my hand, injecting Mass energy around it in a thin coating. Sighting along my other hand, I took a breath, turned my body, and launched the Mass-infused baseball with an arcing throw.


Chapter 24


Score and…Scorrrrre



The baseball missed by a mile.

But that didn’t stop me. Another ball was in my hand and infused in moments. It was on target, though the poundage was off.

Another.

And another.

And then…

50.0 lbs of force

I actually stared at the hit marker, watched the target go grey, and still couldn’t process that I’d done it.

I did it!

Lacy threw herself into my body and it was only Red’s quick action that kept me from tumbling to the floor. She pulled away in surprise and embarrassment.

“Sorry, sorry!”

“HONK! Let’s go, Dirk!”

A grin split my face ear-to-ear and I grabbed Lacy and pulled her in tight.

“Who knew hitting some targets with a baseball would feel so fucking good?”

Then I saw Kurian wave his hand and the ten targets flashed from grey, back to their original form. A pit formed in my stomach and my grip around Lacy tightened.

She looked up in question. “What is it—” She finally noticed the targets and whirled on Kurian. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding!”

“Again,” he said simply.

I drew in a deep breath, held it for a five count, and then let it out slowly. Shoulders squared, chin up, I moved to collect the baseballs spewed around the room.

Mid-step, I turned to Lacy, flashed her a wink, and smiled.

“I got this.”
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The second time through was exponentially easier, and the third time through, I got each target in one try except the final one—which took two throws.

And a beautiful—so fucking beautiful—notification filled my vision.

Your Nascent Affinity: [Mass], has upgraded from High to Peak Tier — +15 Strength, +15 Endurance, +15 Agility

“It worked,” I muttered in disbelief.

“What?” Lacy asked at my side.

I turned to her with wide eyes.

“It worked! My Mass Affinity hit the Peak Tier!”

“Hell yeah!” she shouted with a light slap on my arm.

To the side, Lex had been napping on the table. He startled awake, his goose eyes tracking fitfully across the room until he found us.

“Dirk upgraded his Mass,” she told Lex.

“HONK! About darn time!”

A slow-pitched, mass-reduced baseball smacked off the table right in front of him, sending him up into the air with a flutter of feathers.

Lacy and I laughed as Lex called me every PG-appropriate name in the book.

While celebrating, the lingering high of that achievement made us slightly giddy, Athena came from my Personal Space.

As soon as she saw how much of a good mood we were in, a smile formed on her face.

“What the hell has you all in such a good mood?” Then her brow furrowed. “Wait, have you been in here the whole time!”

I nodded with a big grin as if that was the best thing in the whole world.

“Dude…aren’t you the one always telling me to ease off?” She turned to see Kurian standing there, unmoving. “You gonna make him take a break or what?”

He shrugged. “I believe he’s about to do that all on his own.”

That only seemed to confuse her more, so I filled her in on the details of the training session and the gains I had finally made.

She shook her head with a smile.

“Congrats, but holy shit, dude. You’ve been in here for hours. And that’s after six hours of fighting imps and babysitting those refugees.” She reared back and furled her nose. “Oh my God, and the smell.” She waved her hand in front of her face pointedly.

“Yeah…” Lacy started. “I wasn’t gonna say anything but…”

I leaned down and sniffed an armpit. A smell that can only be compared to the sulfurs of the ninth ring of Hell burned my nostrils.

“Holy—that’s bad.”

Lacy chuckled lightly behind her hand and nodded in agreement.

“Go use my shower. It’ll blow your mind.”

Those words stirred something in me and I met her eyes.

“Could you show me how it works?” I suggested softly.

Her eyes went wide, and then a small smile touched her lips for a half-second.

“What are you, an idiot? Who am I kidding, of course you are,” Athena mocked. “The little knob that says cold gives the cold water, the one labeled hot gives the hot⁠—”

She cut off suddenly, perhaps picking up on the energy passing between Lacy and me.

“Oh, no. No, no, no, no.” She put her fingers in her ears. “La la la la la, I’m not hearing anything, I’m not seeing anything.”

I grabbed Lacy’s hand in mine and we walked past Athena, who was pointedly looking away.

As we went through my door, I looked at Lex with a sudden realization. He seemed to read my mind perfectly.

“Don’t mind me. I’ll be in the Staging Area looking for some wares. The bond will be basically smothered over those distances.”

I clicked my tongue and turned to follow Lacy.

We were in the hallway and heading through her Personal Space door when she stopped and turned on me. Her face was flush, but her excited breathing told me she wasn’t having second thoughts.

“Um, what about Red?” she whispered, as if that would do anything.

“Shit!” I regarded the magical cape and she picked up on the situation immediately. She sent me an image of a bear crawling into a snowcapped cave, preparing for winter hibernation. Then, she went limp and I felt her presence dim down to a pinprick in my mind, our connection temporarily extinguished.

“She went into hibernation,” I said with a smile. “I never thought I’d need to say this to a lady, but all my bonded companions have fucked off.” I reached out and pulled her in tight, our lips touching lightly, then harder.

My body stirred at her touch and I blindly reached over to open her door.

A voice down the hall made us both jump.

“Whoa, uh, my bad. I, uh…I’ll just⁠—”

Lacy suddenly pulled me into her room with a laugh and I flashed Byron a wink before the door slammed behind us.
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The shower had been amazing, but if I’m being perfectly honest…I had other things on my mind. It was later—I didn’t know how much—and we lay in her bed in contented laziness. Her head rested on my chest, her hair still damp across my face.

I didn’t mind. In fact, I was soaking up every second of it. It had been so damn long since I’d been able to just relax in someone else’s presence.

Of course, all good things come to an end.

A knock sounded at the door and Lacy’s head snapped up, butting me in the chin.

“Ow, fuck. Sorry!” she said, sitting up in a rush. The curving lines of her naked back drew my eye invitingly and a smile touched my face.

“That’s fine. Just keep doing what you’re doing,” I replied huskily.

She glanced over her shoulder to see me checking her out. Laughing, she bent down to pick up her clothes and started pulling them on.

“Noooo, bad Lacy. Bad!” A thought occurred to me, and a moment later, I was clutching my head in mock pain. “You know, I think you headbutted me harder than I thought. I might even have a concussion. If only there were a beautiful woman nearby to tend to me…”

“Dirk, be serious!” she said, half-scolding, half-joking. “There’s someone at the door!” She leaned in and whispered. “What if it’s Mama G?”

I let the act drop and shrugged. “So what if it is? She ain’t your mama.” Then I narrowed my eyes. “Wait, didn’t you literally knock her out earlier? Now you’re worried she’s gonna catch you in flagrante delicto?”

“Dirrrrrrk, please!”

I could literally see the red climbing up her neck and flushing her face.

“You’re so cute when you’re embarrassed.”

She’d apparently had enough because she reached over, grabbed a pillow, and proceeded to beat me with it. She was half-naked as she did it, so I can’t say I resisted too hard.

When she realized I was enjoying the naked pillow fight, she threw it with a final huff and finished getting dressed.

“Fine, fine,” I grumbled. “I’m up, I’m up…”

When Lacy answered the door a minute later, we were fully dressed. I sat at her kitchen table, peeling a banana that had been on the counter—not trying to hide, but also not not trying to hide.

“Hey Jerome,” I heard Lacy say. “What’s up? Everything good?” She was very obviously angling her body to block the door.

He grunted. “Message from Waterstone.” That perked my ears up and I pushed the chair back with a scrape. Lacy’s head shot toward me with a wide-eyed stare before quickly turning back to Jerome.

“Be right there!”

Before Jerome could respond—not that that was likely—the door was slamming in his face.

I casually took another bite of my banana and regarded Lacy’s flushed panic.

“Lacy Wu,” I said as I chewed. “Are you ashamed of me!?” Of course, I was joking, but she flinched at that all the same.

“No! Not at all…” She trailed off and my joking demeanor slipped off in an instant.

“Oh my God. You are ashamed of me!”

Her face set and she gave me a sincere look. “No, that’s not it. Really. I’m just…I don’t know…worried, I guess,” she stammered.

I crossed my arms, not completely mollified.

“About…?”

She looked away, her damp hair falling across her face. She didn’t say anything for a moment and I was starting to feel…I didn’t know what. Annoyed? The temptation to cycle my Fate energy and read ahead of the conversation niggled at me.

“Lace, c’mon. You’re killing me here.”

She looked up at me through her hair and I could see her biting her lip. After a moment, she sighed.

“I’m afraid that I’ll lose—ugh, it sounds so stupid in my head.” She whirled away and stomped over to the bed. With far more passion than the task required, she began making it. Sheets flew, pillows were aggressively fluffed, and the edges of the comforter were tucked under the mattress with clinical precision.

I let her work through her thoughts, though it was killing me to wait.

After a minute, she turned back to me, a resolved expression on her face.

“I’m worried that they won’t respect me anymore—the others, I mean. That’ll cause me to lose the authority I’ve been building, the rapport, you know? When they recognized me as a leader, it…it felt like a defining moment for me and me…”

“You don’t want them to think you’re screwing the boss?” I asked lightheartedly. “That you’re a fraud?”

A sad smile touched her lips and she shrugged noncommittally—which might as well have been a resounding yes.

Nodding, I approached and put my hands on her shoulders.

“Lacy, you’re one of the strongest people I know.” I stared into her eyes, willing her to feel the truth of my words. “Do you even realize what you’ve accomplished since the Apocalypse hit? Christ, Lace, you’ve literally saved me three times—we might even be tied, now that I think about it.”

Her brow furrowed. “Three times?”

I held up my hand and started ticking up fingers.

“Last run before the Tower opened, you led the party—who hated my guts, by the way—and saved me from an imp ambush. The battle where we beat Yuri, you did the same damn thing, turning an impossible fight into victory.” I ticked up a third finger. “And when you were still wrapping your head around Craig’s control, you managed to save me a third time against Turok.” Chuckling, I shook my head. “Damn, I think you do have me beat.”

She lightly swatted my chest, a wry smile on her face. “Who’s the damsel now, bitch?” Her tone was light but distracted.

“Come here,” I said, pulling her in tight. She resisted for a half-second, then fell against my chest. I wrapped my arms around her and whispered into her hair. “You’re a fucking badass, Lacy. Don’t you ever forget it.”

I held her for a few moments, content with taking in her smell and the press of her body, when I felt her begin to shake against me. Pulling her away, I craned down to see her sobbing gently.

“Hey, hey,” I whispered. “What’s wrong?”

Through red eyes, she shook her head, her words punctuated by sobbing breaths. “I-I’ve just n-never been val-validated like that b-before.” She took a deep breath, her voice hitching. “T-thank you. Really.”

I didn’t say anything, just pulling her back in tight. Nothing needed to be said—I’d felt these exact feelings for most of my life. It was the reason I had pushed so hard in sports as a kid. The reason I had tried so hard to excel.

In my mind, Lex’s bond flared bright and I could feel him coming back through the Staging Area door into my Personal Space. Through his eyes, I saw the entire team gathered there, waiting impatiently for us to come out.

Seemed that play time was over. I lightly stirred Red with a thought and the magical cape immediately started sending me lewd images that I promptly ignored.

“The others are waiting,” I said softly into Lacy’s hair. “You okay?”

She sniffled once, pulling away. With a nod, she wiped at her eyes, then smiled up at me.

“Nothing a little illusion magic can’t fix.”

A haze passed over her face, removing the red eyes, the trailing make-up—when did she have time to put on make-up?—and any other signs of her crying. After a moment, she looked bright as rain.

“After you, fearless leader.” I bowed dramatically at the waist and waited for her to pass.

She lightly tugged my hair as she went by and a flare of excitement rose up inside me.

“I prefer Queen Lacy,” she mocked, turning over her shoulder to give me a wink.

My mouth hung open as I watched her hips sway as she went to the door. She noticed my gaping look and her joking demeanor melted in confusion.

“What is it?” Her hand went to her face. “Did I mess up the illusion?”

I shook my head, trying not to say the words I was thinking.

No, you’re perfect…

We weren’t ready—no, I wasn’t ready—for that. Slow and steady was not my motto—quite the opposite, actually—but I knew enough about myself to know that I had a penchant for screwing things up.

Don’t scare her away, Dirk!

“You look great,” I said. Then I punctuated it with a thumbs up…and immediately debated committing seppuku right then and there.

She gave me a wry smile and flashed me back a thumbs up. I nearly died.

Goddamn, I feel so cringe. Might as well take love advice from Byron…

“Then let’s go,” she said.

I nodded and we went out together. Lex was just waddling into the hallway and paused when he saw us. His beak opened and shut twice, but no sound came out. I could feel him resisting so hard not to honk. It was a herculean effort, I could tell. But a goose can’t change his feathers…

“HONK…HONK, HONK, HONK! OMG, I’m so happy for you two. Is it official or we on the down-low? What’s the status? What’s the sitch? What’s the⁠—”

I closed the distance between us in a single Friction-enhanced step. My hand clamped around his beak—gentle but firm.

“All of the words that just came out of your mouth will never be uttered again. Agreed?”

He was trying to say something past my grip, so I slowly released the pressure and stepped away.

“Roger that. Loud and clear…but, um…are we naming the first-born Lex? Lexie, if it’s a girl? It’s a strong name, I’ve been told. Well, okay, no one’s told me that. But it feels strong, y’know⁠—”

I chased him back into my Personal Space and he took to the air with erratic pumps of his wings. He burst past everyone and they startled at his sudden arrival. I stopped chasing him as he landed behind Athena, peering at me behind her legs anxiously.

“Sorry about that. Lex things.” I turned to Jerome. “You said there was a message from Waterstone?”

He grunted. He was a habitually surly individual, but I was getting the impression he was particularly unhappy with me. It didn’t seem like jealousy but more of that big brother energy that implied he’d break my legs if I broke Lacy’s heart.

Well, that wasn’t gonna happen, so I ignored him and turned to Byron.

“By’?”

He looked between Jerome and me, then tracked Lacy’s arrival a moment later behind me. When he realized the tension he was feeling wasn’t going to explode, he answered.

“Ms. Waterstone called and left a message on the cell she gave you. Appears the president is scheduled to meet with the governor in a few days and…”

He looked a bit abashed, so I prompted him.

“And?”

He coughed into his fist, realizing no one was going to save him from whatever it was he was sitting on.

“Well, she, uh, requested your presence, would be the best way to put it.” He shrugged. “Guess the president wants to meet the Dirk-meister.”

I looked at Lacy to gauge her reaction, then flipped back to Byron with a pained expression.

“No, my guy. Just…no.”

Byron nodded in understanding as if he knew it wouldn’t land as soon as it left his mouth.

“What do you think?” I asked Lacy, then turned to encompass the group. “Any reason to say no?”

“Say no? To the president?” Byron asked in disbelief.

“Mate’s a wanker, even by American standards,” Amos added helpfully.

“You’re not wrong,” Lacy said. She turned to me. “But getting the president on our good side could be a huge bonus before we hit the Second Floor.”

As much as I hated politics, she was right. Snubbing the president would have some dire consequences. But getting in his good graces could really smooth the road before us.

I nodded, my decision made.

“Guess we get to meet the president.”


Chapter 25


Core Specializations



Since the meeting with President Bank wasn’t for a few days, what I really wanted to do was get back to training. A couple of hours lounging in Lacy’s bed—along with other activities—had done wonders to recharge me.

With a renewed purpose, I strode into the training room and waved to Kurian. Athena, Lex, and Lacy followed while the others went out into the Personal Space hallway.

“Hey, Kurian,” I said.

“We’re ready for training, Master Kurian!” Athena said with a bubbly enthusiasm.

Kurian regarded us silently, then turned to look at Lacy in silent question.

“Oh, uh, I’d love to learn if you’ll teach me.” Quickly, she added, “But I can just watch if that’s inappropriate or…” She trailed off as Kurian waved his hand to include her in the group. Happily, she skipped over, a childlike smile on her face.

His usual chair disappeared beneath him as he rose to his full height. With another wave of his hand, a portion of the training room stirred. Wooden structures rose up from the concrete floor, resolving into what appeared to be an obstacle course. The starting point was clearly demarcated and the course terminated in a giant vert ramp eerily similar to a Ninja Warrior course.

My limbs vibrated in anticipation—this was literally my favorite thing in the world. Christ, I’d been making my own homemade version before Lex’s System message had filled my vision.

“Ohhh, yeah. Now, we’re talking⁠—”

Kurian cut me off with a gesture toward Athena.

“This is her course.” Turning to the girl, he waved his hand to spur her on. “Go.”

She looked at me once in quick surprise, then peeled away at a sprint, a wide grin on her face.

Studying the course closer, I squinted.

“That’s gotta be a 15-foot wall at the end there,” I said quietly so as not to steal the wind from Athena’s sails. “Pre-Integration, it woulda been a bitch, even for me.”

The giant alien ignored me, turning toward Lacy. She was suddenly squirming under the weight of his gaze, trying her best to appear casual but failing miserably.

“Projection with an emphasis on light and sound next to a Leadership core,” Kurian mused. He pursed his lips and nodded. “Very powerful. I see Dondarius’ hand on your Projection core, but your Leadership core is clearly self-actualized.”

She nodded quickly. “Yes, ah, yes…I don’t know why, but it happened.”

His eyes narrowed and he regarded her coolly for a moment before saying, “Yes you do. Cores don’t form on accident, young lady.”

She let out a self-deprecating laugh. “Sure felt like an accident…” Then she looked up and remembered who she was speaking to. “Uh, sir!”

He waved his hand dismissively.

“Kurian or Kure will suffice. It’s the girl that needs the structure,” he said with a nod toward Athena.

I glanced over and saw her struggling at one of the early stages of the course—a log roll that was obviously too large for her size.

Kurian regarded Lacy a moment longer, then nodded once. “Your powers work best with a team, of course.” He waved his hand again and an entire castle façade materialized at the far end of the room. A bridge crossed a moat, leading to the castle’s interior. Two faint figures stood on either side of the bridge while even more patrolled the top of the wall. Another six figures lurked outside the castle, hiding from the guards’ view in a nearby ditch. “Infiltrate the castle and extract the owner’s treasure. If you lose a team member, you fail. If you are spotted before entering the castle walls, you fail. If you manage to retrieve the item, you may be spotted, so long as you extract it successfully.” He held up a single, forearm-length, blue finger. “Note, this castle is guarded by an Adept-Stage Cultivator…and higher. If they sound the alarm, you’re chances are not good.”

Her eyes grew wide at that last part, then a wave of determination rolled across her face and she set her lips.

“Yes, Kure.”

Then she was running across the room. As she passed some invisible line, the entire scenario became shrouded in an opaque barrier and I realized with a disappointed sigh that I wouldn’t be able to track her progress like I could Athena’s.

“What about me?” Ugh, it sounded lame and whiny even as I said it, but if I wasn’t going to be able to watch Lacy work, I really needed a distraction.

Kurian ignored my question, leaning down toward the floor. With both his hands wide, palms facing inward, he made a motion like he was unfurling a rug.

And then, he actually was unfurling a rug.

It was simple in weave, a solid grey rug that reminded me of a prayer rug or a yoga mat. He laid it out in front of him and it was clear as day that it wasn’t sized for him in the slightest.

Oh, no. No, no, no, no…

He ignored the dawning horror on my face and waved his hand invitingly toward the mat. My knees locked up of their own accord and I leaned away unconsciously.

His hand remained poised above the rug, prompting me forward. A memory rose up of one of our earlier conversations and I felt my palms begin to itch.

“To truly unlock an Affinity’s potential, you must embody that Affinity,” he had said.

To which I had asked, “How does one embody Friction?”

His answer…?

“Practice. And meditation.”

It seemed that it was finally time to pay the piper. I’d done plenty of that first part and absolutely zero of the second.

Come on, Dirk, it’s just a rug! Just a fuckin’ rug…

No, that rug lying there beneath Kurian’s inviting hand was boredom incarnate. Time wasted. No, worse than wasted. Time to reflect. I’d done ten years of that. So much good that had done.

Okay, stop being a baby. Just sit down, close your fucking eyes, and do it.

Slowly—like I had to peel my feet up from the floor one inch at a time—I made my way toward the rug. I only groaned a little bit as I tucked my knees under me and sat down.

Kurian stood behind me and I craned to look over my shoulder. A kink was already beginning to form in my neck.

His deep voice boomed out.

“Close your eyes.”

I did, but I was far from at ease. My ears picked up at the sounds of Athena grunting with frustration, Kurian pulling out a chair from thin air and plopping into it—and why did he get a chair?—and the sounds of my own breathing filling my lungs.

“Have you meditated before?”

I resisted the urge to turn and look at him.

“Sort of…?”

“Then we will start from the beginning.”

What followed wasn’t as bad as I had feared. His voice drowned out the other noises for the most part and I was engaged enough trying to follow his directions that the intrusive thoughts didn’t invade…much.

But I never achieved what I would describe as a restful state. Thoughts of Lacy splashed across my mind. How was she doing? Was she killing it? Struggling?

Athena cried out in pain, cheered in triumph, and made all sorts of noises that made me want to yell at her like a grumpy old man finding a group of kids on his lawn.

But I was here. I was doing the thing. Periods of peace—or, at least, periods of no thoughts—peppered through the general malaise of my reluctance.

In my mind’s eye, I followed the air’s passage through my nose, down into my lungs, and then back out again.

Over and over and over and⁠—

Then something occurred to me—a random thought spiking into my brain like a flash of lightning cracking one street over.

It felt like my flow state.

That particular state of mind I entered when in a competitive situation. I’d trained to enter it my whole life, never realizing what it was. Shit, I’d been using it in every fight with Kneer, before and after the Tower opened. The memory of climbing down the cliffs to face the overleveled Jree Prime flashed across my mind. Even as near as a few hours ago, I’d been in that state when we’d fended off the hordes of imps from the refugees we’d escorted.

Now that I understood what I was supposed to be doing, I had something to work toward. That didn’t mean it was as simple as flipping a switch. I’d trained myself to associate that state of mind with a physical activity and that was how I usually triggered it. But life was all about changing your perspective. I continued to track my breathing with my mind, managing to turn it into a game of sorts. It was a far cry from the powerful focus imparted by the Olympic Games or the life-and-death struggles against Kneer.

But it was a start.

Time passed—I don’t know how much—and I slowly sank deeper and deeper into that familiar state. At some point, I stopped needing to focus on my breathing and my thoughts were just…there. They weren’t gone. It wasn’t a blank state of being or anything. But as soon as they entered, I let them go. And to my surprise, they went. Like they’d shown up at a party and been ignored by the host—they simply passed through and were gone.

A notification flashed across my closed eyes, but I barely registered it.

Your skill [Meditation] has leveled up to level 3

Kurian’s voice sounded in my mind—not out loud, but inside. Somehow, it didn’t affect my meditative state.

Focus on your Friction core. Begin cycling as you contemplate its nature, his voice said.

That did affect my focus, but I managed to keep my thoughts and emotions under control as followed his command.

Peering into my soul space, I regarded my three cores. The Friction core was the one I was most familiar with and had been integral to my initial combat style after the Apocalypse. When I examined the swirling ball of grey energy, I felt a personal comfort that clashed with the inherent nature of Friction.

Even as a Low Tier core, the energy possessed an element of conflict as it moved inside the core. Now, it practically crashed against itself, creating a tumultuous environment within the core. The tendrils scraped and bumped and struggled to escape their confines. When I reached out with my mind to coax it past the barrier, it sloshed out like it had just been waiting for an excuse.

As it began to course through my body, I directed it casually as I studied its passage. There were elements to the energy that were not simply characterized by its clashing nature. I knew that it could be employed to both reduce and increase friction. But there was more to it than just changing the grip of two surfaces. I could feel it.

I compared what I knew about friction from before the Tower to the energy I was studying now.

As a technological society, friction was one of the integral components of machinery. We reduced it in order to increase the efficiency of machines, for example. But we also used it to abrade surfaces with sandpaper. The consistent contact between two moving surfaces causing the weaker one to give, layer by layer.

And that abrasion created heat…

I thought back to when I’d first learned to create fire by twisting a stick into the divot of a log. There had been tinder as fuel, but the effect was pure friction.

Following that train of thought, I directed the energy coursing through my body to the tips of my index finger and thumb. The energies perched there, eager to be directed, and I increased the friction between the pads of my fingers high enough to create resistance but not so high that they were stuck together.

Slowly, I rubbed my thumb against my finger, feeling the resistance and pushing through. It only took a few moments for the heat to bloom, but once I felt it, I knew I was on the right track.

I increased the speed, feeling the pads of my fingers begin to burn. But I didn’t care—burns would heal. There was something there, just on the cusp of my brain. The heat became intense and I tunneled my brain into the two tendrils of energy colliding through my finger and thumb.

These Affinities were just concepts given life. The energy was just a byproduct of those energies. There was more to Friction—so much more—than what I had believed. It wasn’t just friction but everything that stemmed from friction. Heat, aerodynamics, static electricity, abrasion…and more.

And then…

Your understanding of your Nascent Affinity: [Friction] has pushed it to the threshold. Continue expanding your understanding in order to evolve it to the next Stage.

I opened my eyes and gasped. The friction around me was palpable, but more than that, were its possibilities. Across the room, I tracked Athena racing across a log and knew that I could enhance the static electricity building up from the friction of her passage.

So I did.

A moment later, the discharge shocked her and she squeaked in surprise as she fell off the log and hit the sand floor below.

It had been a minimal charge, no stronger than the one you’d feel when getting shocked by a doorknob. But that was just the surface. If I found a way to amplify the effect, I could electrocute enemies through the friction of their own movement.

Which brought me to the heat that had started to dissipate as I’d stopped rubbing my finger and thumb together.

Athena was still recovering from having the wind knocked out of her by her fall, so I turned to find a new victim.

On the table, Lex was preening his feathers, his beak digging in as he cleaned and moved them around. With a burst of intent, I affected that connection, focusing on increasing the heat-causing friction. As he groomed, I could sense the heat rising and he paused once he realized something odd was happening. I carefully avoided his gaze and he shrugged before returning to the task. The heat only increased and he fluttered his wings in annoyance.

“Am I getting a fever?” he asked no one. “No, that’s ridiculous. I can’t get sick…”

I snorted to myself but let him go back to cleaning his feathers.

While the changes in my understanding felt surreal, the reality was that those were just little pranks. What I really wanted to do was explore the combat applications.

But before that, I turned to Kurian, who I suddenly realized had been studying me quite intently.

“Congratulations,” he said, once he saw me look over. “Now the real work begins.”
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The real work involved hours of tedium that left me simultaneously drained and excited. For most of that time, he directed me, helping me to explore the limitations and capabilities of what friction energy could accomplish.

Through that exploration, I was finally greeted with a prompt that sent shivers up my spine.

Congratulations! Your Nascent Affinity, [Friction], is ready to evolve. Select a specialization!

1. [Heat (Friction)]

2. [Static Electricity (Friction)]

3. [Abrasion (Friction)]

“Yes,” I whispered. Lex felt my excitement and waddled over. I turned to him. “Fucking yes!”

Athena paused her ascent up a difficult climb on her obstacle course to look over.

“What’s got you so excited?” she called over.

“I’m about to break through!”

Kurian coughed lightly behind me. I turned to see a mixed expression on his face. The twinkle in his eye made me think he was proud, but the frown on his lips said otherwise.

“Evolving a single core will not propel you to the Adept Stage. It is simply the first step.”

“Oh, well thanks for pissing on my campfire,” I muttered. Narrowing my eyes, I pointed a finger at him. “Hey, now that I think about it, you never did tell me what those steps were. What comes after picking a specialization?”

He didn’t answer right away and waved for Athena to join us. Her eyes went wide, the sweat drenching her hair and clothes indicative of hours of hard work. But when she realized she was being invited to the grown-up discussion, she leaped the ten-foot drop from the wall with a graceful bend of her knees and raced over.

“How the…?” I wasn’t an expert on ten-year-olds, but I didn’t imagine they could make jumps like that with barely a grunt.

Before I could question her on the improbable nature of that display, Kurian was in teaching mode.

“Dirk here has brought his Friction core to the brink of evolution,” Kurian said to Athena. “The System has given him a few options based on his own personal observations and theories, but that is not the totality of his choices.”

My eyes went wide. “Wait, really? Like I can create my own specialization?” Heat, static electricity, and abrasion all sounded really cool, but I loved the idea of eating off-menu, as it were.

Kurian nodded. “The System is simply a framework to guide young Cultivators on their Path. The true possibilities are limited only by your imagination and understanding.”

He leaned in, bending down until he was eye-to-eye with me.

“However, just because you can, doesn’t mean you should.”


Chapter 26


The Mad and the Driven



Ifrowned, taken aback by that statement.

“Just because I can, doesn’t mean I should? If I came up with a unique specialization, why wouldn’t I try to pursue that?”

“You’ve already discovered that the Affinities are upgraded not just through practice, but also understanding, yes?”

Shrugging, I nodded in agreement. “Sure, that was the point of the meditation, right?”

He held up a single, giant blue finger. “One of the reasons, but yes. So the limitation on your advancement is largely created by your understanding of the Affinity in question.” His eyes twinkled as a wry smile formed. “Let me ask you a question. How would you rate your understanding of friction? How about mass? Physics, in general?”

I squirmed under his gaze, realizing the direction he was getting at. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Athena hiding a mocking smile beneath her hair. Whirling on her, I raised my eyebrows in question.

“You can’t even spell physics, dork,” I scolded jokingly.

She crossed her arms and gave me a defiant look.

“P. H. Y. S. I. C. S. Sixth grade spelling bee champ…dork.” She pursed her lips in triumph. “Oh, and I won the fifth grade science fair, so I probably know more about physics than you do.” She stuck her tongue out and wagged her shoulders in a taunting manner.

Damn, she actually probably did. But I wasn’t gonna let a ten-year-old have the final say.

“You would be a spelling bee and science fair kid. I probably would have given you a noogie and stolen your lunch money.” I tilted my head like an idea had just occurred to me. “In fact…” Stepping forward, I moved like I was about to wrap her in a headlock and do exactly that.

She pounced backward, a snarl on her lips. Her short sword appeared in her hand with a swish of iron.

“Bring it, dummy. Been a few days since I gutted you with Betty.” She waved her sword in a fancy pattern that Kurian must have taught her.

But all I could think about was that name.

“Betty!? God, it’s bad enough you named your little toothpick. But Betty? I’d hate to see what horrendous name you give your children.” I snapped my fingers with a smile. “Hey, I know! Let’s name your firstborn Gertrude. We’ll call her Gerty and she totally won’t be made fun of⁠—”

“Are you two finished?” Kurian asked with a curt tone.

Athena’s face dropped instantly and I had the good grace to look abashed.

“Sorry, Master Kure.”

I held my hand up and echoed her apology.

“Sorry, Kurian. Please, go on.”

His eyes tracked between the two of us as if waiting for us to start squabbling again. When we didn’t immediately disappoint him, he nodded and continued his point.

“The limitation, then, is your individual conception of these Affinities. The System has selected your possible specializations based on what it believes you are capable of incorporating.”

“Believes?” I asked. “So you’re saying that I could choose a specialization and still stall out in my development?”

His brow arched. “Of course. Otherwise, any Cultivator could select the System specializations and take a very simple Path. There’s nothing wrong with the well-worn Path,” he added. “But the well-worn Path also has many travelers. If you recall, my battles with Conflict stemmed from that very fact. It is the nature of an Aspect. They are the singularity of their Affinity; the tip of the blade connected to a very long spear.” He shook his head. “No, that analogy doesn’t fit. Rather, the spear exists regardless of us Cultivators—even the Aspects standing atop the pinnacle. In reality, we are ants crawling up its shaft, striving to claim the blade’s edge. In order to reach the very tip, you must throw the other ants in your way off the spear’s shaft. Climb over them, if you must. That is the only Path to Aspecthood.”

Adopting a poor Scottish accent, I puffed out my chest heroically. “There can be only one!”

Silence filled the large room and I glanced between Athena and Kurian.

“Highlander? No one?”

Kurian simply stared down at me impassively. I leaned around him to lock eyes with Lex.

“Little help here?”

“Honk. Sorry, not in my Earth modules.”

Beside me, Athena whispered under her breath.

“Dorrrrrrk.”

My face flushed, but I didn’t rise to the bait. As much as I enjoyed our squabbles, Kurian didn’t appear in the mood.

“Okay,” I said. “That all makes sense. What would be your suggestion? I suppose I could find a physics textbook and brush up…” The mere thought made me shudder.

“Practical application will suffice,” he replied. Oh, thank God. “Besides, the limitation of Earth-based understanding is also a factor. Regardless of what you might believe, this world’s conceptual science is infantile. This is not meant as an insult, but a warning.” He held his hand out, palm up at my head level. Athena craned on her tippy toes to see, but Kurian didn’t adjust for her benefit. A projection floated above his hand and I recognized it immediately. “The basic atom as taught by your people. Protons, neutrons, and electrons, yes?”

Athena and I shared a questioning look as if to say, ‘Sounds right to me, how about you?’ When neither of us had anything to add, Kurian continued.

“More recently, your scientists identified the possibility of even smaller particles, such as quarks…” The projection changed, showing even smaller particles zipping around. “Most acknowledged that their understanding was limited, but there is always the added limitations of not knowing what you don’t know. In this case, your scientists were missing a crucial factor hampering their experiments.” The projection split into layers, each stacking on top of the other, creating a multi-level image of different-sized particles. The layers were relatively self-contained but appeared to have some minimal overlap with their adjacent layers. “Your science had not yet evolved to the point where you could identify other planes of existence. Some of you were anecdotally aware of overlapping planes, classifying them as ghosts, spirits, divine elements, or unknown phenomena. But you were never able to quantify or qualify those existences.”

My eyes went wide. “Hold up. You’re saying that supernatural occurrences not only existed for real but were indications of overlaps between the adjacent planes touching our universe?” I snorted and shook my head in disbelief. “For some reason, I buy the whole magic thing, the existence of alien races, and this Tower Apocalypse no problem. It never occurred to me that spirits were actually real.”

He nodded, indicating the projection in his hand. A single plane in the stack was highlighted. “Imagine this is your universe.” The layer on top bulged downward, closing the gap between the two until that specific point overlapped with the highlighted layer. “When an overlap occurs, these phenomena you reference become more frequent. This can happen randomly, at set times, or due to external factors.”

Well, shit. Guess that explains Samhain and other spiritual holidays.

My mind spiraled with all the possible connections, but I reined it in.

“I think I’m missing the trees from the forest here,” I said. “So there’s this whole new, overarching component to the physics of the universe, or multiverse, or whatever. Does that mean that I’m operating from a flawed perspective? Will this Path I’m stepping on diverge into a dead end?” Then a thought occurred to me and my brow raised. “You could just teach me, right? With your knowledge, I could solidify my understanding of physics on an Integrated Universe level!”

“You could.”

Elation filled my chest. With Kurian teaching me, I’d form the perfect foundation. Everything would fall into place and⁠—

His next words deflated me like a popped tire.

“But I won’t.”

Frowning, I didn’t immediately respond. My gut instinct was to complain and demand an explanation. But I was beginning to understand Kurian’s methods. He wasn’t one for spite and I didn’t think he was gatekeeping that knowledge to elicit something from me.

I mean, shit, what could I give someone like Kurian? The only thing I imagined he wanted was his freedom and that was not something I was equipped to offer.

He watched me—waiting for my reaction, it seemed—and when it was clear he wouldn’t offer up an explanation, I began to brainstorm possible reasons. Athena looked between us, obviously confused at the interaction, but she had the social maturity and awareness not to interject.

Now, what were some reasons Kurian would not help guide me to the best of his abilities? The immediate thought was that he was an indentured servant to Conflict. Perhaps he was just following his contract or whatever to the letter. Providing extra services or information wasn’t in his job description.

I discarded that thought immediately. He had demonstrated that he not only cared but was willing to go above and beyond. Very early on, he had taken Athena under his wing and provided her with precise individual attention. Of course, it was possible that he just liked her and not so much me. Though he definitely had taken a shine to her, I hadn’t once received the impression that he actively disliked me.

My next thought was that he was restricted from telling me certain things. I’d seen firsthand his mental battle against Null—the new Integration Guide—and I didn’t blame him if he wasn’t interested in fighting that battle again over me.

Again, though, that didn’t feel right to me. He had shown obvious contempt for Null and I didn’t imagine he would be afraid to buck his leash if he felt it was to my benefit.

To my benefit…

That thought triggered something and I realized that I had formed my train of thought around an assumed premise. What if he was guiding me to the best of his abilities by not teaching me Integrated Universe physics? What if, by giving me the full picture, he would be hampering my development?

Only a few seconds had passed, but Athena was fidgeting beside me. As fun as it would be to let her squirm, I wanted to see if my thought process was on the right track.

“You won’t teach me because doing so would color my perception of my Affinities?” I phrased it like a question, studying his face to see if I was warm. “Because improving Affinities isn’t about being right in the empirical sense, but about increasing the connection between you and your specific cores…”

As I spoke, a smile spread across his face, and a feeling of pride filled me.

“Not quite,” he replied, and my face fell. He held out a finger. “But close enough.” I squinted, waiting for him to explain. “You’re correct in your reasoning for why I won't hand you the secrets of the Integrated Universe. It would affect your understanding in ways that would be impossible to undo or correct if you reached a faulty or hasty conclusion. However, while perspective is a factor, there are wrong answers as well.” He waved his hand and the projection disappeared. Pulling out his chair from thin air, he eased back into it, bringing his face almost level with mine. “I won’t hand you the answers, because I want you to reach your potential. I won’t hand you the answers, because some revelations need to be self-actualized.” He leaned in, his face half a foot from mine. “By not handing you the answers, I’m giving you the greatest chance to realize your own potential.” Leaning back, he looked up at the ceiling—no, he looked past the ceiling. “Struggle, strife, conflict, experimentation,”—He looked back and rotated his gaze between Athena and me—“those are the hallmarks of a successful Ascent. Never in all my years did I hear of a prodigy rising through the Stages by being shepherded on the easy Path.” A wry smile touched his lips. “I’ve never heard of it…because it’s never happened.”

When he was finished, I let out a heavy breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding. As he spoke, it was almost as if I was feeling the weight of his struggles—the weight of centuries, millennia, scrabbling and fighting and clawing his way up his Path.

And still, he had faltered. Still, he had been subjugated and swept off the blade’s edge. To work so hard and for so long, only to find at the end that someone stronger, smarter, and with a greater destiny stood in your way. The thought was sobering.

“Reaching the pinnacle requires a singular mind,” he continued, echoing my thoughts. “Only the mad and the incredibly driven ever even come close. And in the end…” He spread his hands wide as if to say, ‘What can you do.’ “In the end, sometimes, no matter how determined or powerful you are, it doesn’t really matter.”

I chewed on his words for a minute, really trying to digest them. Did I have what it took to reach the top? All my life, I considered myself exactly what Kurian described—driven in a singular pursuit almost to the point of madness. I’d seen how successful that could make a person.

I’d also seen how lonely and unbalanced it could make a person.

Ten years of my life in a concrete box had sapped that drive from me. I’d come to terms with the fact that I was a has-been, a growth on the ass of proper society that they couldn’t excise. It had taken the end of the world as we knew it to spur me out of my melancholy and self-hate. A new goal, a new path to climb.

The Tower.

And now…? Now, I had shades of the old Dirk—only better. It felt like the fate of Earth hung on my shoulders and I was willing to bear that burden. The Tower threatened our existence. The Jree threatened our existence. Even the Co’xatl were allies of convenience. But what came next? What if I beat back the Jree threat? What if I conquered the Tower?

What if I saved Earth?

Did I have the drive to continue upward? Was there any feasible reason to continue on my Path if humanity was saved? Reaching the top just to reach the top wasn’t enough—this wasn’t Everest, where the end was in sight, where the climber knew that others had done it before and they could, too. Even those first pioneers had seen the peak from the ground below and knew it was attainable. Hell, even the first European explorers of North America had the indigenous people to prove that life could exist and thrive across the continent.

My struggle wasn’t that I doubted that I could Climb the Tower’s heights. It wasn’t even worry that I would stumble and fall along the way. My fear, large and looming in this very moment, was that I would stop at that checkpoint. I’d declare victory and throw my hands up in final celebration.

Because I knew—deep down in my bones, I knew—that if I decided here and now that the top of my Tower was the end goal, that I’d call myself satisfied with conquering the Tower, then I’d never do it.

That was the difference between a sprint and a marathon. The sprinter always knows the end is only a few seconds away—they can give their all in that exact moment and deal with the pain and exhaustion afterward.

The marathoner knows that you can’t visualize the end in your mind, or the burden of that distance will eat you up. The marathoner dissociates from that goal, taking the race in bite-sized chunks. One step in front of the other, one mile at a time.

One Floor at a time.

I didn’t have the answers I needed—not at this moment. But I had the question and that was the first step.

One step at a time. That was how you completed a race that most humans considered impossible.

One step at a time…


Chapter 27


Beating the Course



Iwas shaken from my reverie by Athena’s high voice.

“Well, I don’t know about him,” she said with a thumb in my direction. “But I’m reaching the top!” Her posture straightened and her eyes bored into Kurian’s as if challenging him to disagree. “I’ll be an Aspect one day.”

Kurian smiled sadly and Athena’s brow furrowed.

“It’s not a destiny I’d wish on my greatest enemy,” he said softly. “But I believe you.”

Before she could question him, he clapped his hands and shooed her away with a wave.

“Back to training. A future Aspect doesn’t have time to dally.”

Her eyes went wide, then hardened. With a determined nod, she departed, racing back to the course.

I followed her passage with my own sad smile. To be so young and so driven. It reminded me of myself. And I wanted to cry. Her childhood was dead and buried—those bandits had made sure of that—but she still had a chance at a life. A spouse who loved her and treated her right. Maybe children pulling on her shirt and serving as the bane of her existence. This life wouldn’t allow her those experiences. But I’d already learned that she wouldn’t be dissuaded. All I could do was be there for her when she needed me.

Snapping out of my malaise, I realized that Kurian was studying me with a compassionate gaze.

“You understand, then, what a Cultivator’s Path requires. I see it in your eyes. For her and for you. Are you prepared to make that commitment?” he asked seriously.

Rather than answer automatically, I considered. After a moment, I responded.

“I don’t know. But for now, I don’t have a choice.”

He pursed his lips and nodded.

“A wise answer.” He clapped once more, startling me. “Come, let’s not dwell on the future. You still have another core to evolve. Once your Mass core reaches the cusp, you will be ready to break through to Adept.”

I nodded in agreement, then paused. “What about my Fate core?”

“No. Your Fate core is a unique case,” he said with a shake of his head. “That is borrowed power of a mature origin. While it is important that you continue to increase your understanding of its nature and elevate it through the Stages, it is not one of your foundational cores. It will evolve once you reach Adept.”

Looking inward, I considered my Fate core. That familiar golden energy swirled inside its core, powerful and temping and oh so dangerous.

“What if I didn’t want it to?” I asked quietly. Looking up to meet Kurian’s eyes, I saw conflicting emotions there. “Say I wanted to cut ties with…Her? Is it possible?”

Now, I wasn’t an idiot—at least, not all the time—and I knew how powerful that energy was. I mean, obviously, the redos given by Fate had come to define my time in the Tower. Without them, I very much doubted I would have made it half as far as I had.

On the other hand, I hadn’t met a single person, demigod, or Aspect, who had a single good thing to say about Her. Her energy deep inside my soul felt like a ticking time bomb and it wasn’t a matter of if, but when, that bomb went off.

But Kurian shook his head and the answer was clear.

“My recommendation would be not to tamper with your Fate core.”

My eyebrows rose at that answer.

“You’re not saying it’s impossible, though. What if there came a time I needed to get rid of Her influence?”

He looked away with a thoughtful expression and I waited for him to formulate his thoughts. After a handful of breaths, he turned back.

“There are Beings capable of expunging that core from your soul. At my full strength, I could manage—though it would be fraught with dangers. There are even more individuals and factions that could mediate a dialogue between you and Fate to part amicably.” My hopes rose at that, only to be dashed immediately by his next words. “Though I’ve never heard of Fate entertaining those discussions. And even if you were to make a clean break and forfeit that power, Fate is a jealous Aspect. To spite Her in such a way would be to invite her full attention.” His eyes bore into me and I felt a physical pressure under that gaze. “Only the guarantee of protection from another Aspect could give you the chance to survive the consequences.”

It was clear what he was driving at, the unspoken portion of his words nearly screaming out.

Only Conflict could protect me if I chose to buck against Fate.

“Thank you, Kurian,” I said solemnly. “I understand.”

He nodded once, then waved toward the waiting rug.

“Then let’s continue.”

I approached the meditation rug with less trepidation than before. Now that I understood not only the basics of meditation but also the goal of the session, I was excited to get started.

Settling down cross-legged, I closed my eyes and peered into my soul space. Focusing past the swirling gold of the Fate core and the chaotic grey of the Friction core, I centered my attention on the Mass core.

Its energy moved sluggishly, crawling around the core like molasses poured from a jar. When I examined it with my mind, it had a weight to it, a heft, that my Friction and Fate energy didn’t. As I worked to shift it from the core to begin cycling it through my body, it resisted at first. It was like pushing a sled over grass, the inherent inertia resisting me before giving. Once it began to move, it picked up in speed. After only a moment, it was coursing through my body just as fast and powerfully as my other two energies could.

Now that the energy had momentum, I turned my attention to entering a meditative state. It came so much easier this time and within less than a minute, my mind was relatively clear—if not empty.

I thought back to the revelations I’d had with Friction, realizing all the ways it interacted with the world, my fighting style, and its auxiliary effects.

But how could I apply that line of thinking to mass?

Well, first, I considered the ways I used it regularly. By cycling my Mass energy to boost my own mass, I was able to drastically increase my Strength and Endurance. It also increased my weight, but I put that thought to the side to focus on that first thought.

The question was, how did increasing my mass increase my Strength and Endurance? Was it one of the hand-wavy components of these powers, where there was no rhyme or reason? I didn’t like that possibility, because it meant that I couldn’t explore the correlation deeper.

Assuming there was a scientific, or at least a relatively valid, reason that my Strength and Endurance increased as my mass increased, then there had to be some connection between the two. So what did I know about Strength and Endurance, besides the obvious? The easiest stat to qualify was Strength. Number go up, lift big things, right? But I knew from my life of athletics that strength in the non-stat variety was not as simple as that. There were different types of muscle fibers that excelled at different functions. There were lactic acid thresholds, sarcoplasmic versus myofibrillar hypertrophy, and so on. Was the Strength stat increase simply a function of being heavier, or did the System actually modify my muscle fibers in response to the Affinity?

Reaching a dead end on that train of thought, I switched my attention to my Endurance stat. That stat, in particular, felt more nebulous to me. I knew that bumping it high enough could literally make my skin and muscles hard enough to stop bullets. But how could I reconcile that concept with endurance in the athletic sense? Just because my skin and muscles became harder didn’t mean I should be able to run or fight longer, right? And now that I thought about it, I wasn’t actually sure that I could run or fight longer with a boosted Endurance. My baseline athletic endurance was already at the upper echelon of humans and getting winded was never my limiting factor in the fights I’d had since I’d unlocked my Mass core.

Then a thought hit me like a lightning bolt. What if Endurance increased proportionally to my Strength and weight? Meaning that a 150 Endurance stat didn’t mean I had godly endurance but that it was simply increasing to maintain my existing endurance in relation to how much heavier I was becoming by boosting my mass.

I was having trouble resonating with that concept, so I thought of a practical example. If I threw one of my baseballs, the acceleration was a function of mass and force, right? But what if I boosted its mass and applied the same amount of force? The acceleration would be lower. So, if the baseball was a part of me—my hand, for example—and I boosted the mass, it would be harder to swing at the same velocity with the same amount of force. But my whole body increased in mass, not just the fist, meaning that the force I could apply behind it was higher as well.

Perhaps that was what the System was indicating by increasing my Endurance stat. It was simply indicating that I could run or perform some action for a certain amount of time at base mass and strength, and by increasing my mass and strength, the same action didn’t take any more effort relative to me.

And that was the key! The stat lines were relative. I was fairly certain then that 150 Endurance on a 200-pound person was not the same as 150 Endurance on a 2000-pound person!

Okay, but so what?

A particularly painful-sounding grunt from across the room caught my attention. Opening my eyes, I saw Athena windmilling through the air, a log padded in cloth swinging in a pendulum manner, the obvious culprit. She hit the ground with a thud and rolled around as she groaned. Above her, a thin balance beam crossed a large gap between two platforms. Five of those swinging logs moved back and forth across the beam at varying intervals.

As I watched Athena, she rolled over to her hands and knees, heaving in gasping breaths as she recovered. After a minute or two, she rose to her feet with a determined set to her lips, her eyes narrowed as she studied the moving logs. Not realizing I was watching her, she gave them two middle fingers before striding back to the starting point.

A thought had occurred to me as I watched her sail through the air and now I was eager to test it out. She hit a button that seemed to reset the course, then took off at a sprint toward the first obstacle. With a grunt of effort, she leaped to the first of a dozen spinning surfaces that were separated by about five feet. As she hit the third pad, I finally found the connection I had been reaching for.

With the slightest flex of intent, I reduced her mass by about a quarter. As she leaped for the fourth pad, her eyes went wide as she nearly overshot it. But she recovered and turned her momentum into a second jump, then a third. What had before taken all of her strength and focus now came easy as she leaped from pad to pad with casual ease.

As she leaped past the final pad to the platform separating her from the second obstacle, she paused with a surprised expression on her face. But I could tell she was in that same state that I had been in earlier. Her lips were set, her posture low and athletic. She was ready to go.

Standing before her were two parallel walls, about four feet of space between them. For someone her size, it would be a literal stretch to get her four limbs wide enough to brace herself. I knew she could do it, because the pendulum logs were further down the course. But I wanted to test my powers.

Swapping energies came easy now and I quickly replaced the Mass energy with Friction. Instead of affecting Athena herself, I focused on the two walls and their surfaces. The friction quadrupled easily and I was sure I could bump it even more, but I didn’t want her to get stuck to the wall like Spider-Man and wonder what the hell was going on.

Taking a few psych-up breaths, she got a running start and leaped into the air between the walls. At the apex of her jump, she threw her feet and hands wide with a shout. Wherever they made contact, they stuck easily and she began shimmying up the parallel walls without even taking a second to wonder how.

It went this way for a few more obstacles—me alternating between my two energies depending on the challenge, her passing through the course at a breakneck speed. By the time she hit the balance beam with the swinging logs, she was out of breath from her pace.

She wisely took a minute to recover her wind as she closely studied the pattern of the logs. Even with my trait-enhanced Intelligence, I was hard-pressed to find a timing that didn’t involve getting clipped at a minimum. The logs followed so close to each other and had such a small gap between them that you would have to do it in a single pass. Pausing to time the next swing would just see you sent flying on your ass.

Apparently, she came to the same conclusion, because she crouched and appeared ready to sprint. I considered reducing her mass to bump up her Agility, but then realized that a hit from one of the logs would probably break every bone in her body. Another option was to increase the friction in the logs’ pivot mechanism to slow their passage or even stop them, but she would very clearly recognize something was fishy there.

Before I could make a decision, she was off like me in one of my races. She was past the first two logs in a blink, but I knew instinctively that she wouldn’t clear the fourth before it came back around. On instinct, I reduced the mass of the fourth and fifth logs by half. The speed of their swings was altered slightly, but not enough to make a difference. As she reached the fourth log, it clipped her shoulder and nearly tripped her up entirely. But she caught her balance, staggering forward as the fifth log hit her dead center.

But as it did, she leaped with a wild shout, the momentum of the strike interacting with her own jump to send her forward and at an angle instead of straight off the balance beam. As she sailed through the air, I contemplated changing her mass to adjust her trajectory but knew that it’d be impossible for her not to notice a mid-air change.

Even without my help, she managed to collide with the edge of the next platform. She bounced against it with an explosive grunt, the wind clearly knocked out of her as she clung wildly to its edge. Her feet dangled below as she kicked them against the surface. With a switch of energy, I bumped up the friction of her grip against the platform and she managed to hold on. Slowly, she began dragging herself up and over the edge. With a final shout, she rolled over and onto her back. Her fist rose weakly in the air in triumph and I smiled.

“Fuck yeah!” she cried out and I snorted. She shot up and saw me watching her, an embarrassed flush rising to her cheeks. “Were you watching me, creep?” The slight smile at the corner of her mouth took the edge off her words.

I shrugged and indicated the rug with a nod. “Meditation is boring. Plus, you were making a lot of noise. Like, a lot.”

“Pssh, duh,” she replied with an arrogant tilt of her head. “I’m over here doing real work. All you're doing is taking an upright nap.”

Laughing, I was about to fire back when the opaque wall shielding Lacy’s training disappeared with a shimmering haze. She stood there on an elevated platform, looking over the castle façade like a player of a tabletop game. When she noticed the wall drop, she spun around in surprise.

Kurian waved her and Athena over as he approached.

“Now’s a good time for the next stage of training,” he said ominously, his voice loud enough to fill the entire training room. “It’s time…for a group scenario.”


Chapter 28


Scenario: Immortal Castle



“Group scenario?” Athena asked as both she and Lacy approached. She waved a hand toward Lacy and me. “With them?” The words weren’t exactly laced with acid, but her baseline pre-teen levels of attitude caused us both to stare at her in annoyance.

“Unless you wanna go back to the kiddy course?” I asked with raised eyebrows. “Leave the tough stuff to the adults.” Her snarling face was all the justice I required for her glib remark.

After a moment of seething, her face smoothed and she crossed her arms with a smug look.

“Puh-lease. I crushed that course.”

“Yeah, right. Totally crushed it. That’s why I saw your ass getting launched by that log half a dozen times.”

“But I cleared it, didn’t I? All you did was look like you had to take a shit for an hour⁠—”

The pressure in the room suddenly intensified, like the air had become ten times as thick. Athena flinched while I scanned around with my senses. Lacy had been clearly deep in thought when she also flinched at the sudden uncomfortable feeling.

After a confused moment, we all looked to Kurian, who casually stood there—well, as casually as a fifteen-foot-tall, blue-skinned alien could be—and regarded us with a disappointed scowl.

When he saw that he had all of our attentions, the pressure siphoned away, releasing us from its grasp.

“Maybe I misjudged,” he said to no one in particular. “It has been a few millennia since I’ve taught Nascents in earnest. Even the best teachers make mistakes.” He shook his head and closed his eyes. “To think, I considered them ready for the next step of training when they can’t even cease bickering for five seconds.”

Athena’s eyes had grown wider as he spoke and my own feelings mimicked her open shock.

“Sorry, Master Kure!” she said frantically. “It won’t happen again. We promise!” She turned to me. “Tell him, dummy.”

Before I could reply, he shook his head.

“I don’t believe you.” Athena opened her mouth to say more, but he held out a hand. “No more talking.” Her jaw clamped shut. “There is one way you can prove me wrong, show me that you three are capable of the maturity necessary to Climb this Tower.”

“Hey,” Lacy complained. “What did I do?”

He turned his heavy gaze to her and she wilted immediately.

“Sorry,” she whispered.

Turning his face to regard each of us for a moment, he shook his head again in disappointment. It felt like getting scolded by the high school track and field coach when he caught us smoking weed behind the bleachers.

“This next course will require the three of you to reach a level of teamwork you haven’t yet achieved. Harmony and trust will be essential if you wish to complete my course.”

“Yes, Master Kure,” Athena replied diligently and we nodded along with her.

With a wave of his hand, Athena’s obstacle course disappeared into the ground and Lacy’s castle course expanded outward, the walls rushing toward us at high speed. For a moment, I feared they would crash into us and even though I knew we couldn’t die in the safe zone, I also knew that the pain was very much real.

Thankfully, it stopped a few dozen feet away, the walls rising almost four times as tall as Kurian. There were no visible guards now, but the walls stretched across the length of the room, angling back and out of sight. It looked like the Beasts’ stronghold in the Tower, stacked stone bricks with crenelated battlements. The difference was the moat that suddenly materialized around the exterior, along with corner watch towers at either end of the square castle. Behind the walls, a large stone structure rose high up toward the ceiling, little arrow slits spread evenly across its surface.

“The objective,” he started, after the castle had fully materialized. “Is to work together to steal an item deep within the castle.”

My eyes went wide in excitement.

“It’s a heist? What are we talking here? Ocean’s Eleven or Heat? I’m partial to the guns-blazing approach myself, but I can get behind a cerebral misdirection play if that’s what the situation calls for…” I trailed off as I saw the anxious look on Lacy’s face. “What is it, Lace?”

She looked to Kurian, who waved for her to speak.

“It’s definitely not Ocean’s Eleven,” she said with a dejected tone. “Heat…maybe. If you married Heat with…” She looked up, clearly wracking her brain for the appropriate movie reference. Then her eyes lit up. “Reservoir Dogs.”

I stared at her blankly for a moment before tilting my head in question.

“Uh, Lace…have you seen either of those movies? They don’t exactly slot in together.”

She held up her hand, asking for patience, but Athena cut across her.

“How about some references this decade?” she asked with an exasperated tone. “I’m only ten, Lacy.”

She chuckled and shook her head. “Okay, no movie references. Let’s just say, the guns-blazing option equals death.” Her good humor disappeared in an instant. “This isn’t like Heat, where you can fight your way out if you get caught. I ran this scenario twenty-seven times and I got into the vault four times…” She paused, letting that sink in. When Athena and I shared a surprised look, she snorted. “And that should have been the easy part. In one of the runs, my players—” She cut off at our confused looks. “Sorry, I was able to control these versions of Climbers. They followed my directions like players in a game. You’ll see. Anyways⁠—”

“No they won’t,” Kurian interrupted. Lacy turned in surprise. “For this scenario, you will be overseeing like before…only Athena and Dirk will be active participants.”

Her eyes went wide, then narrowed as she crossed her arms.

“That’s impossible.”

Kurian regarded her coolly. “Oh?”

She wilted under the pressure of his gaze, uncrossing her arms.

“Seems like it, anyway,” she muttered.

“Hold on,” I said with an upraised hand. “Why is getting into the vault the easy part? Is the item bulky or…?” I cut off as Lacy shook her head.

“Nope. Looks like a simple crown. Getting in is the easy part, because an Adept guards the inside.”

I rocked my head back and forth, but didn’t feel like that warranted her concern. “We’ve beat Adepts before.”

She nodded. “True, but this one appears to be a Peak Adept on their way to the next Stage. But that’s not why I’m worried.” She hesitated a moment, chewing her lip. After a moment, she opened her mouth to speak, but Kurian cut her off with an upraised hand. Her eyes widened in surprise, but she didn’t argue.

There was no expression on his face to give away why he’d cut her off, but I swore there was an evil glint in his eye in the way he examined Athena and me.

“Let them find out on their own,” was all he said and a pit formed in my stomach.

Lacy, however, did have an expression. And if I were to describe it, it would be closest to a shit-eating grin and that had me on guard.

“Oh, you bastards,” I muttered.

Athena looked between Kurian and Lacy with a barely contained snarl and I knew she was accepting the challenge. Her own determination sparked the same in me and we locked eyes.

“Let’s fuckin’ get it,” I said and raised my hand up for a high-five.

She looked between me and my hand, then shrugged.

“Fuck yeah.” Then she threw her whole body into the motion, a loud crack echoing in the room. We grinned at each other, the moment holding for a beat longer than usual. It was like that meme of Rocky and Apollo Creed sharing that bro-moment with their biceps glistening in the light.

Except my Rocky was a ten-year-old girl coming in at a whopping five-foot-tall and a hundred pounds soaking wet.

Unimpressed, Kurian waved at us impatiently. “To your places.”
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Lacy’s palms were sweaty as she watched the two of them get into place. A vise gripped her stomach when Kurian had declared they would run the game without backup and it had never released its hold on her.

It wasn’t that she didn’t trust their capabilities—she knew the impossible things Dirk had accomplished and the impossible things he would go on to accomplish. And Athena, despite her age and size, was a feral cat with pure hellfire coursing through her veins in place of blood. There wasn’t anyone else in the team she’d have picked to replace the girl for this particular scenario, and that was saying something.

But she also knew what was coming. Knew how difficult this scenario was.

From her perch on her elevated platform, she saw Kurian give the two of them some brief instructions and she looked at the board before her.

The board was a large top-down view of the castle and the surrounding area. It was an isometric view like a strategy game and nearly all of it was clouded in grey fog. She knew from experience that her top-down vision would clear as her players explored. She couldn’t see or hear any more than them, but her unique vantage had allowed her to notice details that her artificial players hadn’t.

With a thought, she connected to Dirk and Athena through the board’s interface. A sudden influx of sounds and visions appeared in her mind. It had been overwhelming at first, but she had learned over the hours to tune out most of it, allowing her subconscious to pick out the important details.

But that was with the artificial players provided by Kurian. This was a far different experience.

Athena’s voice sounded in her ear as the girl spoke quietly to Dirk.

“…they weren’t telling us?”

In the girl’s vision, she saw Dirk shrug.

“Don’t know. Let’s take it slow and steady. It’s been a while since I died and I’m not exactly chomping at the bit to experience it again.”

Athena nodded and they both got into a ready stance.

Lacy felt a pang of guilt in her chest. They were going to die and a lot. Even if it was just the safe zone style of death, she knew it hurt like nothing she’d ever experienced before.

But the least she could do was acclimate them to the system used by this game. With a thought, she keyed her voice into their ears.

“Athena, Dirk, it’s Lacy⁠—”

“Holy fuck!”

“Jeeeeeesus!”

The two of them jumped in surprise and whirled around to look up at Lacy high on her platform.

She cringed and waved back in apology.

“Sorry, sorry,” she said softly. “The artificial players just accepted my commands without issue. I didn’t realize how jarring it might be.”

“How the fuck are you—” Dirk started, then shook his head. “Never mind, nothing should surprise me anymore. Is this your power or part of the scenario?”

“Scenario. I’m like an overwatch, giving commands and guiding the players through the scenario. I think it’s supposed to train my Leadership Affinity, but I haven’t noticed anything yet.”

“What can you see up there?” Dirk asked.

She chuckled. “Everything.” She hesitated. “Well, everything you two can, I mean. There’s a little bit more to it, but essentially, I’m your guide and spotter. The objectives appear in my interface, as well as the…” How to phrase this? “The warnings…”

She felt their questions coming, but before they could speak, Kurian started the scenario.

Scenario: Immortal Castle

Objective: Retrieve the Immortal’s treasure from within the castle.

Bonus Objective: Retrieve the treasure before the alarm is raised.

“Sounds straightforward,” Dirk said.

Athena grunted in reply as she crouched at the ready.

“Slow and steady like you said,” Lacy transmitted in their ears. “We really don’t want them to raise the alarm.”

“Roger.”

She examined the details of the board, scanning for any access points that looked like good entry points. In her vision, the notification timer began to count down.

10…

9…

8…

She ignored it, her eyes tracking across the castle exterior. Experience had taught her that the castle layout was randomized on each reset, along with the positioning of the guards. However, after many, many, failures, she had begun to discover patterns. Certain truths held regardless of how the rest of the castle randomized.

For example, the sewer entrance she spotted on the western exterior was most likely booby-trapped. She had lost seven scenarios trying to sneak her team into the sewers beneath the castle before giving up on that avenue.

She continued to scan, examining the three separate gates on the north, south, and east sides of the castle. Unfortunately, the south side was obscured in the fog of war, along with most of the east side. She needed more information before she could create a plan.

4…

3…

“Dirk,” she said quickly. “I need you to scout the exterior more. Can you do a lap around the castle without getting spotted?”

She could see him down below in a crouched stance, but he looked up at her words.

“Got it,” he whispered.

1…

Guards are active. The treasure has been set.

You may proceed…

The two of them took off in a low stance, sticking to the artificial tall grass that surrounded the castle on two sides. On the backside, Lacy could see trees in the distance and hoped they were dense enough to provide the cover they would need.

Of course, she could have tried to use her illusion magic to shield them from the guard’s eyes, but she knew that there were special guards with an ability called [Truesight] that could pierce her illusions even from a hundred feet. She’d lost more than a few scenarios before they’d even reached the castle walls that way.

Turning her attention back to the board, she watched as the fog cleared slowly as Dirk and Athena moved around the exterior. She was pleasantly surprised to note that they were able to move much faster than her artificial players had been without being seen. They practically cut through the tall grass at a sprint, unveiling the entire castle in only a few minutes.

Once they made it back to their starting point, Lacy spoke.

“Good work, guys. Give me a minute while I study the⁠—”

“Sewer grate, Lace,” Dirk said. “West side. Bet that’s our best option.”

“Ewww,” Athena groaned. “Fake or not, do we really have to crawl through shit for this thing?”

“You’ll have to do a lot worse in the Tower,” he said in a chastising tone.

“Blood and guts are whatever, but⁠—”

Instincts took over and she cut across them.

“Cut the chatter,” Lacy ordered. “Keep the lines of communication free unless it’s mission critical.”

“Damn, Lace,” Dirk muttered.

Athena grumbled something under her breath, but Lacy thought she heard something about a…hard ass.

She sighed, closing her eyes. After a deep breath, she opened them and looked down at the two as she spoke.

“I should have briefed you two better. Here’s the deal. I am overwatch. That means that you need to trust me implicitly and do what I say. Chances are, I know something you don’t. The two of you are the operators, meaning that you need to dial in only on what’s in front of you. If you try to do both jobs, you’ll only suck at both of them. Clear?”

She paused, waiting for their replies. Athena grumbled some more, but it was Dirk she was more concerned about. He was used to being solo, doing everything himself. She had the faintest suspicion he wouldn’t be great at following orders.

Which meant she needed to make a point.

“I get it, Lace. But I’m not exactly a noob here.”

A sad smile touched her lips and she sighed as if she was conceding the point.

“You’re right, Dirk. Do your thing. I’ll be your support.”

She felt his eyes on her from down below, but she ignored his gaze.

“That’s not what I mean, Lacy. I want your help and experience. I’m just thinking we should work as a team instead of us being just the pieces on the board…”

“I hear you,” she replied neutrally. “Let’s try that. You were saying something about a sewer grate…”

Five minutes later, the two of them gasped and thrashed on the training room floor. The scenario disappeared with a notification she was very familiar with.

Scenario failed. All players dead. Reset?

Lacy had watched with mixed emotions as the sewer they had infiltrated flooded with water as the gate they had just come through slammed shut behind them. They had spent precious minutes trying to force the gate back open but had realized that it wouldn’t budge or be cut through. Finally, Dirk and Athena had switched directions to try and swim through the sewer, but the torrent of water had fought them the entire time. Using Red and his powers, Dirk had pushed against the current, pulling Athena along behind him before she eventually drowned in a convulsive fit. He had followed her into artificial death a minute later.

As the water and castle cleared, the two of them lay on their backs and gasped. Once the water was no longer in their lungs, their body realized that they weren’t actually dead and ceded back control. Still, it was a few minutes before they had the strength to get to their hands and knees.

Athena was the first to speak.

“That…fucking…suuuuucked.”

Dirk looked up at Lacy, and she could feel the conflicting emotions in his gaze.

After a moment, he said, “Okay, Lace. We’ll do this your way. You’re the boss.”

It took every ounce of self-control she possessed not to let the smugness she felt reach her voice.

“Glad we’re on the same page. Here’s where you went wrong…”


Chapter 29


Thirty Seconds or Less



“First thing, Dirk. You rely too much on your heightened Perception and Fate energy. You rushed through that sewer, convinced that you had spotted every trap. Athena, when the gate closed, you panicked, forcing Dirk to waste precious seconds calming you down before…”

I took my dressing down with about as much poise as I was capable of. It galled me that Lacy was right and not pulling any punches as she laid into us. But more than that, what really pissed me off was that I had let my arrogance blind me again.

Dismissing Lacy like that? What the fuck was I thinking?

The lesson was painful and not one I was likely to forget soon.

“Couple more points,” she continued after pointing out all our specific errors. “The scenario is randomized after every failure, so that trap might be different this go around. Might not even be a sewer. But some things are constant. For example, sewer access is always a trap. Even if you find a manhole fifty feet from the castle walls—trap. Escape route inside the castle that leads back to the moat—trap. Sewer equals trap.”

“We got it,” Athena grumbled at my side.

“You got it?” Lacy asked with a biting tone. “Because that’s just the tip of the iceberg. Unless you want to drown a couple more times, keep the sass out of your voice and open your ears.”

Athena’s eyes went wide at her scolding remarks and even I was taken aback. We looked at each other in surprise and I wondered if the girl would fire back at Lacy.

But after a moment of awkward silence, we heard Lacy sigh in our ears.

“Listen guys, I’m sorry if I sound harsh. I’ve done this scenario dozens of times today—and failed miserably every single time. And that was with a full team of seven with an ideal party composition that followed my every command. The three of us are fighting an uphill battle and it’s important that we don’t waste time arguing.” Another deep breath sounded through the comms. “And I’ll try not to snap at you two anymore. Deal?”

Athena and I shared a shrug, then I flashed a thumbs up to Lacy high up on her platform.

“You’re the boss!”

“Yep, let’s hear it boss-lady,” Athena added.

“Cool, so here’s what I’ve learned. Best ingress points are over the walls themselves. The guards always operate on a set patrol pattern, so we can time that reliably. Main entrance into the castle always has two guards posted inside, one of them standing right next to a rope that will trigger the alarm. Killing them before he pulls it is almost impossible. Think we managed it one out of ten times. Even with your diskslinger and improved speed, I’d give us a four out of ten success rate.”

“Okay…” I replied hesitantly. “What’s our best course, then?”

“Can’t see them from here,” she replied. “But there’s second-story windows big enough for you two. They either lead to hallways or rooms, but it’s random. The hallways are patrolled, but the rooms are usually empty.”

“Got it. And the roof?” I asked.

“Tried it once, but my players weren’t capable of reaching it as a team and didn’t have any rope. Sent the one player capable of making the climb, but he got spotted from the ground.” She hesitated and I could tell she was conflicted on that option. “It’s one of the few possibilities I didn’t get to really explore, but I’d suggest we start with the window access first. The vault is in the basement, so making the trek from the roof would take forever. And if you did all that work only to die at the vault…”

I nodded to Athena and she returned the nod.

“Let’s put that in our back pocket then?” I suggested.

“Agreed. Once you infiltrate the second story, I’ll know more as my view of the board improves.”

Athena pumped her fist in the air.

“Let’s do this!”

I smiled, holding my hand out for a high-five. From the wary look on her face, I could tell she was wondering if I was setting her up for a too-slow type of play. But I nodded to indicate I was serious and held my hand closer. Tentatively, she reached her hand up, then suddenly slapped her palm to mine with a crack. We shared a chuckle and turned to get into a ready stance.

“Starting the scenario…now!”

Scenario: Immortal Castle

Objective: Retrieve the Immortal’s treasure from within the castle

Bonus Objective: Don’t allow the alarm to be raised

As the countdown flashed in my vision, I felt excitement and anxiety rising together. This was a safe zone, but that did little to settle my nerves. Pain was pain. Sure, over enough time and exposure, you acclimated to pain…to a degree. But I knew firsthand that there were levels to pain and the artificial death of the safe zone was right up there with actual death that I’d experienced over a dozen times. Running headlong into that, knowing that we’d probably fail this attempt—and many more—spiked my heart rate to a staccato beat.

Forcing in deep breaths, I willed myself into that familiar focus state. It wasn’t a cheat code for anxiety, but it was damn close. My racing heart and sweaty palms didn’t subside by much, but my ability to ignore those stressors increased. Panic was a feedback loop—as I’d experienced quite recently with the all-too-fresh panic attack from earlier. Meaning that panic begets more panic, and the key to fighting it off was to cut the loop before it spiraled out of control. My focus state was perfect for that.

The timer flashed down to one and I was as ready as I could be.

2…

1…

Guards are active. The treasure has been set.

You may proceed…

Lacy’s voice whispered in my ear, giving me comfort as the scenario began.

“Same as last time. I need vision. Do a circuit and then we’ll game plan from there. Pay particular attention to the timing of the guards on the walls.”

“Roger,” I replied softly.

With a nod, Athena and I took off at a crouched run.

It only took us a few minutes to make a full loop. The castle didn’t have a very large footprint, extending high into the open space rather than extending out horizontally. As we finished back at our starting point, Lacy spoke again.

“East wall has the biggest timing gap from what I saw. Can you confirm?”

“Confirmed. I counted twenty-seven seconds of no coverage,” I replied.

Athena stared at me with narrowed eyes.

“I’m sorry, but what? How the hell did you do that?”

I smiled and shrugged. “Much as I’d like to take credit, my traits give me a massive stat boost. Once your Intelligence and Perception increase, you’ll get it.”

“Lucky,” she muttered. “I can’t wait till my System unlocks.”

“Stay on task, guys,” Lacy said gently.

“Sorry,” Athena said.

I waved up at Lacy, then turned to face the east.

“Let’s move.”

When we made it to the east side of the castle, we stopped and watched the guards to confirm the timing. At my side, Athena was shaking her head.

“What is it?” I whispered.

She bit her lip, a look of annoyance on her face. “I don’t think I can do it…”

I turned fully to face her, both of us crouched in the tall grass.

“What do you mean?”

She waved toward the wall. “I mean, I can do it. But not in thirty seconds. The swim will take me half that, at least. And that wall climb…” She shook her head in frustration. “You saw me in the obstacle course. I’d never clear it in time.”

Guilt warred inside me. I knew I’d have to tell her eventually—especially if we were going to clear this scenario without dying a million times. But I knew she’d be absolutely fuming when she learned that I helped her in that last run on the course.

“Athena…there’s something I need to tell you.”

Her brow furrowed. “Okay…you’re being weird. What’s up?”

I hesitated, worried she’d blow up on me and reveal our positioning before we’d even started. Before I could build up the courage, Lacy’s voice interrupted.

“Dirk, can it wait? This isn’t exactly the time.”

I shook my head, then realized she couldn’t see me behind the castle walls.

“No, Lace, this is relevant.”

“Okay…” she replied hesitantly.

Might as well rip the band-aid off…

“I had a bit of a breakthrough when I was meditating. I can use my Friction and Mass energy to affect things and people from a pretty good distance.”

She cocked her head. “I kinda already thought you could do that, but okay.” Then her eyes lit up as the information set in. “Oh! You can help me climb the wall with your energies?”

I nodded slowly, waiting for her to get there.

“And that’s making you act all weird because…” She shook her head to indicate she wasn’t making the connection.

Sighing, I quit stalling and just laid it out. “Did you feel anything different? On that last obstacle run, I mean.”

“Not really…I guess I kinda felt lucky that the log didn’t send me to the…” Her eyes went wide, her jaw dropping. “That was you!” she accused loudly.

I spun toward the wall, but we were thankfully within the window where there was no guard within earshot. She clapped a hand over her mouth as Lacy hissed in our ear.

“Guys! You really don’t want to raise the alarm!”

“Sorry, sorry,” Athena said softly. Then her eyes narrowed as her lips pursed. “That was you? You gave me more friction on the parallel walls? Messed with my mass on the balance beam?”

“Actually, I reduced the mass of the swinging log…” She gave me a deadpan stare and I sighed. “But yes, that was me.”

Her expression was inscrutable for a moment and I wondered if she was fighting to hold down her rage or considering stabbing me right then and there with her sword.

Slowly, her lips spread wide and it took me a minute for my brain to catch up with what I was looking at.

Was she smiling?

“I can’t tell if this is your serial killer smile before you gut me and leave me in the grass or if you just imagined how you’re gonna get me back or what…”

She laughed quietly at that and shook her head.

“Neither. I’m excited!”

It was my turn to narrow my eyes skeptically. “You are?”

“Duh! It means we actually have a chance. It means I won’t be holding you back as much.”

Those words hit me and I frowned.

“You’re not holding me back…” I trailed off as she tilted her head skeptically.

“Oh? You mean the ten-year-old, System-locked girl isn’t holding back one of the most athletically gifted people in the world who has two different physics-related magical powers in his arsenal?” She snorted. “Quite bullshiting me, ‘kay? I may be ten, but I know when I’m being patronized.”

I chuckled at her frank words. “How the hell do you even know that word?” I asked, trying to bring some levity to the situation.

Her brow raised. “Spelling bee champ, dude. Come on, can you keep up?” She smiled to take the edge off her words.

Laughing quietly, I nodded. “I’ll try.” Turning back to the castle, I pursed my lips in thought. “Okay, this should be much easier now that we’re on the same page.” I looked back at her. “So it’s cool if I use my magic on you at my discretion?”

She nodded. “Yeah, but only if you promise not to mess with me. Pure business until we crack this egg.”

I held out my hand. “Deal.”

She examined it with a wry smile, then shook it with a quick squeeze.

“Deal.”

With a nod, we both turned back to the wall.

“Right, we’re ready, Lace.”

“Got it. Okay, first leg. Wait for the guard to rotate, then get past the moat and up the wall before he’s back. On my mark…mark!”

We both burst from the grass at a full sprint. I was already cycling my Mass energy, reducing both of our weights to bring our Agility up. We moved so fast that we must have been blurs racing across the field. When we reached the moat, we both took a precious second to slip in rather than dive and make a splash. We swam across without incident, our strokes smooth and soft.

As we reached the base of the wall, Lacy’s voice spoke in our ears.

“Ten seconds down.”

Fuck, that felt slow.

I swapped energies on the fly, bumping the friction of the wall up so high it felt like Velcro. Rather than race up as fast as I could, I matched Athena’s pace. I didn’t have to slow by much as she bear-crawled up the vertical surface without a hint of fear. It was impressive enough that I found myself too preoccupied watching her speed to realize we’d reached the top.

When my hand missed the expected flat surface and went over the top crenelation of the wall, I nearly slipped and fell in surprise. But I recovered in a blink and the two of us levered our bodies over the edge.

Our feet hit the wall walkway and I took a half-beat to study the courtyard below.

“Five seconds,” Lacy’s insistent voice said in our ears.

The main gate was to our left, while the castle entrance was straight ahead. Sure enough, windows ringed the second story and they looked just big enough for me to squeeze through. But first, we needed to hide from the patrolling guard about to hit our section of wall.

“Two seconds!”

I grabbed Athena with Red and leaped off the wall, reducing our mass enough so that the fall was easily absorbed with a crouching of our knees. She followed my lead as we raced along the bottom of the wall now, heading behind a building that looked like stables.

We both breathed heavy—more in anticipation than being winded—while we waited for the alarm to sound. When nothing happened after half a minute, we relaxed.

“Good job, guys. Looks like you’re clear. My fog cleared enough during your jump to show me an access point. Third window from the left is definitely a bedroom. No promise it’s empty, but they are more often than not. That’s my suggested ingress point.”

“Got it,” I whispered back.

With a look at Athena, we both nodded that we were ready and began slinking around the backside of the stables. As we were about to round a corner, the sound of shuffling feet caught my heightened senses.

Putting out a hand, I signaled for Athena to stop. She looked surprised for a moment, then realized that the only reason I’d stop her was enemy contact.

Rather than waste precious time cycling my Fate energy to peer around the corner, I simply crouched low and leaned out. We were on the backside of the stables, so it would be unusual for someone to be staring right at our position.

Sure enough, a guard’s back greeted me. He was pissing against the castle wall with a relieved groan. Up close, I could see that he was covered in chainmail that shielded most of his body, along with a metal helm that only left his face and neck exposed.

Red began to shift along my body and sent me an image of what she intended. Bumping up my mass to max out my Strength, I sent silent agreement and broke from the cover slowly. My footsteps were heavy in the mud, but the sound of the man’s flying piss distracted him enough that he didn’t notice my approach.

With a thought, Red arced out from my forearm like a lance, spearing the man straight through his neck. His eyes bulged wide in surprise as he gurgled and choked on his blood. Hefting him with my enhanced mass and Red’s rigid shape, I pulled him back toward us.

Before he died, I cast [Analysis] on him. I hadn’t been able to cast it on the patrolling guards because the effect was impossible not to notice. Now that he was bleeding out on the ground behind the stables, I had the time to review his stats.

Name: James (Training Room Nascent — Simulacrum)

Class: Guard (Common)

Level: 75

Body:

Strength: 85

Agility: 40

Endurance: 60

Mind:

Intelligence: 25

Perception: 65

Mastery: 45

Spirit: N/A

Examining his Status Sheet, I was both put at ease and anxious. Though he was the same level as me, his stats weren’t anywhere close to what mine could be while cycling my Mass energy. And he had died in a single blow from Red, which was good for our chances of assassinating any solo guards we came across.

What made me anxious was that while he was easy work for me, Athena was still System-locked. These stats could very well be an insurmountable mountain for her in a fight. Thinking back, I remembered Kurian had normalized our stats when we fought each other. That was our only hope for the girl being able to take one of these things head-on.

“Athena,” I whispered. “He’s level 75 with the stats to match. Did Kurian give you a stat boost or anything…” I trailed off, her horrified expression saying it all. Rather than let her give in to defeat, I did my best to rally her. “Hey, it’s okay. Stealth is our best friend anyway. If we get into a brawl, we’re screwed, remember?”

She put on a brave face, but I could see the pain in her eyes.

“You’re right,” she replied softly. “Still sucks to feel useless.”

I opened my mouth to argue but was interrupted by a voice calling out from inside the building we were hiding in.

“James! What’s taking so long? Longest piss of your life! If I come out there and you’re taking a smoke break, Imma have you flogged by the commander…”

Athena and I shared a wide-eyed look, then I burst from our cover to get into position for an ambush.


Chapter 30


Infiltration



“James?” the guard’s voice called out, closer now. “I swear to the savior⁠—”

He came around the corner, his words cut off by Red’s edge slamming into his eye socket. The impact nearly sent him flying back into the open courtyard, but Red was already shifting. I felt the intention pass through the sentient cloth as she expanded inside the guard’s skull, creating a three-pronged extension like a grappling hook for his brain. With a tug, I was able to pull him back toward me as I dragged him to lie with his buddy.

Through our connection, I felt Red’s prongs shifting back as I extracted the cloth from his skull. A shiver traced up my spine at the image.

Athena leaned over the dead guard, her eyes wide.

“Nice work, Red!” she whispered cheerfully.

“I was there, too,” I said in mock outrage.

She waved her hand and gave me a patronizing smile.

“Good work, guys.”

We both jumped in fright as Lacy’s voice sounded in our ears.

“Jesus. I forgot you were there,” I said.

A light chuckle sounded across the comms. She adopted an ominous tone.

“I am everywhere.” Her tone switched on a dime, back to all business. “But seriously, let’s get moving. They’re bound to notice two missing guards eventually. We don’t want that alarm sounding in twenty minutes when we’re about to crack the vault.”

I nodded to myself. “Good point. You ready, Athena?”

She gave a serious nod, rolling her shoulders. “Let’s do this.”

I turned to eye the second-story windows. Counting over, I found the one Lacy had indicated and pointed it out to Athena.

“Race you there,” I said jokingly, then ramped up the friction on the castle wall.

She burst past me without missing a beat and I cursed under my breath. As she reached the wall and started climbing, I leaped the last five feet and landed above her head. She cursed me quietly as she was forced to stop or run into my boot.

With a soft chuckle, I raced the first ten feet up the wall but made sure to keep my eyes peeled on the nearby exterior walls. There were no guards in sight, so I continued ahead at a more steady pace, letting the girl catch up. She realized that I wasn’t actually racing her, and she slowed as she came abreast of me.

We perched just beneath the window together, both of us clinging by our hands and feet with little effort, thanks to the enhanced friction. Slowly, I lifted up and peered past the glass to look inside the room. Books lined the walls and comfortable seating were placed in the corners of the room. There was no one in sight.

I nodded to Athena and pulled out a dagger from my Inventory. Bumping up the friction between the blade and the glass pane, I slowly dragged it across the window surface. I half-expected the entire window to shatter and alert the guards, but to my pleasant surprise, it created a nice cut as I moved it in a small circle beneath the latch. When the ends of the cut connected, I de-summoned the dagger and grabbed the cut pane with a friction-enhanced grip. Pulling at it, it gave easily, revealing a palm-sized hole for me to reach through.

Once the latch was undone, I pulled the window open quickly and slipped inside. Athena was right behind me and I closed and latched the window. We studied the room for a moment as I listened for any signs of movement.

“Guys, look up, far corner.”

Lacy’s voice cut through my thoughts, and it took me a moment to orient.

Athena slapped my arm and pointed to the corner of the study. There was a small, square hole in the stone wall near the top of the ceiling, about eight feet high. It had a small grate across its surface and I realized with a start what it was.

“Holy shit,” I muttered.

“Yeah,” Lacy agreed. “I hadn’t considered it before because none of my players could fit, but now…”

Athena groaned.

“Fuck me…”

I looked down at her and flicked her shoulder lightly. She swatted at my hand half-heartedly, but I could tell she was distracted by the realization of what that hole signified.

“Claustrophobic?” I asked gently. Now wasn’t the time to give her shit, especially if I wanted her to start crawling through whatever the fuck awaited her in that hole.

She didn’t answer, which was answer enough.

“Hey, listen to me, Athena.” Lacy’s voice was steady. “We’ll make that option B, okay? There’s still plenty of routes to the vault—my team made it there a bunch of times without ever crawling through those air ducts.”

The girl let out a shaky breath, combing her hair behind her ears.

“O-okay.”

She was rattled, but I knew that she’d push through if she had to. She was the strongest-willed kid I’d ever met. Still, I put a hand on her shoulder to steady her. She glanced at it, then looked up at me.

“We’ve got this,” I said with a nod. “The two of us together? Pssh, we’re gonna eat this scenario for breakfast.”

The corner of her lip quirked in a brief smile, then she nodded.

“Let’s go, then. Where to, Lace?” I asked.

“I’m blind here as well,” she replied. “But the left leads to the castle front. Right goes in deeper. Let’s try that. Look for stairs leading down and keep an ear out for patrols. There’s usually alcoves with statues that you can hide a body in if you have to take a guard out, so keep that in mind.”

“Roger.”

With a shared nod, Athena and I strode to the only door. This time, I cycled my Fate energy and used it to peer out into the hall. There was no indication of movement, so I cracked it open slowly and peeked my head out.

“All clear,” I said quietly.

Together, we turned right and crept down the hallway. After a minute, we reached a junction, one path leading inward, the other continuing along the castle edge.

“Cut in,” Lacy said and we did.

As we walked, I was sending my Fate energy questing forward, peering in rooms and around corners to spot any coming guards. We passed one of the alcoves Lacy mentioned and I saw what she meant. It was a deep, recessed cut-out in the wall with a seven-foot-tall statue of a man in head-to-toe armor. There was just enough space behind the statue to prop a body up. We could possibly even squeeze in and lay in ambush for when a guard passed.

We continued on when something touched my Fate energy ahead. Around the nearest bend, I felt two presences approaching at a leisurely pace. In a panic, I grabbed Athena’s arm and indicated the alcove we had just passed. Her eyes went wide, but she followed my lead immediately.

Lacy’s voice sounded in our ears.

“I see them, Dirk. Two guards, swords sheathed on their belts. They’re moving slowly. Estimated arrival is thirty to forty seconds.”

We didn’t reply for fear that our voices would travel down the narrow halls. Athena slid in behind the statue and I shimmied in beside her. It was immediately obvious that parts of my body were sticking out from behind the statue.

“I don’t fit,” I whispered. “Ambush?” The question was for both Athena and Lacy, but the girl answered first.

“I’ll go near, you go far.”

“You sure? Red can probably get both.”

The sounds of approaching footsteps cut off her reply, but her eyes bored into mine with a fiery determination. She nodded once, then bent down to crawl to the edge of the alcove. Her sword flashed into her hand, held ready to strike.

I knew that a joint ambush wasn’t what was practical. A low strike would only bring the guard to the ground, where she’d have to finish him off. Red could probably split into two and spear both of the guards at the same time.

But this wasn’t about practicality; this was about Athena getting her hands dirty, contributing to the scenario in a way that mattered. So I readied from behind her, sending Red instructions on how to strike. If Athena faltered, we might even have time for Red to clean up the second guard before he could scream.

The footsteps were nearly on top of us and I tensed in anticipation. Below me, Athena’s arm was steady, her short sword poised at knee height. As soon as the two guards passed the alcove, Red was lancing forward, strong and steady but with a needle point thickness at the end. It took the far guard perfectly in the side of his nearest eye, skewering his brain. He didn’t even have time to cry out as he convulsed once and fell to the floor.

At the exact same moment, Athena’s sword stabbed forward into the second guard’s kneecap. He did make noise, but it was a muffled cry of pain rather than a shout of alarm. Even as I pulled back Red, Athena pushed into the guard as he fell to his knees, knocking him onto his back. With one smooth motion, she slapped a hand across his mouth as her sword went up and under his chin. There was zero hesitation as she pulled the blade back, ready to stab again if needed. Blood splashed from the wound, coating her hands and arms up to the elbow, but the grisly display didn’t seem to faze her one bit.

Before I could even compliment her on her efficiency, she was dragging her target into the alcove.

“Hurry,” she whispered. “Before the blood creates a mess we can’t hide.”

My eyes went wide—partially at her cold-blooded instincts, but also at the realization that hiding a body wasn’t worth shit if there was a hallway splattered with blood as evidence. Red snapped out like a whip, latching onto the second guard to reel him in. The blood seeping from his eye had already dribbled down his face onto the stone, but my cape shifted to soak it up even as she pulled him in.

It was a tight fit, squeezing both guards behind the statue. It wouldn’t stand up under any sort of scrutiny, but it would have to do for now. Without a word between us, I sent my Fate energy questing forward once again and a moment later, we were off.

It took us only another minute to find a spiral staircase leading down and with the help of my Fate sight, we managed to reach the basement level without running into any guards.

We weren’t so lucky once we actually hit the basement level and I had to stop Athena from turning a corner when I sensed two more patrolling guards about to hit the stairway. Before I could indicate how many were approaching, Lacy did it for me.

“Two guards incoming. Thirty feet and heading your way.”

The angle of our position wasn’t great to run the same play, so I pointed at my chest and mouthed the word, ‘Me.’ She frowned, but the sound of their footsteps was approaching fast, and she reluctantly nodded. With a nod, I turned to get in position. I sent a visual of my plan to Red, who practically vibrated with pleasure.

With the Fate sight, I was able to time it perfectly. When the guards were a half-step from the threshold where we were hiding, I stepped out with a smile.

“Hi, boys,” I said with a wave.

Before they could even register my presence, Red stabbed forward from my arm in a perfect double prong, stabbing through the left eye of the left guard and the right eye of the right. They didn’t even hit the ground before Red wrapped them up like one giant cocoon, absorbing any blood before it could leak onto the floor.

“Where do we hide them?” Athena whispered at my side.

“Stairwell’s no good,” Lacy said in our ears.

“Hmm,” I mused, looking around the hallway for another alcove. It was obvious in a glance that there were none within sight, but my eyes did catch on a very familiar duct opening further down the hall.

Pointing at it, I shrugged. “Best option, I think.”

She gave me a deadpan look and crossed her arms.

“How the hell we gonna squeeze them in that?”

“I can reduce their mass, remember? That’ll bring their Endurance down to the single digits. We’ll easily be able to break their bones and compress them into the space. It’ll be like that serial killer who shoved his victims into suitcases!”

Her nose furled in disgust, then smoothed out as she shrugged.

“Worth a try, I guess.”

“Ugh, I can’t watch,” Lacy groaned.

The reality of my plan hit me and I suddenly felt less than enthused.

“Yeah, this is gonna be gross.”

Without wasting another second, Red and I dragged them over below the duct and I reduced their mass by swapping energies and feeding it into them with intent. Once they were as light as I could make them, Athena and I got to work.

I reached down and grabbed an arm, then stomped on the shoulder joint. It snapped with a sickening crack and I felt my gorge rise.

“Wow, that’s gnarly,” Athena said even as she physically twisted the other guard’s knee a hundred and eighty degrees in the wrong direction.

Then a perverse giggle left her tiny body and I stared at her in horror.

“Oh God, you’re a serial killer in the making, aren’t you?”

She rolled her eyes at me, then twisted another leg in the wrong direction.

“No, it’s gross to me, too. It just reminded me of this Gumby toy my dad had. I remember giving him crap because it was so lame…” She had a distant look as she continued snapping limbs. “He made some dad joke about kids not appreciating the classics or something…We both laughed for no reason and…it just made me remember it, is all.”

Her story made me forget all the bullshit we had just gone through. Reminded me that this was all just a scenario. What she was describing was what was real. It was easy to forget that sometimes, with the pressure of the Tower and trying to always get stronger.

She looked up and noticed that I was deep in thought.

“Hey,” she said with a snap of her fingers. “I didn’t tell you that for pity.”

I shook my head distractedly. “I know.”

She snapped her fingers again and pointed at the guard held loosely in my hands.

“Let’s go. That corpse isn’t gonna origami itself.”

I stared at her numbly, my brain slow to process her words. When I finally did, a deep laugh erupted from me suddenly. Her eyes went wide and she looked around frantically. Lacy scolded me in my ear.

“Dirk, lock it down!”

I put a hand over my mouth and whispered back.

“Sorry, sorry!”

We finished folding the guards into themselves and I hoisted them up one at a time and shoved them into the open duct. Some blood escaped from our efforts, but I was able to wipe most of it up with Red’s help.

Once that was done, I cycled up my Fate energy again and sent it questing forward. Following its trail, we continued deeper into the basement until I sensed more guards around a corner. Before I could stop Athena, Lacy was warning us.

“Two guards ahead. I can’t be certain but looks like they’re guarding the vault. Fifty feet from your position, with eight feet between the two guards. If you can sneak a look, we can see which one is closer to the alarm.”

“Got it,” I whispered back, slinking forward. Crouching low, I peeked my head out for a split second. At a glance, it was easy to see that the leftmost guard was within grabbing distance of a rope that disappeared into the ceiling.

“Leftmost guard,” Lacy relayed to Athena. “Okay, now here’s the tricky part. We can’t kill both of them.”

“What?” Athena hissed.

“We need one of them to open the vault. If you kill both of them, you’ll have to either crack the vault or cut through it. If one of you knows how to crack a safe, that would be one thing…” Neither of us chimed in. “Was a long shot. Other option is to break through using Dirk’s powers, but the Adept hiding inside will hear you way before you break through and will raise the alarm. Capturing one of them alive is the only way in that I found.”

“Shit,” I muttered. “Alive it is. What’s the plan?”

“Can you use your diskslinger to take the left one out?”

I chewed my lip in thought. It was possible, but the disks didn’t move as fast as a bullet or an arrow. There was a non-zero chance that the guard managed to lunge for the alarm before the disk reached him.

“Too risky,” I whispered. “I can throw a knife faster and with the same accuracy.”

“Hmm. Oh, I just got an idea,” Lacy said excitedly. “Can you hit the rope while moving? If so, you can cut through it higher up so it’s impossible for the guards to pull it. Then you can take out the left guard and take your time with the other one.”

Athena and I shared a look and she shrugged.

“I’ll bum rush the second one while you deal with the rope and the other guard?” she suggested. “Probably won’t take him out, but I can at least keep him occupied.”

There didn’t seem like any other options, so I nodded. As long as she could stop him from running for help, I’d be on him in a second.

“On Lacy’s mark?”

She nodded and I pulled two throwing knives from my Inventory. I considered a baseball for the second guard, but I was resisting doing all the work. Athena needed to learn and grow from this just as much as I did. If I did everything for her, she’d get nothing from this. That wasn’t to say I’d let him get away if she messed up, but it was worth a calculated risk. I didn’t expect us to complete the scenario on the first try anyway—Lacy had pretty much implied it was impossible—so I wouldn’t be too miffed if he raised the alarm inadvertently.

Lacy counted in our ears.

“3…2…1…mark!”

We both burst from behind the corner at superhuman speeds. I lowered Athena’s mass so far down that her Agility must have been over a hundred. For me, I only did half-mass so that my throws would still have oomph behind them.

The guards were just registering our presence when the first knife cleaved through the top of the rope. My target’s eyes went wide as he followed the knife’s trajectory, realizing too late that the rope had been cut. As he reached for it, it fell to the stone floor and he opened his mouth to yell out.

My second dagger took him through that opening, piercing the back of his mouth and lodging in his spine. He let out a strangled gasp and fell back against the wall. Just as my knife hit, Athena reached her target.

He was slower to react, his eyes glued to his fallen companion for a second before snapping back to the rushing girl. To his credit, he didn’t discount Athena because of her size and went to draw his sword even as he prepared to yell.

Athena’s short sword clattered against his face from a sloppy throw, the side of the blade hitting his teeth and jaw. The throw had been weak from her reduced mass, but she was coming in right behind it. At the last second, I bumped her mass to the max, and she collided with the guard like a bull. He was launched against the stone wall in comical defiance of physics when their two sizes were taken into account. His head smashed back against the stone and his eyes rolled. Athena didn’t lay off the gas and slammed three mass-enhanced punches into his jaw, putting his lights out.

I pulled up beside her with a chuckle, leaning dramatically over the guard.

“You got knocked the fuck out.”

Athena was breathing hard—mostly from adrenaline, if I had to guess—but she scoffed through the ragged breaths. She punched her fist into her other palm with a self-satisfied grin.

Then her face shifted.

“Ugh, now we have to wait for him to wake up!”


Chapter 31


The Vault



We didn’t have to wait long. The guard’s eyes shot open in a panic and he instinctively reached for the sword at his hip.

Or, he tried to.

Red was wrapped around the man, pining his arms to his side. Our mass was boosted so high that his attempts to squirm free didn’t even budge Red. I waited a beat for him to recognize the futility of the situation before speaking.

“Here’s the deal⁠—”

A shout formed in his throat, his mouth opening wide. Red and I had talked about this while he was unconscious and she acted instantly. Her material filled his mouth, turning rigid like a red-ball gag. His eyes went wide with fear and pain as he mumbled past the magical material.

“It’s rude to interrupt people, you know?” He bucked once more against Red, trying his damnedest to scream or break free. “Hey, can you look at me when I talk to you?” His struggles subsided after a few more moments and he locked hateful eyes on me. “That’s better. Now, as I was saying, here’s the deal. You tell me the combination for the vault, or I start cutting pieces off.” To punctuate my statement, I pulled a dagger from my Inventory and grabbed his hand down where Red had it pinned to his side. Peeling back a single digit from his clenched fist, I placed the blade at the base. “What do you say?”

With a thought, Red began loosening the gag to let him speak. I was ready to stuff her back in if he started to yell, but to his credit, he realized the futility of that.

“If I tell you, he will do worse than you ever could.” His panicked expression shot up toward the ceiling.

I narrowed my eyes.

“He, who?”

“The commander,” came his whispered reply. His voice quivered at the words and I had to resist rolling my eyes. I had to give Kurian that, these simulacrum things were authentic.

“Bud, I don’t know who this commander is, but he’s not your problem right now.” Red liquefied and crept up his cheek, pulling away a few inches as she formed into a needle. Slowly, that needle drifted toward his eyeball. “Normally, I wouldn’t be down for this sort of brutality. But this isn’t real anyway, so I’m prepared to go all the way.” I paused, leaning in so that my face was right next to Red’s needlepoint. “Are you?”

In the end, I only had to cut off three fingers before he caved. Each time, I’d gritted my teeth and done the damn thing, but after every digit, I had silently prayed that he’d give in. He had screamed through the gag piteously and I had asked him the same question each time.

“What is the combination?”

After the last cut, he was crying so authentically that I cursed Kurian for putting us in this situation. But once he gave us the info we needed, I sighed in relief. He stared up at us then, his face a mask of pain and fear. I’ll admit, I had started to think of him as a real person and it kind of fucked me up.

Athena’s blade stabbed into his neck and was back in her Inventory in a flash. I stared at the spurting wound in shock, then whirled on the girl.

“What the fuck?” I hissed. “We coulda just knocked him out.”

She eyed me incredulously but didn’t argue.

“Dirk,” Lacy’s voice said in my ear. “He wasn’t real…”

I sighed, rubbing a hand across my face. Fuck, she was right. I knew she was right. But it didn’t matter.

“Lacy, that’s not good enough. You know how many times I told myself something didn’t matter in the past redos? I always knew in the back of my mind that I had a reset in my pocket. But those thoughts lead down a dark road.” I turned to look at Athena, who had a thoughtful look on her face. “Did those people I saved in those past redos matter?”

It was Lacy who responded, though Athena’s eyes went wide as she considered.

“I…see what you’re getting at, Dirk. But we have to do what we have to do to pass Kurian’s test and get stronger.”

“I’m not saying we don’t try our hardest…I’m just saying…” I sighed in frustration, the words not coming out right. “What I’m getting at is, we should do what needs to be done, but always recognize the cost on ourselves. You can’t indiscriminately kill people—even simulated people—without the weight of that blood staining your mind. Especially not simulations this realistic. I mean, Christ, that guy was sobbing for his mother at the end. If you can brush past that without a care, more power to ya…but I don’t think anyone can—not really.”

“I hear you, you’re totally right.” It was hard to tell if Lacy was bullshitting just to get me to move on, but she sounded sincere.

Athena nodded, then glanced down at the guard she’d killed. His eyes were wide with terror, his mouth stuck open in an aborted shout. Crouching down, she reached up to his eyes and closed his lids, giving him a more humane appearance.

I sighed, feeling at ease suddenly. “Thanks, guys, for not making me feel crazy.”

“Oh, you’re crazy,” Lacy said with a chuckle. “Just not about this.”

Athena raised her eyebrows in agreement and gave me a wry smile.

“Fair enough. Thanks for not making me feel crazy about this, then.”

“No problem, old man,” Athena replied and we shared another soft laugh.

“Okay, everyone all decompressed and shit?” Lacy asked. “Cause you’re gonna wish this next part wasn’t real.”

“Lay it out, Lace,” I replied.

“It’s not pretty,” she answered, her tone all business. “You already know there’s an Adept guarding the vault. But the really terrifying part is that the Adept’s powerset changes every reset. We reached the vault a handful of times and had to adapt each and every time. There was an armored brute whose defenses we couldn’t break. A mage that literally filled the entire vault with flames so hot they scorched my players’ skin from across the room. And more.” She paused and I felt my anxiety begin to rise. It was obvious she felt the same, because her voice was quiet for this next part. “That’s not even the kicker. Even if it’s something you two can handle eventually, it’s not just about killing the guard. You also have to keep it away from the alarm rope.”

Her voice took on an ominous tone, barely above a whisper.

“Because if the guard triggers the alarm, you two are fucked…”

That didn’t fill me with confidence.

“What is it, Lace? Do we get swarmed by Adepts or what?”

She sighed on the other end of the comm. “Let’s just assume it’s an auto-fail and leave it at that, hm? Kurian asked me not to say and I don’t want to push him on that.”

“Fuck…” I muttered. Turning to Athena, I lightly punched her shoulder. “You ready for this?”

A humorless grin flashed on her face and her still-bloody short sword appeared in her hand.

“Always.”

I nodded. “Then let’s go.”

Before I spun the vault dial, I pulled out my diskslinger and checked that all three slots were primed. Red took that moment to cover me in her full armor form, sliding up my forearm to create a katana. Placing the diskslinger back in my Inventory, I put my hand on the dial.

“Soon as the door opens, I’m firing all three shots. I’ll aim one at the rope to make it harder to pull but send two at the Adept.”

Athena nodded, blood matting her hair and clothes from when she’d killed the first guard from the alcove. It gave her a feral look, like a demonic child from the pits of hell.

Her wild grin didn’t do much to take away from that image either. “Lace, should we close the vault behind us or leave it open?”

“Pros and cons,” she answered. “Closing it will keep the Adept from fleeing and sounding the alarm if they can’t get to the one inside the vault. But it’ll also mean that your escape route is effectively blocked. If you leave it open, you have to guard the exit and the rope…”

“Shit,” I muttered. “Let’s try open this time. I don’t like closing off our only escape route. Worst case scenario, you grab the prize while I hold the Adept off, okay?”

Athena nodded, though I could tell she didn’t like being the one fleeing.

“Okay, here we go.”

I cycled Fate energy, pushing it out to try and see what was waiting for us in the vault. But for the first time since I’d learned how to express it externally, I hit a block. The vault door felt impenetrable and I wondered if it was made of Starsteel like the manacles Astrid had used to block my powers in a past redo.

Fuck it, we were going in blind. I swapped the Fate energy with Mass and ramped up my Agility. Who knew how fast this Adept would be and I didn’t want to be caught by surprise.

Athena and I shared a silent look and I started twisting the dial.

As soon as the combination was finished, I yanked on the turnwheel and pulled the door open. Three disks fired from my diskslinger a moment later before I’d even taken a look inside the vault.

They buzzed out with an ominous sound, cutting through the air as I directed them to separate corners of the vault. Thankfully, the room wasn’t overly crowded and I spotted both the rope and the Adept at the same time. One disk changed trajectory to slice high up on the rope, while the other two went at the guard from two different directions.

I followed behind them while Athena cut right against the wall to flank the guard. The Adept was a woman wearing leather armor with two forearm-length daggers on either hip. Her eyes widened as she registered our arrival, but only momentarily. She noticed the two disks coming for her and a wry smile touched her face. I raced toward her, casting [Analysis] as I approached. The Status Sheet filled my vision, but I minimized it with a thought, turning my attention back to her.

Just as the two disks were about to sever her in half, she winked and disappeared. The disks flew past where she had been and I quickly modified their pathing to keep them flying low arcs around the vault.

“Rogue type!” Lacy practically yelled. “She’s stealthed and incredibly fast⁠—”

Athena cried out as two daggers stabbed into her of their own accord, both low and under her ribs. They drove up, levering the girl into the air as she tried to scream. There was no blood from her wound due to the safe zone, but it was obvious they were mortal. Her feet kicked out convulsively and seemed to collide with something in front of her. With a start, I realized that the daggers weren’t moving telepathically, but that the Adept was stealthed while her weapons had become visible as she struck.

With a thought, I sent the two flying disks at the invisible target while I started cycling my Fate energy to combat the rogue’s stealth.

The buzzing sound of the disks gave away their position and the Adept chucked Athena’s body away before even the blades disappeared entirely. The disks passed through where she had been a moment earlier, missing their target for the second time.

But my Fate energy was at full power now and I felt the impression of my quarry⁠—

Right up until she barreled into me like a linebacker.

Red acted on instinct, hardening for the impact while stabbing out at the invisible enemy. The blow knocked the wind out of me, but I felt Red penetrate something soft and knew we had given as much as we had got.

Somehow, through ragged breaths, I managed to keep the Fate energy going and was able to track the rogue Adept through the vault. If I had had any time to think, I would have been annoyed at how broken it was that her stealth didn’t break when she attacked. Literally every game in existence didn’t give rogues permanent stealth because it was fucking overpowered otherwise.

Good thing I had my Fate energy as a trump card. The only issue was that she was fast—like, stupid fast. Faster even than me when I had my mass bottomed out to boost my Agility. In the corner of my eye, I examined her Status Sheet and groaned.

Name: Agatha (Training Room Adept — Simulacrum)

Class: Shadow Friend (Rare)

Level: 150

Body:

Strength: 90

Agility: 425

Endurance: 45

Mind:

Intelligence: 75

Perception: 105

Mastery: 125

Spirit: N/A

425 Agility…

How was I going to beat that? My stats were capped at 150, no matter what I did. The only saving grace was that she was a one-trick pony from the looks of it. Her Strength and Endurance were about in line with my own, given all my trait bonuses. And if I bumped up my mass, I’d even eclipse her.

But in order to do that, I’d need to drop my Fate energy. The thought of braiding my energies together occurred to me. It was something I hadn’t had a chance to explore with Kurian yet. Then again, his last warning to me had been about it possibly burning out my cores…so maybe not.

She didn’t give me time to think, and I braced as she flashed toward me in my Fate sight once more. There were no other options; I had to hunker down and try to win via attrition. Mass energy coursed through my body, boosting my Strength and Endurance to 150 each but causing me to lose sight of her.

But I felt her as she thrust both daggers directly into my gut as she’d done with Athena. Unfortunately for her, she didn’t quite have the Strength to break through both Red and my enhanced Endurance.

Unfortunately for me, I lost sight of her completely once I dropped the Fate energy and she was gone in a flash. My Red-katana slashed out, but the strike was painfully slow in comparison, whiffing through the air.

I felt blind as I waited for her to attack again. The hairs on the back of my neck were tingling and I swung out over and over again, hitting air each time. In the moment between strikes, another attack came from behind, knocking me forward as her daggers failed to penetrate again. I swung behind me but knew it was more from frustration than strategy.

Though her attacks weren’t hitting flesh, that wasn’t to say they weren’t doing damage. I felt each impact like a battering ram and knew that the internal damage was stacking up, even if I wasn’t bleeding out from any particular wound.

In the corner of the room, Athena lay still—presumably immobilized within the rules of the scenario—but I could see her eyes staring at me intently. With a flick, they moved from me to a different part of the vault and I risked a quick glance over.

My own eyes went wide as realization dawned on me, but before I could act, another attack barreled into my side. I swung out with a snarl, then turned away and raced toward the far side of the room. A second attack smashed against my knee, but I gritted my teeth and kept running.

The Adept must have realized what I was doing, and the attacks came in fast and hard now, with no pauses in between like before. I weathered the storm, swinging out with Red once to buy me a moment before bending down to pick up the item that had been lying discarded on the floor—a golden crown bejeweled with gems ringing its edge.

With the prize in hand, I started running for the exit, swinging Red in front of me like I was bushwacking in the jungle. I expected the Adept to continue her assault, nipping at my heels to slow my escape, but was surprised when nothing came.

“Oh, fuck,” Lacy whispered. “It’s over.”

“Lacy, I got the prize. It’s a crown! If I can get out, we win!”

“No, Dirk. She stopped attacking for a reason…”

“What do you⁠—”

A loud siren went up all across the castle, blaring in my ears.

“Oh, shit,” I muttered as I realized what Lacy was getting at. “She ditched me to hit the alarm somewhere else…”

Before Lacy could respond, a loud thump shook the entire castle. If I had been at my baseline mass, I probably would have hit the floor from the reverberation. It felt like a fighter jet had just passed by, shaking the walls and the floor like an earthquake.

“The fuck was that?” I asked Lacy.

A gust of wind hit me from the vault entrance, sending me flying back against the far wall. The sound of cracking stone echoed out as my back slammed against it. Even with my maxed-out mass, I felt my ribs crack from the impact.

Blearily, I looked up from where I lay slumped against the wall. Standing at the vault door was a small, unassuming man with white hair and a wiry build. His eyes burned, two green fires where his pupils should have been. The weight of his stare pinned me in place even as I tried and failed to stand.

The back of my mind was still processing what had happened, while my surface thoughts were consumed with an uncharacteristic animal panic. I felt like an injured gazelle watching a pride of lions loping toward me.

When he spoke, his voice cut across me like blades jamming into my ears.

“A Nascent? Come to steal from me?” He shook his head like a disappointed parent. “Foolish and weak. Will you face death on your feet?”

With a groan, I pushed up to my hands and knees, using Red to keep me balanced when I almost fell back down. Facing the old man, I stood shakily with my head up and shoulders back.

He nodded once in respect. Then, it was over.

My body exploded with pain, every bone snapping as I rocketed through the stone wall and dozens of feet of packed soil.

When I came to however long later, the scenario was gone and I lay on the training room floor looking up at the ceiling. Lacy, Lex, and Athena were there, too, looking down at me in concern.

But I ignored them as my mind played that final scene over and over again.

I was certain of it, though it seemed impossible. Though the old man hadn’t crossed the dozens of feet between us, he’d killed me easily and then some. And it hadn’t been an Affinity attack or wind magic or anything of the sort.

He’d killed me with a simple punch. From across the room. With only the displaced air of his attack. Not his actual fist, but the Goddamned air. It was straight out of a fucking anime.

“Dirk! You okay?” Lacy asked as she crouched over me.

I shook my head softly.

“We are so fucked…”


Chapter 32


The Immortal



As Athena and Lacy helped me up, I pulled up the Status Sheet I’d managed to snag from the old man before he’d ended me so casually.

Name: Conrad (Training Room Immortal — Simulacrum)

Class: ??? (???)

Level: ???

Body:

Strength: 2250

Agility: 3125

Endurance: 975

Mind:

Intelligence: 750

Perception: 1200

Mastery: 2750

Spirit: N/A

“We are so fucked,” I said for the tenth time.

“What happened?” Athena asked, looking between Lacy and me. “I got shifted away and couldn’t see how you died.”

I looked at Lacy with an expression that said, ‘You wanna tell her, or should I?’

She sighed. “It was the Immortal. That’s what I couldn’t tell you. When the alarm goes off, he rockets through the castle and kills everyone.”

“Immortal?” Athena repeated. Her eyes went wide suddenly. “Oh, like the name of the scenario? The Immortal Castle. I thought that was the name of the castle.”

“What Stage is he?” I asked. Kurian was across the training room, lounging in one of his chairs, his eyes locked on his tablet. “What Stage is he?” I called over.

“Immortal, obviously,” Kurian replied without looking up.

Athena furrowed her brow. “Is that what it’s called after Adept?”

My stomach flipped as I considered. “I…I don’t think so.”

“Wait, what?” Lacy asked. “I thought for sure he was a step above Adept.”

I shook my head. “I managed to scan him before he killed me. He has over ten thousand stat points. The Adept had about a thousand total. Even if the System becomes more generous each Stage, he might as well be two Stages above Adept with what I just saw.” I hesitated, feeling like I might have imagined it. But as the scene replayed in my head, I knew I was right. “He…he killed me with an air punch, Lace. Just the movement of his hand displaced the air so powerfully that he killed me. At max mass, too. And…and I think the first attack that sent me flying was the shockwave of his arrival. Like, he moved so fast that air hit me harder than I’ve ever been hit.”

“You’re fucking with us,” Athena said with a humorless chuckle. When neither Lacy or I laughed, her face dropped. “R-right?”

“HONK! I can’t confirm how you died,” Lex added. “But I can confirm that the jump from Adept to Immortal is a qualitative increase that transcends simple stat points. I’ve never heard of even an Adept prodigy beating a middling Immortal—let alone a Nascent like yourself.”

Kurian’s voice came softly from across the room.

“I have.”

We all whipped around to face him, but he was still staring down at his intergalactic soap opera, or whatever it was he was always watching.

“You have what, Master Kure?” Athena asked.

He looked up, depositing his chair and tablet into thin air. As he approached, he waved his hand and showed us a projection of the vault from a side angle.

“I’ve seen a Peak Nascent beat an Immortal in single combat once. It’s only been done once, as far as I’m aware.”

I squinted in confusion, then realized what he was angling toward.

“Let me guess…” I said with a sigh. “That Nascent went on to become our favorite Aspect, didn’t he?”

Rather than answer me, he directed our attention to the projection hovering at eye level. The image changed in slow motion, revealing the Immortal’s arrival in freeze frames. Each step of the old man cracked the stone beneath his feet. For every ten steps, I saw myself moving less than an inch. When the projection finally reached the part where I was sent flying through the air, I was less than pleased to learn I was right; the shockwave of his arrival had launched me like a cannonball into the far wall. The killing blow was also exactly as I expected, his fist pushing the air so hard that it shot forward in a perfect circle toward my chest.

My frustration peaked as I saw just exactly how unbeatable this guy was.

“Why are you showing us this?” I demanded. “What the hell is this scenario, even? Getting my ass blasted to pieces before I can even react can’t be the most efficient way to reach Adept.”

Kurian turned his gaze upon me and I felt its weight. But I had a fire raging inside of me and I fought back with my own gaze. It was nothing to the Class Guide, but to me, the victory was symbolic. I knew Kurian could crush me with his eyes the way the Immortal had crushed me with air, but I had never shied away from picking unwinnable fights and if that meant dying to the Immortal a thousand times, I’d do it.

I just wanted it to mean something. Not a pointless death march that only served to break us down brick by brick.

What Kurian said next would have made me laugh if I wasn’t so fucking pissed at the futility of it all.

“Have you considered not triggering the alarm?”

The rage threatened to explode out of me and it was only Lacy’s calming hand on my arm that kept me at bay.

“Come on, Dirk,” she said softly. “That was a really good first try. Let’s try a different angle, hm?”

The softness of her touch mingled with her quiet suggestion to calm me enough to think rationally. She was right, it was a good first attempt. With a bit of trial and error and a lot of luck, we could absolutely grab the crown and escape without having to face the Immortal.

I nodded and let her guide me back to the starting point. Kurian watched impassively, returning to his chair as Athena came over.

“You good, old man?” she asked with a teasing smile.

I returned it, masking the anger still simmering beneath the surface.

“Always. Let’s get it.”

We bumped fists and Lacy patted me one more time on the shoulder before taking her spot up on the platform. A minute later, the scenario timer was counting down in my vision.
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Three more attempts. Three more brutal defeats.

Actually getting to the vault was trivial at this stage. Hell, even getting inside the vault wasn’t our problem. It was once we were in that was giving us fits. Either the Adept was too much for us and we both died or it managed to flee and hit the alarm. We tried closing the vault door behind us to buy time, but I never managed to kill the guard fast enough; the alarm always raised at a certain point, whether from a corpse being found or a change in shifts, I couldn’t say.

This time, we decided to try something different. Change up the variables, so to speak.

Instead of infiltrating through the second-story window, Athena and I scaled the exterior of the castle all the way to the roof. I wasn’t hopeful that it would lead to anything fruitful and chances were the Immortal’s enhanced Perception would hear us coming ages before we made it inside. But we needed to change things up, and frankly, I was sick of dying inside that vault to a gust of wind. Let the fucker take me out on the roof if anything.

No alarm was raised as we climbed over the roof crenelations and we breathed a sigh of relief. Dying to the Immortal on our feet was one thing—plummeting hundreds of feet to the ground below was another.

There was an unlocked trapdoor in the roof, and I went down the ladder first. It led into a dark room that was dingy, the air still and sleepy, like there hadn’t been any human traffic in weeks. There was a single door leading out of the room and I sent my Fate energy questing forward. There was no sign of any guards so I cracked the door open. Its hinges creaked, a horrible sound that echoed out. Athena and I both cringed and I quickly swapped energy to reduce the friction on the rusted metal.

I swung it open gently, switching back to Fate energy as we waited for that damned alarm to ripple throughout the castle. After a few tense moments, we both sighed and I sent the energy forward again. There was a set of dark spiral stairs and we tiptoed our way down.

At the bottom of the stairs was another door and I first checked past it with my Fate energy to confirm if it led to an occupied room. There were no guards, but the tendrils of Fate touched objects that felt strange to my senses. There were documents on a desk that I could tell were not in English, yet I understood the contents anyway.

“Body tempering formula,” I whispered.

“What?” Lacy asked in my ear.

At my side, Athena was looking at me with narrowed eyes.

“Nothing,” I muttered, focusing my attention on that specific document.

Body Tempering Formula — Human Adjacent Species — Grade ???

Three Caldorian eyes (aged 7 years)

Pineal gland (or equivalent) of a Jree, Caskian, or Kiln adjacent specimen

Nine pinches of Julman bone powder (femur preferable)

…

And on and on the document went. All in all, there were over a dozen ingredients—most that made no sense to me. Past that, there was a specific set of instructions on the order and method of combining the ingredients to concoct what I could only assume was a potion. But even more interesting was the final page, which appeared to be how to ingest the potion for some result.

Body Tempering Ritual

Prerequisites:

1. Combined System stat total in either Body or Mind exceeding 150

2. System-recognized species is human or human adjacent

3. All cores have reached High or Peak Tier as classified by System

4. Level 50 or higher

Application:

While maintaining a System-recognized meditative state, imbibe the potion orally. (Note: submersion is possible but unnecessary and wasteful. Avoid contact with eyes.) As the potion is digested, notice its passage through your stomach into your bloodstream. Guide the potion to each extremity with meticulous control and attention to detail. As the potion passes to your fingers and toes, express it past the limits of your skin, expunging the mortal impurities. Repeat this process seven times or until the potion is fully expended within your system.

As I finished reading the entire document through the Fate energy, I snapped back to reality. Lacy was frantically calling for a status update as Athena shook my arm gently. When she saw my eyes shift back into focus, she let out a sigh of relief.

“He’s back, Lacy,” she said quietly.

“Dirk? You okay?”

“Yeah, one sec. I’m trying to memorize something.”

Closing my eyes, I ran through the entire ingredient, prerequisite, and application portions of the formula. There was no way this was real, right? And yet, I felt like we had stumbled upon something here. Why would there be a completely fabricated potion formula sitting this far out of the way of Kurian’s scenario? There were two possibilities that I could see.

One, this scenario was taken brick-by-brick from a real castle that at one point had been occupied by real guards. If that was the case, then why not real documents also?

The second possibility—and the one that intrigued me the most—was the Kurian had planted this formula here intentionally. Which meant it was either intended as a sort of bonus reward for exploring…or he had been pushing us toward this document the whole time.

I must have been zoning out longer than I had thought, because Lacy was insistent in my ear again.

“Can you tell us what the hell is going on?” she asked. “You’re killing us here.”

“I found something interesting on the table when I was scouting the room with my Fate energy,” I whispered back. “Looks like a formula to upgrade our human bodies or something.”

Athena looked at me with a mixture of confusion and disbelief. Lacy’s voice sounded just as skeptical as the girl looked.

“It’s probably just a prop for the scenario, Dirk…”

“Yeah…you could be right.” I paused. “But what if it’s not?”

Neither of them said anything for a moment and I shrugged.

“Let’s keep going, I wanna take a closer look anyway.”

I lubed up the door hinges with my Friction energy and we slid into the room. It was a spacious office with the desk I had been examining dead center. The formula was sitting there right out in the open and Athena jogged over to take a look.

I’d already memorized it, so I continued scanning the room visually and with my Fate sight. One wall was lined with shelves containing all sorts of interesting artifacts and books and I wondered if everything up there was a treasure trove of information like the document on the desk. I resisted the temptation to dig in and continued surveying the room.

There were two more doors in the room. One was straight ahead and the other was to my right. It was difficult to tell which one would take us downstairs, but I ignored them for now, continuing my Fate scan of the room.

As I trailed the energy over the surroundings, it snagged on something that shouldn’t have been there. Behind a painting depicting a younger woman, there was something metallic where there should have been a stone wall.

I snapped my fingers quietly to get Athena’s attention and pointed at the painting. She followed with a curious expression and took the painting when I levered it off the wall. Sure enough, sitting behind the painting was a safe embedded in the stone. Athena gasped and then we shared a smile. In our ears, Lacy sounded giddy.

“Holy crap! We never explored up here. There’s no way there’s something in there, right?”

“Remember the scenario description?” I replied. “It said take the Immortal’s treasure. It didn’t specify which treasure.”

Athena was wide-eyed, while I had a shit-eating grin on my face. I couldn’t be certain, but it felt like we were about to beat Kurian’s scenario!

Sending my Fate energy forward, I found it blocked by the material of the safe.

“Shit, it’s shielded,” I muttered. “We’ll have to break it open.”

“Can you?” Athena asked.

I shrugged. “Not sure. Bring its mass low enough and I should. Let’s just hope it’s not resistant to all energies.”

As I switched energies, I fed the Mass energy into the safe door. There was a bit of resistance, but I managed to still alter its composition enough to bring its mass down noticeably. Bumping my own mass up, I grabbed the handle and torqued it hard. The entire thing gave way, ripping a fist-sized hole in the safe door.

Peering through the hole, I gasped as I saw the prize. A small potion vial was the only contents of the safe. It was clear glass, with a blue liquid visibly shifting inside like it was alive. I could feel that it wasn’t just any old liquid but was brimming with power.

“What is it?” Athena asked, craning on her tippy toes to see through the hole.

“I think it’s the Body Tempering Potion!”

A voice sounded from behind us, causing us to spin in a panic.

“I thought I felt foreign energies in my office.”

Standing at the far door was the Immortal. His posture was relaxed, his hands clasped behind his back. But the fire in his eyes was alight.

“And you are quite right. That is a Body Tempering Potion. Unfortunately for you, I am here now.”

Neither of us saw the blow that killed us.


Chapter 33


Kurian



Kurian al’Yun tor’Tal, known across the Integrated Universe as the Jagged Blade, cleaver of solar systems, bane of Chaos, and the greatest opponent the Aspect known as Conflict Himself had ever known…was consumed watching intergalactic entertainment dramas.

He was doing many other things, of course, but the bulk of his attention was turned toward three specific live broadcasts colloquially known on Earth as soap operas. His mental Manifestations were each assigned their task by the Dominant thread and were dutifully consuming the programs.

It had been many cycles since he had been given enough autonomy to monitor the feeds and so his latest message from his Head Disciple was considerably out of date. But now that Conflict had loosened the reins, he was free to observe—observe and wait.

But a being such as the Jagged Blade was nothing if not patient. He could wait for a million more cycles if needed. Thankfully for him, he had spotted the first message soon after being assigned to this planet.

It had been a simple message—not simple in the literal sense since it had consisted of a thousand micro messages stitched together by Kurian’s Manifestations after painstaking effort. But it had also been simple in that it served no purpose other than to indicate a time and method for the next message.

The time was now. And the method…three innocuous entertainment broadcasts.

It was a method devised by Kurian himself a long, long time before his fateful battle with Conflict. Though the broadcasts sent across the Integrated Universe were far-reaching and nearly inviolate, there were ways to affect the streams via specific and calculating methods. But they had to be subtle enough that the Adjudicators didn’t notice, let alone an Aspect such as Conflict. A feed going down, even for a few seconds, would raise alarms.

A single dot of a single frame disappearing would be inconsequential, even to the Higher Powers of the Universe. Stitch enough of these missing dots together and the lines of communication broke wide open for those able to read them.

Still, caution was the hallmark of the long-lived. His Head Disciple knew to be sparing with his message.

Now?

He considered that question with the Dominant thread. His sense of fate was limited to instinct. Not because the Aspect jealously guarded her Throne—no Higher Power was strong enough to bar the others from their domains entirely—but because of the net wrapped tight around the planet. A net handcrafted by Dondarius Himself to monitor and filter energies coming and leaving the planet known as Earth. Kurian was cut off from the energies of the Integrated Universe—at least on any scale that mattered. But no Being, not even Conflict, was perfect. For he had made one glaring, very consequential error.

He had put one of his idiot servitors in charge of the net.

Every great leader had to delegate, of course. But the difference between a great leader and a supreme one was where they put that trust. Unfortunately for Dondarius, he too often placed his trust in his servitor spirits. And in this case, the spirit that called itself Null was far too easily goaded.

Kurian was about to put that to his advantage.

Linking up with the Manifestation monitoring the humans and their scenario, he was pleased to note that they had finally followed the trail he had laid out. He began crafting the message he intended to send as he watched them scale the exterior of the castle wall.

When Dirk scanned the [Body Tempering Solution], Kurian allowed himself to feel a full second of satisfaction. Though he had labeled it with a generic term, this was actually the most potent body tempering formula he was aware of. It was a cheat. A spit in the Integration Guide’s eye that it couldn’t ignore. But Null was too slow, too distracted, to intercede. By the time it noticed the formula that had no place within the Tower, the humans were already cracking open the safe. The Immortal simulacrum arrived to prevent them from taking the physical potion, but so did Null.

Time froze—not for Kurian, but for all the others.

Dirk, Lacy, and his youngest disciple stood stock still as Null stole his master’s authority to pause time. Kurian considered ignoring the servitor for a moment, but most of his Manifestations concurred that was a move motivated by petty hate rather than calculating exactitude. They all agreed, Null was already at the breaking point; anything more would be extraneous.

“YOU DARE!” the voice sounded from every direction.

The Jagged Blade slowly looked up from his tablet, cracking his neck in a very mortal gesture.

“Many things,” he replied quietly. “But perhaps you could be more specific.”

He consolidated his Manifestations now—all but one, given the most important task. He might have preferred to utilize the Dominant thread for such a delicate task, but he trusted himself explicitly and knew when not to micromanage his Manifestations.

“That is not a Tower-sanctioned potion formula!” the little spirit screeched. “Its existence is not permitted here by order of my master!”

Kurian stared blankly at the empty space before him, then looked up, raising his eyebrows.

“Are you going to shout at me from the heavens, or shall we meet face-to-face like peers?” His tone was even, a fact he knew would infuriate Null even more.

“Peers? PEERS!” Space warped before Kurian as the spirit flashed into the training room. A ball of energy that was gaseous in form floated before him. “We are not peers!”

He gave the signal to his single Manifestation, though he had just recognized that no micromanagement was required. A slip-up, a breakdown in the efficiency of his mind. That realization surprised him and he dedicated a handful of threads to examining the thoughts leading up to that action. Meanwhile, he felt the message begin to form and knew he needed to stall for time.

“I’m not sure Dondarius would agree.” He sighed, injecting weariness he didn’t feel into his voice. “We both want the same thing, do we not?”

The handful of threads he had tasked came back with a conclusion.

We are nervous…

He examined that verdict, then discarded it. Yes, he supposed that made sense. Thousands of years cut off from his people with not even a sliver of hope to tempt him. Though he knew that isolation and time were not enough to break him, he wasn’t infallible—emotions and worries crept in and colored his actions occasionally.

“The…same thing?” Null asked with a disbelieving tone. “I very much doubt that!”

Kurian shrugged and leaned back into his chair. “I must have been mistaken. I thought your master’s mandate—the entire reason for these Towers—was to foster native talent through conflict and struggle.”

“It is!”

A friendly smile spread across his lips.

“Excellent! Then we are in agreement.” He shook his head. “For a moment there, I worried you would not approve of my methods⁠—”

“Wait, what? No, we are absolutely not in agreement.” The swirling vial inside the safe across the room floated up of its own accord, then zipped toward Null and Kurian. “This is a clear and willful violation of your employment stipulations,”—Kurian had to force down a bitter laugh at those words—“and I will be informing the master of your transgressions.”

As he was about to reply, the moment arrived. The message was crafted, the spirit was distracted, and the net was exposed.

He was careful not to micromanage his Manifestation this time but simply observed as the feeds were altered ever so slightly to send the return message.

Wait…and prepare.

Despite the circumspect nature of their communication method, it was always easier coming in than going out. The servitor spirit would have most of its attention on aberrations leaving Earth and very little energy on the feeds arriving. As the message was sent, he felt Null’s attention pull away, so he acted.

“Dondarius is already aware that I’ve supplied this tempering solution to the human Prime.”

Null’s gaseous presence contracted into a single point, a bright red dot that shivered in place.

“What! He is?” The red dot slowly expanded, the colors shifting in a kaleidoscope pattern that betrayed the spirit’s erratic mood.

Kurian relaxed—for him, that meant he let his Manifestations separate to return to their previous tasks; they were no longer needed. That fateful moment had come and gone. That single instant when Null could have possibly detected his message.

It was done…

He didn’t celebrate or feel accomplished—there was still very much hanging in the balance. Breaking free of an Aspect’s grip was no small feat. But if any creature could do it, it was the Jagged Blade.

“Well, I assume so, at least,” Kurian replied innocently. “Isn’t he aware of all things within his domain?”

The two of them engaged in conversation for a few more subjective minutes, but as far as Kurian was concerned, he’d achieved both goals he’d set out to accomplish. He’d informed his people that he was alive and accessible, and given Dirk and the girl a powerful formula that could see their power double or even triple.

Selfishly, he was more interested in the girl imbibing the tempering potion—she possessed all the necessary traits of a future powerhouse and was still young enough to smooth out any bad habits. But he had to admit, the man was promising enough for the attention of not just one but two Aspects. With the correct guidance, it wasn’t unfeasible to see the man Climb to the apex of the Tower.

But life was never an all-or-nothing affair. He would hedge his bets and nurture both the man and the girl. It cost him nothing but the occasional light scolding by a simple spirit and his time—of which he had plenty to spare.

As Null continued to berate Kurian, he eventually turned his attention back to the spirit and held up a hand to forestall its tirade.

“Are you familiar with the Earth fable of Pandora’s Box?”

The spirit cycled through a series of colors—annoyance, reluctance, and embarrassment all mingled in one.

Its voice took on a whining tone. “I wasn’t given the proper prep time to dive into every little idiosyncrasy of this backwater planet⁠—”

“Perhaps you’re more familiar with the Larimeen Theorem, then?”

The spirit contracted into a square shape, blue tinged with green.

“What is done cannot become undone,” it replied with a pleased tone.

Kurian nodded. “The formula has been revealed—out of Pandora’s Box, so to speak—and that cannot be undone.” Null expanded to interrupt, but he held out his hand once more. “That is to say, we cannot strip that knowledge from the humans, but we can limit how they utilize it. I would suggest that we restrict its use to those present for the scenario. The Prime, the girl, and the woman.” He didn’t care if the human known as Lacy imbibed the potion, but he also knew that in a negotiation, you always asked for more than you wanted.

“Absolutely not!” Null replied. “The infant, maybe, since she won’t be ready to imbibe for some time. But not the Climbers.”

“Do they receive no reward, then? They’ve completed an Immortal-level scenario, and Integration Assistance Services guidelines stipulate that an Immortal-level scenario must be commensurate with an Immortal-level reward.”

The spirit spluttered, its color shifting to a red akin to a rash.

“They have not completed an Immortal-level scenario! They’re about to be pasted against the castle wall!”

He held up a finger and tilted his head. “Ah, but they’ve retrieved the Immortal Lord’s treasure and they have not raised the alarm. That’s a reward and a bonus reward.” He waved his hand and the scenario details displayed before them both. “The treasure is the formula, obviously, and the alarm has not been raised…” He trailed off, letting the spirit digest those words.

“Th-that’s not true! The Immortal is there now, in the very same room! They’ve failed!”

“But has the alarm been raised?”

“I-I…” The spirit deflated, a slave to its own rigid sensibilities. After a prolonged moment, it conceded. “Fine…I accept your point. But they may not disseminate the formula or the completed potion to any other creatures, human or not! I won’t budge on that issue.”

Kurian chuckled inwardly. Dondarius had truly made a mistake trusting in these servitor spirits to manage his interests. One of his own Manifestations would have never lost such a negotiation so handily.

“Agreed,” he replied begrudgingly. “Only Athena, Lacy, and Dirk may discuss and imbibe the solution.” Kurian smiled in a friendly fashion, unable to resist one more jab at the simpleton. “Shall I inform them of their success…or would you prefer that honor?”

The spirit huffed, then disappeared in a flash. Time returned to its normal flow and Kurian paused the Immortal just as it was about to slay the two of them.

Schooling his expression, he appeared before the girl and man.

“Congratulations on defeating my scenario.”
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I was beginning to become familiar with the signs of a time freeze. There was always a subtle disjoint between the before and the after that was reminiscent of a skipping record. One moment, the Immortal was standing there, his powerful gaze pinning us to the spot, and the next, he was a half-inch out of place, his body frozen.

Before Athena or I could react to the bizarre tableau, the castle walls dematerialized, followed shortly by the Immortal himself. In seconds, we were standing on the bare training room floor and Kurian was there where the Immortal had been a moment earlier.

“Congratulations on defeating my scenario.” His delivery was in stark contrast with his words, a deadpan tone that sounded borderline displeased. “Your reward is the knowledge you’ve gained. For not raising the alarm, you will also receive a bonus reward.” He waved his hand and a vial floated before him. It was the same vial from the Immortal’s safe and I shared a giddy look with Athena. “A single-use potion for either of you to imbibe.”

Lacy jogged over, a frown on her face.

“Wait! We won?” She looked around with narrowed eyes. “I don’t get it.”

“You won,” Kurian replied simply.

I rubbed at the stubble on my chin and considered. It was pretty obvious that the vault had been a red herring now that I thought back on it. Nothing in the actual scenario description indicated that Immortal’s treasure was there. In fact, we had only assumed the vault was our target because Lacy had said as much. Meaning that the Immortal’s treasure…was the potion?

“I’m not one to look a gift horse in the mouth,” I said. “But we never actually retrieved the vial before the Immortal showed up. If we’re being honest, we were both a half-second from death before you stopped the scenario.”

Athena slapped my arm and glared up at me, but I ignored her, keeping my eyes on Kurian.

He tilted his head to the side.

“Why do you assume the potion is the treasure?”

“Is it not?” Lacy asked doubtfully.

“It is single use. Would you value the potion over the formula?”

My eyes went wide as I realized his point.

“I memorized the formula,” I said to Lacy and Athena. “That was the treasure and we retrieved it! Even if the Immortal ended us, it’s still in my head!”

Lacy frowned. “Yeah…I guess…”

“Am I right?”

Kurian shrugged and the potion floated over toward me.

“What do you think?”

I shared a stupid grin with Lacy as I reached out to collect the floating potion. As my hand wrapped around it, my eyes went wide. There was an obvious energy coursing through the vial, eliciting a tingling sensation on my palm.

“But why did we get the bonus reward?” Athena asked. This time, it was my turn to glare and slap her arm. She swatted back at me absently. “I’m just saying, not like we went undetected or anything.”

“Ohhhhh,” Lacy said, her eyes wide. “The Immortal didn’t raise the alarm! He was just gonna smash you two, ending the scenario…” She looked at me with a wide smile. “You would have escaped the scenario with the,”—She used air quotes for the word—“treasure.” She turned to Kurian with a shake of her head. “You did this on purpose, didn’t you? Gamed it so that all we had to do was think outside the box. As soon as we entered the Immortal’s office, it was more than likely we’d find the formula and then get killed without the alarm raising.”

My face scrunched up at her explanation. That sounded like a bit of a stretch, but Kurian’s lip twitched, only for a half-second. I played that expression back in my mind and yes, that had been what I thought it was.

The fucker had smiled for the briefest moment before forcing his expression blank again.

“Use your [Analysis] ability on the potion,” Kurian said, surprising me.

“That works?”

He didn’t reply, simply raising his eyebrows as he waited patiently.

Shrugging, I did as he suggested. Sure enough, a description of the potion filled my vision. My mouth dropped as I read it.

“No fucking way.”

Lacy and Athena crowded around me, examining the potion in my hand in a new light.

“What is it?” Lacy asked.

Athena craned up on her tiptoes. “Good or bad?”

I stared at them in open shock, speechless for a moment.

“It’s…Celestial grade…”


Chapter 34


Celestial Grade



“What is Celestial grade?” Lacy asked. “I’ve heard of Divine, but is Celestial higher or lower?”

I smiled at her, then shared the description screen with a thought.

“Oh, it’s higher.”

[Body Tempering Potion (Celestial Grade)]

Description: This potion can be imbibed and directed to expunge mortal impurities from a human-adjacent species. Application instructions and prerequisites not included.

System Note: Instructions and prerequisites have been appended based on the user’s specific knowledge.

I skipped the subsequent sections since I already knew that I met the prerequisites and how to use the potion. It was nice, though, that the System added in that information based on my own knowledge.

Creepy, but nice.

Once the two of them were done reading the information, they sort of stared off into the distance as they both processed in their own way.

Athena was the first to break the silence, sighing and crossing her arms.

“Ugh, why can’t I unlock my System already? Level 50 and Peak cores? That’s forever away.”

Lacy snorted. “Yeah, for me, too. I’m barely level 20 and my cores are Low and Mid.” She looked at me and shrugged with a smile. “Guess you won’t have to fight us for the potion after all.”

Chuckling, I put a consoling hand on Athena’s shoulder.

“You’ll get there. Both of you.” Turning to Kurian, I sighed, already anticipating his answer. “Will we be able to craft more for the others?”

“No.”

I nodded. That had been what I was expe⁠—

“Only for Athena and Lacy.”

“Wait, really?” Lacy gasped.

“Fuck yeah,” Athena whooped with a fist pump.

I narrowed my eyes. “Hm, well, that’s great and all…but why only them? Surely, if we can make two more, we can make enough for the whole party?”

Kurian gave us a steady stare, looking between the three of us in equal measure. After a moment of silence, he shook his head.

“I brokered a deal on your behalf with the Integration Guide.” Now that was not what I had been expecting. “We agreed that only those who participated in the scenario will reap the rewards.”

“So you’re saying that if I gave this potion to Amos, you’d…what? Invalidate it?”

“I would do nothing. It is yours to dispense as you see fit.” He pursed his lips and looked up for a moment. “But I believe you’ve already met our friend, Null?”

The mere mention of the Integration Guide’s name spiked a wave of annoyance.

“We’ve met.”

He shrugged. “A Tribulation wouldn’t be unexpected in such a circumstance. I suspect your friend Amos would not survive such an event.”

Lacy elbowed me playfully. “So definitely give it to Amos.”

I chuckled half-heartedly. Two out of the seven party members weren’t terrible. I’d have preferred to at least get Amos, Byron, Frank, and Jerome up to our level. Mama G wasn’t heading into combat with us anymore, so she didn’t need one. And Lex wasn’t human-adjacent, so that was a no-go anyway.

Since I was the only one that met the prerequisites, I didn’t think Lacy would object to me consuming it now. Just to be sure, I did a quick tally of my Body stats to ensure they totaled over 150.

Name: Dirk Damascus

Class: Master of Physics (Divine)

Level: 75

Race: Human (F-grade - Low)

Age: 32

Height: 6’6”

Weight: 223 lbs

Body:

Strength: 49

Agility: 65

Endurance: 51

Mind:

Intelligence: 43

Perception: 32

Mastery: 50

Spirit:

Charisma: 62

Willpower: 66

Enlightenment: 67

Unallocated Points: 335

Looking at my Status Sheet, I realized that I was just over the mark with my Body stats, with a total of 165.

“I’ve hit all the pre-reqs as far as I can tell.” I looked toward Kurian. “Would you suggest I take this now or go back to meditating on my Mass energy?”

Please say potion. Please say potion!

As much as I wanted to hit Adept, the thought of trying to close my eyes and meditate after the high of the scenario runs sounded damn near impossible.

“You can meditate later,” he replied and I silently whooped in my head. “So long as you bring your Mass core to the precipice before the Second Floor opens, that will suffice. The breakthrough process is relatively straightforward from that point on.”

A flap of wings across the room drew my attention and I saw Lex stretching his neck as he woke up from a nap. He saw the four of us congregating and flew over.

“Did I miss anything?”

Lacy, Athena, and I stared at him, then burst out laughing as one.

He flapped his wings in surprise.

“Oh, judging from your reaction, I missed a lot!” He flew to my shoulder. “Ugh, that’s why I never nap! I always miss the good things when I nap!”

I chuckled one more time then pet his wing.

“Yeah, you did. We beat the scenario!”

“Oh, lovely,” Lex replied. “It’s a shame Kurian had to downgrade the course to Nascent-level, but not unexpected. I can’t wait until you’re able to tackle the Adept-level course—what? Why are you all smiling at me? Are my feathers out of place?” He craned his head back and started preening himself vigorously.

“You wanna tell him?” I said to Athena.

Her eyes got bright and a mischievous smile spread across her lips.

“We didn’t beat the Nascent scenario.”

He paused, looking back in surprise.

“You beat the Adept-level scenario? That’s astound⁠—”

“Immortal, actually,” she interrupted smugly.

“HONK!” His wide eyes swiveled to Kurian. “That-that’s not possible! I assumed you downgraded the scenario after the Immortal crushed them. But you’re telling me they actually beat it!”

Kurian simply nodded and Lex flapped his wings in agitation. Leaping off my shoulder, he started pacing anxiously.

“Null will not stand for this,” he muttered to himself. “There will be consequences, yes, most assuredly. Wait!” His head shot up toward Kurian. “You didn’t give them a reward…did you?”

He didn’t wait for Kurian to answer—the pleased looks on our faces must have been answer enough.

“Oh, no. No, no, no…” He returned to pacing for a half-second, then flipped back on us suddenly. “You’re inviting a Tribulation on your head! You must give it back, whatever it is!”

“You mean this?” I pulled the vial out from behind my back, the electric tingle of its energy sending shivers up my arm.

Lex’s eyes went wide, his beak hanging open.

“Is-is that…?”

He left the sentence hanging and I leaned in with a tilt of my head.

“Is it what?” I asked innocently, enjoying his anxiety far too much.

He gulped audibly. “A…a body tempering solution?”

I gave Athena and Lacy an impressed look. “Wow, got it in one.”

His wings fluttered wildly as he launched toward my face. I reared back in surprise, but he stopped in the air, his whole body straining to keep him in a hover. The wind of his flapping sent my hair flying.

“What grade is it!”

I hemmed and hawed. “Oh, I don’t know⁠—”

“WHAT GRADE!” he demanded, his beak inches from my face.

“Jesus, Lex. Celestial! It’s Celestial…” His erratic flapping stopped suddenly and he plummeted to the floor with a grunt. He slowly got back to his feet, a lethargic energy infecting his entire body. Through our bond, I felt a confusing mix of emotions that I couldn’t quite peel apart.

“How are you still alive…” Lex muttered under his breath. He plopped to his belly, his back turned to us. “It doesn’t make any sense…”

The three of us shared a concerned look, and then I glanced up at Kurian and waved my hand toward Lex.

“What’s going on with him? Why’s he so freaked?”

Kurian pursed his lips and pulled out his chair from thin air.

“Because he understands just how powerful that potion is. And he knows what he would do if one of his Climbers received one before even the Second Floor.”

Lex whispered something under his breath. The others couldn’t hear him, but I could. And it made my blood run cold.

“What’s that, Lexy?” Athena called over to the goose.

Lex looked back, his posture slumped.

“I said I’d kill them…” He sighed heavily, turning away. “I’d summon a thousand Tribulations on them if that’s what it took. I’d rig the next Floor against them so brutally they’d never get out of the gate. I’d put a bounty on their head so expensive, their own mothers would stab them in the back.” He stood up and slowly waddled across the room. He made it halfway to the door before turning back, his little goose eyes locked straight on Kurian. “You’ve killed them.” His voice was full of cold steel and a shiver ran up my neck. “You’ve killed them and I won’t forget that.” Then he was gone, through the door and into my Personal Space.

Lacy and Athena were talking behind me, but I couldn’t hear them. My eyes were locked on that door, running his words over and over again.

You’ve killed them…you’ve killed them.

Lacy’s hand on my arm pulled me out of that loop.

“Hey, you okay?”

I stared at her a moment, taking far too long to consider my answer.

Eventually, I replied. “I don’t know.” I turned to look at Kurian. “Am I?”

He didn’t answer right away, which felt like answer enough. Lacy and Athena’s faces dropped as they, too, began to understand the implications of what Lex had said.

“I don’t get it, Kurian.” I didn’t yell, but a burgeoning anger was simmering under the surface. “You’ve given us a tainted prize? To what end?”

Athena double-taked between us and I could feel her pain. Kurian had taken her directly under his wing, coaching her non-stop since she’d arrived. Of course she’d look up to him as a teacher. And I…well, I didn’t know what exactly I was to her, but despite all our shit talk, there was a bond there.

And now, she had to reconcile the tension between me and Kurian. As for the Class Guide, he steepled his fingers and regarded the three of us stoically.

“Master Kure, is it true?” The hurt in her voice made me angry all over again. “Did you set Dirk and Lacy up?” When he didn’t answer, she grabbed his arm gently. It was a silly image, this five-foot-tall girl wrapping her tiny hand around the wrist of a fifteen-foot-tall alien. “Why, Master?”

His eyes tracked down to her tiny hand and something flashed in his gaze. I couldn’t read it—anger, pain, annoyance…or was it something else?

Sadness…?

Though his expression was inscrutable, Athena didn’t wilt or pull back. Instead, she leaned in closer, her eyes boring into the alien. And to my surprise, he cracked first.

“I did not set them up,” he eventually replied. “They are free to consume or not consume the solution as they see fit.”

“But what Lex said⁠—”

He cut across Athena’s protests with a raised hand.

“I concede that the little spirit will not be pleased if two of his Climbers consume a Celestial grade body tempering solution before the Second Floor. But there are rules in place and whatever Lex believes, Null cannot simply execute Climbers for a rightfully-earned reward.”

I pursed my lips in doubt. “I sense a but coming.”

He shrugged. “It might stack some odds against you, true. But you have the advantages of Fate’s power, you’ll be an Adept heading into the Second Floor, and with this solution…” He arched a single brow. “You will likely be the most powerful Climber to ever reach the Second Floor of any Tower.”

That sent a thrill through me, but only for a moment. “I don’t know if that’s true. Craig seems to have just as many advantages—maybe even more. He has the entire Jree command at his beck and call, can see through Lacy’s illusions, and can snatch a person or creature’s mind in seconds.” I shook my head with a sigh. “And…I used a Fate charge to unlock his memories of past redos. Had to, to save Nikki, but still…”

Kurian’s eyes narrowed and he regarded me for a moment.

“Tell me about this Craig.”

That took me by surprise. Kurian had never expressed any interest in other Climbers or any of the details of the Tower now that I thought about it.

“Well, to start, he can mind control people—and I mean hard mind control, not just suggestions. Actually, he can do that, too.” I waved toward Lacy. “He actually managed to do something to Lacy, but I broke it with my charm and winning smile.” To demonstrate, I flashed her a smile and a wink. She rolled her eyes. “But the real kicker is his Charisma is past the Nascent stat cap. I don’t know how…” I trailed off as Kurian’s expression changed, which for him might as well have been a loud gasp. “What is it?”

He ignored me, his eyes going distant as he muttered to himself.

“So you’ve made your move…”

“Master Kure?” Athena asked with a hand on his arm. “Are you okay?”

He nodded absentmindedly. “Yes, I am fine.” When he turned back to me, I nearly flinched. Green fire burned in his eyes, painful for me to even look at. “His Patron is an old enemy, and our scales have yet to be balanced.”

“Really?” Finally! Someone that knew what the fuck was going on with Craig! “Do you know how we beat him?”

He nodded, which sent a thrill through me. “Your window is tight. Should he reach the Second Floor, you won’t have another shot until you’ve expended your second round of reverts. By then, his power may be too much even for you to handle…”

That made sense. If he survived until my [Darling of Fate] charges refreshed, then he’d start each redo alive and forewarned. We had to strike before then.

“What do we do?” Lacy asked.

“The plan I have in mind requires sacrifice,” he replied coolly. He regarded each of us and a shiver ran up my neck. “Are you prepared to do what must be done?”

I lightly shoved Athena toward the Class Guide. “Athena volunteers as tribute!”

She whirled around and slapped at my hand with a glare. I dodged out of the way and held my hand up by way of apology.

It was a poor attempt to lighten the mood, but the reality was, I was deflecting from how uncomfortable his question made me.

A handful of moments passed and we stood there in awkward silence. Finally, Lacy stepped forward.

“Craig needs to be stopped.” Her eyes were full of iron and her tone was steady. “We’ll do what we have to.”

He nodded, but what he said next made my blood freeze. “Admirable, young lady. But it isn’t you that must sacrifice, but him.” He indicated me with a wave of his hand. “Are you prepared to sacrifice a piece of yourself to end this threat?”

A piece of myself? Hell, there weren’t many pieces left to give.

But that didn’t change my answer.

“Yes.”

He studied me for a single moment, then nodded.

“Good. We’ll discuss that later. For now, I believe you have visitors.”

My brow furrowed and I looked toward my Personal Space door. But it was still closed and there was no one to be seen.

Athena tugged at my sleeve to get my attention. I looked at her in confusion, then followed where she was pointing.

At the door leading out to Earth, a man in military uniform was peering past the amber forcefield but turned away a moment later to talk to two nearby soldiers.

“Johnson’s men?” Lacy asked.

I nodded, a conflicted feeling gripping my thoughts. These were the men the governor had promised me, which was great. I’d train them on clearing the First Floor and they’d be able to rescue the Climbers that had no chance of escaping or triggering the three mechanisms leading to the Hold.

On the other hand, I had so much on my fucking plate that I almost wished they hadn’t come. It was selfish, but thoughts of Craig, breaking through to Adept, and this damned Celestial grade potion consumed me.

Come on, Dirk. Thousands of people are counting on this help. Get it together!

Subconsciously, I had been cycling Mass energy to increase the mental connection and I used it now to bump my Strength and Endurance to the max. It wasn’t that I expected a betrayal—Johnson had made it clear he needed me politically—but I also wouldn’t put it past the man to consider forcing my cooperation.

Turning back, I held my hand out, indicating for Lacy and Athena to hang back inside the training room. Lacy’s eyes went wide, then relaxed as she nodded.

When I pushed past the threshold, the sounds of activity magnified and I was stunned to see dozens, maybe more than a hundred, soldiers moving about hurriedly. They were unloading trucks, checking their gear, or speaking quietly in small groups.

But when I appeared, a murmur started up and the entire contingent devolved into hushed whispers.

The soldier who had been trying to look past the door threshold turned once he realized I was here. He had salt and pepper hair cut tight to his scalp. His face was freshly shaved in stark contrast to my own stubble, and he was lean and athletic despite his age. There was an aura of command to him that I could practically feel. We locked eyes for a moment and I could tell he was sizing me up just as I was him.

After a few moments, he broke the impasse.

“You Dirk Damascus?”

Red flared at my back, billowing in the wind.

“What gave me away?”


Chapter 35


Instance Clearing



“Captain Dickens.” The man held out his hand and I shook it. It was a sturdy grip, but ultimately, only human. He frowned, eyeing me up and down once more. I couldn’t help but notice his eye catch on Red. “I’ve been instructed by my CO to follow your commands.” He paused, clearly not thrilled with the idea. “I’m told this comes straight from the governor.”

I took a moment to assess the men who were all surreptitiously watching our interaction. There were curious gazes, but most looked tired and resentful. And judging by Dickens’ body language, he wasn’t exactly pleased to be thrown over to a civilian.

Come on, Charisma, don’t fail me now.

“You would be correct, Captain. The governor has promised me your aid in exchange for certain political favors that I won’t bore you with. But rest assured, I’m not asking you here to waste your time.”

He scowled, leaning politely away as he spit on the ground.

“That’s good to hear. Cause at first, I was thinking maybe some big shot’s nephew wanted bodyguard detail. But since you’re not wasting our time, what’s the job?”

The corners of my lips turned up in a smile. They thought I had some political connections. I would have laughed if I didn’t think it would be misinterpreted. But these men seemed on edge, reading the mood of their Captain and projecting that onto me.

Maybe a demonstration was in order…

“You been in the Tower, Captain?”

He chewed on that for a moment, then shook his head curtly. “We’ve been dealing with the demons here. Saving American lives for 48 hours straight.”

“Sure, and I commend you for that. But there’s Americans in the Tower, too. Millions of them…” The soldiers had stopped trying to look busy and I felt all eyes on me. “The truth is, we’ll all need to go into that Tower at some point. It’s the only way to get strong enough for what comes next.” Murmurs broke out among the nearby soldiers, but a gruff bark from what I assumed was a sergeant cut the chatter. Everyone started to break off, but I held up a hand. “Captain, they should hear this.”

He eyed me with a frown. Then he turned and called over one of his men.

“They can listen.”

The soldier’s eyes widened for the briefest moment, then he was calling out orders that had the men rushing back into lines like we were in a parade.

“Uh, thanks…” I suddenly felt more uncomfortable now that they were forced to stand at attention. My voice carried over the crowd. “I’ll make it simple. This is a rescue mission.” They were disciplined enough not to break out into whispers, but I could see the confusion and surprise on their faces. “Most of those people in the Tower—Americans or not—are trapped. Without our help, they may never get out. And that’s if the alien races competing with us don’t get them first.” Now that had them squirming. The sergeant cut across the chatter with a barked command and they settled.

Now that I had their attention, it was time for a demonstration.

“The Tower is dangerous, but it also provides opportunities for power. Power we’ll need if we’re to survive as a species.”

The Captain’s deadpan expression told me he wasn’t buying it.

“Don’t believe me?” I smiled and scanned the men. “Watch this.”

I turned toward the deli that was now my safe zone, cycled down my mass, and leaped in one go all the way to the roof that was twelve feet high. It was a trivial jump with maxed-out Agility, so I switched to Friction and walked over the side of the roof, letting my feet stick to the vertical wall like Spider-Man.

I dangled there, defying gravity as I regarded the soldiers.

“That’s not even the half of it.”

With a leap, Red flared wide, then wrapped around me like a cocoon. By the time I hit the ground, she was in full armor form, a blood-red katana in my hands.

Even the Captain was wide-eyed as I let Red relax back into cape form.

“There’s seven floors in that Tower. As of this moment, the chances of humanity clearing the First Floor are slim to none…without our help.”

I didn’t know what else to say, so I turned to the Captain and shrugged.

“That’s my spiel.”

He regarded me for a moment, then turned and dismissed his men. They broke away to return to their tasks as he eyed me in a new light.

“Were those all party tricks, or can you fight?”

I grinned, then schooled my expression and shrugged.

“I can fight.”

He seemed to weigh my words and then nodded once.

“Rescue mission, huh? Give me the particulars.”
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We spent the next hour inside his command tent, going over everything I knew about the First Floor, the mechanisms he needed to activate, and the Hold itself. I also gave him the details on the [Personal Space Portal] so that they could have that as a backup. If the Jree or Co’xatl stopped them from reaching the Hold for whatever reason, or…if the entire Instance was dead, they could use the portal to get out rather than waste time.

All of his men had gone through the Beginner’s Trial already as prep for this, so we didn’t have to waste time having them line up to do that. And they’d been ordered not to select their classes yet, which was a surprising boon that we could leverage to ensure the teams’ compositions were ideal.

Of the hundred and fifty men or so in the company, twelve had the option for some form of healer or medic. The Captain and I agreed that they should all take those classes, no matter what else they had on offer. Most of the soldiers were offered variations of Marksman, but a few had class choices that were less conventional. Though the Captain pushed for everyone who didn’t have a healing option to take the ranged infantry classes, I fought hard for certain classes.

“You’ve seen the size of that door,” I had said, indicating the deli forcefield beyond our tent. “You’re not fitting tanks, excavators, or any vehicles that aren’t motorcycle-sized into that Tower. Hell, I don’t even know if you can take vehicles into the Tower. Some of these classes might eventually be able to dig trenches with their minds, create forcefields that can hold off gunfire, or even wilder powers you wouldn’t dream of.”

He’d scoffed and indicated me with a nod. “And you? What can you do with these powers besides fancy carnival tricks?”

I knew he’d just been giving me shit, but I needed him to understand the new world we lived in.

“Captain, I can literally tank a bullet to the chest.”

He’d snorted, but when I didn’t smile, his face grew deadly serious.

“You’re shitting me.”

Ramping up my mass, I pulled my shirt up to make my point.

“Try me…”

He’d gone on about firearm safety and never pointing your gun at something you didn’t mean to kill, but in the end, he’d believed me—or at least given me the benefit of the doubt. After that, he took my class suggestions more seriously.

The final tally we’d agreed upon was twelve healing or healing adjacent classes. Seventy-three ranged classes—seventy of which were Marksman, with two Archers at my insistence and a single soldier with the Artillery class, which we both agreed sounded worthwhile. Another thirteen were some sort of utility class that offered abilities that either made them tankier, helped with fortifications, or just sounded useful enough to take a chance on.

And the last two men…well, these two classes were near and dear to my heart. Once I’d explained to the Captain what the tunnel’s mechanism required, he hadn’t fought me an inch on them.

Which was how I’d found myself back in my Instance of the First Floor, hanging from the mountain that led to Rok’s plateau. The two men in question both dangled from the sheer rock face above me, grunts of exertion echoing down the mountain as they climbed.

“How much further?” Kevin called down to me.

The class he’d selected was called Mountaineer and appeared to be the Rare grade version of my Free Solo Prodigy class. It possessed the exact same passive ability, [Climber’s Intuition], which helped him find the optimized path up the mountain.

“Three, four hundred meters,” I called back.

I held on to the rock face with one hand while I kept my eyes glued on the two men. Red was ready to catch them should the need arise, but I doubted we’d get to that. If I thought they were having trouble, I’d activate my Friction energy and latch them to the rock for a breather.

Kevin had apparently been an avid rock climber as a child but had given up the hobby when joining the National Guard.

“Four hundred meters!” the other man cried. “I don’t got four hundred meters in me, man!”

The other soldier, Ian, was less experienced than Kevin and had only climbed indoors for a year or two—and mostly bouldering at that. He was technically pretty strong but didn’t have the endurance to match Kevin. But the class he had got was called Bouldering Enthusiast and gave him a limited version of my original [Sticky Fingers] ability. It let him activate it and cling to a surface with his fingers or toes for a minute but had a five-minute cooldown. Each appendage was on a separate timer though, so he could alternate when he needed to rest.

“Trust in your ability, Ian!”

Of course, I could have ferried these two up the mountain in a couple of minutes. Hell, I could have cleared this Instance in the time it took them to make it halfway. But these two were my trump card in clearing as many Instances as possible before the Second Floor opened. If I could train them to hit the switch at the top of the plateau, they could dramatically increase the speed at which Captain Dickens and his teams moved through these Instances. Because I very much doubted they could avoid the rocks crashing through the tunnel that led to the Excavator mini-boss. And even if they could, their bullets wouldn’t do shit against that thing.

Getting Kevin and Ian trained to hit the tunnel mechanism was the best strategy I could think of to unblock Dicken’s company.

Unfortunately for us, they were scared shitless and moving slowly.

“It only lasts a minute!” His voice raised an octave. “What if it gives out when I’m not ready!”

“I’ll catch you, dude. Just calm down.”

“Calm down? Calm down!” His breathing grew ragged and I could see him readjusting his grip over and over again. “I don’t wanna do this, man. Just let me be one of the grunts, okay! I’m just a hobbyist⁠—“

“Ian, listen to my voice.” I raced up the rock until I was right beside him. My Friction energy locked his hands and feet into place. “You’re anchored now, okay?” The wild look in his eyes dimmed a bit as he tried to lift a hand and couldn’t. “I’m not gonna let you fall, you hear me?”

He took in three deep breaths, closing his eyes. When he exhaled the third breath, he opened his eyes and nodded.

“I-I’m sorry. I’m…not cut out for this.”

I nodded, putting a hand on his shoulder.

“I hear you, Ian, I really do. As soon as we get back down, I’m gonna suggest to the Captain that you two get some powerleveling in on the golden mobs so we can boost your stats.” I grinned, mostly to make him feel at ease. “Let me tell you, dude, when you get 10, 20 points more in Endurance…oooo, boy, it’s like System steroids. You’ll be able to climb this mountain without even breaking a sweat.”

“Really?” he asked, wide-eyed.

No, not really…

“You bet, dude.”

Lying to the kid didn’t feel good, but he needed a confidence boost, not a dose of reality. He could climb this mountain, I was certain of that. He just needed to do it once to see it could be done.

“Ian, real talk here. This job you and Kevin have is special. Only the three of us can do it. You’re gonna save a lot of lives, my dude. Thousands of people are counting on you. Can you be that hero for them?”

He chewed his lip in thought, then looked up, his eyes trying to find the top and failing. But I could see the gears turning until—click—the switch flipped.

Looking back at me, he nodded.

“Good man,” I said with a squeeze of his shoulder. “Just follow Kevin’s line, okay? Memorize it. I won’t have you do it by yourself until you’re one hundred percent, okay?”

When we finally crested the top, Kevin and Ian collapsed to the plateau in exhausted triumph. While they recovered, I looked across to see Rok—or another Stone Golem—looking down a giant hole.

Casting [Analysis], I realized that this was not, in fact, Rok. According to the description, his name was Crag and he hadn’t noticed our arrival yet.

“Okay, gents,” I said without taking my eyes of Crag. “This is the moment of truth. The Stone Golem in my Instance was friendly as fuck. When I asked him to stop chucking rocks, he didn’t complain a bit. Now, if they’re all super helpful, you might as well get them to stop so your friends can go collect golden tunnelers without worrying about getting squashed.” I eyed Crag, wondering how I’d take him out if he turned out to be hostile. Diskslinger, probably. “If it turns out this one’s a dick, then I’d suggest you just hit the mechanism and then portal out.” I held my hand out to them. “Stay here.”

As I approached Crag, he started to reach into the rock and mold another boulder to throw.

“Excuse me,” I called out. The sound of his scooping overpowered my voice. “Excuse me!”

He paused, turning toward me ponderously slow, the two-ton rock held casually in his hands. At first, he didn’t see me, his eyes tracking over my head. I held out a hand and waved and he lowered his head. His eyes widened when he spotted me, then his lips cracked into a smile.

“’Lo!”

I silently whooped! Hopefully, that meant they were all gentle giants. Raising my hand, I waved.

“Hey there! Mind taking a break?” I asked as I indicated the boulder in his hand.

He looked down at it, tilted his head slowly, then raised one shoulder in a shrug.

The boulder dropped from his hands and I winced, expecting a giant crash. Instead, it melted back into the mountain, followed shortly by Crag himself.

Turning back to the two soldiers, I couldn’t help but laugh as they both had gaping mouths and wide eyes. Walking back, I triggered the mechanism and crossed the rest of the plateau to help them up. A familiar notification popped into my view, explaining the mechanism Quest, but I dismissed it.

I’d seen it plenty of times before.

“Now I’ve seen it all!” Kevin declared with a shake of his head.

Reaching out my hand, I pulled him to his feet.

“Kev, you ain’t seen the half of it.”
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Once the tunnel mechanism was hit, the other two teams hit their respective mechanisms. The mountain was the toughest portion, so I suggested they wait for that signal before hitting theirs.

The team tasked with hitting the jungle mechanism had to slog through the wild monkeys and face down the Tree Guardian, but they had enough firepower to deal with it. They were well in position before Kevin and Ian climbed the mountain.

The third team had a bit of a trek to make but still hit the water region first. They had diving gear with them that we’d had to specifically requisition from the Captain’s boss, but once that hurdle was overcome, their job was pretty straightforward. A couple explosives thrown into the lagoon cleared out the majority of the Swampers and guns did the Water Guardian in.

The Instance we’d selected for this trial run had seven hundred people left, according to the Skeleton Key and they’d cheered for nearly five minutes when they saw us walking out of the jungle from the bluffs. True to his promise, Kneer had gotten word to the Jree and this Instance had only seen a small skirmish before the Jree stopped their assault. But with the Jree and Co’xatl holding up in their specific regions, no one was making progress on activating the mechanisms. They’d been waiting around for their leaders to send help.

Luckily for them, help had arrived in the form of me and Captain Dicken’s team. But it just reminded me how important this job was. Most of the humans in the Tower wouldn’t follow the Jree or Co’xatl to the Hold even if they did figure out the trick or get help. Nor would they know out how to get a portal token to escape the Tower. They were stuck. Eventually, they might explore and figure out the trick to this Floor, but even then, there would be deaths—to boulders, region Guardians, or the mobs.

With Kevin and Ian growing more confident and the company as a whole solving their first Instance, we could now separate into three strike teams and start churning through these Instances.

I just hoped it would be enough.


Chapter 36


To Unpleasant Surprises



It was one week later and I was exhausted down to my very bones.

Three-hundred-and-forty-two Instances cleared…tens of thousands of people.

And still, it didn’t feel like enough.

My entire day was consumed now with farming Instances. Climb the mountain, activate the mechanism, have the Stone Golem launch me to the Great Tree, and then hit the water region. I was a one-man clearing machine. Kevin and Ian needed an entire team of men to help them finish off an Instance, but not me. All I needed were a few official-looking soldiers to calm and corral the people.

Of the three-hundred-and-forty-two Instances, I’d cleared eighty percent of them myself. And I was starting to feel the fatigue setting into my very skin.

Everything had taken a backseat to these Instances—breaking through to Adept, dealing with Craig, the body tempering potion—all of it. But I was doing good, making a real difference, and even though I was tired, I didn’t want to stop.

Unfortunately for me, the president of the United States was flying into town in an hour and what I wanted didn’t matter.

This is the price you have to pay for all the good you and Dickens are doing, I told myself. Time to get out the kneepads and beg for more soldiers.

But first…a nap.

“Lex, wake me up in an hour, will ya?”

He flapped his wings from his perch on the bunkbed above me.

“Uh…Dirk, you remember the first time we met?”

My eyes were closed, my brain nearly shut off.

“Yeah,” I replied absentmindedly, barely paying attention.

He cleared his throat—a terrible hacking sound like a cat with a furball. “Ach, ahem, well, you were very clear. Rule number two: do not wake you up under any circumstances or I get the shower⁠—”

I was suddenly awake, laughing as I rolled over in the bed.

“Lex, Jesus, dude. You think I’m gonna torture you for doing something I ask you to do? I’m not a fucking monster.”

He didn’t respond, but I could feel his thoughts through our bond…and they were not very charitable.

“Wow, I can feel everything you’re feeling; you know that, right.”

“HONK! I can’t help how I’m feeling!” he complained. “I really don’t want to go in the shower…”

My eyes drifted closed, my thoughts slowing.

“I’m not gonna do that, bud. You can relax,” I mumbled.

He said something else, but I missed it, my mind finally shutting off as I drifted down into darkness.

CRASH!

I bolted awake, unconsciously pushing my mass to the max as my forehead cracked against the bunkbed scaffolding. The entire metal girder caved in from the impact. I ignored the damage, bursting out of my bed with Red already shifting into armor form.

Athena was standing at the door to the training room, her eyes wide, her mouthing hanging open.

“Oh, uh…did I wake you?”

My heart was beating a thousand miles an hour, adrenaline spiking so hard that my limbs felt shaky. It took me another half-second to realize that we weren’t under attack, were in a safe zone, and the sound that had woken me up was just an inconsiderate pre-teen and not Kneer Ungr coming to gut me in my sleep.

“My bad, dude,” she added, seeing how shaken I was. “You okay?”

I let out a heavy breath and Red relaxed back into her cape form.

“I’m fine, I’m fine.” Lex was still on the top bunk, his feathers ruffled from his own panicked response. “How long was I out?”

“Three minutes…”

I groaned, my head craning up to the ceiling. There was no way I was going back to sleep now.

“Fuck…”

Athena coughed into her fist and at least had the good grace to look apologetic.

“Uh, Lacy sent me,” she said. “Michelle called and asked you to head over now.”

“What? I have an hour.”

Athena shrugged. “Just what she said.”

“God fucking dammit,” I muttered. Peeling off my shirt, I looked back at the girl. “I’m gonna shower first. Can you let her know?”

Her eyes tracked over my back, noting the burns and scars creating a tapestry—my father’s artwork. A moment later, she seemed to realize she was staring and nodded quickly, pulling the door shut behind her.

I paused in the center of my room, eyeing the open prison shower in the corner of the room.

“Fuck that.”

Turning around, I aimed for the hallway connecting all of our Personal Spaces. Lacy’s shower practically called to me.

Pulling the door open, I started for Lacy’s room when a sound pulled my gaze up.

Nikki was standing outside Mama G’s room, her hand on the door handle. Her eyes were wide when she saw me and I froze.

“Hey, Nik’,” I said sheepishly. “How you doing?”

Her posture was slumped, her eyes shifting from my face to the ground repeatedly as if she were afraid to hold my gaze.

“I’ve been better.”

“Sorry to hear that.” I took a step toward her and she visibly flinched. A sharp pain stabbed me in the chest, but I didn’t hold it against her.

“Sorry,” she muttered. “It’s not you…I’m just…” She chuckled humorlessly, shrugging. “Broken.” She shook her head and closed her eyes. A half-smile touched her lips, obviously forced. “No, I’m fine, really. Don’t worry about me. It’s just gonna take some time, is all.” Before I could respond, she changed the subject. “Tell me about you! What have you been up to?”

This small talk killed me. This was the woman I’d once shared everything with—things I’d never told another soul. And now, she was basically talking to me about the weather. I supposed it would take baby steps, but still, it hurt. Pushing her wouldn’t do any good, though.

So I struggled to find something lighthearted to discuss.

“Oh,” I remembered suddenly. “I’m off to meet the president again! Different one, obviously, but who knew little old Dirk would personally meet two different presidents in his life?” I forced a chuckle. “It’s not the White House, but I think it still counts.”

A genuine smile touched her face and that lifted my spirits a bit.

“That’s amazing, Dirk!” She looked me up and down with an appraising eye. “You’re filthy though. I hope you were gonna shower.”

“That’s actually where I was heading.” I nodded toward Lacy’s door, then paused when her smile faltered.

“Is that Lacy’s room?” She kept a good-natured smile on her face, but I could hear an undertone of something.

I rubbed at the back of my neck in embarrassment.

“Uh, yeah. It’s the best one…” I trailed off, realizing it sounded like a flimsy reason.

“Dirk, please. I’ve seen the way she talks about you. If you’re not already together, you should be.” She hesitated. “I’m not trying to be weird. Really. I’m happy for you.”

“Uh, thanks.” This was not a topic I imagined we’d be discussing right now, and I was ill-equipped to handle it.

“She was actually telling me about all the good you’ve been doing. Saving those people trapped in the Tower.”

“Oh, yeah?” I shrugged. “She’s probably overplaying it. There’s a lot of people helping me.”

Her eyebrows climbed her forehead.

“A humble Dirk Damascus?” She chuckled. “I’d never thought I’d see the day.”

A couple of different responses passed through my brain. Prison was humbling. But no, that wasn’t true. Watching my friends die in the Tower over and over again, was the real answer, but far too heavy for this particular discussion.

So I kept it simple.

“Thanks, I’m working on myself.”

She nodded, a sad smile on her face.

“Listening to her…it made me realize that I never thanked you properly…for saving me, that is.”

I waved her concern away.

“No problem. I know you’ve been through a lot.”

“No, that’s no excuse,” she said with a shake of her head. “I’ve been shitty and…I’m sorry.”

I frowned at that.

“Nik’, you never have to apologize to me. I owe you more than I could ever repay.”

She chuckled lightly. “Even, then?”

I nodded. “Even.”

She pursed her lips in thought.

“When are you leaving?”

I shrugged. “Soon as I’m presentable.”

She looked to the side, clearly embarrassed to ask me something.

“Can I…can I come?”

That took me by surprise. “Of course, you’re absolutely welcome.” I pointed back toward my room. “Why don’t you meet up with the others and I’ll be right there.”

She nodded, walking past me. Suddenly, her arms were wrapped around me in a hug. I was so taken aback that I didn’t know what to do. So I returned her hug.

“Thank you.”

Then she was gone before I could respond. It felt good that we were mending that bridge, even if we would never be what we once were.

As I entered Lacy’s fancy shower, I felt lighter than I’d felt in a week.

Things were finally starting to come together.
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When we were ready to go, it was quite the entourage. The entire party wanted to come—even Mama G. Lex made up some bullshit about being an ambassador for I.A.S. until I reminded him that his organization was responsible for millions of deaths. He decided to come all the same, but only as my talking goose—which, if we were being honest, was about the extent of what he actually was.

Athena insisted on coming as well since she’d already met the governor, and we’d set that precedent. But Lacy also made her shower because she smelled like a wet dog from all her training.

With all seven party members, Nikki, Athena, and Lex, we made quite the image as we filed into the caravan Michelle Waterstone had sent to pick us up. There were three sedans and four humvees, along with at least a dozen soldiers.

Before I left, I checked in with Captain Dickens, who I’d like to say had grown to respect me once he’d seen what I was capable of. We exchanged handshakes and I left him and his team the Skeleton Key to continue liberating Instances.

Michelle hadn’t come with the caravan, being too busy as the governor’s aide for something as inconsequential as escorting us. But she had sent one of her people, who had introduced himself as Daniel Portman. Daniel was a UCLA grad and gave me a real ladder-climber vibe, but wasn’t completely unbearable. He sat in the car with me and gave me the rundown on how I was to comport myself around the president.

“I have met a president before, Daniel,” I had said.

He had politely nodded, then continued explaining etiquette to me without missing a beat—like we were meeting fucking royalty or something.

When we pulled up to the State Capitol building, Michelle was there and thankfully rescued me from Daniel’s endless rules.

“Sorry about him,” Michelle said as we shook hands. “He talk your ear off the whole time?”

I groaned. “Ugh, yes! Felt like he was prepping me for a full-time position as the president’s fluffer.”

She laughed at that, but Athena looked between us in question.

“What’s a fluffer?”

Michelle and I shared a wide-eyed look, then I glanced away like I hadn’t heard her. She pulled on my sleeve in annoyance.

“Don’t ignore me! What’s a fluffer!”

Lacy wrapped an arm around her shoulder. “Like fluffing a pillow, sweetie.”

“Oi, that’s not what he meant,” Amos added cheerily. He clenched his fist and held his arm up in a lewd gesture. “Fluffer is the bloke or sheila that keeps the porn star hard as a⁠—”

“Amos!” Lacy hissed. “Didn’t I tell you that you could only come if you kept your dirty mouth shut?”

His eyebrows rose and he held a hand to his mouth.

“Thought ye meant ‘round the pres’.”

She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, teaching the girl porn terminology sounds totally acceptable. You’re right.” Her eyes pinned him in place and he held up his hands innocently.

“Why you breakin’ me balls? Dickhead over here said it!” He pointed at me, just to clarify that I was the ‘dickhead.’

I threw up my hands and gave him a betrayed look. He shrugged, absolutely no remorse in his eyes.

“Can we stay on task here?” Michelle asked the group. “President’s due to land at Sacramento International any minute and this entire place is gonna turn into a God’s damned wasp nest.” She eyed each of us, waiting to see if we’d argue. After a moment, she nodded. “Thank you. Let’s head inside and you can meet with the governor before the real meet-and-greet.”

We were quite the motley crew as we followed Michelle up the stairs and into the building. Amos had insisted on bringing his pigeons, though they were thankfully enclosed in his magical pigeon container. Lex stood out the most, and at first, we didn’t know what to do with him. We all kind of agreed that a goose perched on my shoulder might not be the photo op the governor was looking for, but he also couldn’t waddle his ass fast enough to keep up with us. Eventually, we settled on Jerome holding him because no one was giving that guy shit about holding a goose in his arms.

The men manning the security booth in the lobby gave us all badges that we pinned to our shirts. They looked comically official given our eclectic cast of misfits. The guard had tried to exclude Lex from the badge-holding crew—until Lex scared the guy shitless by chewing into him with kid-friendly insults. Michelle smoothed it over and we ended up clipping a badge to his wing, which he soon realized was annoying. But he had made his bed, so he had to lie in it now.

Once that was done, Michell escorted us deeper into the building to meet with the governor. I was familiar with these halls now, having infiltrated once on our own and been escorted the second time. We were nearing Johnson’s office and I felt the nervous energy among the bunch. Athena and Lex were sniping at each other over something silly while Amos kept licking his palm to smooth over his handful of hairs.

“Will you stop that?” Mama G barked.

Amos put an innocent hand to his chest. “Just bein’ presentable, love.”

“Here.” Lacy pulled out a bottle of something from her Inventory. At first, I thought she was giving him a sample-sized bottle of vodka, but she held it out and he put out his hand palm up. She squirted the hand sanitizer into his hand and he winked in thanks before massaging it into his other hand.

Mama G hadn’t snapped at any of us in days, which was how I knew she was tense.

I paused before we rounded the corner to the hallway leading to Johnson’s office. Michelle noticed and cast me a questioning look, but I held out my hand to ask for a moment.

“Guys, I know I’m not the leader. And I’m damned sure not great at pep talks. But for better or worse, we’re the best humanity has to offer,”—I laughed as Byron and Frank shared a frightened look—“okay, maybe not the best. But we’re the best positioned and the governor needs us. More than we need him, in fact.” I stood up straight, fixing a confident smile on my face. “So let’s go in there, smile, shake hands, and act like we belong.” I caught each of their eyes, injecting all the confidence I could. “And if worse comes to worse…Lacy’ll just illusion us all into the best versions of ourselves.” The group shared a nervous laugh as Lacy gave us all a thumbs-up.

“Everything’s gonna be fine. We’ve got this.”

I waved for Michelle to lead the way and she nodded before heading around the corner.

Following close behind her, I was surprised when she suddenly halted a moment later.

When I looked over her shoulder, my blood froze. I whirled around, trying to signal to Lacy, but she was idly chatting with Nikki at her side and didn’t see me trying to wave them back.

Before I could block their view, Nikki’s eyes tracked up and locked on Craig thirty feet down the hall. A choked whimper left her throat and Lacy followed her gaze.

“Get her out of here!” I whispered and Lacy nodded, pulling Nikki back around the corner.

Whirling on Michelle, I felt the heat rushing to my face.

“What the fuck!”

Her eyes were wide, and she did a double-take between Craig and me.

“I didn’t know he was gonna be here! I swear!”

“Motherfucker,” I muttered. Turning back to the team, I kept my voice low. “Frank, turn on your eyes. Jerome, armor on. Byron, get the buffs rolling. Amos and Mama G, go back with Lacy and Nikki.” I looked down at Athena, who had a feral glint in her eyes as she scowled at Craig. “Athena, you too.” She opened her mouth to protest, but I cut across her. “This is serious. You don’t have any mental defenses. Go!”

She hesitated a second longer, but Mama G gently pulled her away and she didn’t resist.

I turned to face Craig, feeling his presence at my back like a plunging knife. When we locked eyes, he smiled. It was the kind of smile that could win a girl’s heart in an instant and swing entire crowds in his favor. I understood why Johnson wanted him by his side.

The governor appeared from his office, noting Craig’s gaze. Johnson turned to him and said something quietly before giving him a nod and heading toward us.

“Red threads?” I asked Frank at my side.

“Nothing.”

Jerome was in full armor—helmet and all—and the governor faltered when he saw him. Lex was still clutched in the man’s hands, but that didn’t take away from his terrifying visage in any way. The governor picked up his feet a moment later, but his eyes kept flicking to Jerome.

Good. I wanted him nervous.

“Dirk! Glad you could make it!”

“The fuck is he doing here?”

His smile never wavered, but the skin at the corner of his eyes tightened. He leaned in conspiratorially as he held out his hand.

“Don’t worry, son. You’re still my prized horse. He’s just here as a show of force to the president.”

My body vibrated with barely-suppressed anger and his hand hovered there before me. He looked down at it, raising his eyebrows in question.

“Don’t be like that, son. Take my hand. I’m a much better ally than I am an enemy.”

The threat in his words was contrasted by his pleasant tone, but I was tipping over the precipice.

All the bullets in this building couldn’t stop me from ripping you in half, you fat fuck.

That was what I wanted to say. But Lacy wasn’t here to cover up my mistakes. I had to be switched on, diplomatic.

So I gritted my teeth and took his hand.

“Thatta boy,” he said cheerfully, slapping me on the shoulder. “Come on, let’s get a drink while we wait for the old bird.”


Chapter 37


A Meeting with the President



Governor Johnson turned to escort us to his office, but I held back and looked at my remaining team.

“You guys hang back with Lacy and the others. I’ve got this.”

“You sure?” Jerome growled, his helmet turning to lock onto Craig.

I nodded, following his gaze to stare at Craig as he shook the governor’s hand with a beaming smile.

“I’m sure.”

Lex’s wings fluttered and I could feel his hesitation through our bond. But I felt steady—steadier than I’d ever felt in Craig’s presence—and he felt that, too.

“Good luck,” he said simply.

I placed a hand on his wing and winked.

“Who needs luck? I’ve got Fate Herself on my side.”

That sent a shiver of revulsion through him, but I chuckled to ease his mood.

“I’ve got this.”

Frank met my eyes—an unusual occurrence for him—and I could see the concern there.

“I’ll keep an eye out for red threads, but I won’t be able to warn you.”

“Tell him,” I said, pointing at Lex. “He can pass along the message.”

His eyes widened behind his glasses, then he nodded once.

Turning back without another word, I strode toward Craig and Johnson. Michelle was there at his shoulder, casting me a worried glance.

I forced a smile and nodded to let her know I wasn’t going to go on a killing spree, but it didn’t seem to put her at ease much.

Truth be told, I had considered it. A rampage, that is.

My greatest enemy had just offered himself up on a silver platter, unguarded by his horde of Jree and all the people I cared about had left his range. And there were no redos, so if I killed him now, it would put an end to the Craig saga once and for all.

Right in front of dozens of soldiers, the most powerful man in California, and the slew of cameras on the other side of the hall. By killing Craig, I’d put an end to one problem—granted, it was a major fucking problem—and open up a thousand more. I’d become enemy number one for the entire United States—and probably all of Earth. The videos of me ripping Craig’s clean off his neck would circulate across the globe faster than Kim K.’s sex tape.

So I did something completely alien to my entire being; I faked a smile and stayed my blade. Red was itching across my back, projecting image after image into my mind of ways we could kill Craig and escape. I calmed her with a thought and the promise of blood to come.

“Good to see you, Dirk,” Craig said with a smile.

“Oh, you know each other already?” Johnson asked with a pleased look.

Craig turned to the governor with a wry smile.

“We dated the same woman.” He gave an embarrassed shrug.

Johnson guffawed, slapping Craig on the arm.

“You dogs. That explains the tension between you two.” He put a hand on each of our shoulders and I had to force myself not to swipe his arm away. With my enhanced Strength, I’d probably break his wrist and screw everything up. “Listen, boys. You two are gonna make me the most powerful man in the world. And I look out for my own. Stay at my back, smile, shake hands…” He looked between us with a serious expression. “And when I’m president, you two can write the check. Yeah?”

Craig’s smile grew wide, but I could see through his façade. He had no intention of being this man’s stooge. It would be the other way around and it was on me to stop him. Johnson looked at me, his eyebrows raised in question. I gritted my teeth and forced a smile on my lips. Couldn’t bring myself to speak, but Johnson didn’t need much by way of confirmation.

“Now we’re talking!” He clapped both of us on the shoulder before turning to Michelle. “When’s that idiot arriving?”

She pulled out her phone and scrolled through for a moment before looking up.

“ETA, three minutes.”

Johnson clicked his tongue in annoyance.

“Guess we gotta skip that drink, boys. Better be out there when he arrives. Best time for a photo op.”

He took off without another word and Craig followed. I reached out to stop Michelle and she pursed her lips.

“Remember what I told you about him, right?”

She nodded. “Kilgrave.”

“That’s for real, Michelle. And it’s not just one person. He could grab a dozen minds without you even knowing it.”

She sighed, turning to watch Craig and Johnson.

“What can I do about it? I don’t have magic and I sure as hell can’t have him arrested on your say so.”

I shook my head. “Not asking for that. Just keep your eyes open. He’s a misogynist and probably overlooked your importance. If I had to guess, you’re barely on his radar.” Her eyes narrowed at that. “I’m not trying to be a dick, just giving the facts. You’ll be in the best position to know if Johnson gets compromised—if he isn’t already.”

She chewed her lip, then nodded.

“Come on,” she said. “Let’s catch up.”

When we found Johnson and Craig outside the building, they were talking in low tones. But my Perception was high enough to catch the tail end of their words.

“…more marketable, son. But nobody roots for second place. Get that top spot and⁠—”

He cut off when he saw us approaching.

“Dirk! We lost you back there.” He gave Michelle a lecherous look and winked. “I told you to take care of him, Michelle, not take care of him.” He turned to Craig and laughed his ass off like a sex joke was the height of comedy. Craig politely chuckled, but when the governor looked back at us, I saw the subtle sigh he let out. But I also knew that Craig didn’t do things on accident; that sigh had been for me, his way of trying to signal to me that he also didn’t think much of the man.

That didn’t mean shit to me. I knew Craig for what he really was.

“Lighten up, Michelle,” the governor was saying. I looked over to see her arms crossed with a scowl on her face. “Just giving ya shit.” He looked at me and chuckled. “Plus, I think HR’s got bigger concerns right about now.”

Before Michelle could respond, the crowd of paparazzi cordoned off below burst into a frenzy. Johnson turned at the noise and gave me a nod.

“Here comes Bank. Come stand by my side. Craig, stand on the other side. I want you two flanking me while I go kiss the ring.”

Sighing, I did as he asked. The motorcade was pulling up with quite the fanfare. The paparazzi were crowding the barricades while nearly a hundred soldiers pushed them back. The caravan of cars was thirty deep—police, humvees, and so on. Dead center of the motorcade was a long, black limo, and it pulled up to a stop below the stairs.

“Come on, gents, it’s showtime.”

Johnson began walking down the stairs, his head held high as he approached the limo.

Three Secret Service agents burst from the limo the moment it stopped, surveying the crowd as one of them went to open the back door.

A short man with grey tinging his temples climbed out of the limo. Behind him, two more people in suits hopped out—his aides or something, I imagined.

A fourth person appeared finally, dressed more casually and clearly uncomfortable with the occasion. He was a tall man with a wiry build, balding up top but with a thick, black beard covering his jaw. His skin was heavily tanned and despite his obvious discomfort, his first course of action was to scan the rooftops above and then the crowd around them.

I didn’t think he was the president’s bodyguard, given how uncomfortable he was with the crowds, which only left one plausible option.

He was a Climber.

It seemed the president had brought one of his own show dogs and the man was just as uneasy with the pomp as I was.

Johnson met President Bank at the bottom of the stairs and they shook hands with broad smiles. Their tone, however, didn’t match the façade they were showing the cameras.

“Mr. President, pleasure to have you in our humble⁠—”

“Too important to meet me at the airport, Trevor?” The question was innocent enough, but the steel in the president’s voice carried the intention.

Johnson, the consummate politician, kept his face even.

“I wanted to personally oversee the preparations for your arrival. It’s not often we’re graced with the president’s presence.”

“Save it, Trevor.” Bank eyed Craig with narrowed eyes, then turned to look at me. When he took me in, his eyebrows rose. “What’s with the cape? Didn’t know Superman was one of your aides.”

I let the words wash over me without so much as a flicker on my face. Instead, I was watching the man I suspected was a Climber. He dismissed Craig and Johnson in an instant—which was a mistake, though I didn’t blame him—but when we locked eyes, his posture shifted. It was a controlled shift, not something I would have picked up without my enhanced stats. A slight bending of his knees, a shift to his front foot in case he needed to lunge. I didn’t know what it was about me, but he seemed to pick up that I was a threat and he prepared accordingly. I simply nodded in greeting and he returned it. But his eyes never left me as I turned back to the president.

“Ignore the cape, Mr. President. This here is the man responsible for putting America on the top of the Leaderboard. Dirk Damascus, in the flesh.”

That got the president’s attention and his eyes widened briefly. He held out his hand and I shook it.

“Pleasure to meet you,” he said. He nodded toward Johnson with a smile. “What did this old cheat offer you to get you to stand at his side?” He smiled to soften the insult, but Johnson’s tight expression told me it hadn’t softened it enough.

I forced a chuckle. “He gave me a company of soldiers that I trained to help save the people still trapped in the Tower.” The Climber at Bank’s side stiffened, his eyes narrowing as he seemed to reappraise me. I turned my attention back to Bank and shrugged. “And a pile of cash, Mr. President.”

Bank tilted his head with a smile, then burst out into a laugh. He turned to Johnson who matched his smile, though it didn’t touch his eyes.

“You son of a bitch! Why didn’t I think of that? Bobby here only agreed to come after I pardoned his brother.” He elbowed the Climber at his side, oblivious to the man’s unmasked scowl.

Craig, not used to being ignored, held out his hand.

“Mr. President, I’m Craig Allen. It’s an honor to meet you.”

Bank gracefully pivoted, giving Craig a hearty handshake.

“Mr. Allen, don’t think I forgot about you.” He gave Johnson a wry look. “The number one and the number two at your side? Be careful, Johnson, or I’ll think you’re coming for my office.”

Johnson and Bank laughed heartily while Craig, Bobby, and I were more tame in our expressions.

“Come on, Mr. President, let’s get a drink.”

Bank gave him a scolding look, tilting his head and narrowing his eyes.

“It’s 10 in the morning, Johnson…” A smile slowly replaced his frown and he slapped the governor on the arm. “Ah, fuck it. Let’s drink. You still have that Macallan?”

Johnson’s smile was tight as he nodded.

“I save that for you, you know that⁠—”

Everyone froze in place as if time itself had stopped. Then the panic started. Gasps went up from the crowd and the police and Secret Service escorts shot into action like a kicked anthill.

Bobby and I shared a concerned look as we both realized what we were seeing.

Bank muttered under his breath.

“Not again…”

Humans of Earth, firstly, congratulations to those Climbers who have successfully cleared the First Floor. You are a credit to your race…even if some of you possess unsanctioned advantages. Fret not, those individuals will be dealt with accordingly and the sanctity of the Tower shall be restored.

In other news, it has come to my attention that many of you have procrastinated on entering the Tower. I highly encourage those of you who have yet to enter to do so now. To incentivize you, I’ve decided to release the next wave of demons early! I find that primitive races such as yours don’t always understand what is best for them, but all they need is a little…push.

To that end, this wave has been augmented slightly. Do not panic! Safety can be achieved within the Tower!

Anyways, that is all. The second wave should be hitting right…about…now!

Secret Service swarmed Johnson and Bank, enclosing them in a wall of bodies.

“Mr. President, we’re moving!”

The two men were whisked away before they could even register what was happening. Down the stairs, the crowd and paparazzi were panicking, pushing against the barriers and police to enter the State Capitol building. The police looked on the verge of being overwhelmed.

Michelle sprang into action, racing down the stairs as she yelled commands.

“Let them through! They’ll be massacred out here!”

The police ignored her at first, but then a call came in on one of their radios and they were peeling back up the stairs, followed closely by the crowd.

By my side, Bobby, the president’s Climber, had pulled a wicked looking sniper rifle from his Inventory. It looked like a .50 cal I’d seen in a shooter video game and I whistled appreciatively.

“That thing’s hot.”

He pat it lovingly, his eyes trailing up to the roof.

“I’m heading up there.”

He started to run toward the front door and I stopped him with a hand on his shoulder. He looked at my hand, his eyes narrowing.

“I can get you up there faster if you’re interested?”

His eyes relaxed and he nodded.

“Follow me,” I said, then ran over to the side of the building. “I’m gonna pick you up.”

Before he could respond, I wrapped him in one arm and locked him in with Friction energy. Then I scaled the wall at a sprint, reaching the top in seconds.

“Hot damn,” he gasped, eyeing me in surprise. “Wasn’t expecting that.”

I chuckled, then spotted the Secret Service agents on the roof who were suddenly aiming guns at us. Holding up my hands, I stepped in front of Bobby and cycled my Mass to the max.

“Hold your fire,” I shouted. “We’re with the president.” I nodded toward Bobby. “He’s gonna lay down some sniper fire on the demons.”

Four of them approached, their guns still pointed at us. One was talking into his wrist, no doubt asking for guidance from his command. After a back and forth, he looked up with wide eyes.

“You Dirk Damascus?”

“In the flesh. And this here’s Bobby…uh…”

“Bobby Lancaster.”

The agent said the name into his radio, then nodded a moment later.

“You’re cleared. Just keep it down site and watch for civilians. It’s a cluster out there.”

Bobby nodded. “Where you want me?”

I left him to the agent, leaping over the side with Red flared wide. As I floated back down to the stairs, I scanned the crowd. To the left, I spotted my party, along with Nikki, Athena, and Lex. I angled that way as I continued to scan for that golden-blonde hair.

“Where the fuck are you?” I muttered to myself.

“Dirk!”

Lacy was waving me down and I waved back even as I kept scanning. But Craig was nowhere to be seen.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck!”

I landed next to them, cursing under my breath.

“Anyone seen Craig?”

At the mention of his name, the mood went from concerned to panicked. Nikki’s mouth dropped open, Lex honked, and Amos clutched his pigeon tightly to his chest.

“Maybe he went inside with the president?” Lacy suggested.

I groaned. “Shit, that’s the last place we want him. Lex, what can we expect from this wave? How much harder will it be than the imps?”

He flapped his wings and rose up to my shoulder. “Normally, I’d say it’s nothing we couldn’t handle…”

“But?”

He sighed. “Null said he augmented it. That could mean brutes, fliers, even burrowers! I…I don’t know how far he’ll go!”

“Goddammit,” I muttered. “Okay, Lex, get in the air. We need your eyes up there calling out whatever you see.” He took off without complaint, which told me just how seriously he was taking this. “Lacy, how far can you extend your illusions? Can you hide this whole crowd until they get inside?”

Her eyes went wide.

“I-I don’t know!”

“Try!” I turned to Byron. “Start buffing us.”

“Which ones?”

“Anything, just get them going! Amos, send your pigeons up to support Lex. If there really are flying demons incoming, he’s gonna need it.” The Aussie nodded, whispering to Lala before sending her and her siblings off. “Mama G, were you able to make another [Heaven’s Delight]? Amos can’t take it, but the rest of us can if the worst happens.”

She nodded, pulling it from her Inventory and handing it to me.

“Thanks. Jerome, can you handle the crowd? Last thing we need is people stampeding each other trying to get to safety.” He grunted, then took off at a run, his armor and helmet suddenly in place. I turned to Frank. “You’re on Craig watch. I want you sticking at Lacy’s hip while she works her magic, okay?”

“O-okay, Dirk. Bu-but what if C-Craig gets me?”

Shit, I didn’t have an answer to that.

“Lacy, can you [Fortify] Frank while you cast your illusion?”

“Yeah, but then I’m vulnerable. It’s single target!”

“Damn. We’ll just have to rely on Frank calling out any red threads well in advance.”

She bit her lip but nodded in agreement.

Next, I turned to Athena. Her eyes darkened as she realized what was coming next.

“Athena—”

“No,” she interrupted, her lips tight in a frown. “I’m not gonna go hide in the building with the cowards. I can fight!” Her tone was almost pleading.

“And what if Craig mind controls you?”

She faltered, then set her lips. “He w⁠—”

A voice in the distance called my name.

“Dirk!”

Looking around, I couldn’t spot anyone waving for my attention. Michelle was still down the stairs organizing the crowd with Jerome as support.

“Dirk! Up here!”

I looked up to see Bobby leaning over the roof edge, pointing in the distance.

“You need to see this!”

I cupped my hands around my mouth.

“What is it?”

He shook his head in disbelief. “It’s Craig! He’s with the demons!”

What…?

“Be right back.”

I boosted my Agility, leaping halfway up the building with a single jump. Climbing to the roof took me less than five seconds, and I was at Bobby’s side a moment later.

“He’s fighting them?” I asked the man. “How?”

Had he taken over some soldiers to take the fight to the demons? That didn’t make sense…unless he was trying to win some political clout.

But Bobby was shaking his head with a scowl.

“Not fighting them.” He indicated the scope on his rifle. “Take a look.”

I squinted at the man in confusion, then did as he suggested. Looking through the scope, I shifted it around until I found that shining gold hair in a sea of red and black. My stomach flipped and I gasped.

“No fucking way.”

Craig was sitting on a hulking demon’s shoulders, a smug grin on his face. All around him, the wave of charging demons shifted as he pointed a finger.

Right toward the State Capitol building.


Chapter 38
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What the fuck? It didn’t make any sense.

“What’s that crazy sumbitch doing?” Bobby asked. “Looks like he’s leading ’em straight for us!”

I pulled away from the scope, a scowl etched deep on my face.

“That’s because he is.”

Bobby stared at me a moment, then started nodding his head with a determined look.

“See about that.” He shifted his rifle onto his shoulder and started jogging across the roof.

I figured I knew what he was doing and I prayed it would be enough. But I couldn’t stay to watch him. The demon wave had materialized so suddenly and so close they were practically on top of us. I didn’t know how they spawned, if they crawled out of the earth or if Null could just summon them wherever, but it didn’t make sense how quickly they had arrived. The crowd below was still streaming into the building under Michelle and Jerome’s direction, but it wouldn’t be fast enough.

The sea of red and black seemed to surround us from every direction. Now that they were closer, I could pick out the individual demons and unlike the first wave, they were a varied sort.

At the front, smaller, four-legged demons raced ahead, like dogs, but nearly hip height. Behind them was a line of two-legged demons about shoulder height. I had to squint, but it seemed that they had weapons in their hands—bars of metal, jagged swords, and the occasional whip to spur the dog-demons ahead.

Finally, the last group of demons were hulking behemoths that ranged from ten to fifteen feet tall. They were spread out amongst the approaching wave and moved slower—though I wouldn’t say slow. Their long strides ate up the ground at a terrifying pace, only eclipsed by the dog-demons and their smaller demon brethren.

And on the largest hulk of the wave, sat Craig-fucking-Allen. I almost felt like I could see his smug smile from here.

“Dirk!” a voice called from below.

I leaned over to see Frank cupping his hands to yell up at me.

“Red threads everywhere in the demon pack.”

No shit, Frank. I waved back at him and closed my eyes, focusing on Lex’s vision.
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Lex felt a tremor of fear in his feathers as he flew high above the second wave.

Hellhounds and Overseers, he had expected. But Brutes? And this many? This went far beyond a personal vendetta against Dirk and Kurian; Null was making a statement.

Get into the Tower or die.

This was so far outside I.A.S. regulations that Lex couldn’t help but wonder how his Sire had allowed this—let alone the Master, Himself.

Unless…had Null made region-specific augmentations specifically to target Dirk? Then an even worse thought occurred to him.

What if Null wasn’t just targeting Dirk…but giving Dirk’s mortal enemy a step up by providing powerful Adept-level demons?

“This is gross misconduct!” he yelled up to the Heavens. “I’ll be filing a complaint with our Sire the moment this Tower is concluded!”

The air shifted, suddenly feeling charged. His feathers tingled and the wind currents rocked him. Lex’s eyes went wide as he realized what was happening.

He banked hard left, pinning his wings back as he dove down a hundred feet in an instant. Lightning cracked where he had just been.

“HONK! You son of a⁠—!”

Never in all his years would he have imagined one of his brothers targeting him like that. A few weeks ago, it would have left him an anxious, crippled mess and he probably—no, definitely—would have rolled over and died.

But he’d seen Dirk defy the Heavens too many times; fight so damned hard against all odds and somehow, find a way to come out on top. Inexplicably, the man’s determination and shout-into-the-ocean level of stupidity had infected Lex.

When he would have given up before, now, he just found himself pissed off.

“Bring it on, bitch!” he shrieked at the clouds. A thrill passed up his spine at that final word.

Ohhh, I understand the appeal now⁠—

The split-second charge in the air was the only warning he had, and he dodged another crack of lightning with a tight barrel roll.

A moment later, a Flier warped into existence thirty feet above Lex. His eyes went wide as he saw the demon dive for him, feather-shredding talons extended.

Lex’s understanding of aerial combat was limited to his short skirmish against Amos’ pigeons last week. But the one thing he’d learned in that short fight was that whoever had the altitude had the advantage.

Couple that with a distinct lack of offensive options, and well…Lex was fucked.

He went into a dive, pinning his wings to his body to give him speed. He couldn’t risk a glance back without ruining his aerodynamics, but he could feel the Flier gaining on him. The threat of those talons at his back had a gravity to them that pulled at his mind. He veered left, then right, but no matter what he did, he could sense that he was moments away from being shredded like he’d gone through a woodchipper.

As the Flier neared, a strange sound filled the air and Lex took a moment to wonder.

That wasn’t the sound a Flier made…

The strange sound grew louder as the Flier drew nearer and Lex was tempted to glance behind him, knowing now that he couldn’t outfly the demon.

Then something caught his eye—not from behind him, but from below. The sun glinted off a grey metal disk, arcing up from the ground toward his position. That sound he had been struggling to decipher suddenly became clear.

It was the sound of a buzzsaw chewing through the air.

Lex tucked his wings tighter and aimed for that disk. A moment later, it buzzed right past him and he was rewarded with the sound of it sawing through the Flier demon effortlessly before it arced around. He spread his wings wide and banked into a glide. The disk followed him, forming an orbit around him as he pumped his wings.

In his mind, he heard Dirk speak.

It’s under your control now. Give it directions.

Lex’s eyes went wide as he realized that he could feel the disk through their bond. With a thought, he made it bank left, then right. A Flier demon loomed in the distance and Lex felt a tingle of excitement.

With a thought, the disk zoomed off faster than he could ever fly, shearing through the Flier before it had even noticed it was in danger.

A heady sense of power and triumph sprang up in his thoughts and he began looking for fresh targets.

He let out a wild, free honk, the sound echoing over the wave of demons below.

“Battle goose online, baby! Who wants some!”
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Lex’s wild honk drew everyone’s eye and those still pushing their way into the safety of the building all glanced up to see my goose charging the flying demons like a one-bird-army.

“Get ’em, Lex,” I said to myself. Looking over at Bobby, I saw he was peering into his scope, his chest moving rhythmically as he prepared to fire.

Rather than distract him, I simply watched the demons, hoping and praying that it would only take a single shot to end Craig’s threat.

A shot blasted out, a loud thwamp so powerful that my ears should have been ringing. But my Endurance was maxed out, so the pain only lasted a moment.

I expected the bullet to evaporate Craig in a mist of blood and dismembered limbs. Instead, the hulk he was riding seemed to sense the danger even before the bullet left the rifle. It held up a giant palm, and even at this distance, I saw the impact as a cloud of metal particles and dust kicked into the air. When the hulk lowered its palm, Craig was safely perched on its shoulder and the hulk was acting as if it hadn’t even felt the impact. It reared its head back and roared into the sky, the sound echoing powerfully even at this distance.

“Motherfucker,” Bobby muttered. “You still hungry? That was just the first course.”

He pulled out a bullet nearly as long as his hand and closed his eyes. I felt something supernatural happening and opened my senses. My practice sensing different energies with Kurian was paying off as I recognized that Bobby was injecting some sort of energy into the bullet.

I leaned in, squinting as I tried to parse what I was seeing. A subtle pain began to form behind my eyes, but it wasn’t so bad I couldn’t ignore it. Leaning in further, I felt that I recognized that energy—or at least, it had a familiar flavor to it that I’d seen before.

The closer I studied it, the more the pain ramped up until a minor migraine had formed. But I was certain now that this was an energy very similar to one that Kurian had demonstrated for Athena and me, though less nuanced.

When Bobby was done imbuing the bullet, he looked up and saw me staring intently. His eyes widened.

“Surprised you can look at it. Most can’t.”

“Penetration Affinity?” I asked, studying the silver energy encircling the bullet.

His eyes narrowed. “How the hell—” He shook his head and turned back to his rifle, slotting the bullet into the chamber. “Let’s end this fucker, then we’ll talk shop.”

“No arguments there,” I agreed, turning to watch Bobby’s handiwork.

My eyes were glued to Craig and his pet hulk, who were now only a few hundred meters in the distance. The fastest of the demons had finally hit the first security checkpoint and were getting chewed up by machine gun fire. But the big demons seemed bulletproof and I knew they’d break the barricades easily.

Another thunderous crack split the air and the hulk’s hand was there to meet it just as before. An explosion of black ichor erupted and the hulking demon flinched as the bullet smashed into its palm. A massive roar erupted from its mouth, spurring the demons into a frenzy as they echoed its cry.

When the hulk’s hand dropped, Craig was still there, but he was waving his hands frenetically. The bullet had obviously just missed him and he was suddenly feeling his mortality out in the open. The hulk pivoted right, scooping down to pick up an abandoned humvee with two hands. It held the vehicle in front of it like a shield and continued forward.

“Fuck me,” Bobby said. “I missed. Went off target when it passed through that fucker’s hand.”

“Can you penetrate that truck?”

He shook his head. “Not about if I can or can’t. Even if I do, it won’t be on target.” He put his eye back to the scope and pivoted his rifle. “I can take out some of the other big bastards, though.”

“Good thinking. Those are the real threats. I’ll get down there and start chewing through the smaller ones. I might be able to cut a path to Craig and pull the hulk’s attention, giving you a shot.”

“If you can pull it off⁠—”

A shrieking sound echoed above us and I barely managed to pull out my diskslinger and intercept one of the flying demons with a disk before it raked into Bobby. He hefted his massive rifle and began eyeing the sky.

“That’s a problem!”

Lex felt me through our bond and a powerful honk filled the air.

“Your aerial supports on the way.”

He pulled away from his scope to eye me skeptically.

“Not the goose…?”

Before I could answer, Lex was above us, one of my disks shearing through a diving demon, cutting it in half.

I raised my eyebrows at Bobby.

He waffled his head back and forth.

“Okay, that’ll do.”

I nodded, sending another disk up to replenish Lex’s arsenal. They only lasted a few minutes, the energy being slowly drained as they whisked through the air. He had two following his commands now, but I knew one of them would be drained soon.

“If worse comes to worse, head back inside. Live to fight another day, okay?”

He nodded, then began sighting along the rifle once more.

Without another word, I leaped off the roof, angling down to my people below. The last of the civilians had cleared out, leaving the soldiers and a smattering of police outside to man the barricades. Amos had his eyes closed in a rare show of concentration, presumably to direct his pigeons. Frank was standing high up the stairs, his eyes narrowed as he scanned the soldiers and approaching demons. Jerome was just running up from where he had been escorting someone inside and he pulled his helmet into his Inventory. Byron had his boombox on his shoulder and slung it down to put a new tape in as I approached. A wash of energy passed over me, and a quick glance at my Status Sheet showed an extra 50 Endurance past the cap of 150.

Lacy’s eyes popped open as I approached and she gave me a weary look.

“Everyone’s inside,” she said. “Mama G took Athena and Nikki with her. Athena wasn’t happy about it, but…” She shrugged as if to say, ‘What can you do?’

I nodded. “Good. She’ll get over it.” Waving Frank down from his perch, I turned to encompass the entire group. “Here’s the deal. Craig seems to have the entire army at his beck and call. What’s worse, the big ones are bullet resistant, if not bulletproof.”

Byron shared a worried look with Frank and Jerome grunted.

I scoffed. “That’s not even the kicker. The big one seems to be able to sense danger on top of everything else. Somehow, it managed to block a sniper shot before it even left the barrel.”

“What can we do?” Byron’s voice was high-pitched. “Bullets don’t work and it can sense danger!” He looked around with wide eyes. “Is this happening all across the world? Is this how Earth ends!”

I wanted to tell him to calm down, but for once, Byron’s hysterics mirrored my own feelings.

“I…I don’t know, By’.”

A rush of wings drew our attention and we glanced up to see Lex swooping in with wings flared. He slowed his descent into a glide, landing gracefully on my shoulder.

“Did you guys see that!” He was giddy with excitement. “I killed fourteen Fliers! Well, okay, Dirk’s diskslinger did…but I directed them! That was the most exhilarating thing I’ve ever…oh, I see I’ve misread the room again. Did…did we lose someone?”

“Only probably the entire planet.” Amos opened his eyes, a somber look on his face for once. “World’s fecked, mate.”

Byron pointed at Amos and nodded. “Yeah, if we’re having trouble, imagine what’s going on everywhere else!”

I looked at Lex, trying not to let them infect me with their mood and failing. “Gotta admit, Lex, this is looking bleak. If we lose Earth…”

The implications of losing our home to the demons were just hitting me. I’d always thought we’d have Earth to fall back on to recover from the Tower and gather resources. That we’d be able to coax humanity’s fighters into the Tower while the non-combatants lived in relative safety here.

But if everyone was forced into the Personal Spaces, we’d lose all forms of production, culture, and the pieces of history that made us human.

Lex eyed each of us with a wide beak. Then honked loud enough to make us all jump in place.

“What the hell is this!” he demanded. “Has Craig gotten to you all already? You’re just gonna give up on your home planet like that? A couple of demons stroll on up and say, ‘Oh, we like your world. Gimme.’ And you roll over and take it?”

“It’s not that simple, Lex—” Lacy started to say.

“Bullshit!”

I reared back at his sudden curse. It was so unlike him that it shook me from my melancholy.

“What are you saying, Lex?” Byron asked.

“Fight, dammit! Fight tooth and nail and with every feather in your being! This is only over if you give up!”

His pep talk was working and the others were beginning to stand taller, sharing nods as they looked around.

“Oh, and I suspect the Integration Guide has specifically ramped up the difficulty in this region for the sole purpose of killing Dirk and Lacy and making Craig the new frontrunner of the Tower.”

“What?” I reached up and pulled Lex from my shoulder to stare him in the eye. “Are you fucking kidding?”

“The wanker, I get,” Amos said with a wave toward me. “But why Lacy?”

Lex opened his beak to explain, but I cut across him.

“It’s a long story and we’re not exactly flush with time.” I nodded in the direction of the demon wave. “But what you’re saying Lex, is that the demon wave everywhere else will be manageable?”

“It’s just a theory, but yes. This composition of demons is far too advanced for a pre-Second Floor Integration. The demons are meant to encourage people into the Tower, not exterminate them. To that point, Craig is clearly directing the horde toward us and the president. Without him, the demons would divert and scatter to find easier prey.”

I stared toward the demons, the sound of machine gun fire echoing constantly in the air the entire time we’d been talking.

“So, all we’ve got to do is handle this wave, deal with Craig, and we’ll be in good shape.”

“In theory,” Lex amended.

“Any theory that involves killing Craig is sound enough for me.”

Red morphed across my body, forming my katana. My diskslinger appeared in my other hand and I fired off three shots into the air for Lex.

“Come on, these demons aren’t gonna kill themselves.”
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Lex took to the sky, guiding my three disks to shear through any Fliers that appeared. Amos’ pigeons flew support, but mostly served as spotters for Lex.

Lacy used her illusions to protect the soldiers manning the barricades, causing the demons that did make it past the gunfire to miss their targets or lose track of the soldiers entirely.

Byron kept his buffs cycling on us while Frank kept an eye out for any red threads angling toward our team from Craig’s direction.

Jerome followed me as I circled around the barricade from the far left. The machine gun fire was too thick for us to charge straight into the demons, so we decided to attack from the flank. Lacy supported by discreetly forming illusions to direct the soldiers’ fire away from the group we were about to tackle.

Craig was visible in the distance, shielded by his hulking demon and the humvee still clutched in its hands. The occasional rifle shot rang out, but all of the big demons now had cars as shields, reducing Bobby’s effectiveness.

Jerome and I crouched out of sight, him in his full black armor, me encased in Red.

“I’m gonna go straight for him.” He was a normally inscrutable man, and the helmet didn’t help. “Can you distract them long enough for me to strike?”

His voice echoed through the helm with an eerie tone.

“Yes. Just make it count.”

I nodded and held out my hand.

“Good luck.”

His red visor peered down at it for a moment, then looked up.

“Same.” Then he reached out and gave me a firm shake.

I raced around the edge of the pack, staying low enough to mostly stay behind the trail of abandoned cars. When I was almost directly behind the tail end of the pack, I signaled to Jerome with a wave.

He stood up to his full height, his flying armor bot circling around him as he leaped atop a car. A pistol appeared in his hand and he fired a shot that took out one of the hound demons.

“I’m over here!” he shouted. Then he leaped down and waded into the pack.

Claws and teeth bounced off his armor and he wheeled around in a circle, laying bullets into whichever demon came into his path. Still, he was surrounded on all sides and I could see he would be overwhelmed soon. A demon leaped onto his back while another latched onto his leg and tried to drag him to the ground.

I sent Lex an urgent thought, passing an image of Jerome in trouble. But I couldn’t worry about that now—Craig was our primary target. I took off at a run, racing past unaware demons with a maxed-out Agility. Before they even registered my presence, I was gone.

There were only thirty meters between Craig and me when a rippling shout echoed from Jerome. I glanced over to see all the nearby demons fleeing from him in abject terror and he shot them in the back as they ran.

Turning my attention back to Craig, I prepared to cycle my mass back up to give my strike as much weight as I could. His back was to me, his hulking demon beginning to wade toward Jerome to put an end to the threat.

At the ten-meter mark, I leaped as high as I could, angling my Red-katana at his back. Three simultaneous disks fired out at the same time. My mass shot up to the max in mid-air, affecting my trajectory but not enough to pull me off target.

I was gonna spear Craig through the back with a thousand pounds behind the thrust and three Friction-enhanced disks for good measure.

The hulking demon pivoted on a dime, dropping the humvee shield in an instant while its left hand intercepted the disks and its right hand reached out to catch me. I had a split second to react, but there was nothing in my arsenal to change my path fast enough to avoid that hand. In my spiritual senses, I felt the three disks try to chew through the demon’s hand, but an intense pressure ground them into nothing and the connection was lost.

A moment before impact, Red shifted, pulling the katana back and reinforcing my limbs to brace. We collided a second later, smashing with a terrible force into that massive hand.

It caught all thousand pounds of me like a softball pitch, its fingers wrapping so tight around me I could barely breathe. I tried to leverage my enhanced Strength to break free, but the demon’s grip was immovable. No matter how much I pushed, the pressure only increased.

Red tried to help, pushing out, forming spikes to stab, creating a wedge to give me a lever. But nothing worked.

The demon was an order of magnitude stronger and we had drastically miscalculated.

Then, the killing pressure eased, the demon’s fingers relaxing ever so slightly. A small gap opened and I wormed through its palm to peer out. The grip wasn’t so loose that I could escape, but it also wasn’t squeezing my body into paste anymore, either.

When I poked my head out into daylight, Craig was standing before me, perched on its shoulder, a triumphant smile on his face.

“A little birdie told me something interesting today,” the smug prick said.

“Fuck me, Craig. You’re not about to villain monologue right now, are you? Why don’t you let me go, or I’ll reset the day and kill your ass for good.”

It was a bluff, obviously, but one that he had no way of disproving. It should have at least given him pause and me time to figure a way out of this mess.

Instead, the corner of his lip turned up in a smirk and my heart fluttered.

“That’s what my little birdie told me. You’re out of resets, aren’t you?”

I kept my expression completely neutral, utilizing every ounce of control I had not to give him any tell.

“It makes sense when you think about it. All of my memories—memories you gave me, by the way—demonstrate that your reach is limited to around a day.”

A shout drew his eye away from me and I looked over to see Jerome doing his best to wade through the demons to get me. But the fleeing packs that had been affected by his Intimidation Shout whirled on a dime and renewed the attack. He became quagmired in bodies as they launched themselves at him.

Craig turned back to me, pursing his lips in mocking commiseration.

“You haven’t reset in over a week,” he continued. “Meaning, either you’re out or you can’t. Knowing you, you probably wasted them all trying to save a handful of people, when you could have used them to make a real difference.”

“Is that what you think?” I was desperate, grasping for anything to stall for time. I shook my head in disappointment. “Saving lives is a waste? Nikki was one of those people I saved, Craig. Do you even care? Did you ever?”

He sighed, then shrugged casually.

“We’re past the point of lying to each other, aren’t we? I think you have a pretty good idea of what I do and don’t care about.”

I nodded in agreement. “Yeah, I do. I just wanted to hear you say it. But you can’t, can you? You’ve worn a mask your entire life and you’re terrified to show your true self. Even that smug smile on your face is an act, isn’t it?”

Just a few more moments. Keep talking, you arrogant prick.

“Oh, no, Dirk. The pleasure I’m feeling right now is very much real.” He sighed heavily. “In fact, I’m going to miss you, if I’m being honest. Though you were an idiot, you were a powerful idiot.” He waffled his head back and forth. “Maybe not a worthy foe, but certainly a challenge.” He looked away, indicating the horde of demons and the State Capitol building in the distance. “Now, I’ll inherit the United States and with that power behind me, nothing will stop my rise⁠—”

I took that moment to strike. Three disks shot out from my newly recharged diskslinger, angling down and through a gap in the demon’s grip. They arced low, then shifted up to charge at Craig from three different angles.

The demon reacted instantly, its free hand smashing two of the disks and sending the third careening off. But in that moment that its hand was occupied, Lex dove down from where he had been circling high above.

His beak raked across Craig’s face and the man shrieked in fear as he toppled off the demon’s shoulder. The grip around my body loosened entirely as it reached up to swat at Lex. I fell to the street below and immediately boosted my Agility.

As much as it pained me, I had to flee. The reality of the demon’s strength and speed was such that, even with Craig distracted from Lex’s attack and his fall to the ground, I’d never be able to finish him off before the demon reacted.

So I ran. It stabbed at my pride, but I fucking ran.

I split my attention and looked through Lex’s eyes. Thankfully, he had managed to dive and then get out of range. As he peered down at the horde, I spotted Craig through his eyes. He was dusting himself off, holding his other hand to his cheek. But other than that, he seemed completely unharmed. The hulking demon reached down and popped him back onto its shoulder.

As I ran, I spotted Jerome also breaking free, running back toward the State Capitol building. We linked up and he dropped his helmet to look at me as we ran.

“Fuck can we do?” he growled.

I couldn’t answer him—didn’t have one to give—so I just shook my head.

Then, something Kurian had said to me days ago popped into my mind out of nowhere.

“Are you prepared to sacrifice a piece of yourself to end this threat?”

He had said that then immediately deflected when Captain Dickens arrived. For some reason, I’d considered his statement as some abstract Yoda-ism, in the vein of ‘do or do not, there is no try.’ But now that I considered his statement, I wondered if he had been speaking literally.

“I need to get to a safe zone,” I suddenly said to Jerome.

He looked at me with narrowed eyes as we ran.

“Why?” he grunted.

“I think Kurian has the answer on how to beat Craig.”

He nodded and I felt relieved that he didn’t question my intentions or call me a coward. He’d seen me wade into danger enough to know better, but it still made me feel good that I had enough respect from him to give me the benefit of the doubt.

We made it back to the others and Lex flew over to join us.

“What happened?” Lacy asked, noting our worried expressions.

“That demon under Craig’s control is too strong,” I said. “It had me dead to rights. Lex saved me.”

Lex alighted on my shoulder.

“It’s an Alpha,” he explained. “Its strength is around that of a mid-level Adept. But it shouldn’t have been that strong. Null has augmented it.” He fluttered his wings in agitation. “I’m sorry, Dirk. I should have warned you. I knew Null was going off book, but I didn’t suspect that…”

“Don’t beat yourself up, Lex. We had to try no matter what. But now that we know we can’t beat it in the open field…we need to try from another angle.”

“What angle, mate? That thing’s tougher than me nana’s dead foot.”

I looked at Lacy, chewing my lip as I considered what I planned to do.

“What is it, Dirk?”

“I need to get back to Kurian. You remember what he said? About me sacrificing something to beat Craig?”

She narrowed her eyes and looked away. “Sorta…”

I threw my hands up. “It’s my only lead, Lace. The only other option…is to run.”

She pursed her lips and nodded. “What do you need from us?”

I took a moment to marvel at how far we’d come. The others were nodding or watching me intently, waiting for my orders. Despite the jokes about me not being their leader, it seemed I’d finally earned their respect.

“We need to stall while I find the nearest safe zone. Kurian could have the key, but it’s not gonna matter much if Craig assassinates the governor and the president.” I looked up the stairs leading to the State Capitol, then down to the rows of soldiers manning the makeshift barricade as they fired into the wave. “I’m expecting the military to bring out the big guns any moment: helicopters, rockets, the works. If Lex and the pigeons can keep the air clear, Bobby can also keep whittling down the big ones from the roof. And I…I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

“What’re we wastin’ time for? Move yer ass, ya cunt.”

I nodded, turning to go, then paused. When I turned back around, Lacy was staring at me with confusion in her eyes. Reaching out, I pulled her in tight, pressing my lips to hers as my hands slid up to her face. She tensed at first, then relaxed as our lips pressed, her hand sliding around my waist.

“You be fucking careful,” I whispered.

She winked, a smile touching her lips for the briefest moment.

“Get this fucker.”

I nodded, then turned and ran. As I did, I fired off my disks and gave them over to Lex. He took to the air and I turned my attention back to running. My mass was cycled low giving my steps a lightness that made me feel like a gazelle. Instead of running away from the wave of demons, I took the steps down to the nearest soldiers and called out.

“Where’s the nearest safe zone!”

They were all facing the horde, but this was the last line of men and they weren’t firing yet; their buddies were ahead of them, still holding the forward positions.

A few of them glanced in my direction, expressions of fear, annoyance, and contempt intermingling.

“Get back inside, sir!” one of them yelled, pointing back up the stairs. “That’s the safest place for civilians!”

“I’m not a civilian!” I had to yell back to be heard. “Just tell me where the nearest safe zone is!”

He scowled but didn’t argue. With a nod, he indicated toward the demons.

“Five hundred yards thatta way. Like I said, safest place⁠—”

“What bearing!”

His brow furrowed. “About forty-five degrees, roughly northeast—Hey!”

He was shouting after me as I ran past him and leaped the barrier. But I moved so fast I was nearly past the second line before most of them even realized I was there.

The third line of soldiers was in the thick of it, firing nearly non-stop into the hound demons and their two-legged counterparts. Most of the big ones were still a hundred feet back but were only a minute or two away with their pace.

Angling left, I went around the soldiers to avoid their line of fire and skirted the horde. I had a rough internal map of the area from past visits and knew where five hundred yards northeast was…sort of. The demons on the edge saw me running and growled a challenge, but I moved too fast for them to catch me.

When I was right about where I expected the safe zone to be, I began scanning the nearby buildings for amber force fields. There were a series of restaurants and a couple hotels nearby and I scanned each of them to no avail.

Just as I was about to move one block over, I saw the faintest edge of a shimmering wall on a second-story terrace of the nearby hotel. I turned and angled for it, making the leap to the terrace with a single jump.

And right there in front of me was that telltale amber sheen.

It had only taken me a few minutes to get here. My team should still be fine.

I could only pray Kurian’s strategy was something actionable, otherwise…

Well, otherwise, we were fucked.


Chapter 40


The Sacrifice



“Come on, guys.” Lacy waved the team forward. “You heard the man. We gotta stall for as long as we can.”

She started to head for the nearest barricade when a familiar face at the top of the stairs caught her eye. Nikki was tentatively poking her head out of the building, scanning around with furtive glances. When she locked eyes on Lacy and the others, she waved and set over toward them.

Lacy met her halfway up the stairs.

“Nikki! What are you doing? Head back inside, honey.”

Her eyes tracked over the horde of demons in the distance, a panicked look in her eye. Then, she set her lips and shook her head.

“I…I need to be here. Hiding in there with the useless politicians just makes me feel…weak. Powerless.” She clung to Lacy’s arm desperately. “You understand…don’t you?”

She should have sent the woman back inside. With no skills and no experience, she was nothing more than a liability.

And yet…she did understand. She’d felt powerless most of her life and was never going back. How could she force Nikki to face a reality she herself wasn’t willing to face?

Lacy sighed, reaching up to grab the woman’s hand in both of hers. She stared into Nikki’s eyes, her tone leaving no room for argument.

“You do everything I say, you got it?”

Nikki nodded quickly.

Pursing her lips, Lacy opened her Inventory and sorted through her weapons. She took out a pistol and eyed Nikki critically.

“Can you shoot?”

The woman nodded again. “Grew up shooting.”

Lacy handed it over. “Conserve ammo. Only fire if they break past the others. Clear?”

“Got it!”

They ran back to the team, who were talking to the last line of soldiers. Lacy noticed Jerome in a tense standoff with a handful of the men and hurried to intervene.

“Whoa, everyone, relax!” she called out. “We’re all on the same side!”

“Get back into the building, ma’am, or I’ll have you all escorted in handcuffs!” one of the soldiers barked.

“Calm down,” she said, putting a hand on Jerome’s shoulder before he could fire back. “We’re here to help.”

One of the other soldiers growled and took a step forward. Jerome stepped up until they were chest-to-chest.

“Sarge, what is it with these civvies?” a third soldier asked, moving to support his buddy. “Do you want to go through the meatgrinder?”

“Not no civvies,” Jerome grunted. “We the fuckin’ A-side. Y’all the fodder.”

Lacy interposed herself between the soldiers and Jerome while Byron, Frank, and Amos looked on uncomfortably.

Turning to face the sergeant, she held her hands up in a placating gesture.

“We’re Climbers, sergeant. We’ve been working with soldiers like yo⁠—”

“Fuck is a Climber?” It was the same soldier who had been escalating with Jerome.

The sergeant reached out and indicated Lacy and the team with a wave of his hand.

“Ain’t got time to debate. Cuff ’em and we’ll figure it out if we live.”

“Fuck you is.” Jerome’s helmet appeared on his head and a dense wave of power echoed out from him.

The soldiers stopped in their tracks, eyes going wide. The nearby soldiers, not embroiled in the argument, saw something going on and began running over.

Before Lacy could call Jerome off, Michelle Waterstone came running down the stairs, her face beet red as she yelled.

“Stand the fuck down! Those are the governor’s assets and worth more than any bullet.”

Lacy wasn’t quite sure about that, but she did appreciate the confidence.

“Ma’am…” The sergeant eyed each of them, his gaze lingering over Frank and Amos in particular. “Are…are you sure?”

She was face-to-face with the soldier now, staring up at him with fire in her eyes. “Sergeant, don’t make me repeat myself. Far as I’m concerned, they’re our only shot of surviving this day.” She glanced over, tilting her head. “Wait, where’s Dirk?”

Lacy’s stomach flipped as she wondered that very thing. Would he be able to figure out how to neutralize Craig in time? Would they be able to hold the line until then? But there was no room for doubt or second-guessing—the die was cast.

“He’s working on neutralizing Craig,” Lacy answered, pointing over the barricades where the Brute was wading toward them with a humvee shield still wielded in its hands. “That fucker is turning the demons on us to get at the president.”

Michelle’s face darkened. “Motherfuck,” she muttered. “Okay, whatever you need, you have it.” She turned to the sergeant. “Is that clear?”

“Ma’am, you can’t be⁠—”

She stepped into his space, glaring up at him from her tippy toes.

“Is that clear?” she growled, her eyes boring into him like she was twice his size.

“Yes, ma’am,” he replied reluctantly.

She scanned him a moment longer, then nodded.

“The governor needs me, but I’ll be back in five minutes to check on the situation.”

If we’re still here in five minutes, Lacy thought darkly.

“Got it. Thanks, Michelle.”

She nodded and turned to run back up the stairs.

The sergeant side-eyed Lacy when Michelle was gone, then shook his head.

“Fuck it, we’re probably dead anyway. Let’s see what you can do.”

Lacy sprang into action.

“Byron, can you start buffing the soldiers?” He nodded and popped a tape into his boombox. “Jerome, Frank. We’ll move up to the front line. Frank’ll call out any red threads, while Jerome will focus on pulling the attention of any demons that break past the soldiers. Amos is on aerial support duty with Lex already. And I’ll work on distracting the demons with my illusions.”

“What about me?” Nikki asked quietly, her shoulders pulled up tight. A Flier fell nearby from the sky, crashing into the ground with a loud thump, causing the woman to jump.

Lacy sighed, surveying the battleground to find a task that wouldn’t get the woman killed. Her eye caught on a soldier wearing a red cross patch dragging an injured soldier back from the front line. It wasn’t exactly safe, but as far as she could tell, there wasn’t anything approaching safe within a hundred yards.

“Link up with those medics and see how you can help.”

Nikki’s gaze followed her finger, sighting the medical tent erected at the bottom of the stairs. Her eyes set and she nodded.

“Got it, Lacy.” She sprinted away, covering the ground in record time.

Lacy turned back to the others, meeting each of their eyes.

“Frank, we don’t know Craig’s range, but try to stay back as far as you can while still spotting his powers. Byron, you keep buffing these guys—I don’t want you anywhere near the front line.”

“Got it, Lace,” he said as he swapped another tape into his boombox.

“Amos, hang back here.”

“Don’t needa tell me twice, love.”

She nodded, then looked at Jerome, his red visor peering eerily back at her.

“Ready?”

He grunted, the sound echoing eerily through his helmet. His head-sized robot whirled around him in a lazy arc.

“Then let’s go.”
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When I burst into the training room, Kurian materialized a hundred feet across the space, his gaze still anchored to his tablet.

“Kurian!” I shouted, racing over in two seconds flat. “I need your help!”

The giant, blue-skinned alien lazily looked up, his face placid despite my clearly panicked voice.

“Isn’t that what I’ve been doing?” he asked casually.

“It’s Craig! He’s invading one of our capitols, heading straight for our leadership. And he’s got an entire demon army under his control!”

A single brow arched and he deposited his tablet into his Inventory.

“A second wave incursion shouldn’t be too much trouble for you.”

I growled in annoyance. “Dammit, Kurian, there’s no time. It’s been augmented by the Integration Guide. I barely escaped with my life.” Taking a breath, I tried to calm my nerves. “Listen, you said something the other day. That there was a way to beat Craig by, I don’t know…sacrificing a piece of myself? Can you tell me what you meant? Please!”

He sighed heavily, regarding me in silence for multiple seconds. I bounced from foot to foot, knowing that every second we wasted could mean one of my team dying.

“You know his strength, the answer should be simple.”

My eyes went wide at his casual tone. I wanted to reach over and shake the giant Class Guide by his neck. But I knew that wouldn’t get me anything but a beating. I closed my eyes and took in two deep breaths, forcing myself to think critically.

Craig’s strength…Obviously, his mind control ability—both of them—were insidious and nearly undetectable. Frank was our only spotter and only Jerome, Lacy, and I had a way to fight it off.

A memory of his Status Sheet flashed in my mind. The standout had obviously been his Charisma, which had been over 200 despite the Nascent stat cap. But how could I…

I’d have to sacrifice a piece of myself, is what Kurian had said. Everything slotted into place in my mind, the terrible truth practically slapping me in the face.

“Is there no other way?” I asked softly.

He tilted his head and shrugged one shoulder.

“Life is a meandering path with an infinite number of decision branches. There are many paths that lead to death and many that lead to life. There is never a single path forward. And the sad reality of the universe is that you shall never know if you’ve chosen a dead end until after the course is set.”

Then, he pulled out his tablet and returned to watching his drama as if he had given me all the tools I needed to end Craig. I supposed he had, I just didn’t like the solution.

With far less determined steps, I left Kurian. Not for the amber forcefield heading back out to the fight, but my Personal Space door.
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“Red thread!”

Lacy whirled toward the sound, casting her [Fortify] ability on Frank. His back stiffened, his posture straightening, but the panic behind his eyes didn’t clear.

“Not me!” he shouted. “Him!”

She tracked his finger, following it to the front line where the demons were throwing themselves at the soldiers’ bullets like mindless drones. Jerome stood directly behind them, ready to draw the demons’ attention if there were a breach of the line.

Squinting, she called back over to Frank.

“Jerome? He’s protected.”

Frank was shaking his head emphatically. “No, not him⁠—”

Shouts beyond the current din of the battle rang up as one of the soldiers turned ninety degrees and laid gunfire into his brothers. Realization hit Lacy a moment too late and she struggled to stretch her ability over the man’s mind. But his rifle was chewing into the unsuspecting soldiers, and half a dozen were down before Jerome could tackle the man to the ground.

Her ability encompassed the man’s mind a moment later, but Frank was already calling out a new target.

She whirled to find Craig’s next target, barely covering the man in her ability before he could pull the trigger on his neighbor.

Then, Frank called out another, who she covered. Then another. And another.

She could barely keep up, the constant shifting of her ability taxing her mind to the breaking point. Her eyes tracked past the latest soldier she had covered, finding Craig standing on that giant demon’s shoulder with his eyes closed. The demon had let his car-shield dip in its hands now that the sniper shots had stopped coming for Craig and she was able to get a clear view of the man and his demon army.

The giant demon was obviously the largest of the wave and was growling in what appeared to be a language. Its voice echoed out so loud that the din of gunfire and trampling feet didn’t prevent the wave from following its directions at all.

Then, a realization occurred to her. Craig wasn’t controlling the thousands of demons charging for the State Capitol building. From her limited understanding of their abilities, even a supercharged Craig wouldn’t have the mental capacity to manage that number.

He’s controlling the Alpha and maybe the other brutes…the rest are just falling in line.

She ignored Frank’s next target, knowing that she was killing a certain number of soldiers in doing so. But she had to take the risk to potentially end this siege.

Reaching out with her ability, she focused on the Alpha, sensing its mind with her own. It felt…heavy to her senses, like ten men at once. She pushed her ability out, attempting to wrap it around the Alpha’s mind to cut off Craig’s influence. It was like trying to wrap a plastic bag around a watermelon with one hand. And the bag was too small. And the watermelon was fighting back, trying to spear into her mind as she struggled.

What felt like minutes, but was probably only a few seconds, passed and she had made progress, patching her ability together to form an imperfect seal. But when her eyes opened, she could see the effect.

The Alpha had stopped in its tracks, its jaw working up and down as if it were trying to speak. The ripple effect of its hesitation was cast out among the wave, and the other Brutes shook their heads as if waking up from a fugue state.

It was working! Craig’s control was being stripped away!

Something suddenly stabbed at her ability, the pain echoing back through the connection to her mind.

She cried out, clutching her head. It felt like needles stabbing through the ability, piercing behind her eyes. Her control over the ability was being chipped away at, and the Alpha began taking halting steps forward.

With a sudden, final push, her ability shattered like a dropped vase, and a whip of energy snapped back across the bond, hitting her like a cross to the nose. She fell backward, feeling her head crack against the road.

“Lacy!” a voice called out, but her vision was tunneling in around her.

Sorry, Dirk, she thought. I wasn’t strong enough…
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My hand hesitated on the door handle for a split second before pulling it open. I went to step into my Personal Space when Red spread out wide, pinning herself in the door threshold. I tugged at the cape with a growl.

“You think I want to do this!” I shouted. “If there was any other way! Any other way! Don’t you think I’d be doing that?”

I yanked on the cape again, trying to force it past the doorway. But she had morphed until her entire shape was wedged on either side of the frame. Pushing with my mind, I tried to force her to relax her shape. She lashed out at me through our bond, pushing me out of her form entirely and canceling my attempt to use the [Morph] ability.

Sighing, I stopped trying to manipulate the cloth—both mentally and physically.

“Dammit, Red. They could be dying right now,” I said softly. “Every second we waste could be a Flier tearing through Lex. A hound demon leaping toward Lacy. Those are our friends, Red. Would you leave them out there to die?”

Red faltered, losing her grip on the ability. I felt that I could take control in that moment and wrestle it from her while she was conflicted. But what Kurian had said before was painfully accurate; Red was a part of me. I couldn’t force her into this any more than I could force Lex to fly to his death.

But the magical cloth didn’t fight any longer. She softened, falling limp at my back. An image appeared in my mind of Red, detached from my neck and splayed out on the ground…lifeless. Fear and anxiety accompanied the image and I felt her question through the sending.

“I don’t know what’ll happen to you, girl. I…I’m sorry. But…it’s better to go out a hero than to live on as a coward.”

I could feel the cape’s acceptance, a hardening of her determination as she came to terms with what we needed to do. A series of images flashed in my mind. All of Red’s feats: flying through the air, strangling her first golden mob, throwing the bastards to their deaths on the bluffs, and many more. She was proud of what we’d done and though she was afraid, it had only taken a moment to steel herself for what was to come.

“Come on, Red. Let’s go save the world.”

We strode through my Personal Space and into the connecting hallway. Staring at us from fifty feet away was the Hall of Heroes door. So many times, I’d faced off with that door, knowing I was about to enter a life-or-death duel. But I had always had a redo in my back pocket, the consequences amorphous and intangible. But now, I was entering that hall with no safeguards. As we crossed the distance, my hesitation spiked. There was no guarantee this would work. There were so many unknowns when it came to the System and the mechanics of the Tower. But Kurian had turned us down this road and though his casual manner sometimes made me wonder if he had our best interests at heart, I had to admit, he had never led us astray.

With a heavy sigh, I pulled the door open and strode into the Hall of Heroes. Across the room, past the sunken arena where I’d fought Kneer a half-dozen times, stood a startled Co’xatl—Umndirop’s liaison that we were meant to pass messages through. But today, he was going to serve a much different purpose.

Never taking my eyes off the large crocodile-looking alien, I crossed the room in a handful of breaths.

“Listen, you smelly crocodile.” Its beady eyes narrowed. “I challenge you to a duel…”


Chapter 41


New Item Acquired



When Lacy came to, the first thing she heard was her name being shouted over and over again.

“Lacy! Lacy! Wake up! Lacy, you gotta wake up!”

The next thing she noticed was the hand roughly shaking her shoulder and her frustration spiked. Why was everyone always demanding things from her! Her mother had never even heard of the word please. Her friends had always invited her over to use her for the things she had or the answers to her homework, never for the sake of her company.

All her life, she felt abused and used by those she was supposed to be closest to. No one had ever seen her for her.

No, not no one.

A smile touched her lips as she thought of Dirk. Tall, handsome, strong. Heroic, too, though it was buried under a dozen layers of trauma and rough edges. But she saw him for who he truly was. And the best part of it was, he saw her, too.

Thoughts of Dirk triggered a realization in the deep recesses of her mind and she finally remembered that she was on a battlefield. Her eyes snapped open to see Frank leaning over her, his panicked face peering down at her.

“Oh, thank God,” he muttered. “Lacy, you gotta get up! The soldiers are killing each other!”

Those words gave her new life and she sprang to her feet with Frank’s help. In a glance, she confirmed what Frank had said. Soldiers were firing into each other and the demons, forming a triangle of death tearing through the front line.

Panic immobilized her for a few precious seconds.

I can’t save them, he’s controlling too many…

You’re right…let’s just give up. It was a familiar voice in her mind, one she’d heard hundreds of times throughout her life.

It was the voice that always crept in when things got tough, when the chips were down and she wondered what was the point of it all. She was always going to be a disappointment to someone for something. When she’d been rejected from every single university her parents had pushed for. When she’d then been rejected from every single medical program they considered reputable enough for their daughter. When she’d gotten a B in a class. When she’d…done anything in her life, it had never been good enough.

Who the fuck did she think she was, thinking she mattered? That she could save these people dying around her—let alone the leaders of the United States.

She was a fuck up. A disappointment. Never enough…

But she knew one other person who was a fuck up. His fuck ups were perfect scores on the standardized test they gave to fuck ups. And yet, she’d seen that man do things that mattered. Saved dozens, then hundreds, then thousands of people. He had started small and was now humanity’s best hope for survival.

Start small, she thought. Save one. Then two. And eventually, hundreds and thousands.

She climbed to her feet, not needing Frank’s direction to pinpoint the affected soldiers. Her ability snapped into place faster and more seamlessly than it ever had before. The soldier shook his head, staring down at the rifle in his hands like it had betrayed him. But Lacy wouldn’t let the man wallow in self-pity. Somehow, she could feel his mind beginning to crack…and she held it together.

The realization that her ability was far more nuanced than she had believed only gave her a brief thrill. The sound of screams and gunfire pulled her attention to the next soldier turning on his brothers.

An hour ago, she might have limited herself, knowing for certain that there was no possible way to hold her [Fortify] ability on two separate targets. Hell, it was in the ability’s description. But the fear of failure wasn’t a reason not to try.

She’d stretched an ability before. Knowing what it felt like to pull her projections taut across a wide area shaped her intent as she tried to manipulate the feel of [Fortify].

Stretch, she thought. Stretch…stretch…

The ability fought her, pulling tight like a rubber band about to snap. In her mind, she visualized the spell as a helmet, spherical in shape as she encased the target’s mind, protecting them from their own dark thoughts. She massaged that sphere from the inside, pushing out against the elastic nature of the ability. It tried to snap back into place, but she imagined it holding its shape, accepting the extension as she formed it into a slightly larger sphere.

Then, larger.

A second mind flared to life inside her ability’s domain, nearly pulling her out of her focus. That second presence was so vastly different that she nearly lost the ability right then and there. That mind was angry, on the verge of charging into the horde with reckless abandon. The first mind she had brought back from a spiraling cycle of self-pity and horror. But the work she was doing for him didn’t positively affect the second mind. Even though she’d stretched her ability to two targets, it wasn’t enacting the effects of the ability on both.

Instead of trying to force a square peg into a circle hole, she changed the ability itself. She focused on a common cause, a guiding principle that could unite them all no matter the trauma they were experiencing.

I fight for the man at my side and they fight for me.

It was so much less nuanced than the default state of the ability, which seemed to naturally alter itself depending on the individual target. But just because it was simple didn’t mean it wasn’t powerful. The two men under her ability felt a swelling of pride that she could almost see as they turned to continue firing into the demon horde. Their movements were smoother, their aim better, and they shouted together against the demonic enemies trying to overthrow their world.

Frank drew her attention to more targets and she nodded with a confidence that she wasn’t faking for possibly the first time in her life.

The ability stretched like putty, expanding outward as she shaped it with her mind. Three minds, then four. Then a dozen.

Within seconds, her [Fortify] ability was covering the entire front line and the demon horde faltered for the first time in the fight.

Your [Fortify] ability has evolved!

New ability — [Inspiration]!
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“I have no quarrel with you, human.”

The Co’xatl liaison turned away, doing his best to ignore my presence.

I reached out and pushed him, the forcefield flaring to life, cutting off my momentum.

“Listen, I need you to accept this duel.”

The System sent him another notification as it stacked one more in front of me.

You are about to offer Allinmirok, warrior of the Co’xatl, an honorable duel to the death. This is the point of no return.

Confirm?

Yes/No

The Co’xatl glanced over contemptuously.

“I have strict orders not to engage with human or Jree, except to relay messages to Umndirop himself. I will not violate that for your amusement.”

Goddammit, who knew it’d be so hard to get a duel?

“The fate of my world rests on this duel. I promise not to kill you, okay? Just accept and I’ll forfeit right away.”

His beady crocodile eyes regarded me dispassionately.

“I am Allinmirok,” the Co’xatl said proudly. “Second Blade to the great Umndirop. Before him, I served as First Blade to the greatest of our kind, Hundirop, son of Umndirop. Though honor dictates I should accept your challenge, the greater honor is to remain true to my liege’s orders.”

With that, he turned his back on me with a finality that wouldn’t be questioned.

I growled, turning away as I began to pace.

I needed a duel in order to forfeit, but how could I get one if this guy wasn’t gonna play ball?

Whirling around, I spoke to Allinmirok.

“Fine, why don’t you go grab another of your people and I’ll duel them?”

He kept his back to me, acting as if he couldn’t hear me.

“Get Umndirop, then!” I shouted. The delay could mean dozens, if not hundreds, of deaths, but it was my only option at this point.

Still with his back turned, the Co’xatl spoke.

“Umndirop is inside the Tower and is unreachable. I shall relay your desire to meet when he returns.”

“God-fucking-dammit! I need him now!”

Allinmirok ignored me, his tail swishing casually as he dug something out of his talons.

“Fuck!”

I spun around when something in the corner of the hall caught my eye. Standing alone in the alcoves that lined the far wall stood a life-sized statue of Hundirop, son of Umndirop. An idea began to form, one that I wasn’t too proud of, but I was more than desperate enough to commit to it fully.

“First Blade of Hundirop, huh?” I mused to myself. In the corner of my eye, I felt the Co’xatl shift. “Must be tough, pledging yourself to a failure of a leader.”

The Co’xatl growled but didn’t rise to the bait.

I just had to push harder.

“And now, Second Blade. Oof, guess Humndirop wasn’t too pleased you let his pride and joy get murdered by a little kitty cat⁠—”

Something thin and fast slashed toward me—one of the Co’xatl’s bladed-whips. The forcefield sprung into place, but I didn’t let off the gas.

“It must gall Humndirop that his prodigal son was the first person of note to die in this Apocalypse.” I shook my head sadly. “Like, how wrong was he about his son, am I right? Talk about disappointment⁠—”

Allinmirok let out an ear-splitting roar, charging me with a thousand pounds of body weight. The forcefield drained all his momentum as we collided, and his snout was frozen inches from my face as he chomped his teeth.

“Never disparage my master!” he growled. Spittle flew into my face and I was reminded of one of my own encounters against Kneer that felt like forever ago.

A noise rumbled deep in my throat. With a disgusting sound, I hawked a big wad of spit right into his face.

“I spit on that weakling Hundirop and his pathetic excuse for a father⁠—”

Allinmirok, warrior of the Co’xatl, has challenged you to a formal duel under the eyes of Heaven. Use of your [Mantle] will not be permitted. [Mantle]-imparted traits are still active.

Accept?

Yes/No

I let out a trembling sigh of relief, accepting the duel instantly. We were transported to the center of the sunken arena, frozen in place as another notification filled our visions.

Honorable combat has been initiated and accepted. Your [Mantle] has been disabled inside the arena. This fight is to the death.

Would you like to forfeit your [Mantle] and end the duel prematurely?

Yes, to accept dishonor, relinquish your status as Prime, and be banned from the [Hall of Heroes] forever.

No, to continue with the duel.

Yes/No

As I read the notification one last time, I felt Red trembling in my mind.

I’m sorry, girl.

Yes
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Craig reached out to another soldier, touching the man’s mind with a tendril of the Seed. It burrowed past the man’s surface thoughts, nestling deep inside the core of his being.

Your friends are infected, they’re killing the uninfected right in front of you. End the threat and be the hero you always knew you would be.

The roots settled in with zero resistance. After hundreds of tests with his Jree subjects, Craig had found that there were only three or four narratives necessary to house the Seed with little to no resistance.

Heroic ideation, jealous anger, blind duty, and occasionally, meaningless existential dread. With those tools at his disposal, he had unlocked hundreds of minds to the Seed already, spreading roots across entire armies.

But there were exceptions to every rule. For some creatures, the Seed couldn’t slither in but rather had to be rammed past the gates and injected into the psyche. The Alpha Brute he was riding now was one such case. Subtlety didn’t work for a creature as old and powerful as this—it only understood strength and overwhelming power. So, that was how Craig controlled it, by overwhelming its mental defenses so completely that it had no choice but to submit.

And yet, the battle wasn’t over. It continued to struggle against his hold even as it obeyed his every command. A small, nearly unconscious part of its simple brain continued to bang against the presence in its mind. It was a humbling experience for him, being forced to hold on so tight to such a basic mind. But he was beginning to understand that it was the simple minds that possessed the greatest defenses against the Seed. They were black-and-white, with no nuance for Craig to exploit. The Alpha only knew strength and wouldn’t give in unless Craig flexed that strength over and over and over again.

It was exhausting, but he had to admit, this was the most powerful creature he could possibly get his hands on. The president of the United States was only a couple hundred meters away and no amount of steel or concrete could resist the powerful horde he was commanding through the Alpha Brute.

In the back of his mind, the Seed trembled with pleasure at his train of thought, relishing in his push for power. It fed on that ambition, always driving him forward for more, never satiated if there was a bigger meal in sight.

If it were up to him, he would have preferred a more measured approach. The Jree Prime was fully on his side without any sort of mental control, and he could have very easily leveraged that into greater and greater strength until no one in the Tower—Climber or otherwise—could have stopped him.

But the Seed wasn’t patient. The Seed didn’t let him consolidate and leverage. Not when the Alpha Brute had appeared in the distance. It had practically shredded his mind when he had resisted at first, forcing him to claim the powerful demon. He had learned early on, though, that there was no resisting the Seed’s desires. The bargain he had made with Her wouldn’t let him steer the ship away from its intentions. It hungered for powerful thralls and he couldn’t divert it from its target once it had locked on.

Lemonade from lemons, he consoled himself. Though he had pushed for a measured approach, he had to admit this was working, too.

His only regret was that he had let that simpleton slip out of his grasp. He’d been too assured in the strength of the Alpha, its danger sense so powerful that he had felt invincible. But as fast and as strong as it was, it could only address so many threats at once. It hadn’t been a fatal oversight, but it had been too close for comfort.

He just had to console himself with the fact that he could see Dirk’s band of misfits stubbornly resisting at the very front of the barricades. The man himself was nowhere to be seen, but that didn’t worry him—he’d seen the Alpha’s power and wouldn’t risk his life on another close and personal encounter. Still, he was surprised that the man had left his team to die.

Just to cover his bases, he directed the Seed to five Hellhounds on each side of the horde, creating scouts whose sole purpose was to point out Dirk. The Seed didn’t see the point, but the expenditure of power was small enough that it didn’t buck against the request.

Turning his full attention back to the task in front of him, he sent another tendril toward one of the minds belonging to a soldier.

A stray bullet in that sergeant’s back wouldn’t be noticed in this frenzy. He has reprimanded you so many times without cause. You could end that right here and now⁠—

The tendril was rejected with violent force, ricocheting back toward Craig and the Seed nestled deep in his mind. The feedback nearly sent him toppling off the Alpha’s shoulder, but the beast reacted intuitively, shifting its weight to steady him.

Craig’s eyes widened as the Seed went wild in his mind. He had only felt the Seed rejected a handful of times, but never so violently. He prepared five separate tendrils to quest forward slowly, gauge whatever it was that had caused the whiplash effect when the Seed took over, co-opting his control.

It sprang from his mind like a viper, sending a powerful strand ten times thicker and more poignant than anything he had prepared. It tried to break its target, shattering the mind that had rejected it like an eggshell. But it met resistance and scrabbled against that barrier that wouldn’t give.

He fought to take back control of the Seed and guide it more carefully rather than waste its energy against an unknown shield. But as he struggled to reason with it, a notification popped into his vision, surprising him into giving up the struggle.

New item acquired — [Progenitor’s Mantle]!

An item description filled his mind, distracting him from the battle around him.

[Progenitor’s Mantle][Unique][Earth-based Item (Planet #10773724717)]

Rank: 0

Experience: 0/10,000

Traits:

Only a Matter of Time I

You Think Your Shit Don’t Stink I (Same Race)

Your Shit Really Don’t Stink I

Your Shit Really Don’t Stink II

Your Shit Really Don’t Stink III

Keen Eye I

Sound of Mind I

Abilities:

[Analysis I]

Status: Equipped (Back slot)

Bearer: Craig Allen, Prime of Earth (Local rank: #2 — Co-Integrated Rank: #2)

“What the fuck?” he muttered.

A weight settled around his neck, the snap of cloth in the wind drawing his eye to his back.

A familiar red cape hung there and his eyes went wide. Before he could wrap his head around the implications of that cape on his back, the Seed began to buck in his mind, drawing his attention to one of the roots anchored into his thralls.

The thickest root—and the most tenuous. Beneath his feet, the Alpha faltered, its body vibrating.

No. No!

For once, the Seed and Craig worked in harmony, focusing all their attention on re-anchoring that root inside of the Alpha’s mind. But there was something wrong with his power. It felt…weaker, dimmed. There was no reason for it; his power had only grown as he had leveled. Every level had brought him more stat points, solidifying his control through his unfettered Charisma.

With a horrifying thought, he pulled open his Status Sheet and stared at his most powerful stat.

Charisma: 246 (50% effectiveness) = 123

While he stared at his halved power, a snapping sound echoed in his mind.

The Alpha had broken free from the Seed’s control…


Chapter 42


Eviction Notice



Agut-wrenching sensation rippled through my body. A force on my back ripped me away from the sand arena, ejecting me from the Hall of Heroes with an almost contemptuous violence. As I flew through the air, the Hall of Heroes door flung open behind me and I was cast away into the Personal Space hallway, sliding along my back at high speeds. With a flex of power, I enhanced my friction, pulling to a stop before I clattered against the far side of the hall.

Panting from the undignified ejection out of the Hall of Heroes, I rested my head against the floor. Slowly, I reached toward my back, knowing but not quite believing that Red would be gone.

When I felt the bare floor and my unadorned back, a pain stabbed in my chest.

“I’m so sorry, Red,” I whispered.

The magical cape hadn’t started out as a person in my mind—just a tool to enhance my powers and reach. But with each rank up, she had grown more aware, developing a personality that—while violent—I had come to appreciate. We had become friends—No, more than friends. She had been a part of my soul.

My eyes went wide as I remembered the depth of our connection. She had been a soulbound entity, nestled inside my soul along with my cores.

With a gasping breath, I dove into my soul space, scanning for that familiar presence.

Fate, Friction, and Mass shined bright and heavy in that space, dominating my spirit senses as I searched for lingering signs of Red.

There was nothing…

I sagged against the floor, staring up at the ceiling. She was gone. Somehow, some way, I had imagined her living on in my soul beside my cores. Or that her presence would still exist in my mind, even without the [Progenitor’s Mantle]. But I was just fooling myself. I had known I was killing her to stop Craig. Kurian had said as much when he’d asked if I was willing to sacrifice a portion of myself.

“You went out saving a lot of people, Red. I hope that gave you some comfort in those final moments.”

Thoughts of Red’s sacrifice only reminded me that the threat wasn’t over. Though Craig should have inherited the Mantle and received a drastic power reduction, that didn’t mean he was powerless. In reality, I’d only been assuming he was beatable at half-power, but the possibility that it had only inconvenienced him remained.

Forcing myself out of my self-pity, I rose to my feet. Even with a weakened Craig, there was still an augmented demon horde bearing down on my friends. There was no time to wallow.

As I turned to head back through my Personal Space, new notifications that I had been ignoring continued to flash in my vision. Paying them little attention, I began skimming as I ran.

For your dishonor, you have been forever banned from the [Hall of Heroes]. May your shame⁠—

I waved it away.

New trait! You have received the Betrayal of Responsibility trai⁠—

Item removed: [Progenitor’s Mantle].

Trait removed: Only a Matter of Time I

Trait removed: You Think Your Shit Don’t Stink I (Same Race)

Trait removed: Your Shit Really Don’t Stink I

The list went on, describing just how many traits associated with my Mantle I had lost. Waving them away, I growled to myself. The evidence of sacrificing Red seemed to stack up purely to emphasize my shame.

One last notification lingered and I ignored it as I ran into the training room. Kurian materialized, looking directly at me as I entered instead of his tablet for once. As soon as he saw me, his lips turned down at the corners and he nodded sadly.

“I am sorry.”

The roiling fire inside my chest doubled and I had to look away. It wasn’t his fault Red was gone. Not even a little bit. It was mine. Craig had accumulated so much power because I hadn’t dealt with him from the start. I’d given him his memories of the past redos, only further arming him. At the time, it had seemed like the only way to save Nikki, but now I wondered…had it been worth it? How many lives had he taken because I didn’t have the stomach to let her go? Hundreds? Thousands?

And each one of them was on me.

The guilt filled me to the brim, spilling out on the only other person within my sphere. This is your fault, too, I wanted to say. You should have advised me better! Given me the tools to deal with him from the beginning!

It was stupid, I knew. Just because Kurian was unbelievably old didn’t mean he was infallible or had the answers for everything. Without him, I might never have realized that sacrificing Red could counter Craig’s power.

With a sigh, I turned to the giant Class Guide, then froze.

As I opened my mouth to speak, that final flashing notification caught my eye.

New item acquired: [Paladiun Symbiotic Spirit (Rank 2)]
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Her chest swelled with pride as she wielded [Inspiration] like a broad paintbrush across the tapestry that was the front line of soldiers. Wherever her focus went, aims improved, trembling limbs steadied, and shouts of defiance rang up.

But the first line had never had hope of holding out against the demon horde indefinitely. Despite her team’s efforts, the order came for an orderly retreat to the second line of defense. A distant part of her had imagined that her new power would change the tide so dramatically that the soldiers would rout the demons in a storybook ending for the ages.

She tempered her expectations, though, when she realized the sheer number of bodies being thrown at the thin line of soldiers. It would take ten times the number of men to keep this horde at a standstill, let alone rout them.

She didn’t despair though, encouraging her targets into a calm firing retreat as she and her own team passed through the temporarily opened barricade.

When they were on the other side of the second line, she refocused her energy on bolstering the surrounding troops. But even with her [Inspiration] ability aiding the soldiers, lives were being lost. In front of her, a Hellhound leaped upon a soldier as his attention was drawn away, its powerful jaws tearing into the man’s neck with finality. The soldier on his left saw his friend taken down and yelled in fury as he fired round after round into the hound. In his blind spot, one of the Overseers threw its weapon, the heavy metal clattering against the soldier’s head and knocking him to the ground.

Lacy cried out as she felt those minds go dim, tears sliding down her cheeks.

Far too close, Craig and his Alpha approached the first line. The giant demon wielded its vehicular shield both as a battering ram and a makeshift weapon, swinging it in wide arcs to clear the razor-wire barricades before snapping it back into position as a rifle shot rang out.

A handful of soldiers turned their attention to Craig, noting the man standing on the Alpha’s shoulder as a priority target. But as soon as their aim shifted toward the man, the Alpha turned and charged, trampling them to death.

It isn’t enough, she realized. It doesn’t matter what I do…it isn’t enough.

Her eyes bored into Craig, damning him for waging war on his own people. She had never wished for another man’s death so powerfully and she wondered if her [Inspiration] ability could be inverted, casting a wave of despair over the man so that he faltered and died.

She immediately snapped herself out of those dark thoughts. That type of power was the antithesis of what she felt. It would be too close to what Craig did for her comfort, even if it meant his death.

As she went to shift her ability to encompass the second line of soldiers, movement flashed behind Craig. Something…familiar.

Was that…Red!

“Dirk’s back!” Byron cheered at her side. Then he faltered as he and Lacy saw the same thing.

It wasn’t Dirk appearing among the demons to strike at Craig…It was Red, slung across that bastard’s back…

“No,” Lacy whispered, her eyes widening in horror. “No!”

Dirk wasn’t dead, he couldn’t be!

Byron clutched her arm tight.

“Wh-what does that mean?” His tone was panicked, desperate for answers.

She couldn’t respond, her eyes locked on that red, billowing cape. If Dirk was dead…then it fell on her.

Anger rose from deep within, an anger so heady that she physically trembled. She took it, shaping it like she shaped her [Inspiration] ability, forming it into an unshakable resolve.

“It’s on us, now,” she told Byron calmly. “It’s on us…”

He looked at her with wide eyes, no comprehension in his face.

“By’,” she said, grabbing his hand. “We can do this.” She held his gaze, willing her resolve out into the space around her, projecting it like a System ability.

He let out a shaky breath, then nodded.

“Lacy!” Amos shouted. “Look at the fecker!”

She narrowed her eyes in confusion, then turned to find Craig in the horde.

The man was clutching his head, his eyes closed tight in concentration. But even more interesting was the trembling Alpha Brute beneath him. Its head was turned, staring directly at the small human perched on its shoulder.

In its eyes, a fire burned as it seemed to struggle against invisible bonds.

It tilted its head up to the sky and let out a bone-shaking roar. Craig fell from its shoulder, disappearing from sight.

Byron and Amos cheered, but Lacy’s eyes were locked on the wave of demons. She clutched at Frank, who was at her side.

“Where is he!”

He shook his head, craning forward to scan the demons.

“I don’t see him! But the threads are dissipating!” He turned to Lacy, his eyes wide past his glasses. “He’s losing control!”

We have a chance, she thought. Thanks to Dirk, we have a chance…

The horde milled about indecisively, only those at the very front attacking with purpose as bullets continued to lay into them. But for those in the middle and back, they glanced toward the Alpha for guidance.

A rifle shot echoed out, causing Lacy to flinch. Her gaze shot toward the roof of the State Capitol building behind her, where the small form of Bobby was barely visible. She turned back to the horde, looking for the man’s target.

The Alpha staggered where it stood, its humvee shield laying at its feet where it had dropped it during the struggle with Craig. Its hand reached up to its chest, where smoke billowed from a smoldering hole. When the demon turned toward Lacy, she could see all the way through the hole to the other side.

The giant demon had wide eyes, realizing that it was in danger. It bent to pick up the humvee at its feet when another shot echoed out across the horde.

This time, Lacy saw the impact as Bobby’s bullet slammed into the Alpha’s right eye, an explosion of black ichor arcing out from the back of its head. It lingered upright for a moment longer, its body slow to come to terms with its death. Then, almost in slow motion, it collapsed forward, crushing a dozen demons with its heavy body.

Silence hung over the streets, and both the human and demon sides were slow to process the Alpha’s death. Then, all at once, the soldiers let out a ground-shaking cheer, punctuated by the renewed sound of gunfire tearing into the faltering demons.

The demons let out an equally loud sound a moment later. A wave of echoing whimpers sounded as the horde broke apart, losing cohesion within the space of a handful of heartbeats.

The soldiers’ cheers redoubled, firing bullet after bullet into the retreating demons.

A smile touched Lacy’s lips, then turned down into a frown as she realized something.

“Where’s Craig!”

Frank pointed in the distance toward the edge of the plaza, where a narrow road led behind two rows of buildings.

“Mass of red threads in that direction,” he said. “Best bet.”

“Fuck,” Lacy muttered. “Can’t chase him into the horde, even if they are fleeing. Can you keep the threads in sight if we trail behind?”

He shrugged indecisively, but his answer didn’t really matter—they had to try. She flagged down Jerome, who had been diverting a small group of demons that had turned to attack the soldiers, shooting into their flanks. With the demons routed, he was free to run over.

“Lace? Is it over?”

She shook her head. “That fucker’s fleeing. We think he’s that way.” She pointed where Frank had indicated. “And I don’t intend for him to get away.”

Jerome grunted. “Let’s go.”
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Fear and fury warred within Craig’s mind. Fury roiled off of the Seed in waves that threatened to boil his mind. Fear clutched at his chest, nearly paralyzing him in place.

But the Seed wouldn’t let him freeze, wouldn’t let him falter. Its purpose was to infect and control. So that is what it did.

Craig felt the Alpha die as he crawled across the asphalt, the ripples of that death sending a wave of fear through the entire horde. In that moment, his window of escape opened.

As he fled on hands and knees, the Seed lashed out, grabbing the nearby demons to form a shield around its host. Three Overseers and twelve Hellhounds fell under its sway, and another half-dozen demons followed out of simple pack mentality.

Now that he wasn’t on the verge of being trampled, he found the strength to climb to his feet. The Seed’s anger infected his fear, poisoning it until that bone-deep terror shifted into a desperate need to flee.

His small wave of demons forced their way through the chaotic horde, protecting him from the press of bodies that would have seen him crushed. When they finally, desperately, reached the edge of the demon horde, Craig’s own emotions synchronized with the Seed.

Fury that he’d only experienced a handful of times in his life flared hot in his chest. The red cloth at his back snapped in the wind and he wanted to scream.

Somehow, that idiot had put him in check, halving his power at the worst possible moment. But he had made a fatal error…check was not checkmate.

He could come back from this defeat. Kneer would still see the benefit of their partnership, even if Craig’s power was halved. And if the Jree Prime didn’t fall into line…well, he’d find one of his closest subjects dealing the coup de grâce.

Yes, I can come back from this…

The first step was to find a safe zone and regroup. Once he was back in his Personal Space, he could reconnect with the Jree and prepare for the Second Floor. It would open soon and he needed to be ready to face Dirk and his crew of simpletons on every front. He suspected the man’s time loops were integrally linked to the Tower and he had to be positioned to weather multiple attacks once that Floor opened.

I just need to find a safe zone, then everything will fall into place.

He was running now, his escort of demons keeping pace easily. His eyes scanned every building and every door and he knew it was only a matter of time before he spotted his safe haven.

He would do more than survive this setback—he would make Dirk and his friends pay tenfold. He’d force the man to watch as Jree ravaged his woman, tortured his party⁠—

A flicker of motion was his only warning as one of the Hellhounds lost its footing and collapsed to the street. A voice called out from high up, above their position.

“If this isn’t Fate Herself throwing me a bone, then I’ll eat my shoe.”

A shiver traced up his spine and without even looking, he directed his demons to stall the man as he ran. Nearly twenty demons would be enough to give him a head start. They had to be.

He took off in a sprint, feeling the Seed direct the demons toward Dirk even as it urged him to run. The Seed was reckless, arrogant, and power-hungry. But even it understood that they weren’t ready for a fight with that man.

A handful of Hellhounds began scaling the building with their powerful limbs while the rest covered Craig’s escape route. There was no way for him to get Craig without bypassing⁠—

A loud buzzing sound filled the air moments before he stumbled and missed a step. He collapsed to the ground, not quite realizing what had tripped him.

He looked down at his legs, his mind stumbling over what he was seeing. It looked like…he was missing a leg from the knee down.

That was when the white-hot fire stabbed into his limb, blanking the raging cries of the Seed entirely. Blood squirted from his missing shin, and Craig screamed, his throat hoarse, clutching at his knee so hard his knuckles turned white.

“Don’t you go bleeding out on me, Craig.” The man’s voice seemed to penetrate through the pain that eclipsed everything. “We’ve still got business.”

The flow of blood was cut off, but the pain remained. His panic crescendoed, and then he went numb, his vision tunneling in, fading into darkness.


Chapter 43


Judgment Day



The moment Craig passed out, the demons shuddered and gave up the fight, scattering in different directions in a desperate plea to escape.

I didn’t let them…not like Craig was going anywhere without one of his legs.

One of my disks chewed through three of the Hellhounds and I angled for the other runners that had turned a corner, when a series of gunshots rang out.

Before I could move to help whoever it was fighting the demons, they rounded a corner and came into view.

My stomach flipped at the sight of them and I felt as if I were in a dream.

My team…

“Dirk!” Lacy dropped the rifle in her hands, sprinting the fifty feet to me in a flash. She threw herself into my arms, wrapping her legs around me. I was so shocked that I stumbled back, falling to the road beneath us with an oomph. Lacy didn’t even register our fall. Her lips pressed so tight to mine that our teeth clicked together.

“I was so scared,” she breathed. “We thought—I thought…”

“I’m okay, Lace,” I whispered back. “I’m okay…but Red…Red is gone.”

Her eyes went wide, noticing the missing cape and then tracking up the street.

“Craig! He was running this way! We have to get him⁠—”

She burst to her feet, turning to retrieve her rifle as the others watched us from a distance.

“Lacy…I got him. He’s still alive.” I pointed down the road where a lump of crimson cloth was stirring.

Her face hardened and she bent down to scoop up her rifle.

“What’re we waiting for? Let’s gut the bastard and get Red back!”

She stomped in that direction and I took in the sight of the others behind her.

“You guys alright?” I asked.

Jerome grunted and Byron gave a tired smile.

“Everyone’s good.” Frank adjusted his glasses and smiled as he watched Lacy stomp toward Craig. “She stepped up big time.”

I turned to watch her, admiring the way her hips swayed as she angry-marched toward the unconscious red blob.

“Doesn’t surprise me. She’s incredible.”

Jerome stepped up beside me and snorted.

“Far too good for you, white boy.”

Chuckling, I nodded. “Don’t I know it.”

She turned around, almost as if she could feel us all staring after her. When she realized no one was following to put down Craig, her brow furrowed.

“Will you dummies quit staring at my ass and help me kill this man? We’ve got shit to do.”

Jerome snorted while Amos and I shared a belly laugh. Byron looked at me with a hint of fear in his eyes.

“I wasn’t looking at her ass, I swear.”

“Me either,” Frank said seriously.

“Oh, I definitely was,” Amos leered, turning to me with a shrug. “You blame me?”

I shrugged back. “No, I was, too.”

Lex swooped in with a triumphant honk.

“Hey, buddy,” I said with a smile. “Good work up there.”

“You too, Dirk. I’m sorry about Red, though.”

Byron’s head shot up. “Oh, yeah, your cape!” Then he looked over toward Craig with a frown. “Is that it over there?”

“Just the cape, not the person that was inside the cape.”

He arched a brow in confusion, glancing at Amos and Frank.

“I thought you were making that up the entire time. There was actually a living being inside your cape?”

I nodded and opened my Inventory. “Sure was. She was a psychotic motherfucker, but that’s what I loved about her.” Pulling out the [Paladiun Symbiotic Spirit], I held it up to study it. “But she’s not gone. I’m pretty sure she’s in this⁠—”

Lex’s gasp cut me off.

“By Heaven’s balls, is that what I think it is!”

I was so stunned by Lex’s curse that I didn’t respond at first. He flapped up to a hover, the wind of his wings sending gusts all around as he struggled to stay at eye level with the item.

“It says it’s a Paladiun Symbiotic Spirit,” I explained with a shrug. “I assumed Red’s spirit is in this thing.”

“Set it down…so I can examine…it!” Lex was panting from the effort to remain level, his excitement still bubbling through his obvious exhaustion. He had been flying non-stop for nearly the entire fight.

I shrugged and placed the item on the street. It was an oblong-shaped item as big as my palm. It had an opalescent sheen to it, with flecks of red swimming on its surface like drops of blood.

“This is…oh, Heavens, it is! I’ve heard of them but never seen one!”

The way Lex was talking about it was more than just excitement that Red was potentially alive.

“This is Red, right?”

“Yes! Very much yes! But more than that.” He glanced up at me, his eyes wide. “This is better than just Red!”

I narrowed my eyes. “Damn, Lex, that’s cold. Red was part of the team.”

He shook his head fervently. “No, no! What I mean is, it can do more than bring Red back! You can give her a life! A real life! With a body and autonomy! You’ll still maintain your bond, but she can live in a creature!”

“Oooo, that sounds badass!” My imagination started to race through the possibilities.

“And her growth isn’t capped,” he continued. “She’ll continue to level, gain abilities, and grow along with us!”

Lacy’s voice called out, a hint of panic in it.

“Guys! He’s starting to stir!”

I looked over to see the red cloth moving, a groaning sound coming from our enemy. A flash of concern struck me. Though he was down and weakened, he still had his mind control abilities.

I turned to Frank. “Call out any threads!”

“Uh, actually⁠—”

He cut off as Lacy grunted. I whirled around to see her straddling Craig, her fist pumping into his face.

“Fuck. You. Fuck. You.” Each word was punctuated by a right straight.

At first, I was worried he could do something to her, but he was clammed up, his hands over his head as he weathered the beating with pitiful whimpers.

We ran over together, taking in the sight of our greatest enemy, reduced to a quivering blob of battered flesh. Lacy continued to beat the man and I put a hand on her shoulder. A cathartic beatdown was one thing, but it was another thing entirely to beat a person to death. I knew from experience that was a line you couldn’t uncross.

She flinched at my touch, her breathing ragged as she held her fist poised over his face. Blood dripped from his mouth and nose, and his eyes were swollen welts of blue and purple.

But he was conscious and there was awareness in his gaze as he stared up at us.

“Let me end the fucker,” Lacy growled, pulling a gun from her Inventory.

“Lace.”

She whirled on me, confusion and anger in her eyes. “He is not walking away,”—She turned back to him, aiming the gun at his head—“not this time.”

I bent down to look her in the eye, nodding to show her I was with her.

“No, he doesn’t get away. But I think there’s someone that needs this closure more than we do. What do you think?”

I didn’t push, letting her mind turn on that question. Her eyes narrowed in thought then widened as realization hit her.

“Nikki?”

I nodded. “Nikki.”

Lacy looked down at Craig with regret, the eagerness to end him right there obvious in the way her pistol hand trembled.

With a sigh, she put the gun back in her Inventory and nodded. “You’re right.” A smile touched her lips as she looked at me. “And I evolved my ability. It’s area of effect now, so he can’t touch us anyway.”

We looked down at Craig together and were rewarded with the unmasked terror in his eyes.

“Time to face judgment, asshole.”
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Rude. Inconsiderate. Annoying.

Lex’s humans treated him like one of Amos’ pigeons, sending him off to fetch Nikki because he could fly. Well, Dirk could run faster than any Earthling ever born. Heavens, even Amos could run as fast as the fastest humans with his Body Boon.

But nooooo, send the glorified scout.

“I’m a god-dang battle goose now! Put some respect on my name!”

Of course, no one heard him a thousand feet in the air, but it still felt good to shout into the wind. And it wasn’t entirely true that no one heard him—Dirk could see and hear everything through the bond and Lex wasn’t letting him off the hook emotionally.

Feel this annoyance, Dirk! Feel every last drop!

It cheered him a bit to receive back a flash of irritation, but he didn’t let off the gas. His feathers physically hurt and that wasn’t even possible!

To be fair, he was flying over the State Capitol building in less than a minute, so the task wasn’t too onerous.

It was the principle of the matter!

Down below, the cheering had stopped and the bone-deep weariness was clearly setting in for the defenders. Men who had faced certain death were slumped against walls, burned-out cars, or just lying on the road. Cries of pain and fear still rang out from the makeshift hospital tents erected away from the barricades. Those who hadn’t been face-to-face with demons used what energy they had left to ferry the injured or supplies back to those tents.

He saw all this and his irritation withered on the vine. The aftermath of that battle put into stark contrast how much work remained to be done and just how close they had come to total defeat.

Scanning the bustling activity below, he activated one of his new abilities he hadn’t told Dirk about—for very good reasons.

I’m a battle goose, he insisted to himself. NOT a scout!

Unfortunately for him, the System didn’t seem to agree.

[Goose Eye I]

Unlike the better-known and usually more useful ability, [Eagle Eye], this ability doesn’t increase the user’s sharpness of sight or provide any magnification of any sort.

Activation Time: 120 seconds

Cooldown: 300 seconds post-deactivation

Lex paused his review of his new ability, feeling—for the tenth time—quite miffed at the description of the ability.

Why you gotta do me like that?

That isn’t to say [Goose Eye] isn’t useful! When activated, peripheral cognition is increased by 1000%, allowing the user to subconsciously identify terrain or targets in their full field-of-view, rather than the focal point.

At higher ranks, the System will highlight objects, people, or terrain of note.

He sighed, doubly annoyed at the System’s subtle shade but also at the undeniable truth…

This ability was going to be freaking useful. For scouting. Which he didn’t want to do.

He activated the ability, feeling the internal timer begin to count down. His vision seemed to shift, though nothing changed with regard to his field of view or his acuity. This ability felt more so like a cognitive enhancement, allowing his brain to catalog things in his vision at an enhanced rate.

Three Fliers perched on the backside of that building five hundred feet southeast.

Two-hundred-and-ninety-three soldiers dead. Seven-hundred-and-eighty-nine Hellhounds. One hundred-and-twelve Overseers. Seventeen Brutes. And one Alpha.

A flash of yellow running below flagged in his mind.

Tucking his wings, he dove, quite enjoying the sensation of the wind through his feathers despite his complaints.

That wonderful feeling came to an end too soon as he banked to a stop in front of Nikki.

“Lex?” she called out in surprise. She held a box with a red cross in her arms. “Where are the others?” Her tone was desperate, frightened. “I haven’t seen them since⁠—”

“They’re fine, dear. Everyone’s fine.”

She sighed, looking up in relief before narrowing her eyes. “What’s up? Were you looking for me?”

“Actually, yes. We, uh, caught he who shall not be named.”

He glanced around, worried that one of the big wigs or their people would be nearby. Dirk had explicitly instructed him not to let anyone but Nikki know they had Craig.

“They’ll want to do a trial,” Dirk had said. “Hell, they might even let him off the hook if they think they can control him. They’re power brokers and he represents a lot of power. We can’t risk them knowing he survived.”

Nikki dropped the box she had been carrying, her eyes tight as she walked closer.

“Craig?” she asked. “Where’s that son of a bitch!”

Lex opened his beak to quiet her when a third voice chimed in.

“He’s alive?”

“HONK!” Lex flapped his wings in surprise, whirling around to see the president’s Climber, Bobby, just coming around the edge of the nearest hospital tent.

“Huh? What! No, of course not! Why would you even think that? What are you—I mean, no, definitely not…” He trailed off with a sigh.

Reading human emotional cues was still a weakness of his, but Bobby’s face couldn’t be clearer. He wasn’t buying it.

“Yes, he’s alive.”

Bobby pursed his lips in thought, looking between Nikki and Lex.

“You intend on killing him?”

Lex agonized over how to respond to that. On one hand, Bobby was the president’s ringer and might not be too pleased to hear they were going full Judge Dredd on Craig’s butt. On the other hand, Lex had personally witnessed Bobby fire a dozen bullets with that very intention. Saying the wrong thing here could bring a tempest down on Dirk’s head⁠—

“Yes,” Nikki replied smoothly.

Bobby smiled. “Excellent. Can I watch?”

Nikki shrugged. “Sure.”

Huh, Lex thought, guess I was overthinking it.

“This way, guys,” he said, taking to the air, flying low and slow so they could follow.
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We had pulled Craig into one of the nearby hotel lobbies. Partially to avoid any demon stragglers but also to avoid any human patrols.

No one was going to take this from us.

He was tied up to a chair with electrical cords we had ripped from the lobby lamps, eyeing us with unmasked terror.

All of us stood in a semi-circle before him, except Mama G and Athena, who we agreed didn’t need to be present. Lex had brought back Bobby with him, which I didn’t mind, and he respectfully hung back, reading the room and realizing that we each had a history with Craig that he wasn’t aware of.

“Okay,” Lacy said, breaking the silence. “Let’s not draw this out any longer. We all agree he deserves to die—no, needs to die, right?”

There were nods around the room and no one objected. Well, except Craig.

“I’ll give up the power! I’ll stay in my Personal Space for the rest of my life! Please, you don’t have to do this.”

“Gag him,” Lacy said with a wave toward Jerome.

The man grunted, ripping the upholstery from a nearby couch.

“No, please! Don’t do thi—mhghhhgmm.”

Lacy nodded. “Thanks, Jer’, that’s better. Now, what are we thinking here? Murder on the Orient Express style?” She looked around the group. “Each get a stab in?”

“Ghnmgmmh.”

“That’s one vote for yes from Craig.”

Amos turned on Lacy with a scowl. “Hey, spoilers, sweet-cheeks! I haven’t read that one yet.”

She snorted. “It’s been out for a hundred years, Amy-boy.”

He shrugged. “It’s hard to find Agatha Christie in the Apocalypse.”

“Uh.” Byron looked ill, his face turning ghastly white. “I don’t wanna stab anyone.”

“I do.”

I turned to see Nikki staring at Craig with fire in her eyes.

“We could stage it like a demon ate him?” I suggested. “That way we avoid any heat if the president gets a burr up his ass about us murdering him.”

“Fuck the president,” Lacy said coldly.

Amos nodded along while Jerome grunted in agreement.

“Okay, I get it,” I said, holding my hands up in surrender. “I just thought it would be fun to capture a Hellhound and let it loose on the prick.”

Behind us, Bobby grunted. “Y’all gonna play with your food all night or what?”

“Who asked ye, new guy?” Amos said with a look over his shoulder.

Bobby shrugged. “Just sayin’, there’s a lot needs doing out there, what with the world being invaded by millions of those demons and whatnot. But sure, take all the time you need.”

“He’s got a point,” Byron said.

I pulled out my diskslinger and held it to Craig’s face. The disks spun in place, that terrible buzzing sound making Craig flinch and shut his eyes.

“Let’s end this,” I said, feeling that cold steel run up my spine.

“Wait,” Lacy said, stepping forward. She put a hand on the handle of the diskslinger, wrapping her fingers around mine. “Okay.”

Before I could fire, Nikki came to my other side, putting a hand on the weapon. Then Jerome joined us, putting his hand on top of Lacy’s. Then Amos and Frank followed suit, with Lex flying to my shoulder so that we were all in this together.

All but one.

“Byron? You out?”

He chewed his lip with indecision, then looked over at Craig. His eyes narrowed, his face setting with determination.

“Fuck this guy.”

Then he walked over and put his hand on top of the pile of hands.

I nodded once, then pulled the trigger.

A single disk shot forward, the sound of a buzzsaw filling the room as it sliced effortlessly through Craig’s face, right below the nose. His panicked cries cut off as the top half of his head was sent flying across the room, the rest of him secured to the chair, which tipped back.

Blood spurted from his bisected face, soaking the hotel carpet in seconds. The seven of us stood there in breathless silence, each coping with the death of Craig in our own way.

Behind us, a slow clap began to sound.

We turned to see Bobby with an appraising look on his face, his clap intensifying before he cut it off.

“That was beautiful guys. Really poetic. Can you pencil me in for the next team-building exercise because that looked fun as hell?”

Lacy and I shared an amused look.

I shrugged. “Next time we execute a mind-controlling mass murderer, your name will be at the top of the list. Promise.”


Chapter 44


Making a Difference


Congratulations! Your Nascent Affinity: [Mass], is ready to be evolved. Select a specialization!

1. [Density (Mass)]

2. [Gravity (Mass)]

3. [Strength (Mass)]

Aheavy sigh of relief left my body, followed shortly by a grin.

“Yes,” I whispered. “Fuck. Yes.”

Meditating on my Mass powers had felt at times like an uphill battle, even aided by Kurian’s guidance. There was something about my Friction energy that had always come easy in comparison and at times, I had wondered if my connection to my Mass energy would ever catch up.

But finally, four days later—and just in time for the Second Floor—I’d reached that threshold. A part of me—okay, most of me—had worried that I wouldn’t clear that hurdle before the next Floor. Now, I could breathe easier.

When I opened my eyes, Kurian was watching me from across the room with an appraising look. A slight nod was the only acknowledgment I received of my accomplishment before he turned back to his damn tablet.

What was he always watching on that thing!

I was in too good a mood to let his casual regard ruin the feeling coursing through my body.

Fuck yeah! I was ready for Adept! All I needed to do was pick my core specializations and use the [Body Tempering Solution].

“I did it,” I said to the room.

Lacy pumped a fist in the air without looking away from her overwatch board. She was high up on her platform, engrossed in one of the new Scenarios Kurian had crafted. She was currently guiding Amos, Byron, Jerome, and Frank through that Scenario and they were supplemented by three Simulacrums to round out their squad. To my left, Athena was fighting three high-level Nascent combat Simulacrums at once, her body twirling through the air as she stabbed her sword through one of her targets. She glanced over with a grimace, her hair matted to her face and neck.

“Cool, want a cookie?” Then she turned back to deflect two simultaneous attacks, skewering the wrist of one, then turning her momentum to sweep the leg of the other. The downed sim used its fall to back roll onto its feet and the fight continued.

I chuckled at her comment, shaking my head as I looked around the room for someone to celebrate with. Up above, Lex was swooping through the air, the ceiling of the training room extended hundreds of feet by Kurian. Much to his dismay, the Class Guide had assigned Lex endurance and precision courses, and the air was filled with multi-colored rings of varying sizes that he had to pass through in a specific order. He let out a weary honk, passing through a blue ring that was so tight he had to fold his wings to his side.

“Nice one, Dirk!” he called down.

I gave him a thumbs up, not wanting to distract him from his course.

Walking over to the table set up near the Personal Space door, I plopped down into a foldout chair and put my hand on the oblong item that I had left there. Maybe it was cheesy, but it felt wrong to keep the item in my Inventory. Even if she couldn’t hear or see, it was nice to have her there.

“I did it, Red. I’m about to hit Adept.” The item was cold to the touch, like metal, but with a textured surface more akin to leather. It was an odd sensation under my palm but one that I had grown accustomed to over the past few days. The egg-shaped item had served as a sort of totem as I’d struggled with my physical and mental training.

“Wish you were here, Red,” I said softly.

I rested there for a minute, watching Athena slice her way through enemy after enemy while Lex danced through the air. The others weren’t visible inside their Scenario, but I could hear Lacy giving orders—and scolding them when they messed up.

“Byron, no! No touchy!”

“Left past that lin—Left, Amos! What do you mean who’s left? Your left, you dumbass⁠—”

“Jerome, focus the mage on the left. Frank, lock down the group of skeletons…nice, good job guys.”

I felt at peace watching them train and listening to Lacy lead. Everything had come together in the end and though we were pushing ourselves to prepare for the next big challenge, in this moment, life was good.

A few minutes later, my Personal Space door opened and I glanced over to see Nikki approaching with a heavy duffel bag in her arms. She was combing through the bag, her face practically buried inside so that she didn’t notice me until she set it down on the table and looked up.

“Oh,” she said with wide eyes. “Hey, Dirk, didn’t see you there. Thought you’d be training.”

“Hey, Nik’. Just taking a break. What you got there?”

She unconsciously reached for the bag, biting her lip as if embarrassed. Then she chuckled and held it open for me to see.

Inside, there were rolls of gauze, packaged needles, a sewing kit, and an assortment of other items that I had trouble identifying.

“Kurian said that the System rewards you for what you do, not the class you picked. The fight with the demons and,”—She took a breath—“and Craig showed me that I can make a difference without fighting. I…I want to be a medic or healer or something.” She shrugged. “If I work at the mundane stuff long enough, Kurian said I’d be offered a healing class of some type when I hit the next Stage.”

“That’s awesome! That would be a great fit for you. But why am I getting the impression you’re embarrassed or something?”

She looked around and indicated Athena and Lacy across the room as if that answered my question.

“Look at them, Dirk. They’re training to fight. And I’m…too scared. I don’t think I could ever go out into the front lines, fighting a demon or a Jree with actual weapons…” She trailed off, clearly having trouble finding her words.

“And?” I prompted.

She scoffed as if it were obvious. When I didn’t react, she looked away.

“A ten-year-old has more courage than me,” she whispered. “Lacy’s been through so much and it’s only made her stronger.” She looked back at me, tears in her eyes. Her voice filled with fire and self-loathing. “And me? I’m pathetic! Every day I wake up, I lie in bed and hate myself for being so weak. Some days, I hardly have the energy to get up and face the embarrassment of my life, Dirk! He-he’s dead and I still see his face every time I close my eyes.” Her voice dropped to a whisper again. “I…I wish I were strong, like them.”

Pushing up from my seat, I grabbed her by the shoulders.

“We’re all weak, Nikki⁠—”

She looked away. “Pssh, you’re not.”

I bent down until we were eye-to-eye.

“We’re all weak, especially me. I’m scared every second of every day.”

Her eyes trailed back over slowly. “You…you are?”

I scoffed, nodding. “All the damn time. But it’s not something I’m ashamed of. It’s my fuel, Nik’. It’s not the fear or the feelings of failure that keep me in bed. They’re exactly the reason I get out. Without that fear, without the memory of my failures burning a hole in my mind, I’d never get out of bed. I’d wait for someone else to solve the problem for me.” I nodded toward Athena and Lacy. “That’s why they train so hard. They’re scared, too.”

She looked over, her eyes widening as she realized what I was saying.

“You don’t have to wade into demons to make a difference, Nikki. All you have to do is get out of bed and do your best—whatever that looks like to you. If you want to heal people, you should do that with all your heart and never feel ashamed about the way you’re making a difference.”

Her eyes grew distant and I could tell she was working my words over in her mind. After a few moments, she chuckled lightly.

“You’re so different than the Dirk in my memories.” She turned back with a smile. “I’m sorry for all the things I thought about you.”

I shook my head. “No, you were probably right about those things at the time. That’s the thing, Nikki, we can always change—for the better or the worse. But nobody gets to pick which way we go but us. We may lose our power or the strength in our arms or suffer a terrible setback, but in the end, how we address those moments is up to us, and only us.” I paused, shaking my head as I thought back to all the decisions I’d made—dumb and smart. “Recognizing that is the most important step in our personal growth.”

She laughed and I realized it was the first time I’d seen her in a good mood since we’d pulled her out of the Tower.

“Whatever books you read in prison, I want the list,” she joked.

I shared her laugh, then spotted Lacy coming down from her tower to join the team as they debriefed. Nikki followed my eyes and a different sort of smile touched her lips.

“Wasn’t prison, was it?” she asked.

Shaking my head, I smiled back. “No.”

She nodded and put a hand on my arm. “I’m really happy for you, Dirk.” Then a twinkle lit in her eye, a slight smile touching her lips. “Don’t fuck it up.”

I chuckled at that and moved past her. “Oh, I probably will. Let’s just hope it’s not a Dirk-sized fuck up.”

She laughed and returned to her duffel bag as I met with Lacy and the team. As I neared, she was quietly giving them feedback as they listened patiently.

“Frank, that was a good call out on the second wave, but I need you to stay focused. No more mid-battle studying, okay?”

He had a chagrined look on his face and nodded quickly. “Sorry, Lacy.”

She nodded and turned to Jerome. “Jerome, you didn’t transfer your defense bot when I called it out. What’s up?”

He scowled, then looked away with an embarrassed grunt. “Thought Byron needed it more.”

She nodded. “I get that, but you didn’t see the third wave coming up from the sewer grate.”

“Got distracted,” he admitted.

“That’s fine, that’s not the problem.” She put a hand on his shoulder. “You didn’t trust me when I called it out. Why?”

He squirmed under her stare and I hung back so as to not interrupt their flow.

“I-I guess I don’t like being told things,” he finally said. I could tell he was battling every instinct inside himself not to admit that. “When you said it, I…got mad.”

He looked embarrassed at the admission, but Lacy nodded solemnly.

“Thank you for telling me that,” she said sincerely. “I’ll work on my delivery next time, okay?”

He nodded, then spotted me over her shoulder and looked off like I’d caught him in a moment of vulnerability.

I purposefully didn’t make light of their conversation—this was obviously something Lacy was working hard on and I didn’t want to throw dynamite in the middle of a delicate situation.

With a wave, I turned and started over toward Kurian. He put away his tablet at my approach.

“Hey, Kurian. Wanted to get your advice on which core specializations to pick.”

“They are all excellent options,” he said. “But I would not sway you toward any selections. You must choose what feels right.”

He had said something similar before but I had hoped he’d have at least a little bit of guidance.

“No hints?” I tilted my head as if to say this was his chance to weigh in. “If I pick something totally stupid, I don’t wanna hear any I told ya sos.”

He regarded me with a placid expression. “I don’t do ‘I told you sos.’”

I snorted and shook my head. “You’re no fun.”

“I stopped being fun when I conquered my first galaxy.” Then he pulled out his tablet and turned his attention back to it. Leaning in, I could swear it was a literal intergalactic drama.

“Okay, fine, enjoy your rom-com.”

As I turned to find a quiet corner to pick my specializations, he spoke.

“Use your Body Tempering Potion first.”

I looked back over my shoulder, but he was already heads-down on his tablet.

“Roger that.”

Strolling over toward the meditation mat in the corner of the room, I sat cross-legged and pulled the Celestial grade Body Tempering Potion from my Inventory and regarded it. The liquid inside swirled with palpable energy, sending tingles through my palm.

Before I drank it, I needed to reach a meditative state. Thanks to the work I’d done pushing my Mass core to the specialization stage, my Meditation skill had reached level 6 and it was much simpler to enter that flow than when I’d first started.

After a minute or so of breath cycling, I felt myself slip into that now familiar state. Keeping my mind placid, I uncorked the bottle and put it to my lips. Thick, syrupy liquid poured into my mouth. The moment it touched my tongue, a bout of electricity began coursing through my body and I had to take a moment to re-center myself before I swallowed.

I could track the potion as it trailed down my throat, feeling it hit my stomach like a supercharged lead weight. The energy sat in my stomach, a heavy sphere of power that pulsed with potential. I regarded it for a moment, not quite sure how this was supposed to work. The instructions had never described how to direct the solution, only that it should be pushed to the outer extremities seven times, forcing the impurities from my body. Focusing my thoughts on that ball of energy, I peeled a tiny portion of it off and began directing it toward my right arm.

As soon as it left my stomach and began moving toward my chest, a wash of pain splashed the entire area. Cold fire burned me from the inside. It was like I’d jumped into a subzero-temperature lake, shocking me so completely that I nearly lost all sense of self.

But the energy coursing through me didn’t dissipate or become wasted as I lost my grip. Rather, it seemed to float in place, searing me as it waited for further direction. I took five deep breaths, readying myself for the wave of pain to come and pushing myself back into a meditative state.

When I reached out and grabbed the energy lingering in my chest, I kept myself detached from my body, thinking only of my breathing as a distant part of me guided the energy to my right arm.

Knifing pain followed the energy as it moved and I would have sworn I was being shredded from the inside. With a gasp, the energy reached the ends of my fingertips and finally dissipated. My heavy breathing dominated my thoughts, and I opened my eyes, expecting to see my entire right arm turned inside-out.

Black and red coated my arm, a thick, pungent mess that looked like a blend of tar and blood. But the pain was gone and I flexed my arm, feeling that it was in pretty good condition.

No, scratch that. My right arm felt invigorated, strong enough to tear a car door off its hinges.

The grime and goop coating my arm was disgusting and the pain had been excruciating, but that new strength I felt spurred me forward.

Six more times in that arm, seven total for each limb.

I took a few quick psych-up breaths, then dived back in.


Chapter 45


Adept



Icollapsed to the mat, my breathing ragged and my mind exhausted. Disgusting liquid coated me from head to toe, and the smell—oh, God, the smell—was bad enough to knock out a rhinoceros.

But the gains!

Congratulations! You have successfully upgraded your body to the peak of A-grade!

300% increased stat gain per level.

50% increased Body stat efficiency.

+100 to each Body stat.

Body stat cap removed.

Further rewards acquired upon reaching each new Stage (Stage dependent).

Holy fuck…Plus 300 stat points! And a 50 percent efficiency boost and three times as many stat points per level. Right now, I received 4 per level—5 when I had Red—which meant I would now get 12! And the cap was removed on my Body stats on top of all of that.

I understood now why Null had been so eager to kill me—my stats would now be on par with an Adept, and that was before I broke through to the next Stage. Opening my Status Sheet, I focused on the new changes.

Race: Human (A-grade - Peak)

…

Body:

Strength: 49 (58 effective) → 149 (253 effective)

Agility: 65 (84 effective) → 165 (297 effective)

Endurance: 51 (66 effective) → 151 (271 effective)

Every Body stat in the mid-200s was incredible. And that was without affecting my mass to boost any of them, let alone pushing through to the next Stage.

I wanted to play with my new capabilities so badly, but I was literally entombed in the foulest-smelling goop I’d ever experienced in my life.

“First, a shower.”

Two hours in the shower later, I was back in the training room, feeling the best I’d ever felt in my entire life. Simply walking to and from the shower, I’d felt light as air but strong as an ox. I was fairly certain that I was dangerously strong, as in I would snap a regular human’s neck with a touch.

When I emerged from my Personal Space, I took an experimental leap, bending my knees and exploding upward.

“Wooahhhh!” I shouted as I left the ground with contemptuous ease.

Nearly a hundred feet in the air, I pinwheeled my arms as I realized that what goes up, must come down. And while I knew the impact would have no effect on me, my animal brain panicked for a split second.

For my own peace of mind, I cycled my body’s friction high, increasing the air’s drag on me as I drifted at a much more manageable speed toward the ground. When my feet touched the floor, a smile formed.

“Superhero jumps are on the menu, baby.”

Testing my ground speed, I pushed off into a sprint—and propelled forward at an uncontrollable pace. I flew horizontally, covering twenty feet before smacking face-first into the floor.

With an annoyed grunt, I rolled to my back.

“Hm, guess I’m gonna have to relearn how to run.”

With a slight flex of my body, I shot up to my feet, skipping all the in-between steps a normal human had to take. I stumbled for a few steps from the momentum, then caught my balance.

“Okay, gonna have to relearn how to walk too, apparently.” A grin split my face. “But first, breakthrough time.”

I regarded the sludge-covered meditation mat in the corner and a shiver traced up my back.

“Burn that with fire later,” I muttered. Looking around, I shrugged. “Good as place as any.”

Sitting down, I pulled up the first of my two pending notifications for my specialization selection.

Congratulations! Your Nascent Affinity, [Friction], is ready to evolve. Select a specialization!

1. [Heat (Friction)]

2. [Static Electricity (Friction)]

3. [Abrasion (Friction)]

To be honest, I already knew what I intended to pick for my Friction specialization. Static electricity was never on my mind, as it was a bit too esoteric for my fighting style, so it had been between Heat and Abrasion. Abrasion was an interesting concept, but reminded me too much of sandpaper or rug burns—not the kind of power I thought I could leverage in fighting.

Heat, on the other hand, had a load of applications. Being able to generate heat through my Friction energy would be incredibly useful and I even imagined being able to turn my weapons into the System equivalent of a lightsaber.

The nerd inside of me squealed at the possibility.

With a thought, I selected the Heat specialization.

You have selected [Heat (Friction)] as your Friction specialization!

Inside my soul, a piece of Friction energy shifted from the core, splitting off into a small, flat plane of energy that began orbiting the larger core. When I examined it in my mind, it wasn’t a second, smaller core but rather felt more like a prism. There was no energy contained in it, but as I manipulated my Friction energy, I realized that I could filter that energy through it like a lens. The Friction energy that emerged from the other side had a different flavor to it and seemed pared down as if all the elements that didn’t pertain to heat had been stripped out.

Though I wanted to experiment more and test the limits of this new specialization, I first wanted to select my Mass specialization. Swapping over to the next notification, I examined my options.

Congratulations! Your Nascent Affinity: [Mass], is ready to be evolved. Select a specialization!

1. [Density (Mass)]

2. [Gravity (Mass)]

3. [Strength (Mass)]

This selection felt much less straightforward to me. All three of the specializations seemed useful in their own way. I’d been utilizing my Mass energy mostly to increase or decrease mass, which I assumed correlated to density. But one of the biggest boons of that had been the observed increase in strength. Was selecting Density just a roundabout way of doing the same, or were there broader implications of the power that I didn’t realize? I considered selecting Strength for the simple fact that it would no doubt unlock ridiculous levels of power and could probably even be used on my team to boost their Strength stat. But the unknowns had me waffling back and forth.

And then there was Gravity, which was of a completely different variety of power and really intrigued me. Gravity obviously correlated to weight, which indirectly affected speed and strength. But the really interesting applications would be in manipulating the gravity of people and spatial areas. Could I create fields of increased gravity to slow my opponents? Reduce my teammates’ gravity to help them move faster?

What I continued to come back to was, how did I fight? I bumped my mass up to tank hits and lowered it to move faster, but I never really relied upon it to increase the power of my attacks. Which made me feel like Strength wasn’t the right choice, as powerful as it sounded.

So the choices were between Density and Gravity. Density seemed to relate the most to enhancing Endurance or increasing Agility as a byproduct of altering mass. I’d be able to lean more into altering my speed or tankiness depending on the situation, but wouldn’t be able to affect my surroundings as much. Of course, I expected that I’d still be able to use my unfiltered Mass energy to affect any of these changes manually. With these specializations, I imagined that the System would simplify the process for that specific effect, whichever I ended up choosing.

Meaning that I’d still be able to alter my mass and the mass of others with a bit more concentration, even without the specialization. Likewise, affecting gravity was also possible with just my Mass energy, though I wasn’t exactly sure how that worked as of right now. To be honest, gravity was the wild card in this selection and I was leaning toward it for the simple reason that the possibilities were unknown. The only question left was, did I need the Density filter to improve my stats even after the Body Tempering Solution had jacked me up to unbelievable levels?

I glanced at my stats one more time, then chuckled. No, I was good on that front. With a thought, I pulled the trigger.

You have selected [Gravity (Mass)] as your Mass specialization!

The same experience happened with my Mass core inside my soul. A piece split off, forming a sort of lens to allow me to direct Gravity-attuned energy.

This, I had to test.

I pushed a small tendril of Mass energy through the Gravity lens and cycled it through my body. As it coursed past my limbs, I focused on reducing the gravity affecting me. My body already felt light, but with the energy affecting me, I actually felt a slight tug upward.

Gravity had inverted!

When I opened my eyes, I realized I was roughly a foot off the ground and rising higher.

“Oh, my fucking God,” I whispered. “Can I fly now!”

Giddiness spread through my limbs, giving me that kid on Christmas morning energy. But a notification cut across my vision, and I felt like Mom had just whipped out the real present after I’d already gorged on plenty of gifts.

Congratulations! The System has determined that you are prepared to advance to the next Stage. Would you like to initiate that process now?

Yes/No

I didn’t squeal in excitement—I think—but I definitely did a little shimmy that would have embarrassed me at any other time.

Yes!

Based upon your accolades and actions from your time as a Nascent and the energies existing in your soul, these are the suggested classes for your breakthrough into Adept. Your new class will not overwrite your existing Affinities and abilities.

(System Note: Through the consumption of a soul, you have been offered limited insight into the Affinities: Pressure and Telekinesis. Your selections have been updated to reflect this.)

Whoa, I thought. That System Note about consuming a soul surprised me. That must have been from ‘consuming’ Yuri’s soul after he broke his Soul Contract. Pressure and Telekinesis sounded awesome, too. If it was related at all to his powers, then I was definitely interested.

1. Diamond Brawler (Celestial)

Attributes: Endurance, Strength, Mastery

Type: Physical, Buffs/Debuffs

Affinities: Mass, Friction, Toughness (New), Pressure (New), Battle Fury (New)

2. Battle Lord (Celestial)

Attributes: Mastery, Agility, Perception

Type: Tactical, Physical

Affinities: Mass, Friction, Tactical Combat (New), Battle Awareness (New), Telekinesis (New)

3. Master of Energy (Celestial)

Attributes: Intelligence, Perception, Enlightenment

Type: Magical-Physical

Affinities: Mass, Friction, Potential Energy (New), Energy Conversion (New), Electromagnetism (New)

4. Lockdown Mage (Divine)

Attributes: Intelligence, Perception

Type: Magical, Controller

Affinities: Mass, Friction, Pressure (New), Telekinesis (New)

5. Blademaster (Divine)

Attributes: Mastery, Agility

Type: Physical

Affinities: Mass, Friction, Bladesmanship (New), Accuracy (New)

“Holy shit…holy fucking shit.”

As I reviewed the options, I was completely floored. Not only were there three Celestial options that sounded broken as fuck, but the Divine options sounded great, too. I started at the bottom of the list, pretty convinced that I wouldn’t pick a Divine class when I had great Celestial options, but I wanted to give them a once over at a bare minimum.

Blademaster (Divine)

Attributes: Mastery, Agility

Type: Physical

Affinities: Mass, Friction, Bladesmanship (New), Accuracy (New)

Your use of the blade and other sharp-edged objects is unparalleled. When you swing, it is to hit. When you hit, it is to kill. All will fall before your blade.

Passive:

[Unbreakable Guard (Rank 1]):

Any blade in your hand is System-augmented to block any incoming physical strike or ranged attack.

[Blade Superiority (Rank 1)]:

Any head-to-head clash of blades will inherently favor you in terms of power and placement. Strength and Agility will increase up to your stat cap to accommodate this passive.

Active:

[Final Cut (Rank 1)]:

Automatically braid your Blademanship and Accuracy Affinities to augment a single strike to the peak of your physical abilities.

Lockdown Mage (Divine)

Attributes: Intelligence, Perception

Type: Magical, Controller

Affinities: Mass, Friction, Pressure (New), Telekinesis (New)

The fabric of reality bends to your whim. Control others, exerting external pressure with your mind.

Passive:

[Breaking Point (Rank 1)]:

Automatically know the breaking point of enemies and objects in relation to your power, allowing efficient deployment and conservation of energy.

[Heavy Presence (Rank 1)]:

Enemies in your presence feel heavier and their muscles fatigue faster.

Active:

[Augmented Telekinesis (Rank 1)]:

Automatically braid your Pressure and Telekinesis energies to affect the physical world around you.

Now that I read the description of Lockdown Mage, I was pretty certain that was identical to Yuri’s class—which I knew to be incredibly strong. He had managed to lock down everything within sight, even making it hard for me to breathe with how strong his control was.

The other Divine option, Blademaster, sounded like younger Dirk’s wet dream. Becoming an unequaled expert in the katana, like the samurai of old, was incredibly tempting. But it was a very narrow focus and I knew I couldn’t just rely on my sword and diskslinger. As cool as the two Divine classes seemed, I reluctantly discarded them as options.

Now for the fun part! First up, Diamond Brawler!

Diamond Brawler (Celestial)

Attributes: Endurance, Strength, Mastery

Type: Physical, Buffs/Debuffs

Affinities: Mass, Friction, Toughness (New), Pressure (New), Battle Fury (New)

You thrive under the pressure of a brawl. The longer you fight, the stronger you get. You do not break. You do not bend. All shall crumble before your fury…only the Diamond Brawler remains.

Passive:

[Better Under Pressure (Rank 1)]:

Diamonds are formed under pressure and the Diamond Brawler is no exception. The greater the odds stacked against you, the stronger your attunement to your Toughness, Pressure, and Battle Fury Affinities.

[Battle Fury (Rank 1)]:

The longer a battle progresses, the more your mind becomes consumed with victory. Your Strength, Endurance, and Willpower climb as Battle Fury increases, but your Intelligence decreases proportionally.

Active:

[Terrifying Resilience (Rank 1)]:

Automatically braid your Pressure, Toughness, and Battle Fury energies together to create a domain of despair. Enemies without extraordinary Willpower will feel disheartened at your unending drive and unbreakable resolve. They will take increased damage from your strikes and mentally break at an increased pace.

[Diamond Skin (Rank 1)]:

Automatically braid your Mass and Toughness Affinities to dramatically increase your resistance to damage. Endurance stat cap doubled while active.

The Diamond Brawler sounded like an incredible choice…that I would never pick. Though I could certainly flex my toughness and tank some hits to make a point, I wasn’t some berserker. And I’d never voluntarily pick a class that reduced my Intelligence; being clear-headed in a fight was the difference between my friends living or dying and I couldn’t trade that for being an indestructible killing machine.

Moving to Battle Lord, I felt a thrill of excitement. Though it seemed to lack the sheer fuck around and find out cachet of Diamond Brawler, it still seemed incredibly powerful in a fight.

Battle Lord (Celestial)

Attributes: Mastery, Agility, Perception

Type: Tactical, Physical

Affinities: Mass, Friction, Tactical Combat (New), Battle Awareness (New), Telekinesis (New)

All battles are the same, whether on the field, in a back alley, or a sanctioned duel—it is only the scale that differs. The Battle Lord hones both his personal skill as well as his tactical acumen. He dictates the tempo and direction of the fight. His craft is the battle, his tools are his weapons.

Passive:

[Know Your Surroundings (Rank 1)):

When in combat, a visual representation of the battlefield appears in your mind. Your Intelligence and Perception are increased (up to your stat cap) to fill in every detail of the field within a 100-foot radius.

[Know Your Foes (Rank 1)]:

When in combat, your physical and magical senses of your foes are System-augmented up to your Perception cap within a 100-foot radius.

[Know Your Tools (Rank 1)]:

Your skill level with all weapons is increased by 10, making you an experienced hand with any weapon, and a qualified expert with weapons you have previous experience using in battle.

Active:

[Mind-Weapon Connection (Rank 1)]:

Augment your Telekinesis Affinity to directly control a weapon with your mind. This weapon can perform limited attacks and defense without input.

[Tactical Timeout (Rank 1)]:

Automatically braid your Tactical Combat and Battle Awareness Affinities to slow your perception of time.

Wow, just…wow. That class sounded almost tailor-made for me, and I read the description and abilities three times over. Knowing everything about my opponents and the surroundings of a fight would be overpowered in almost any situation. But you added on the [Tactical Timeout] ability to give me time to think, plan out my strikes, and even negate ambushes. And that was not even mentioning the [Mind-Weapon Connection] ability that I could use to control my diskslinger or another weapon at range.

Was I a complete idiot if I didn’t take this no matter what? Master of Energy did sound impressive, but I was more of a physical fighter anyway. My palms were sweating as I turned my attention to the last class option.

Master of Energy (Celestial)

Attributes: Intelligence, Perception, Enlightenment

Type: Magical-Physical

Affinities: Mass, Friction, Potential Energy (New), Energy Conversion (New), Electromagnetism (New)

The untapped energy of the universe is yours to command. Absorb, convert, and deploy that energy to lay waste to your enemies.

Passive:

[Battery Pack (Rank 1)]:

Passively and actively capture energy within your Potential Energy core. The limit to this energy storage is proportional to the Tier of your Potential Energy Affinity. The rate of capture is proportional to the Tier of your Energy Conversion Affinity. All friction, heat, gravity, and electromagnetic energy are compatible with your [Battery Pack]. However, the energy released will not necessarily maintain the state in which it was absorbed.

[Energy Sponge (Rank 1)]

There is a connection between your body and [Battery Pack] such that a portion of all damage taken is transferred to your [Battery Pack], reducing injury and filling your reserves. The percentage of transfer is proportional to the Tier of your Energy Conversion Affinity.

[Enhanced Spectrum (Rank 1)]:

Your Perception stat is System-altered to increase your capability to see and feel Electromagnetic waves. Your Endurance is proportionally increased in a localized field to protect your visual complex.

Active:

[The Nuclear Option (Rank 1)]:

Activate to utilize all of your body’s physical energy and your [Battery Pack]’s stored energy into a single strike or movement.

[Light Amplification by Stimulated Emission of Radiation (Rank 1)]:

Activate to utilize all or partial energy stored in [Battery Pack]. This energy, combined with your automatically braided Friction, Potential Energy, and Electromagnetism Affinities, will superheat the air in a tight beam or wider cone.

I groaned, looking up at the ceiling. That was so fucking cool!

“A laser mage…really?” I muttered. “And I can use the stored energy to insta-kill someone? Come the fuck on!”

Battle Lord was amazing, no question about it. Slowing time, knowing my enemy’s weaknesses, and the telekinetic weapon were all really powerful. But they were mundane in comparison to storing and releasing energy and shooting lasers. When you coupled that with my new Gravity and Heat specialties, it just made too much sense.

A grin stretched across my face.

I’m gonna be a Goddamn laser mage…
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Hello, humans of Earth. I’m pleased to see my tough love has been well received. Millions of you did as I encouraged and entered the First Floor, beginning your journey toward power and independence. I know that second wave of demons seemed rash, but you are stronger individually and collectively now.

You’re welcome.

I shook my head, raising a middle finger high to the sky.

“Fuck you, Null!”

The throng of people around me laughed and shouted agreement. A chant rang up among the crowd.

“Fuck you, Null! Fuck you, Null! Fuck you, Null!”

Now that we are only a few minutes away from the opening of the Second Floor, I thought it appropriate to provide some more details. The First Floor was a pressure test to see how you people would hold up when put at odds against your Co-Integrated companions. I’m happy to say that 17% of those that entered the First Floor successfully unlocked the Second Floor! Congratulations!

The chants cut off at that, a somber energy infecting the crowd. I couldn’t blame them—17 percent meant that tens of millions of humans had died in the two weeks since the Tower opened. It felt like a bucket of cold water had been dumped on our heads.

Now, the Second Floor will be quite a bit different. Upon entering, you humans will be intermingled with both the Co’xatl and the Jree. For the first phase of this Floor, cooperation between the three races is encouraged to maximize chances of success. Of course, this is the Tower of Conflict, so opportunities for politicking and backstabbing will abound. Be sure to cut the dead weight and when appropriate, take the reins of power. Survival is never guaranteed and I reserve the right to shake things up should you confuse cooperation with dragging along the unworthy.

Phase One will last for around a week or until I determine the time is right. More information to come as Phase Two approaches.

The Second Floor opens in ten minutes. Good luck, Climbers and try not to die before the Third Floor—that would be embarrassing.

Whispers and muted chatter rippled along the crowd. The Co’xatl under Umndirop stayed mostly to themselves to one side of the main boulevard in the Hold, while the humans stuck to the other side. There wasn’t open animosity between the two groups, but we certainly weren’t singing Koombayah in a circle either.

But in comparison to the Jree standing a ways down the road, we were practically holding hands.

Kneer and his army had strolled up a minute earlier, setting us all on edge. It had become clear, though, that they weren’t itching for a fight, especially outnumbered two to one. But with the timer for the Second Floor counting down, there was some unfinished business to discuss before we moved on.

With my team at my back, including Colten and Ally, who had been instrumental near the beginning of the Tower, I walked toward Kneer. Umndirop saw me making a move and linked up, bringing along six of his people. The group of humans and Co’xatl began shifting into positions, very aware of the possibility of a fight popping off.

Kneer’s entourage immediately stiffened as they saw me approaching, but the Jree Prime regarded me with a casual disgust. The army at his back pressed closer as if to charge, but he waved them down.

I stopped only a few feet from him, looking down with a condescending smirk.

“You have my permission to scan me.”

Shit, if rubbing my breakthrough to Adept in his face was wrong, then I didn’t want to be right.

His eyes narrowed and he paused, almost as if he was debating not casting [Analysis] because I had suggested it. In the end, his curiosity won out and that cold-wash feeling hit my body. He kept a decent poker face, but my Perception was too high not to notice the pounding of his heart in his neck and the slick-sweat sheen on his skin.

“Congratulations on reaching Adept,” he replied with a stilted tone that would have fit much better if he were telling me to go fuck my mother. “Do you intend to break the alliance we made now that your power has eclipsed mine?”

The Jree in earshot shuffled uncomfortably, their teeth bared in anticipation. At my back, I heard the chains of Umndirop’s Mantle tinkling as he shifted.

Rather than answer, I activated my Fate energy and observed the possible futures.

My katana lashed out so fast that Kneer never even saw it coming, cleaving his skull in two. His army cried out as one and charged against the crowd of humans and Co’xatl. Hundreds of them died, only managing to take down a handful of us as I moved among them like a leaf in a storm.

I reset the vision, changing my intentions. A laser shot from my body, slicing through Kneer’s body with a quick, unavoidable cut. The smell of burning flesh seared my nose, even through the vision. The Jree charged once again and I laid down a field of lasers that turned the boulevard into a pile of severed limbs and torsos. The wash of blood and gore nearly made me vomit and I had to clear the vision quickly.

And finally, I reset the vision, letting Kneer and his people enter the Second Floor peacefully. It was absent of the gore, blood, and smell of burning flesh that had accompanied the other two visions. The three races climbed the stairs in peace and the vision cut off as we were all transported somewhere else.

By my count, ten seconds had passed, and the Jree were becoming antsy. Hands slid to weapons, shields were raised into position, and a nervous energy passed among all three groups.

A smile split my face and I shook my head.

“No, Kneer. I’ll stick to our agreement. We can only benefit each other through peace.” I turned to Umndirop, who was at my back. “How about you, Umndirop? Should we unleash the hounds of death and slaughter each other here and now?”

Umndirop regarded Kneer stoically, his tail quietly swishing behind him. Kneer was not one to be intimidated, especially by someone of an equal level, and returned the Co’xatl’s gaze.

“I see no need for bloodshed at this time. The true enemy is that coward running this Tower.” He looked up to the sky in challenge. “Should it ever reveal itself to me, the very Heavens themselves will not stay my blade.”

I shrugged, turning back to Kneer.

“There you have it. Peace it is.” The Jree Prime was still on guard, clearly expecting a double cross at any moment. I turned my back on him, revealing just how unconcerned I was. After a few steps, I paused and snapped my fingers as if something had just occurred to me. “Oh, by the way,” I called over my shoulder. “You been in the Hall of Heroes lately? See any new additions?”

Kneer bared his teeth in a scowl.

“I know the one named Craig is dead.”

I clicked my tongue. “Sure is. And he ain’t coming back. Keep that in mind should thoughts of betrayal cross your little kitty mind.”

We walked back toward the stairs and I had never felt lighter. Craig was dead. I was once again the most powerful Climber in the Tower and the only Adept by a large margin. Kneer was cowed and the politicians of Earth were finally realizing that I wouldn’t be their puppet.

The Second Floor awaited and though not all was right with the world, things were certainly looking up.

I turned to Lacy and the rest of my team who had remained quietly at my side.

“You ready to make this Tower our bitch?”


Chapter 46










Epilogue



On the fringe of Integrated space, on a plane barely considered inhabited, a dead asteroid floats solemnly. Inside that asteroid, more than a million Immortals of a hundred species meditate in a silence rivaled only by the absolute quiet of space.

Afforded their own chambers, less than a thousand Divinities cultivate without movement; not a breath, not a flicker of the eye under closed lid, not even the sound of sweat beading or dead cells sloughing off the skin.

Even stiller, the seven Celestials gathered in a circle slowly pass the mantle of responsibility over cycles lasting millennia. For this five-thousand-year term, Achirus has been the one turning his Manifestations to the Ancestor’s cipher.

The eldest and founder of this small sect knows that Achirus cares little for the task. He has never witnessed the all-encompassing grace and power of the master, never felt the weight of an absolute Truth expressed before his very senses. He thinks her the tip of the spear, as master used to say, the height of power along this Path they all walk.

He doesn’t understand that to the master, she is but a leaf in the tempest, driftwood on the towering waves. Malika al’Kur, known among her enemies as the Final Cut, has witnessed truth and it is her resolve that motivates the others. Even to an undying being, thousands of years spent on a hopeless task feel wasted. But she knows that seeking truth is never pointless, never wasted. And she feels it now, in the eddies of Fate, even before Achirus opens his eyes. She is staring at him in anticipation.

When their gazes meet, an entire conversation unfolds without words. The hope flickers there in his eyes, apologizing a thousand times over for his doubts, his complaints. And without moving a muscle, he feels her acceptance and embraces the absolution without comment.

“Brothers and sisters,” Malika says calmly. Her voice sounds strange to her ear, as she has not heard the sound in more than ten thousand years. “I believe Achirus has something to tell us.”

Eyes drift open, languid and searching. Koint’s eyes remain closed, a revelation on the cusp of his mind, hastily tied off in the hopes of returning to realize it one day. Finally, he, too, opens his eyes.

Once Achirus has the attention of the group, he nods.

“Word has come from the Ancestor.” He barely believes his own proclamation, his eyes full of surprise and hope.

The other Celestials do not murmur or fidget, though the news shocks each of them to their cores. Instead, the stagnant air shifts as their Affinities express on their surroundings. Dormant energies begin to stir and the Immortals and Divinities around them cannot help but notice. They do murmur and gossip amongst themselves quietly—though it may as well be a shout to the senses of the Celestials.

“They awaken!”

“Why? What has happened?”

“Are we under attack?”

“Has anyone broken through?”

“…No.”

The six elders of the Jagged Blade sect do not acknowledge their disciples’ angst, instead turning their attention to the seventh elder who woke them.

“The Ancestor’s message was clear: wait and prepare.”

A frisson of pleasure passes through Malika’s Dominant thread, echoing through her three carefully cultivated, Manifestations.

Her voice calls out through the asteroid the Jagged Blade sect calls home, rippling through the minds of every being present.

“Prepare for planar transfer. The Ancestor calls and we go to answer.”
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The Integrated Universe was filled with powerful assassins. For many Affinities, the art of quiet murder was practically the point.

But there were very few capable of punching above their weight—even fewer capable of killing an Aspect. Of the six the Primarch of the Keeper of Secrets was aware of, four, he dismissed out of hand for various reasons.

The Snake is under long-term contract. Archebellus is a vassal of my target. Meridian would take too long. Caladeus of the Golden Fire lacks subtly. Leaving only…

Tenebrous of the Shadow Moon sect and the Bridgemaker.

Of the two, the Primarch much preferred the Shadow. The woman was efficient, subtle, and never betrayed a contract. With her in his employ, chances were good that Time would be shattered and relegated from his Throne. With Fate in his corner, he would Ascend before any of the other Aspects rallied behind their favored choice.

The only problem was, the damn woman was refusing the contract.

“Surely there is something to tempt you. The resources at my disposal⁠—”

Her projection shook its head, liquid beads of shadow congealing into an obscured face with the bare outline of human features. The waves of shadow rippled as she spoke.

“Primarch, forgive me, but I’m well aware of your wealth and influence. There is no price you could pay for me to take this contract.”

His own face remained impassive, like the surface of a placid lake. But deep beneath, fury shook his cores.

“And why, exactly, is that? Did you not infiltrate Fate’s Mind World in one of the boldest, most daring heists this Integrated Universe has ever seen?”

The Shadow’s lip quirked in acknowledgment.

“I think you’re mistaken,” she said. “That was the Condor. He was caught and personally executed by Fate Herself.”

“Hmm, my mistake. I suppose this isn’t you, then?”

A projection flashed above his hand, a shadowed figure seen slipping past golden gates like liquid poured through mesh. His own Affinity seals danced across the projection, its veracity unquestionable across Integrated space.

The face before him lost its quiet smirk, turning formless as the Shadow considered.

“Any other contract you prefer, free of charge. But not this one.”
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The Bridgemaker never communicated across planes, requiring all potential clients to expose themselves face to face. It no doubt reduced the incoming flow of contracts, but the renowned assassin didn’t seem to mind. Of the powers of the Integrated Universe, he was the hardest to pin down due to his Affinities. Betrayal was never an option, as he constantly had bridges lined up to whisk him to safety.

Not that the Primarch didn’t have his own means of escape, but even he envied the man’s ability to travel across multiple planes instantaneously.

After an arduous—and expensive—journey, the Primarch floated in empty space across from the assassin known as the Bridgemaker. He projected his voice through the vacuum, bending reality to his will.

“Name your price.”

“To kill an Aspect? I’m not sure there is a price worth the risk.”

“Not even the location of your old master?”

Silence reigned between them, a silence extending through the adjacent planes as the Bridgemaker’s Affinity flexed unconsciously.

Ah, a nerve. It had been a guess, though an educated one. Rumors abounded, but it was the Primarch’s job to refine rumor into fact.

“He’s long dead,” the man finally answered.

The Primarch raised a single brow, enjoying the doubt it created across the young assassin’s face.

The power to bridge planes, the Integrated Universe bending to his very will…and yet, so naive and young. This was why power should be concentrated in the hands of those who have earned it with time—not the young upstarts like Conflict or the Bridgemaker.

Perhaps if the assassin had held a straight face, the Primarch would have sweetened the deal with the location of his thought-to-be-lost mother as well. Alas, he was the Primarch of Secrets. Nothing given for free.

“How do you know?” the assassin whispered.

He shrugged, holding up his hand.

“See for yourself.”

The Bridgemaker studied the projection with wide eyes, narrowing as the Primarch cut it off before the vital information could be revealed.

The vacuum between them warped, the Bridgemaker’s Affinities condensing space and time.

“I could kill you here and now. You know that, right?”

The threat was weak, impetuous. No swirling of Fate or danger prickled at his senses; the Primarch did not rise to the bait.

“How have I wronged you?” he asked innocently. “I merely wish to exchange my specialty for yours.”

The narrowed eyes relaxed, consigned to reality.

“When do you need Time dead?”

The Primarch smiled.

“On your own…time, if you’ll excuse the expression. On your own time.” He turned to go, then paused. “Though, I wouldn’t dally. My information grows stagnant the longer you wait.”

With that, he activated a device and punched a tunnel through to the next plane. He felt the assassin waver, consider reaching out to arrest his departure. But ultimately, the Bridgemaker let him go. The bait was too well chosen, the line too well cast.

The Primarch shivered as he stepped through the tunnel, cutting across to the next plane.

My Throne awaits.
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Anatoly Vladimirovich Sokolov stood behind six inches of reinforced glass, knowing it would not be enough to contain the creature should it break from its bonds.

Behind him, separated by an additional wall of concrete six feet wide with a small viewing port at eye level, were the newly appointed minister of Tower Studies, both the president and prime minister of Russia, the director of the FSB, and the highest-ranking generals.

And before him…a creature straight from the depths of hell. When upright, it stood over five meters tall with a chest so broad that they had been forced to lower it into the facility via helicopter rather than the main entrance. He had not seen the creature do battle personally but had heard from his superiors that bullets had no effect and only a direct tank hit had even fazed it. Even now, it strained against dozens of steel cables each as thick around as his wrist and he was not convinced the creature wouldn’t win out against the steel eventually.

The young man at his side leaned in, casting his voice low.

“Anatoly Vladimirovich? We are ready to begin.”

Anatoly eyed the demon lashed to the floor, his heart pounding in his chest. Though he knew the plexiglass separating him and the creature would not hold, it still gave him some measure of confidence. The split second it would take the demon to smash the glass before killing him would be a split second where he could come to terms with his fate.

“Anatoly Vladimirovich?” his second-in-command whispered a tad more urgently. “They are waiting.”

He didn’t blame Sasha for his insistence—all their family’s fates hung in the balance of this experiment. But he was not the man being sent into the lion’s den.

He took another moment, saying a soft prayer for Misha and Ana.

Please, God, look after my family and keep me safe so that I may return to them one day.

The intercom behind them squawked.

“Anatoly Vladimirovich, what is the hold up?”

He purposefully kept his back to the viewers behind the concrete, afraid they would see the open contempt on his face. Misha and Ana’s lives depended on his good grace.

“Apologies, Comrade General. I am entering the holding cell now.” He nodded toward the control panels manned by his team. “Open the door.”

Across the room, the metal door hissed open, revealing a small decontamination room. As he entered, the door cycled closed behind him, releasing the lock on the final door separating him and the creature.

He steeled himself with a deep breath, then stepped into the circular room where the demon lay prone. Its breathing grew louder as it sensed his presence, a deep, rhythmic sound like the bellows of a furnace. As Anatoly walked around the side of the demon, its eyes locked onto him, following his every step.

There was an intelligence—and a hate—in those eyes that would have made a lesser man shiver. But Anatoly had seen horrors that had inoculated him from the simple emotions of animal fear. The only thing he feared now was what his superiors would do to his wife and child should he fail today.

The speaker in the ceiling above clicked.

“You may begin.”

He took three steadying breaths, then closed his eyes. Slowly, carefully, he reached into that space deep inside his chest. Two swirling masses of divine energy lived there—a gift from God, he had thought. But they had proved too useful to be ignored by the political arm of his country, damning him to a life of servitude when all he wished was to remain retired.

Reaching for the energy this System called Disassembly, he directed it from the core and down his arm, cupping it in his palm. With a thought, he activated his ability, [Energy Sight], and a lens seemed to slide in front of his eyes. His vision shifted, lines of energy overlaying the physical world like ley lines from myth. The lines were dim within the facility, but inside the demon lying helpless before him, threads of power as thick as electricity lines coursed through the creature’s body.

He gasped at the sight, a flicker of anxiety nearly pulling him from the delicate state he required to control the energy in his hand.

It’s too much, he thought. I’ll burn out. Misha, Ana…I’m sorry…

There was no aborting the test or asking for more time or resources. It was very clear that it was now or never. The demon’s bonds wouldn’t hold much longer, anyway.

He took a deep breath, prepared the energy, then sent it⁠—

Time stopped, freezing Anatoly, his energy, and the thrashing demon before him. He kept his mind calm in the face of the unknown, but he had to wonder: am I dead?

The hold on his body suddenly released and a flickering cloud of color appeared before him.

“Hello, Anatoly Vladimirovich.”

Was the cloud speaking?

“Who are you?” He was startled to realize that he could speak. He leaned to the side, worried the demon would break out at any moment. But it was still frozen mid-struggle, its heaving chest still and its eyes locked on the space Anatoly had been a moment earlier.

“I am Null, the Integration Guide for Earth. And I have a proposition for you.”

The cloud of gas cycled through an array of colors, distracting him from the thing’s words. He shook his head to clear his thoughts.

“Am…am I dead?”

The gas pulsed green, expanding and contracting before him.

“Not yet. You would have been, without my intervention. Your superiors are short-sighted for wasting your potential on this doomed experiment.”

Though he didn’t disagree, all he could think about were those words: not yet…

“Why did you save me?”

“Straight to the point. Excellent.” The cloud shifted red and he felt a wave of emotion roil off the thing. Anger, he thought. “The moment I release you, you will become the new Prime of Earth. With it comes certain traits that will enhance your power—specifically, you will receive a doubling of your Enlightenment which will give you the control you need to not immediately fail in your task.”

His mouth felt dry, his chest tight. There is a chance!

“However, you will ultimately fail.”

His stomach flipped and his eyes widened. Then, his brain pushed past the immediate visceral reaction and he pursed his lips in thought.

“I sense a quid pro quo coming.”

The gas contracted, silent for a moment, before expanding with a red flash.

“Quite right,” the cloud said. “The Mantle of Prime has passed from Dirk Damascus to Craig Allen and, finally, to you. Craig Allen is dead, but Dirk Damascus is very much alive.” The red intensified, the wave of palpable anger rolling off Null. “He has destroyed the integrity of the Tower, exploiting advantages that he does not deserve! He has cowed the Co’xatl and the Jree, who have demonstrated their inability to end the problem that is Dirk Damascus. But you…” A sinister tone filled Null’s voice. “With my aid, you will become the perfect counter to this cheat and restore the balance inside the Tower!”

Anatoly’s mind raced. He didn’t care to point out the hypocrisy of Null restoring the integrity of the Tower by aiding Anatoly enough so that he could kill this Dirk. He was not one to look a gift horse in the mouth. And he was no fool—he had cut his teeth coming up in the FSB before teaching at Moscow State University. He could see quite clearly that as soon as he dealt with this Null’s problem, he would become a loose end.

But none of that mattered, not if he could barter safety for his family.

“Guarantee my family’s wellbeing…and I’ll kill anyone you need.”
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Make sure to join our Discord

(https://discord.gg/5RccXhNgGb)

so you never miss a release!


Thank you for reading Darling of Fate 3


We hope you enjoyed it as much as we enjoyed bringing it to you. We just wanted to take a moment to encourage you to review the book. Follow this link: Darling of Fate 3 to be directed to the book’s Amazon product page to leave your review.

Every review helps further the author’s reach and, ultimately, helps them continue writing fantastic books for us all to enjoy.
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Want to discuss our books with other readers and even the authors?

JOIN THE AETHON DISCORD!

You can also join our non-spam mailing list by visiting www.subscribepage.com/AethonReadersGroup and never miss out on future releases. You'll also receive three full books completely Free as our thanks to you.

Don’t forget to follow us on socials to never miss a new release!
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The secrets buried below can make him a Hero above... if he can find them. Milo lives in a steel cave within a man-made mountain of steel and concrete. He spends his days repairing the machinery that keeps the habitat livable and tinkering with the prosthetics that help his twisted body move about through the small tunnels and air shafts that are his world. He's as much a piece of discarded machinery as the equipment he keeps running. An escaped lab experiment living in a hole. Given a chance at being someone different, will he become a hero and live in the sunlight? The light beckons, but there are secrets buried in the ground. Ancient mysteries left by races that delved deep and stayed below. Maybe only a tunnel rat can discover them... Don't miss the start of this unique spin on LitRPG featuring an unusual MC you can't help but root for. Featuring plenty of humor, action, thievery, ninja abilities, a detailed world and System, science skills, magic tinkering, item invention, and more originality than you can shake a rat tail at!


Get Tunnel Rat Now!
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Ever wonder what it's like be a disposable Minion forced onto Quests by Summoners? It was supposed to be another boring day at the insurance office for Rico Kline, but powerful forces had other plans for him. Finding himself repeatedly summoned to other worlds as a disposable minion, Rico must face deadly foes, disarm insidious traps, become a test subject, and run the occasional errand for his various summoners. At least when each summoning is over, he’s rewarded and sent back home. But being back home has its own set of problems, and he'll need to grow stronger to face it all. Bestseller Dean Henegar returns with this unique spin on isekai LitRPG, about a MC turned into a summon minion who has to complete tasks for random summoners, allowing for a variety of adventures, foes, and missions as he progresses in power each time... But is any of it random?


Get You Are Summoned Now!
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Every time he dies, Ethan gains a little more power. Earth was chosen for Integration, but Ethan Hill knows from the second his Trial begins that the Integration is a lie. The beings giving Earth the 'honor' of access to their System Interface want something from Earth—he just doesn't know what. Now he's trapped on an alien planet and lost in a time loop, fighting for strength and for his own humanity. One thing's for sure: He'll die as many times as it takes to tear it all down. Don't miss the start of this action-packed Progression Fantasy seemlessly merging aspects from Apocalyptic LitRPG's like He Who Fights with Monsters and Time Loop stories like Mother of Learning.


Get Die. Respawn. Repeat. Now!
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Groups


Don’t forget to join LitRPG Addicts and come hang out with me!

I’m also very active and thankful for Redditserials, LitRPG Books, GameLit Society, Western Cultivation Stories (Xianxia and Wuxia, etc), Cultivation novels, LitRPG & GameLit Readers, and LitRPG Books Group!


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