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            To The Fans, New and Old

          

        

      

    

    
      Hello, thank you for your patience.

      First off, thank you for supporting Volume 1 of Foot Soldier. During the first week, it looked like the book was a bust. I was about ready to hang it all up. But then, after doing some things, everything changed.

      So, again, thank you. Your support saved all of my books.

      Oh, we also have audiobooks in production for Foot Soldier!

      Anyway, the Author’s Notes at the end will have a whole lot of behind-the-scenes details for anyone that’s interested.

      As for me, I need to rush back to Prospect and Cottage. I’m doing all I can to get those two released before 2024 is over!
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            The Story So Far…

          

        

      

    

    
      Riven Wrangleman, former F-Rank foot soldier was blasted into an unfamiliar land, an island of legend.

      There, he tamed monsters, met a talking statue, met an undead elf guarding the statue, and finally, found a group of people hibernating within a vehicle called a Sky Strider.

      With his new camp coming together at the edge of the jungle, and his troop of monsters growing, Riven aims to make the best of his life.

      The island is slowly killing him due to its unique atmosphere, but there is a solution: the Genesis Fruit. This fruit of legend might be able to forcefully make Riven’s body more suited to living on the island.

      The next step for him is becoming formally acquainted with his new guests. Once that commotion is settled, he will look to the future and prepare for the eventual journey to find a Genesis Fruit.

      And now, the continuation…
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            Get Acquainted

          

        

      

    

    
      I'm Riven Wrangleman. I'm a retired foot soldier taking a swing at being a rancher—or that's the goal anyway. I have a nice yard, a nice cabin of wood and web, and a loyal troop of monsters I've trained.

      My slimes—they're hopping excitedly right now.

      My trio of apes with wooden masks for faces—one of them's excited, and the other two are watching the situation.

      My black crow monsters—they're sitting on their coop.

      The giant spider—she's waiting for my signal and having a laugh.

      The wolves—they're watching with extreme interest.

      The badger—actually, I wasn’t too sure where the badger was. It might be sleeping near the monster beetle.

      What was so special about this morning? We were all watching the guests trapped in the cocoons the lovely spider made as they thrashed about.

      My first slime, Slimer, vibrated on my shoulder.

      "Yeah, Slimer. I don't think they've noticed us… I think I should yell louder—"

      "I think I'm going to faint! Oh my gosh—I can't breathe," screamed the shrewkin girl, Laurel. She thrashed about, with only her head sticking out of the cocoon. Her face was very pink.

      I looked at Webmillion, the spider who spun the web. She reassured me that the girl should be able to breathe.

      "Laurel, calm down! I've almost got my knife," the camel woman, Cattleya, said.

      I looked at Slimer and shook my head. "She didn't have a knife when we checked her."

      “Quatrin, your arm,” said one of the male camel men, Zeph. Like the others, only his bestial head was sticking out.

      “My arm’s activated, but these webs are tough,” Quatrin, the other camel man, replied.

      “Wait, everyone!” said the werebat woman, Sahmal. “These monsters do not seem hostile.”

      Great. Finally, someone with a level head. She observed the scene and noted that the slimes were just humming, and the wolves were sitting. They were doing as requested–they were watching our guests. 

      Then Sahmal’s eyes went to the apes. Konda was off to the side chewing her jelly ball, Apella went back to napping, and Giddy was tinkering with something over by what was essentially his work area now. The birds went back to picking at the scraps of food we had. There was only one real risk in my troop of monsters. Problem Slimerson, the pervert slime, was the only one I wasn’t sure about. I had to believe the custom-made golem was placating him.

      And then, as I wondered about Problem, the werebat and I locked eyes. She gasped, and I waved.

      “Hey,” I said, Slimer and Webmillion waving with me.

      Sahmal became frantic as she started calling attention to my presence. Within moments, I was receiving a torrent of calls for help, with the occasional threat mixed in.

      The group was really energetic. I was dreading having to calm them down. I had to wonder if there was a monster that promoted calmness somewhere out there—like an incense monster.

      Anyway, I began the process of calming the group down, explaining that we had secured them for their own safety. Thank goodness for this Sahmal girl. She was helping out, pointing out how docile everyone at my side was.

      Eventually, once they understood they were safe, we went about freeing them. Webmillion undid the cocoons from above, one by one.

      First came Laurel. Webmillion caused the cocoon to unravel and Laurel to fall. I caught her without trouble—she was much lighter than she looked.

      “Thank you,” she said as I put her down. She extended her hand. “I’m Laurel.”

      I reciprocated the gesture. “Riven. Nice to meet you.”

      Laurel, the shrewkin girl, had the round ears and thin tail of a shrew. Her nose was more pronounced than the usual person’s, and she had furry hands and legs. Everything else was human-like. Her hair was a light brown, and she was a very thin, short girl.

      I had been told about the difference between kin-people and were-people. The hands and feet of the ‘kin’ were more bestial. The ‘were’–like Sahmal–had human hands and feet, albeit covered by fur. The last note of difference was that the ‘were’ could transform into monstrous forms that were more like the camel people, who were just camels in human shape.

      Speaking of the camel people–the camelgrem. These three were all larger than Laurel and Sahmal and all more capable. They all landed on their feet and were quick to surround Laurel. Were they posturing? Konda sure seemed to think so, as she was already in Cattleya’s face.

      “You wanna go?” Cattleya asked, not backing down. Only an inch of air separated the two.

      Konda snarled and took a step back, giving Slimer a nod.

      I was confused about that. It was then that I noticed how the monsters were moving. I couldn’t see the goal, but they were quietly arranging themselves.

      A whimper came from Sahmal. “Erm, is something the matter? I’m getting a little woozy.”

      I looked up. The cocoon was swaying more than the others. To anyone else, it would look like Webmillion was encountering trouble. But I knew better. Webmillion was too good to have difficulty with her own weaves. No, this was purposeful.

      The camelgrem yelled to be careful. The slimes moved into place to make a bit of a barrier between the camelgrem and me. I saw what I was sure was a signal from Webmillion. I ran to be beneath Sahmal's cocoon. I was sure I knew what they were doing.

      The cocoon came undone, and Sahmal fell through the air. I got into place and caught her, but she was heavier than I thought she would be.

      I stumbled with her until I finally gave up and fell, breaking Sahmal’s fall with my body.

      “Ouch… Not the most graceful, but I got there,” I muttered, Sahmal crushing my diaphragm.

      She finally opened her eyes, looked around, and then down. “Oh my gosh! I’m so sorry—I—“

      Our eyes met, and we both just kind of stopped for a second.

      “Hi,” she mumbled.

      My face was heating up. I hoped it was somehow from the fall. Sahmal was beautiful. She had the ears and wings of a bat, with her wing’s webbing being connected to her arms. Unlike Laurel, Sahmal had a womanly body. The brown sleeveless vest she wore further accentuated her figure.

      "Hey. Erm–I'm Riven," I said, barely able to avoid stammering.

      I thought I was used to women. I guess Demon women still had an effect on me, especially when they were so cute.

      "I'm Sahmal—oh, but you can call me Sam!" she said, her face redder than before.

      "Are you alright, Sam?"

      She nodded. "Thank you for catching me."

      "It wasn't a problem," I said, sincerely lost in her pink eyes.

      "You should probably get off of him," Cattleya yelled. There were growls behind her words. The other camels were more jubilant, stifling some chuckles.

      Sam blushed as she got off me. "I'm so sorry," she said, helping me up.

      "It's not a problem. Just glad you're not hurt."

      The monsters' mission accomplished, they allowed the newcomers to approach. Cattleya was quick to pull Sam away from me. Quatrin was more taciturn about this, and Zeph just patted my back and smiled. Then, Laurel stepped forward and dipped her head. "Thank you again."

      “Yeah, no problem.”

      My visual Skill–[Laplace]—had identified this girl as a priestess–a sacred one at that. The way she carried herself, the flowing robes she wore, and her politeness were definitely consistent with the idea of a holy woman.

      It was then that Giddy came up and handed Laurel a bouquet of flowers. Perfect timing from him. It disarmed the camelgrem.

      "Huh? What's this?" Laurel asked, completely surprised by the giggling ape. She accepted the bouquet with a kind "Thank you," which sent my buddy over the moon.

      "So this is Giddy, our resident foreman and flower arranger," I said as he pulled out another bouquet and handed it to Sam.

      The two girls giggling, Giddy pulled out another bouquet. They didn't realize he was pulling them out of his slime assistant’s stomach. He came to a stop in front of the camelgrem and made a face. Poor guy couldn't figure out which of the camelgrem to give it to.

      Cattleya scowled and pointed at Quatrin. "Give it to him. He's the sentimental one."

      "Not that sentimental," Quatrin replied. "But thank you, Giddy."

      Laurel started looking around. "Hey, where is Steppenbar?"

      Everyone else followed Laurel's lead and looked around, too, their murmurs intensifying.

      “Steppenbar?” Laurel asked, her smile fading.

      Uh oh. My heart sank. There was supposed to be another in this group. He was in the ground now. I had buried him myself. He wasn’t as lucky as these five were.

      I clapped my hands and got their attention. "Alright, everyone, there is a whole lot we have to get each other up to date on. So can you please follow me to the island's center? We can have our meeting there... Monsters, can some of you carry some tables and chairs over to Enkriah's spot?"

      The slimes started moving stuff, which I was immensely thankful for. The visitors seemed panicked by the behavior, though.

      "I've never seen monsters be so orderly," Laurel whispered.

      "Don't get too comfortable, Laurel," Cattleya urged, holding Laurel's shoulder. “Something isn’t right here.”

      "Alright, let's go," I said. I pointed to the world beyond the jungle. "It's just beyond this tree line. It’s a place you’ve got to see to believe."
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        * * *

      

      The walk was pleasant enough. Cattleya looked like she wanted to strike me while my back was turned, but the monsters surrounding us had a compelling way of stilling her hand. I didn't want to keep them in the dark for too long, so I told them the gist of how they came to be hanging in silk cocoons. 

      My monsters and I had found a “Ruined Strider.” We went about digging it out. Some stuff happened that I didn’t tell them about–namely that some kind of ghost jumped out and attacked us. Then, we pulled them out of their hibernation units. The last person–this Steppenbar–he had perished, most likely due to his unit sustaining damage. That last person had been buried… I really hoped the corpse and shade were not related. It was just too sad a thing to think about… Then again, how does a ghost come about without death? The obvious answer was that Steppenbar and the shade were one and the same.

      My friends suggested that ‘spectral entities’ could exist naturally, but this one definitely wasn’t one of these naturally occurring ghosts. 

      "Poor Steppenbar," Laurel whimpered.

      "He did suffer an injury right before we crashed," Quatrin noted. “I did see that moment…”

      "But it also means the pod was damaged in the crash," Sam followed.

      From what it sounded like, this Steppenbar was the pilot of the ruined strider. They all seemed to be close.

      "So this is the spot?" Cattleya asked, studying Enkriah's statue–the statue at the center of this island. She looked around, noting that the island was as I described. "Huh... It really is like multiple lands were stuck together."

      An island–the Isle of the Beginning and the End–where seven different biomes met, welded together by giant outpourings of mana called leylines. It was an island of miracles, where apparently, all the world sprang out from, and where all the world would return to. My words didn’t capture the majesty of the sight.

      "This is it, isn't it?" Zeph asked. "The Phantom Isle of legend?"

      That made me perk up. They had legends of this island, too?

      Laurel nodded cautiously. "I don't know what else to call it... I've never heard legends of a statue standing watch here, however. Riven, do you know more about this isle?"

      "I’m actually fairly new and ignorant when it comes to this place. There are two others I wanted here before we started speaking—ahh, there's one now."

      The group followed my gaze and saw Lucerein approaching, her scary armor equipped. The camelgrem were quick to get in front of Laurel and even quicker to adopt intimidating stances.

      "Zeph, there's a desert right over there. Bring us some good sand the moment you get the chance," Cattleya said.

      "Got it—"

      "No," I said, cutting in. "That woman looks scary, but she's nice."

      "That lich is, Riven?" Laurel asked, seeking my reassurance.

      I nodded. "She is. Wait, what’s a lich?"

      Cattleya scoffed. "Great. A strange man that commands monsters beyond anything we've ever seen, and a lich."

      I chuckled, thinking ‘strange’ wasn’t the worst thing she could call me. "We still have one more extraordinary character to introduce."

      "Great," Cattleya replied, exasperated.

      Lucerein greeted the newcomers with a kind gesture and took a seat when the slimes offered it to her. My eyes were on this red-haired, slightly purple-skinned beauty’s face. The newcomers’ eyes were on the ominous skull housing a ball of black magic that doubled as her midriff.

      “Stop staring,” I whispered to Sam. “She’s self-conscious about her looks.”

      “Oh! Oops, sorry,” she whispered back.

      Lucerein, thankfully, hadn’t noticed my whispers. "So these are our newcomers. I'm glad to see that your bodies were able to restart after a presumably long sleep without complication. I'm sure you're all very confused about what is happening."

      "That's putting it mildly," Cattleya replied, taking charge of the group.

      "And what are your names? I am Lucerein."

      They each gave their names, and Lucerein gave me a look at the end. She was wondering how honest they were being. She smiled as soon as I nodded. Their names were consistent with the labels [Laplace] generated over their heads.

      "I'm glad we're having an honest exchange," she said, crossing her legs and sitting like the refined noble she probably was thousands of years ago.

      Cattleya looked disturbed. She looked like she was fighting to make sure her face didn't convey her horror at the jarring contrast between Lucerein's form and her behavior.

      "Riven?" Sam asked. "Where is the other guest?"

      I pointed at Enkriah. "Right here."

      Lucerein raised a brow. "You want Enkriah to participate? But it's still daylight."

      I grinned. "Actually, Enkriah's gotten to the maximum of the energy she's going to be able to get back. She can wake up for some hours during the day, as long as she didn't use up her waking hours the night before."

      "Ahh," Lucerein said, looking at me with a deep disdain for the news I shared. "Great," she dryly continued. Lucerein then tilted her head. “Hmm.”

      I rolled my eyes and ignored her, throwing my attention to Enkriah. "Wakey, wakey, Enkriah. Our guests are here."

      A silence descended on the newcomers—one that was broken by Cattleya's whispers.

      "Is he talking to a statue?"

      "Shh," Laurel replied. "People pray to statues all the time."

      "Yeah, but it's not like the statue is an active participant at a meeting."

      My ears were burning. "Enkriah, hey, come on. You're making me look weird."

      Cattleya whispered again. "Yeah. The statue is the one making him look weird."

      "It's okay, Riven," Sam followed. "Keep trying. I'm sure she'll wake up. Oh, she’s a very beautiful statue too!"

      "Lords above—help me," Cattleya said. "This is not how a man should be supported, Sahmal."

      My ears were still burning. Lucerein's giggles weren't helping. I tapped Enkriah's arm. "Enkriah. Hey, Enkriah. This isn't funny."

      "Zzz," said the statue.

      "'Zzz?'" I replied, a brow raised.

      "Zzz!"

      I twisted my lips as I shook my head. "Goddammit, Enkriah."

      "Now he's cursing it," Cattleya whispered.

      "Hermits are always kind of weird," Quatrin followed. “In that sense, this is quite normal.”

      Zeph chuckled. “That’s a nice way of looking at it.”

      Frustrations escaping me, I called out, "Webmillion! I need a privacy curtain!"

      Webmillion weaved a curtain for me as I mumbled and complained under my breath. Curtain obscuring me from everyone, I climbed Enkriah's statue, grabbing her clasped hands as she giggled. Her eyes were closed as they always were, but I was sure we were ‘seeing’ each other. Then, I kissed her on her stone lips.

      "I swear, Enkriah," I said as she let out an over-acted yawn.

      "Good morning, Riven. How lovely it is to be woken up so warmly."

      "Yeah. Happy for you," I said, flatly.

      I climbed off her, and the curtain came down, at which point she proudly declared, "I have awoken thanks to the secret and sacred waking ritual!"

      The newcomers jumped from fright.

      "The statue is talking!" Cattleya yelled.

      Sam lit up. "See? He wasn't crazy!"

      "Oh my," Laurel followed. "A statue that can speak? Is it a constructed intelligence?"

      "Guess he's not that weird," Quatrin said.

      Zeph nodded. "But still pretty weird—"

      Enkriah's voice boomed. "Who dared call Riven weird and ugly?!"

      "No one called me ugly," I interjected, rubbing my chin. “I guess I could use a shape-up.”

      But Enkriah's impassioned roar drowned me out. "Slime guards!"

      At her call, the guard slimes pointed their spears at the camelgrem, the spears hanging a few inches from their necks.

      I was astounded. "Whoa. There's ten guard slimes now..." I looked at Enkriah. "Since when can you give them commands?"

      "Since Slimer, Webmillion, and I formed the 'Protect Riven Coalition.’ Your lead monsters are very intelligent, Riven."

      I bobbed my head. "Wow. Must have done that last night. Anyway, stand down, Guard Troop. These are our friends here."

      The slimes quickly withdrew their spears and returned to humming in place as Slimer and Webmillion took their spots beside me. The new group of friends let out a collective breath, though Cattleya looked like she was about to erupt.

      "So, let's get down to business and catch ourselves up," I said with a grin.

      Laurel and Sahmal were quick to sit down, all smiles. The camelgrem were a bit reluctant, but what other choice did they have but to comply?

      “Good. You all learned your place quickly,” Enkriah said, immensely proud of herself.
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            A Morning of Answers

          

        

      

    

    
      There were a lot of burning questions that had to be asked. From our side, we wanted to know who these people were, what time they were from, and how they had gotten here. On their side, they wanted to know who we were, how we got here, how they got here–to this weird island specifically–and just what this island was.

      All those questions were answered to some degree, so in that sense, the first round of conversation was a success.

      They learned of Enkriah and Lucerein's story to roughly the same degree that I did, namely that the two were bitter enemies, with one being sealed and the other having to watch her for many centuries.

      They learned my story—that being that I was sent here by the enemy I was done with, and that I then tamed some monsters and made a home for myself here. I also told them about how isolated the part of the world I came from was.

      Finally, they were properly introduced to the Isle of the Beginning and the End and got a quick rundown of how the island worked, including biomes, leylines, barriers, and the unified language mechanic.

      They were ultimately surprised to find out I was human, among a few other perplexing details.

      We noted many things during the part where we led the conversations exploring what their lives were like. We learned that the Atma and Demon distinction still existed, but humans were considered extinct, and elves were in ridiculously small numbers.

      Demon Lords were still a thing—and they came in all manners of moral alignments—but this group had never heard of Lucerein, or the ‘Worst’ Demon Lord, Enkriah. They had never heard of Echidna either. They didn’t know what a ‘True Daemon’ referred to, nor what a Progenitor was and their relationship to Demonkind. 

      Lucerein and Enkriah were appalled by the notion. Basic common truths were missing from this group. Enkriah had whispered to me that she felt that what they recognized as 'Demon Lord' was a shadow of what a Demon Lord truly was. She called it a hunch, given how they spoke about the title and the information the group lacked about the heights of power someone like her had reached. Maybe Enkriah was right, or maybe she was having an ego trip, thinking the title should be spoken of with reverence and fear... I wanted to believe that she was right, though.

      The group did feel a little pity for Lucerein when they learned that she wasn't a demon, but an elf killed by Enkriah, who was then raised from the dead. Which, as I found out, was a ‘lich.’ Didn’t know that an undead that could cast magic had a specific name.

      When Lucerein rattled off all the names of countries that she knew, the group replied with confusion—they had never heard of any of those countries. Watching Lucerein as she came to grips with that reality was hard. She looked like she could fall apart at any moment. Enkriah, however, was smug. In her eyes, it proved what she had said–that destruction was coming to all the nations of their time, regardless of her presence.

      Zeph explained to us at one point that they had legends of a 'Phantom Island.' It wasn't as detailed as the legends that Lucerein and Enkriah knew, but he was willing to bet that the 'Phantom Island' and the Isle of the Beginning and the End were one and the same.

      The differences between what we knew and what they knew were interesting, but their totally new information was what my side was salivating over.

      Laurel started their story by explaining that she was a 'Sacred Priestess,' as we already knew, thanks to my [Laplace]. Her starting with a bit of honesty earned her some of Lucerein and Enkriah's respect. The camelgrem and Sam were her guardians—essentially her bodyguards and aides. As it turned out, Laurel had an important position of neutrality. 

      During times of war, the Sacred Priestess was expected to mediate between opposing sides. In Laurel's time, three powerful 'Demon Lords' had declared war on each other. Laurel's group was caught in the middle after negotiations deteriorated. Two of the three Demon Lords turned their sights on Laurel and tried to claim her in a vie for power. The team flew away from their pursuers in their sky strider.

      The story took an unexpected twist at this point. High above the ocean, a sudden storm brewed, catching them off guard. With their pursuers closing in and the tension rising, their pilot, Steppenbar, made a bold move–he steered them into the heart of the storm. He thought it would be ordinary, but the storm had too many magical discharges, distorting the space within it. One second, they were flying with pursuers behind them, only for the pursuers to cross in front of them suddenly, and so on. In that chaotic situation, unpredictable shots were fired. The strider took a hit and began to fail.

      Sam had seen it at that moment when everyone was getting into the hibernation units—they were somehow over a jungle.

      She entered her unit as Steppenbar got into his, which was the last thing she saw before waking up.

      It was a more intense story than expected. Given the condition of the strider, they agreed that a lot of time must have passed between their crash and waking up.

      After this leg of the story, we were silent for a few moments, just taking in what had occurred. It was Lucerein who broke the silence.

      "So... you entered the island's territory, had a battle in your airship, and crashed onto the island... The space in this island's skies twisting makes sense to me... You likely reached the boundary of the Isle's barrier and were redirected until crashing. That barrier is transcendental and keeps many people from crossing it on a normal day… What a nightmare. You have my sympathies. Yours is definitely the most… ‘violent’ invitation I’ve ever heard of."

      “I was sucked into a whirlpool,” Enkriah scornfully muttered.

      Laurel clasped her hands together and called out from the other side of the table. "Is there truly no way to escape this island? I can't bear the thought that people might be waiting for our return," Laurel asked, seeking some thread of hope.

      Lucerein shook her head. "One can only enter the isle when it appears. As for leaving?" Lucerein pointed out toward the horizon. "There is only one method I have ever been told. One must leave when the horizon is clear of fog and clouds. The people who escaped this isle had done so through that method. There is no other documented form of escape."

      Laurel looked to Lucerein, clinging to hope. "You said you've lived here for a long time. Have you ever seen the horizon clear?"

      "Never," Lucerein said. “And there were only a lucky few to ever escape. Saying it was ‘miraculous’ would not be so far from the truth. ”

      A despair that was dwarfed only by Lucerein's previous bout showed plainly on Laurel's face.

      Zeph nodded, sighing. "The Phantom Island was described as a place where one went to become a phantom and disappear. Our legends say nothing of an escape either."

      Enkriah called attention to herself. "So, as you can now understand, there is no escape from this land—at least none that we can see at the moment," Enkriah said. "That's why it is important you understand how things work here. Riven here is my King of Monsters."

      My eyes went wide. "Wow, okay, so we’re going with that title. Got it."

      "At his side are his loyal vassals, Webmillion the Ancient, and Slimer, the Unparalleled Explorer."

      Webmillion gracefully bowed, and Slimer tipped his silken explorer’s hat to the newcomers. Did they rehearse this? They looked so gallant. Yeah, they deserved great titles.

      "Good job, guys," I said, giving them a quick thumbs-up. I couldn't help but be happy over how proud they looked.

      Enkriah chuckled. "There are a few monsters I have yet to get to know, but Konda over there deserves recognition as leader of the Royal Assault Team."

      I winced. “Royal?”

      In a show of superiority, and as the slimes clapped, Konda snapped a log in half. Cattleya just rolled her eyes.

      "Wow, intense," I said, kind of tickled.

      "I, of course, am Riven's trusted advisor," Enkriah said, assuming a role we had never discussed. "At many times and for many reasons, I am the one you should speak to."

      Laurel nodded dejectedly. Then she slapped her cheeks and wore a more determined smile. "Understood!" she said.

      "And that reject over there is the Wicked Corpse of the West. I recommend staying away from her. She is not affiliated with us in any way. In fact, she is a stain on Riven’s rule. Had I the power, I would smite her."

      "Haha," Lucerein dryly replied. "No, I am affiliated with Riven. I am helping him stay alive." She leveled a pointed stare at Enkriah. "You would do well to keep that in mind, Enkriah. You have more to lose here than I do."

      "It's a temporary alliance," Enkriah retorted. It was easy to imagine Enkriah scowling, crossing her arms, and looking away.

      Lucerein groaned, but I couldn't help but chuckle. I turned my eyes back toward the others and saw Sam waving.

      "Hi, Your Majesty. Thank you for saving us."

      I scratched my cheek. "It was my pleasure."

      Cattleya scoffed. "Can we move on to another topic? I'm sure there's still plenty to discuss."

      "Yeah, there is," I said. "Do you all know what the 'Logos' are?"

      "Logi," Lucerein chirped.

      "Yeah, whatever. Guys? Sacred Priestess?"

      Laurel shook her head. "No, I don't think so..."

      "That's okay, I didn't know either. Does the name "Laplace" or "Dimension" mean anything to you?"

      She lit up. "Oh! Dimension! Then we’re speaking of the Monstrous Gods!"

      A loud "What?!" bellowed from Enkriah. It was then accentuated by Lucerein's utter disgust.

      "You do not call the Logos a 'monster' in any sense of the word!" Enkriah boomed.

      "For once, I agree with her. The Logi do not belong to monsters alone. What rudeness," Lucerein followed.

      Laurel became squirrely as she came under fire from the passionate pair. She held her ears down and shook where she sat. "I'm sorry. That's just what they're called. Everyone knows that they create aberrant monsters."

      "And they bless people with power," Lucerein said, urging Laurel to inscribe that piece of knowledge into her memory.

      "Okay, listen," I said, calming everyone down. "Clearly, time has progressed, and knowledge has been lost. Laurel," I said, looking at her with kind eyes. "'Sacred' usually implies divinity of some kind. Are you associated with some deity?"

      She lit up again. "Yes, it is said that Sacred Priestess inherits the spirit of the Goddess of Truth!"

      Enkriah sighed. "I can't believe we're back to holding up inferior concepts such as gods.’"

      "Be nice," I said, lightly tapping her side. "Lucerein, is there a Logos of Truth?"

      "None by that title, no. Not in our time, at least.”

      “But the concept of the ‘Truth’ exists, so there must be a Logos of Truth, right?” I asked.

      “Possibly,” Enkriah replied. “There are other ways of interpreting the issue. The Logos of Language may encompass ‘truth’ and ‘falsehood’ as features of language and communication. There may also be a Logos of Falsehood that introduces ‘falsehood’ into language and defines truth in doing so.”

      Lucerein nodded along. “I see you believe that ‘truth’ is fundamental and only exists because ‘falsehoods’ exist.”

      “Laplace reports the true names of things, but he was never the Logos of True Names,” Enkriah replied. “Therefore, ‘Truth’ was a natural setting before another introduced a layer of complexity–at least in my opinion.”

      “No, I think that’s correct too. I lean on the side of there being a Logos of Falsehoods, if anything.”

      I finished jotting down my notes of the conversation and nodded. "Alright, well, nothing we can do about that," I said. I turned my attention to Laurel again. "So, is that why you're the Sacred Priestess? Because you house the spirit of a god?" I looked over at Slimer, who was sitting on Webmillion's head. "Amazing if true."

      Slimer stretched his body and ‘nodded.’ I wasn’t sure if he understood the topic, but I appreciated his input.

      Laurel smiled softly. "Yes. The role of the Sacred Priestess is to—"

      "Hold it," Cattleya said, holding out her arm. "Are you sure you want to say this out loud to them? One of them is going around with quite the intimidating title."

      Enkriah chuckled. "I'm glad you're taking precautions around me, as you should."

      “Enkriah, we’re trying to have open communications here,” I replied.

      Cattleya shrugged and smirked. "Lucerein's body looks pretty ugly over there. If that's what you did, and you're still unrepentant about it—you’re not really someone I want to be close to."

      Lucerein looked away, the 'ugly' comment hitting her hard. She was probably going to need some positive support later.

      "Why would I be repentant toward a woman who ruined my life and subjected me to a torturous eternity?" Enkriah asked.

      "It's called being a 'graceful loser,'" Cattleya replied, her scorn evident.

      "Okay, okay," I said, calming down the sides. "That's the past. We're moving forward here."

      Laurel nodded and cleared her throat. "I agree, and I think we should respond to kindness with kindness." She stood up and placed her hand over her heart. "I am the 39th Sacred Priestess of Nortide."

      Lucerein and I exchanged quick glances. She said '39th,' not '42nd?' Lucerein had remembered that detail too. Heck, I checked quickly and confirmed the numbers.
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      Laurel Vah Brunte

      Shrewkin

      The 42nd Sacred Priestess of Nortide. Remarkable for being the one to end the line of succession with her disappearance. Later found by Riven Wrangleman.
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        * * *

      

      I studied Laurel. She didn't seem like she was lying. 

      “I was born with a purpose—to stop the Apocalyptic Daemon, should it ever arise,” she declared.

      Cattleya covered her eyes and groaned as Lucerein, Enkriah, and I all said, "Apocalyptic Daemon?"

      Laurel nodded. "[The Apocalyptic Daemon—a creature of ancient times, a harbinger of doom. With fiery eyes, it gazes upon a realm it sought to rend. With wings that blot out the sun, it soared across the heavens, heralding the final night. Thirteen tips adorned the obsidian crown on its head, and when their gleam did brighten, it spelled the end of all that thrived. Thirteen points of an obsidian crown pronounced, the Apocalyptic Daemon rises, over a world forever denounced.] That is the prophecy of the Apocalyptic Daemon, and I am the Sacred Priestess found and raised to counter the Apocalyptic Daemon. Should the Daemon rise, a Sacred Priestess must appear and stop it and prevent the end of the world from being brought about."

      Laurel sat down as I looked over at Lucerein. "Ever heard about that?"

      "No. I've never heard of anything close to resembling the 'Apocalyptic Daemon.' But then again, there was no such thing as a 'Sacred Priestess' 72,000 years ago... Enkriah?"

      "Psh, no. If there were an 'Apocalyptic Daemon,' I would know... If we were to assume that terms have been mixed up, then maybe one of the Progenitors could be the Apocalyptic Daemon. That said, the Progenitors were around long before written history. The world's been fine for more than 72,000 years. Why would that change? And I say this fully accepting that my nation fell.”

      “Right,” I continued. “A nation falling due to a disaster is different than the world ending in an apocalypse. I know of plenty of ancient citadels from my corner of the world that were lost to time, only for scholars to find them later.”

      I noticed that Laurel was wearing an uncomfortable look. This might have been the first time Lucerein and Enkriah dropped the actual number of years instead of the word 'centuries.'

      Lucerein caught that look of discomfort, too. "How long is the world, according to your records? Do you know, Laurel?"

      Laurel nodded. "The Sacred Priestesses are taught the history of the line of succession, so I know quite a bit—"

      "Did the Sacred Priestess emerge at the start of your history?”

      "No, the line of succession begins at around 1000 years after the dawn of civilizations," Laurel replied.

      "Are those 1,000 years properly documented?" Lucerein asked, her eyes locked on Laurel. “And what about pre-civilization?”

      "No... That's considered the age of gods and the birth of the world, the Atma and Demons. The Monstrous Gods and monsters emerge around the time of the Sacred Priestess."

      I raised my hand. "That's concerning, isn't it?" 

      "It would be if this history could be believed," Lucerein coldly replied.

      "You making comments about our heritage?" Cattleya asked, scowling.

      Lucerein was undeterred. "I have no problem with the history that she may have in connection with the line of succession. In fact, I'm happy to hear that part. The roughly 1000 years that no one has documented, however? No, your world—our world—is older than you believe."

      "Most likely," Enkriah said, supporting Lucerein with no sign of spiteful commentary on the horizon.

      "As far as I'm concerned, something happened to the world, which ended civilization and caused it to reset. That is the most logical thought,” Lucerein said, holding up a finger. “How long is the recorded history of the Sacred Priestesses?"

      "About 4,700 years."

      Lucerein shook her head. "A drop in the bucket."

      "Agreed. My mother had lived for 5,000 years before my birth," Enkriah said.

      “And do please consider the sheer majesty of my surviving 72,000 years,” Lucerein coldly said. “I’ve lived your known history more than ten times over.”

      I whistled. "Wow. You guys had a rich history then."

      "We owe it to our stronger connection with the Logi," Lucerein said. "The Logos of Eternal Memory, in particular, favored many Demons."

      I noted the new Logos and then pointed to the newcomers. "And how do you all feel about that? The notion that there might have been countries before yours?"

      Cattleya shrugged. "I'm actually not all that devout, nor do I care about the history religion enforces."

      I raised a brow. "But you guard someone who professes to have the spirit of deity within her—"

      "No, I guard Laurel. She just happens to be the Sacred Priestess."

      Quatrin shook his head. "Don't mind her. She means well. As for me, it's a lot to take in, but given the circumstances..."

      Sam nodded. "I have no reason but to take it one day at a time."

      "Well, glad we got that cleared up. Laurel, what do you want to do?" I asked, leveling my gaze at her. "You've got an Apocalyptic Daemon to stop, right?"

      She shrugged. "I mean, if it were to pop up, sure. But there have been 38 priestesses before me, and not a single one crossed paths with the Daemon."

      "How would you know that this legendary Demon appeared?" Lucerein asked.

      "The literature says I would be visited by visions. And before you say anything, I've had visions of my predecessor blessing my journey, so I know what sensation accompanies it... I just haven't had a vision of the Daemon's emergence."

      "So, we come back to the question of what you all want to do," I said.

      "Is there any hope of us leaving this isle?" Laurel asked.

      Lucerein shook her head. "Not until the horizon clears. And just so that we're clear, do not allow yourselves to fall into a false sense of security. Riven here might give you the wrong idea about the monsters that inhabit this island, but as it stands, you all cannot withstand his army. All that comes from this isle is of a scale beyond your sensibilities."

      They all tensed up enough that I had to ask Lucerein where she was going with this.

      "The Isle is dangerous. The monsters here are of a higher potential than the ones you are most likely used to. Should you venture out deep into any of the wilderness that surrounds us, in hopes of finding salvation, you will most likely die. The only ones who can survive the depths are the dead, and those protected by the monsters themselves. And even then, someone like Riven cannot stray far."

      "Let them try," Enkriah suddenly said. "That one there—Cattleya. I can tell she's immensely dissatisfied. Let her wander this Isle and learn."

      “Maybe I should,” Cattleya calmly replied.

      Laurel panicked and tugged at Cattleya's forearm. "Cattleya! We've quite literally woken up in an unbelievable situation. You can't be rash!"

      Cattleya scoffed. "But we can't just take everything at face value." Cattleya stood up and cracked her back. "I think I will explore... But... Laurel, Sahmal, I think you two should wait here while we're out."

      Laurel whimpered and pressed her hands together, pleading with her eyes for Cattleya to reconsider leaving.

      "I want to explore that desert behind us... Let me see this big, bad, scary island with my own eyes. And if we find a way out, we find a way out. We'll come back and," she looked at me with dissatisfied eyes, "we'll leave these people to their own devices. Kind of looks like they deserve each other."

      My eye twitched. "Hey, what's with that shot—"

      "Don't, you self-proclaimed king of monsters. You think we're just going to listen to you all?" Cattleya asked. "The priestess and her unit are autonomous."

      Quatrin stood up and pulled Cattleya by her shoulder. "Settle down." And then he looked at me. "We don't mean any disrespect—again, we just came from a battle, and woke up in a cocoon, surrounded by monsters. We’re on edge–”

      "The monsters should have eaten you," Enkriah said, the restraint evident in her tone. I had gotten to know her well enough to know she was holding something vile back.

      "Enkriah," I warned.

      "What? That one there has no good thought going around her head."

      I stood up and smiled. "Regardless, why kick up a fuss when we don't need to have one?"

      Sahmal shot up after me. "I agree! Nothing bad has happened here! Sure, monsters surrounded us, but they were docile!"

      Cattleya groaned. "Sahmal, your opinion has quickly lost its value. Just fall in line with him and keep your mouth shut—"

      "Enough," I said, slamming the table.

      "Good, do that again," Enkriah whispered.

      "Enkriah, stop," I whispered back. Then, I focused on Cattleya again. "I get it," I said. "I get what you might be feeling. But come on, you don't need to be such a pain."

      She shrugged. "Just saying it how I see it."

      "Okay..." I put on a broader smile. "Here's what I'm going to do. The monsters and I are going to get to work on new lodgings. Laurel, Sahmal, you can stay in those lodgings if you want while you wait for Cattleya's return." I locked eyes with Cattleya. "Can you actually trust me with them while you're not around? Or are you forcing yourself to leave them here because you can't trust yourself to keep them safe?"

      Quatrin covered his face as Zeph winced. Cattleya stayed stoic.

      "You've got nerve," she said.

      "Only because all my buddies here can put you back in the ground," I replied.

      Cattleya kicked the table, scowling. I didn't flinch, but the monsters got ready.

      "Heh, a little bit of backbone, King of Monsters.”

      Quatrin tugged on her. "Stop testing him. Please, Cattleya."

      She wrestled her shoulder free of his grip and told him to back off.

      I shook my head in response. "Alright... Listen, because this didn't come out in my story before... To me, before I came here, Demons—people like you–were just smart monsters." Laurel and Sahmal gasped—the thought must have been as offensive as it sounded. "I've spent my life hating Demons. I've spent my life watching them burn my allies, and I've spent my life watching them burn in turn. I'm not afraid of you, and if you died—I hate to say it, but I would be able to find a way to be okay with it."

      Cattleya wore a crooked grin. "Who would've thought an extinct species could be so—"

      Zeph came in, slamming his fist into Cattleya's mouth and knocking her to the ground.

      Cattleya's fury was unleashed. "Zeph! You ingrate—"

      "Shut up!" Zeph yelled back. "What's wrong with you!? Look at Laurel! Look at the position you're putting her in!"

      Cattleya–with great hesitance–looked at Laurel and then averted her eyes.

      "Stop making this worse than it has to be!” Zeph roared. “Steppenbar's already dead. We're lost. And everything we knew might be dust in the wind. The least you could do is reassure our priestess instead of scaring the life out of her with your recklessness!"

      Enkriah chuckled. "I like him."

      I wanted to warn Enkriah not to make it worse, but I agreed with her.

      Cattleya wiggled her jaw and got up. "Yeah. Alright. I get it," she said, holding up her hands. "I won't make things worse... And I'm going to trust you, King of Monsters, to keep an eye on Laurel while we get a lay of the land."

      "Gonna threaten me about what'll happen if I mess her up?"

      I saw Laurel shudder out of the corner of my eye.

      Cattleya shrugged. "Why bother? All your buddies can put me in the ground, right? We're just caged animals you’re letting roam."

      "Very well," Enkriah proudly proclaimed. "I'm glad everyone has come to an understanding. You are always free to leave and explore. Riven says he will see to it that your friends are taken care of, and he will! Now, please, let's get this going. I feel sleep calling me. Significant discussions are to be put on hold.”

      I nodded, getting that Enkriah probably wanted to get a few private moments with me in before sleeping. I gestured to Laurel, trying to look as kind as I could. "Are you okay with me building lodgings for you?"

      She nodded meekly and then turned to Cattleya. "Are you going to be okay?"

      Cattleya smiled. "Obviously. We'll explore, and we'll be right back."

      Laurel pouted. "Don't retaliate against Zeph, Cattleya."

      Zeph waved at Laurel. "Thanks for your consideration."

      Cattleya rolled her eyes. "Yeah, yeah. That wouldn't be appropriate of me when everyone seems to agree that I stepped out of line."

      Cattleya turned around and waved as the other two camelgrem followed her. They entered the desert zone and were quickly disappearing from sight.

      Laurel took a few steps toward Cattleya's direction. "It's not about that! It's about... It's about being friends..."

      Sam held Laurel by the shoulder and consoled her.

      "I forgot how dramatic being alive could be," Lucerein said, getting off her seat and dusting herself off. "What a whirlwind of an experience."

      She really looked like a noble who got her kicks from watching the peasants fight.
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      Project: Lodgings for Guests Who Might Be With Us for a Longtime, "The Jungle Lodge."

      We're tackling a special project: building lodgings for a group of five from scratch. Our foreman, Giddy, is leading the team as we embark on this exciting project. Giddy and his team here at the Jungle Home Base are steadily climbing up the ranks and raring to have a go at this minimal supervision project.

      We're starting from the ground up, quite literally. We'll be laying a brand new foundation, one that builds upon Foreman Giddy's previous projects. The ultimate goal? To create a space that's homey, comfortable, and, most importantly, accommodating of those with camel-like bodies.

      We've decided on four rooms—one common space, plus three extra rooms to be used as the occupants see fit. From the framing to the roofing, every step of the construction process is carried out with precision and care. And let me tell you, incorporating sticky and durable spider silk technology into the build has been a game-changer. Courtesy of our resident webmaster, Webmillion, we will be bringing a build that cannot be found anywhere else.

      Now, the bathroom is going to be a bit of a sticking point. We don't have the technology or plumbing experience to build a bathroom attached to the main building, but we already have our expert excavator, Dusk Eyes, on the scene digging a hole for a new outhouse. There are few born to dig holes, but Dusk Eyes is the very best of the few. Hard to believe he is a beetle…

      The clients weren't too fussy about this detail and seemed to understand the trials and tribulations that came with living in a jungle. They also accepted that he was a beetle, strangely enough.

      Now, let's talk furniture. Most basic thing to think about—bed frames. We'll be using some tough wood called "Thundersap Timber" as the primary material. Special Consultant [Laplace] vouched for this wood's toughness, and he has yet to be wrong. For the record, I also used this material for my bed, and am more than pleased. This bed frame will be crafted from this sturdy wood and adorned with intricate carvings inspired by desert motifs—which our up-and-coming artist, Apella, will be giving a go at. Using versatile spider silk as a canvas, these beds will accept a weary body without ever snapping at the end of the day. As every body is different, each bed's canvas will be tailored to the client's unique tastes.

      For other pieces of furniture, we'll be using the clients' tastes and preferences gathered from the bed-making process to set them up with some choice starter furniture. Tables are one such starter. Picture this: a long, elegant table crafted from reclaimed jungle wood, polished to a rich, honeyed hue. Surrounding it are handcrafted chairs upholstered in silver spider silk, providing both affordable comfort and style.

      Flooring is going to be our standard, non-stick spider silk flooring, with an option for wood paneling in the future. A more elegant take on flooring that has us excited would be a dye-stained spider silk rug with decorative carpet-like trim and a customizable image on the back, chosen by our clients. This would be a really "extra" option—one our humble clients seemed too embarrassed to request, but don't worry. We'd get them eventually. Not many can say ‘no’ to a rug of this caliber.

      Alright, that’s it for Riven Wrangleman’s Home Creation Report. Let’s turn this back to the regularly scheduled everyday life in a scary land.
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        * * *

      

      Laurel massaged her temples as she groaned. "Oh, Cattleya," she lamented.

      She and Sam were sitting at the table outside my house when Lucerein came out and handed them a cup of freshly brewed tea.

      "This herb is good for headaches that kin might develop," Lucerein said.

      Laurel took the cup graciously. "Thank you... I never thought an elf like you would serve me tea."

      Lucerein wore a crooked grin and took a seat at the table. "An undead one?"

      Laurel stiffened up. "No—goodness, no. One as long-lived as you... You're actually the first I've ever met."

      Sam offered Lucerein a kind smile. "We've met more amazons than we have elves, which is saying a lot because we only ever met one tribe of them."

      "Oh... I see. What a terrible state of affairs, the world of the future. Did you want some tea, too, Sahmal?"

      "Sure, thank you."

      A slime with a teapot on its head came over. Lucerein then poured the cup for Sam. A moment later, I came over, satisfied with how the project was going so far.

      "Yeah, project looks good. Giddy's doing pretty well. I'd estimate you guys would have the main room built and ready for you to camp in tonight. Webmillion over there," I said, pointing to the giant spider hanging in the web above us, "she already has some hammocks made so you won't have to sleep on the floor." I looked over to Slimer—who was on my shoulder. "Hey, we need to get some real soft feathers. We should probably have the slimes collect any feathers the birds lose—lose naturally, okay? No plucking feathers from birds that are in our troop."

      Slimer flashed a thumbs-up. He got it. I prayed he wouldn’t go find random birds.

      "Anyway, we all doing good over here?"

      Sam giggled. "You sure do take all of this in stride, Riven."

      Laurel nodded. "Seeing so many monsters work so well together, and seeing someone so kind-looking like you getting along with them—it's just inspiring."

      "Aww, thanks," I said, sitting at the table. "Are you girls doing alright?"

      Laurel nodded. "I think it's safe to say that we have adjusted."

      “Hey,” Sam stammered. “Was Enkriah okay? You stayed behind with her for a little.”

      I grinned. “Yeah, she was fine. She just wanted to have a few private words. I might check on her later, just in case she dreamed up a few more things to discuss.”

      “Aww, alright. That’s good… It kind of felt like we had intruded on something.”

      I waved Sam’s concern away. “Not at all. Enkriah was delighted.”

      Lucerein raised a hand. "I am well–and delighted–too. Thank you for allowing the slimes to deposit the materials in my lab. I will start cataloging them and will have information for you in a few days. I would estimate I will have some potions for you within a month."

      I shot her a grin. "If you need any blood for testing—"

      "Yes, I will let you know," Lucerein quickly said.

      I was raising my brow at her when I heard Laurel's giggle. "Ooo, potions. With magical properties, yes? Not just chemistry?"

      Lucerein nodded. "Yes, my potions take advantage of both magical and physical properties. In a way, this island is a brewer's dream. It was hard to find plants laced with mana in the outside world."

      "And you found these plants, Riven?" Sam asked.

      I pointed at my left eye. "Yup. I have a Skill that lets me see the names of plants and such. It's called [Laplace]. Ever heard of it?"

      They exchanged probing looks and both replied with a shake of the head.

      "It sounds useful," Laurel said.

      "It definitely will make living here easier,” I replied.

      "And you're happy with staying here, Riven?" Sam asked.

      "More or less. I don't really have anywhere else to go, and given that the impossible had to happen for me to get here in the first place? Yeah, I have no intentions of leaving... You guys, though? You do what you need to. I can't imagine what someone as important as the 'Sacred Priestess' feels. I was just a nobody foot soldier."

      Laurel showed a crooked grin. "I think I'm just going to take things one day at a time..." She bobbed her head a few times and smiled. "I want to believe that everything happens for a reason... I want to believe there is a reason we ended up here and that the island appeared when it did."

      Lucerein sighed, rolling her eyes. "Sometimes, there is intention, and sometimes, there is ill fortune."

      "Regardless, we are here for a while," Sam said. "You know, I think I could help out with improving some things around here..." She looked at me for a second before averting her eyes. "If you'll let me, Riven."

      "Sure. I'd love to have another builder around. I knew I was going to like you, Sam. You looked like the handy sort."

      Watching her get flustered while wearing the cutest and goofiest grin got a chuckle out of me.

      Laurel, I think, missed her friend’s bashfulness and got all excited. “Sam! You should show them our gadgets! Do you have any on you?”

      Sam began patting herself down. “Let’s see… My bag might still be in the strider, but I should have one here–ahh!” Sam pulled out a palm-sized metal case and placed it on the table. “I have this one. My simple scout.” Sam tapped on the case’s face. Her finger sank, revealing that it was a seamless button of some sort. Circuits lit up on the case’s surface, and it sprung to life–literally. Six tiny metal legs extended from the rectangle, and a red bead appeared on the surface facing me. It started walking around, as if it was an ant looking for food.

      My eyes went wide. “Whoa! It’s a metal bug! And it’s moving! Is this a super-advanced gearbox?”

      Lucerein inched closer. “This is… Is this a magic construct?”

      “Yes,” Sam said, lighting up. “It’s a gadget construct!” Sam jubilantly pointed at herself. “I’m what you call a Gadgeteer! I use specialized equipment to make these constructs.”

      “An extremely specialized trade,” I muttered, recalling the info from [Laplace].

      Lucerein raised her brow as she inspected the construct. “There’s magic here, isn’t there? How did you define this construct’s behavior?”

      Sam tapped on the construct, deactivating. She then held the button down until a panel opened on the surface. Then she fished out an emerald-like hexagon from the body. 

      “The secret lies in this–the Construct Logic Unit. It holds what we call Construct Intelligence. This unit looks small, but this one here has ten layers of logic networks that I can use to program the behaviors and functions.”

      “May I look at it?” Lucerein asked.

      Sam happily dropped it into Lucerein’s open palm and beamed happily as Lucerein inspected it.

      “Huh…” Lucerein said, looking at the unit from different angles. “What an interesting application of advanced earth magic…” She pointed off to the side, her eyes still glued to the unit. “Compare and contrast with my work,” she said.

      We all followed her finger and saw Problem and his golem arriving.

      “Oh, it's Problem,” I said, breathing a sigh of relief after remembering that I told him not to bother our guests.

      Sam giggled. “Why is he called ‘Problem?’”

      “Because he’s an enemy to all women,” Lucerein dryly replied, still engrossed by the unit.

      Sam looked at Problem with a skeptical eye but quickly became surprised. “Hold on! Is that a construct?!”

      Laurel stood up from her chair to look over Sam’s head at the earth golem.

      “It is,” Lucerein said, slipping the unit back into the gadget. She looked down her nose at Sam as she chuckled. “What do you think? Given how diminutive your magic-sensing faculties are, I’m a little impressed that you could notice its nature.”

      Sam lit up and looked at Lucerein with stars in her eyes. “Of course I would notice! A construct like that is the goal–no, the dream of all gadgeteers! Can I inspect it?”

      Lucerein tried to play it off, but she was riding high. “Go ahead. Do mind the slime.”

      “Problem, come here,” I called, catching the slime as soon as he leaped.

      Sam ran over like a kid chasing candy. She started poking the golem all over and checking its articulation. She muttered all throughout, but spoke too quickly for me to hear.

      Laurel looked on, wearing sheer amazement on her face. “I’ve never seen… such a harmonious construct. They’re always so mechanical and made of materials that people refined and fabricated beforehand. But that one… I can tell how natural it is…”

      “Good to know that your magic-sensing faculties are adequate,” Lucerein said.

      Sam looked back at us. “How did you make this?! It doesn’t have a CLU, right?”

      Lucerein smiled. “Not at all. I used my magic to define the behaviors. Its body is made entirely of mana and earth.” Lucerein snapped her fingers, and the construct started cycling through all the behaviors it had.

      I covered my mouth. Maybe Lucerein was too detached–too blinded by the praise coming her way–that she forgot that 75% of the behaviors were ones designed to keep Problem entertained.

      Laurel saw it–she saw how distressing some of those routines were. The shrew girl was red-faced. She had covered her mouth but couldn’t peel her eyes away when the construct shifted into behaviors that resembled a maiden asking for mercy.

      Sam didn’t see it, though. She was in complete awe.

      “It’s so lifelike!” she squealed. “And the articulation is so good! How could earth be this flexible without crumbling?! Is this really possible?!”

      Sam walked back to the table, unsteady on her feet as if her awe had intoxicated her. “To think… The legends say that the mages of the beginning were the closest to the gods and the source of magic… But to think–there were actually people with such amazing control over raw magic.” She sat down and started poking her gadget. “All we’ve done, all we’ve accomplished, and this is as far as we got… Why did magic decline?”

      “Isn’t that the question on everyone’s mind?” Lucerein mused, waving her finger and making the golem return to its normal operations. “It’s interesting that you have legends that might describe what the people of my time were capable of. That said, the ‘1000 years’ is suspect.”

      “Right,” Sam said. “I’m more inclined to believe you now… Hmm? Laurel, are you okay?”

      “I’m more than fine!” she yelped. Seeing that she startled everyone, she calmed down and cleared her throat. “That was a very interesting display. Thank you, Lucerein.”

      Lucerein sipped her tea. “Thank you for showing me your construct… It’s interesting, to say the least.”

      “Is that really what you think?” Sam asked, wearing an air of inferiority evident in the way her ears slightly dropped and the way she kept her body small and her wings curled closer to her arms.

      “It is. I see this as…” Lucerein gestured to herself. “It’s akin to how hard I try to stay alive. You, by all means, should not be able to have a construct this interesting, given your lack of capability, but here you are. You created one, coming up with your own means in the process–means that I could never have imagined because I had never been that desperate…” Lucerein picked up the gadget and looked at it fondly. “This development reeks of desperation, but from that desperation emerged something a genius could never fathom. This is ‘genius’ in and of itself. A genius born of a struggle that someone more fortunate could never fathom.” She placed it back down. “Given more years, you would certainly have been able to climb to greater heights. Magic may have abandoned you, or vice versa, but you would have had something uniquely yours by the end of your struggles.”

      “Wow…” Sam said before rubbing her eyes. “Thank you, Lucerein… Do you think… Could we exchange notes later?”

      Lucerein looked at Sam, her lips slowly parting. Her eyes filled with light, and she was unable to restrain a goofy smile. “Y-yes, of course. I would most certainly enjoy that. I want to know all about how you worked around your limitations to create such an ingenious solution.”

      I raised my hand too. “I wasn’t a scholar, but I always tried to listen in on their lectures. I feel like I would be blessed if I could listen when you two talk.”

      Sam giggled. “I don’t mind. Lucerein?”

      “Of course. You’re always welcome, Riven.”

      Laurel clapped, getting all teary-eyed. “Different eras coming together–I never dreamed I would be witness to something like this.”

      “On that note,” I said, “it would probably be worth it for all of us to agree on some things about our eras.”

      The women nodded, Laurel looking extra enthusiastic. She took the lead, pointing her finger skyward. “So, if I’ve got this right, our civilization had reached the highest level of technology of the three represented here. Riven’s was the second-most advanced, as his people were developing the first iterations of their machinery. Lucerein’s was the least developed, technologically speaking.” 

      Lucerein, with the grace of a sage, nodded. “I accept that assessment. We didn’t develop our technology when our magic sufficed. Honestly, it looks like a waste of material to me.”

      “Conversely, Lucerein’s civilization was much closer to the essence of magic than we were, and had a much more developed understanding of it, far beyond our refined mana.”

      Lucerein nodded. “Very much so, though a lot of our magical prowess is probably also due to our knowledge of the Logi.”

      “Yes. Meanwhile, our civilization had developed our understanding of mana in a different direction, such that we understood magic theory enough to refine mana through various means, and made machines that could take advantage of our refined mana and the properties of elemental magic–”

      “Properties that I was able to decipher after seeing that it was possible, such as your ice magic-based hibernation,” Lucerein said, ensuring she held onto her superiority in the field.

      Sam giggled. “Yes, and then Riven’s civilization was the least magically developed, as his people had only just begun to develop magic theory.”

      “And that development–his version of Magic Script–was largely made possible by the Demon Lord Riven had encountered,” Lucerein added.

      Laurel got excited. “Oh, oh, but Riven’s civilization, for some reason, had the highest concentration of Skill Holders. What was the number? 80%? 90%? Regardless, any number above ‘25’ is amazing!”

      “Still surprised that Skills are not as ubiquitous for you all as they were for us,” I said.

      “A society of humans that flourished to the point that they were having wars within themselves. How strange a thought,” Laurel said.

      “Is that strange?” I asked.

      “Most of the conflicts in my era were between different factions comprised of various Atma and Demons with similar views. With Enkriah involved, it became a unified front against her faction,” Lucerein said.

      Laurel followed with, “The Demon Lords who warred in our era were Lords who represented coalitions of races. So, Demons were fighting Demons, but the conflicts were largely divided along these large coalitions of Demon races. To think that the humans–who were a single race of Atma–started attacking themselves at scale? It is strange. Well, until your Demon Lord arrived. In a way, he corrected it. Atma versus Demons is actually the much more ‘normal’ state of the world, from our perspective. That said, that type of conflict was in our history, not necessarily in our present when most Atma had been reduced to insignificant populations.”

      “Huh… Good to know,” I said. “Human versus Demon… was normal in your past…”

       

      We kept having conversations as the day wound down. All the while, I kept wondering if that Demon Lord–Crucio Abbadon–had a greater purpose. What if he was just reviving the conflict from Laurel’s past? But even then, that felt too shallow of a purpose.

      A guy that would go out of his way to save me twice… He must have had something else in his head.

       

      Anyway, night came. The team finished the he main room of Laurel’s lodge, so the girls could sleep in there safely. Before Lucerein left, however, I invited her to my home, intent on ensuring she was okay.
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      Lucerein walked into the house. "So what did you want to talk about, Riven?" she asked, right before turning around. "I don't necessarily need blood—"

      I kissed her, my hand caressing her cheek. I parted from her after a few seconds, my eyes locked on hers. "Sorry for the ambush—I'd understand it if you wanted to slap me."

      "What was that for?" she stammered, her face red and her eyes wide.

      The face she made when her appearance was pointed out replayed in my head. I playfully shrugged. "I just saw an incredible beauty and I couldn't help it—"

      Her hand flew, and a slap followed. It hit with such a force that I had to catch my balance.

      She had her eyes locked on mine as I held my cheek.

      "You have quite the nerve," she said.

      "Yeah... Sorry—"

      "Don't surprise me like that again," she said, her frown turning to a smile.

      "Oh?" I said, perking up a little.

      "Come do that again," she whispered, looking flustered.

      I raised a brow. "If I dare?"

      She looked at me from between her bangs. "If you dare."

      I wrapped one arm around her hip, the other gently caressing her head. My lips pressed against hers. Lucerein pressed back, deepening the kiss. Before long, our arms were intertwined—locked around each other's waists and shoulders. She broke free for a moment, breathing into my neck.

      "Am I really beautiful? Even like this?"

      "You're beautiful on the outside... And with that amazing stubbornness—"

      "Be careful."

      "—and that amazing spirit that can withstand the test of time, I can confidently say that you possess a timeless beautiful on the inside."

      She held me a bit tighter before coming back for a kiss again. 

      “Be careful of the core,” she warned between kisses/

      “I know, I know,” I replied.

      We stumbled over to my bed, and we fell onto our sides as our hands roamed over one another.

      I pulled her top off and gripped her chest as quickly as those mounds were freed.

      "Riven," she gasped. "I don't need another round of life from you right now."

      I pressed my lips against her neck. "But do you want to be loved right now?"

      "I..." Her words seemed to get stuck in her throat. "I would enjoy being praised."

      I gently fondled her while peppering her neck with kisses and grazes. "You are beautiful," I whispered, locking eyes with her for a moment, before continuing to move down. "You're sharp," I said as my lips encapsulated one of her hardened nipples.

      She gripped my face and pointed my gaze at her. "What do you find beautiful about me?" she asked, her eyes desperately pleading for a more specific answer.

      "Your hair is striking—I've never seen anything so vibrant. Your eyes are dark—I hate looking at them because I feel that I could sink and fall into an abyss—which, kinda dangerous when there's that core of awesome magical power in your torso."

      She giggled. "True. Very true," she said, her voice down to a whisper.

      "You got an air about you—the way you carry yourself... Were you an upper-class woman?"

      Her smile became a little wider and she looked away. "No... I was a humble girl... I just climbed my way up the societal ranks with nothing but my wits, my knowledge, and my will."

      I stopped what I was doing and carefully placed my chin in between her breasts.

      "Oh, you sound like you could have been a handful. Did you really want to be one of the people at the top?"

      She jerked her chin, and I rolled off of her. I spread out my arm, and she placed her head on my arm.

      "I did. There was just so much that came with status..." A layer of gloom descended on her.

      "Not that status did anything when Enkriah arrived," is the thought I assumed was running through her mind.

      I held Lucerein by her hips. "Hey." She stirred for a moment before looking at me with gentle eyes. "Want me to praise you more?"

      She nodded and showed me a devious smile. “Yes, but I think that is all I want…” She turned onto her side and then pressed her back against my chest. “And maybe massage my shoulders.”

      “Will you let me sneak a feel?”

      I could feel her roll her eyes as she giggled. “If you’re sneaky about it.”

      I quickly squeezed her chest, pressing her breasts together, and then released, returning to her shoulders.

      “That’s what you call ‘sneaking?’” she asked.

      “Sorry, lost control.”

      She shook her head. “Men and breasts… To think I would be on the receiving end when… ahh… I think I’ve made myself a little sad again.”

      I kneaded her shoulders with care, kissing the back of her neck. “Don’t be. I see ‘you’ more than I do your body.”

      She turned her head slightly. “Really?”

      “You project a very clear image of who you are.”

      “Is that image beautiful?”

      “Like a masterwork painting that’s forever out of touch of the commoners reaching toward it.”

      “Wow… Would a person who had this painting be the subject of envy?”

      My fingers tensed as I thought about the question. “Yeah… I think anyone that had that painting would be cursed by everyone that coveted her.”

      Her voice turned to a whisper. “I believe your words.”

      I gripped her breasts again, and then pulled her in closer, pressing her breasts against her body. She nestled into my embrace without complaining.

      “So… You like big breasts? Does that stir your vitality?” she asked, a hint of playfulness returning to her voice.

      I chuckled. “It gives my hands something fun to play with.”

      “This is as big as they get, if you would like to know.”

      “Oh? Noted. Are they the reason you want a shoulder massage?”

      She giggled. “Goodness, yes. My body was only recently rejuvenated. The process leaves my reawakened tissue sore, and then these things, so full of water now, strain that tissue. There’s only so much magic can do, Riven.”

      “Water? There’s water? Not fat?”

      Lucerein gasped and turned to face me. “Riven. Young man, were you not there when I rehydrated?”

      “I–I was–”

      “Then you tell me, when did I consume ‘fat,’ Riven?”

      “Erm–”

      “I didn’t. It’s water, Riven. Water and magic. I can’t just generate fat. What is wrong with you? Goodness.”

      I just blinked a few times, recovering from that tongue-lashing.

      “Shit, sorry. I didn’t realize that “fat generation” was off the table for a woman with a ball of magic in her torso.”

      “Biomancy, Riven. Biomancy–magic pertaining to flesh and the components of flesh. That’s what I would need in order to generate flesh from magic. I did not do that. I just drank water and made my cells store it for all my life-harboring needs. And the magic.”

      “I will never make the mistake again.”

      “Good,” she said, closing her eyes and smiling.

      I passed my hands around her body and firmly gripped her butt. She squealed immediately, her eyes springing open.

      “So, that’s all water too? Amazing. Women wish they could have this miracle body.”

      “Riven!” she almost screamed. But then she cocked her head and raised her brow. “Women would be envious of me?”

      “The amount of control you have over your figure, and you maintain it with water? Miss, high society girls would badmouth you without stop–that’s how jealous they would be.”

      “Even with the monstrous skull?”

      I looked her in the eyes, grinning. “You know what? I think so.”

      Lucerein’s smile was the widest I had seen it today. “How funny, the women of your lands.”

      “And annoying.”

      “But I am not, yes?”

      “Hmm…”

      Her smile disappeared within a second. “Riven. I am not annoying, yes?”

      “Heh, I’m just messing with you.”

      Lucerein flicked a sprinkle of black magic into my face. “A bit of a devious streak in you. Be careful. You might end up with another slap–”

      I grabbed her butt again, and this time, I really got my fingers in there and squeezed. The subsequent slap was swift, as was her next request–

      “Ooo, actually, please knead that a little more. That felt pleasant.”

      ...

      We had a lovely, albeit short, time together. A few praises were thrown her way, and for a few of those times, she buried her face into my chest as she giggled… It was… more intimate and tender than I thought she would be willing to be, given how she said she wanted to be friends with convenient benefits...

      If there was something that stood out from this encounter, and maybe something that made me feel a little sad, it was the thing she had said right after she put her clothes back on.

      "Thank you for saying that I am beautiful."

      I hated hearing it because it didn't take a wise man to see that she thought I was lying to her. Seeing her at that moment–it looked like she had been indulging in a fantasy, and had now left it to return to her unpleasant feelings about her current state of existence.

      There was a thought that came to me at that moment–

      I want you to know that I meant everything I said.
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, crossing Enkriah's statue—

      "Are you sure you don't want to just sleep at my place?"

      Lucerein shook her head. "No, Riven... We aren't like that," she said, her eyes drifting toward Enkriah.

      I sighed and stopped walking. "Alright. I won't fight with you."

      She stopped to look at me. "You're going to stay to chat with her?"

      "Yeah, need to see when she's able to wake up again. We're trying to figure out her schedule now that she’s able to store up hours for waking up during the day. If everything is going as it should, she should be recharged."

      Lucerein rolled her eyes, and I pretended that I didn't notice.

      "I'll see you tomorrow?" I asked.

      "Perhaps." She cracked a coy smile. "Though, our interactions so far have done enough. I may not have to see you for days—maybe even weeks."

      "Aww..."

      She tilted her head, becoming perplexed. "Why are you sad? This is good. If I'm not distracted by my needs, it means that I'll have more time to devote to the potion project. This is good. You should be proud of yourself. Your potions will be made faster."

      "Oh," I said, realizing I had misunderstood Lucerein. "Right, good. I understand. Thank you."

      She chuckled. "Please try not to be so sentimental—it will cloud your judgment. As I said—"

      "Yeah, I've got it." I smiled, hiding the bitter feelings from the night Lucerein made it clear where we stood. "We're not like that."

      "Not at... all..." Lucerein's words trailed off. She walked toward me, looking past me. "What is happening over there?"

      I turned around and became a little panicked. "One of the camelgrem is hurt!"

      The three camelgrem were running back from the desert, with two of them dragging the third along with great haste.

      I called out to my friends. "Webmillion, Konda, Giddy—we need some assistance here!"

      I ran toward the three camels. To my surprise, Lucerein followed. 

      “A monster’s pursuing them,” she calmly said, her magic core pulsating.

      “Oh? Is it about to overcome its fear of Enkriah?”

      We crossed into the desert and crossed the trio. My eyes locked with Cattleya. 

      “Just focus on getting to safety.”

      Cattleya nodded. “Thank you.”

      My eyes went to the monster rushing toward us. It was a black scorpion two times larger than Webmillion. A wall of earth rose a few feet from us. A moment later, I heard the sound of liquid splashing against the earthen wall.

      “I sensed its mana stirring,” Lucerein reported. She shot me a coy look. “Do you want me to handle this? Or do you want to make a new friend?”

      I chuckled and poked my head past the wall. “‘Earth-Dissolving Obsidian Scorpion. Take heed, traveler, for this monster may be the last you see. It waits in ambush, and attacks with incredible speed.’”

      Lucerein raised another wall behind the first. “Goodness, the name tells me more than the subsequent description. It’s attacking with acid, Riven.”

      “It’s got the ‘Hunter’ trait, which might explain its pursuit,” I added.

      Konda came up from behind us and leaped onto the wall. She let out an ear-breaking roar.

      “If you want that scorpion, Riven~” Lucerein sang.

      “No, it’s fine,” I said, watching the scorpion stop its attack and back away. “I don’t think we’d jive very well.”

      I looked toward the jungle. Giddy and Webmillion were there, helping the camelgrem along. “We should probably go and make sure that situation is stable.”

      “Never a dull moment when the living are involved.”

      “You’re really enjoying this, huh?”

      Lucerein snickered. “Is it obvious?”
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            A Night of Recovery

          

        

      

    

    
      The story of the camelgrem was a little sad. They set out into the desert biome, following the edge that neighbored the ocean for as long as they could until their visibility was impacted by the blowing sands, strange orange flames that were unrelated to the flames pouring from the leylines, and the walls of earth that had slowly risen from the leyline's flames. Cattleya, as daring as she was, had to give up on keeping an eye on the ocean. The flames pouring from the leylines were just too rich in mana. 

      I was suffering from mana poisoning just by being here. Standing in those flames would corrode your body, even if you were a Demon. Surprisingly, the rocks that had risen from the leylines to form the towering wall, too, were corrosive. Standing on them would transmit the raw mana into your body. Lucerein described them as the leylines’ discharge in another form, unique to the biome.

      In short, the island was committed to keeping the boundary between its biomes firm. It made me wonder if the wall of vines would be similarly corrosive or if it was a unique feature of the desert biome.

      But that was fine. Their expedition was one of discovery. Cattleya switched her focus to the occasionally flaming desert itself. They walked, gathering sand into the gourds they somehow fashioned and strapped to their bodies, and took note of whatever strange thing they saw. They also fended off monsters. But eventually, they were ambushed by a monster that was a little too powerful.

      The black giant scorpion had attacked them. Zeph was hurt in the process. It took all they had to retreat, and it took Zeph all he had to stay alive with the poison the scorpion had deposited into his body.

      Camelgrems were resistant to poison, it turned out. Maybe it was because their people had a history of fighting snake Demons? That's what Quatrin suggested.

      Regardless, Zeph was brought to the lodgings where Lucerein worked quickly. The plants I had brought back from my expedition—they might have helped make a 'terrible' situation just a 'bad' one. Lucerein worked quickly to apply medication that boosted his body's natural healing. It was nerve-wracking for Lucerein. She had made a compound that she assumed would work on a camelgrem, basing it off her medical knowledge of the ancient past. The relief on her face when Zeph's pain seemed to be alleviating was palpable. Laurel, for her part, revealed that she had some sort of restorative magic. That moment, when silver light flowed from her hands—it really made her seem like a "Sacred Priestess."

      The magic had impressed Lucerein, but I was unable to take a closer look myself.

      In the end, Zeph had been saved and would be well after a few hours of rest. The hardiness of a camelgrem was not to be underestimated.

      There was one person who was still wounded in the end, however.
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        * * *

      

      I found Cattleya sitting outside on the porch and sat down beside her, with Slimer leaping onto my shoulder. It was just we three in this moment. This brash woman was determined to be silent, so I was the one who spoke first.

      “Can’t help but notice that you’re hiding a limp.”

      “I didn’t let Zeph just take that hit. I’m not that type of person,” she said, without any prompt.

      “No one suggested you were… It got messy out there, right?”

      Cattleya sighed. “Some monsters we could handle, but a mutant scorpion hiding beneath the sand we walked on? Come on,” she said, holding her head. “I couldn’t even feel it coming.”

      “Yeah… Some of the monsters here are… They’re tricky for sure.”

      “I guess you would be the expert.”

      “Not that great… We can exchange notes later.”

      Cattleya sighed and reclined onto her hands. “It’s frustrating.”

      “I know. You’ll feel really small here… A lot.”

      “Just a few days ago, we were there, caught between the three sides, trying to delay hostilities, and then it all went wrong so quickly. Then we fought our way to the ship and got away, only to be pursued.” She shot the most gigantic wad of spit at a far-off tree, her dissatisfaction palpable… Could it even be called a spit wad? It was like a spit bullet.

      I was covering my mouth when she started speaking again.

      “I’m a camelgrem. I don’t belong in the sky. What am I going to do up there in a metal coffin? Nothing. I belong on land…” Cattleya quieted down as her eyes went skyward. “I thrive in a desert. Or at least I was supposed to.”

      I stayed quiet. It was clear to me that Cattleya was frustrated due to her recent streak of powerlessness. All she could do was accept what was happening around her.

      She chuckled. “Those monsters sure showed me.” She lifted her hand, and amazingly, sand flowed out of one of the new earthen gourds hanging on her waistband and swirled around her hand. “We went and got some mighty fine sand, and they still put us on our backs. And here I thought our sand magic would be our best weapon in that freaky desert… But those monsters—there’re just too many strong ones.” She glanced at me and chuckled. “I’m a little more afraid of you now, King of Monsters.”

      “Don’t be. I’m just a guy that got shot here by a guy he hates. And then I’m only able to live here because said hated guy took pity on me and powered up my Skill.”

      “Helped by an enemy? That must have burned you up.”

      “Cattleya, I just gave up. I just don’t want to be bothered by that guy anymore. I’m just going to live here in peace and be an animal—erm—monster wrangler… It’d be nice if more people were around, but I’ll live.”

      “Heh, well, you found us.”

      “Yeah. I guess Zeph is cool.”

      “Yeah? I’ll tell Sahmal you prefer Zeph.”

      “No, please don’t.”

      We shared a round of laughs and settled into a comfortable silence.

      “So Sand Magic? Is there a difference between ‘sand’ and ‘earth?’”

      “Whoever made the rules seems to think so. Quatrin said the magic requires a special blend of earth and wind mana receptors in your magic cluster to be able to do it. All camelgrem have that blend in their clusters.”

      “Clusters... Yeah, that’s the organ Demons have, right?”

      “Yeah, I think,” Cattleya replied, her eyes looking like she was searching her memory. A scholar she was not.

      “Magical.”

      “You got any magic you can use?”

      “None that’s innate like yours. There’s a god that called me F-Tier, though.”

      “Ouch.”

      “Great. You know what something as terrible as F-Tier means.”

      She chuckled, glancing at me from the corner of her eye. “I guess civilizations can end, but ranking systems will remain. Can’t imagine how demoralizing being called ‘F-Tier’ might be. And a god said it? What do you even say to that?”

      “People—and gods—just love labeling things, feelings be damned… Hey, do you want us to do something about your wound?”

      She waved my concern away. “I just got slammed into some random wall. It’s the kind of thing that gets better on its own… but once Zeph is okay, then I’ll tell Laurel. Her magic can jump-start my recovery. ”

      “Alright. Whatever you say.”

      We sat in silence for a little longer. It was the first time in a bit that I could actually study this camel woman's body. Honestly, the only things that were camel-like about her were her head, the fatty hump on her back, and the fingers and toes covered in thick and hard black nails, or nail-like material. Her torso, and arms, were like those of a slightly enlarged and muscular woman. Her feet deserved special mention, being larger and wider than average. Her legs were also thicker than her arms were. And, of course, there was the thin layer of fur that barely hid muscle definition. It was actually perplexing that the fur grew longer at the top of her head too... Her braids really made her look more 'human.' I couldn't help but wonder if a humanoid camel was actually well-suited to the desert.

      "I think we'll be staying here for a while," she said.

      I looked at her. She didn't turn to look at me. She just kept her eyes pointed ahead.

      I nodded. "Yeah, alright. I understand. The boys and I will have a good place made for you soon. Feel free to order any custom designs—"

      "This isn't a vacation home, friend."

      I got up and dusted myself off. "There's no need to be miserable while you stay here. Besides, this furniture is one-of-a-kind. Who else can say they've enjoyed pieces made by monster hands?"

      She scoffed and laughed. "You know, I was never one to care about the fancy-schmancy chair I might land my rump on."

      "Oh! Good comment. We have to make sure your rump won't break the chair you land on! Yeah, you're much bigger than Laurel—what an oversight."

      She looked at me, the smile gone from her face. "If it breaks, it's because your build was shit."

      I grinned. "Or, you know, because you're just too heavy."

      She shook her head and looked away, a smile curling her lips. "Word of advice: don't make any comments about Sahmal's weight. She's sensitive about it. It affects her ability to fly."

      "For that helpful piece of advice, we'll make you the sturdiest lounge chair—oh wait."

      "What?"

      I pointed at her back. "Are there any considerations for your hump?"

      "A chair with a tall but open back would be appreciated."

      "Gotcha. Look forward to it."

      She chuckled and rolled her eyes. "Whatever."
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            To the Mountains

          

        

      

    

    
      Mission: Find a Cow

      Participants: Me, Slimer, Slime expedition team(now consisting of six eager members), Team Laurel

      Location: Misty Mountain Biome (Official name to be determined at a later date).

      I decided I would love to taste milk again. With intel from Lucerein, I set off with a hopeful heart. Laurel and her people caught me on my way out and decided they wanted to come with me. The camelgrem, despite being handed a nasty defeat the day before, were excited to go out exploring with me.

      Now, we were out in an unexplored biome, on the hunt for a species of hairy cow monster that Lucerein had seen in the area centuries ago.
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        * * *

      

      “Woo! What a view!” I said, walking to the edge of a verdant plateau. It was a thirty-foot drop to the pass below. Ahead of us was a mess of plateaus, grassy plains, and mountains with swirling mists clinging to them. It was like a giant had plunged his hands into the earth and randomly, and abruptly lifted different plates to create varying elevations.

      "Man, something like this—it makes you want to go and cross every peak."

      Laurel trotted up after me and nodded. “I love the view! And the way the light leaks in from the clouds above—it looks like something out of a painting.”

      I tilted my head. “Yeah. There’s a weird silvery tint to everything, isn’t there?”

      Sam stepped up beside me. “It might just be because of how the mist refracts the light coming from above... I'm actually more curious about how distinct the skies are in each space. I think the middle section, where the biomes meet is where you have the clearest view of the sky... Well, that and the ocean at times."

      The camelgrem were coming up behind us, along with the slimes. These blokes were committed to their roles as "Guardians" and had never once stopped being vigilant. No enemy was going to reach us while they were on the job. It also helped that Slimer was on my shoulder, being an alpha and scaring monsters away.

      Anyway, the camelgrem were more used to hiking than the girls were, and it showed. They even came with giant stone gourds on their backs. Don’t ask me where the gourds came from. They had just gone to the desert this morning before I woke up and returned with those things.

      I looked around and spotted a purple flower I had never seen before growing out from a small patch of rocks. "Hey, guys," I said, pointing at the flower. "Grab that one too, please."

      The exploration slimes went and 'consumed' the flower, storing it in their bodies. Laurel giggled, hiding her mouth behind a small hand.

      "They're so cute," she said.

      "Even cuter when they're bouncing around because they found something new."

      Sam moved her goggles to her eyes. “I’ll take to the skies then,” Sam said, spreading her arms and wings. With a nod from me, she ran and jumped off the edge. A single flap was all we heard before she shot into the air, immediately climbing higher into the air. 

      I watched her carefully and with great interest. “I’m not sure the aerodynamics make sense… She really is a Demon… She flies like the harpies did…”

      My memories of scholars debating the flight mechanics of Demons came back to mind. Back then, the working theory was that their mana-filled bodies radiated mana that slightly altered the environment around them. In the case of winged demons, it let them stay aloft a little better, and propelled them with more force than our physics would suggest.

      My eyes drifted to the sky. There was more than enough open space between her and the clouds, but they were still worrisome. I could only imagine how mana-dense the cloudy air could possibly be. Lucerein had even warned her to not go into the clouds—lest she suffer mana poisoning or some strange retaliation from the island's barrier.

      Laurel watched Sam fly away and held her chin. "It is a wonderful sight, yes..." She paused, shifting her attention to Zeph, Quatrin, and Cattleya. "So far, so good, right, everyone?"

      Cattleya and Zeph nodded. "Don't worry about us," they said, standing behind us.

      My eyes were still on Sam. “Man, she’s so graceful. Magic is wild.”

      Laurel giggled. “You should tell her.”

      “I agree,” Cattleya said. “The pussyfooting is kind of annoying.”

      Quatrin stifled a chuckle. “Let him take his time. Things might be more complicated than we give credit for.”

      It actually wasn’t all that complicated. I was just enjoying the ride and letting things develop naturally. It was nice having the leisure to do so... It helped that Lucerein was around to help alleviate any pent-up stress too. That said, I shouldn’t take too long and let any spark between us fizzle out.

      Sam eventually circled around to us and stayed aloft above us. "Whew, it was tough to spot them, but I think I found a small group of some type of cow beyond that plateau behind me. There’s a whole plain beyond there. It's quite nestled between plateaus.”

      “Really? That’s great–wait, why are you making that face?”

      She looked like she had a frog in her throat. “I saw a pack of wolves hiding behind a small patch of bushes. I know nothing about monsters, but they’re probably going to go for the calf—the smallest one—of the group–”

      “Not on my watch!” I declared. “That milk is for my people." I held my hands out in front of me. "Slime expedition team, load up.”

      “Oh my,” Laurel said, covering her mouth as the slimes hopped past her.

      “Sam, can you carry some weight?” I asked as two slimes jumped into my hands.

      “I think so,” she stammered. “Is it heavy–eep!”

      “They’re just slimes,” I said, throwing them at her body. “No, don’t try to catch them. They’ll stick to you–next round!”

      “Ri-Riven, wait–my heart wasn’t ready for this–”

      "They're just cute and adorable slimes who want nothing but to hug you," I shouted.

      I threw the rest of the slimes onto her body and watched her flutter in the air just fine.

      “Sam, drop the slimes onto the wolves–”

      “Wait, will that be okay?” she stammered.

      I flashed a thumbs-up. “They’ll handle it, right, team?”

      The slime expedition team extended chubby arms and made thumbs-up gestures.

      “And there you have it! Go, Sam!”

      “Yes, sir!” she frantically replied.

      She flew off with the slimes as I turned to the rest of the team.

      Zeph whistled. “Never thought I’d see Sam transporting slimes.”

      Laurel was animated, fires of determination burning in her eyes. “What do we do, Captain Riven?”

      “I didn’t bring the birds. And we can’t fly, so… we have to run to catch the herd!” I pointed at the next plateau over. “Or at least get to a spot where we can watch the cows from!”

      Cattleya slammed her fists together. “Finally, something we can do. We’ll ride a wave over.”

      I stared at them. “I have no idea what that means.”

      “It means stand back and watch, Riven.”

      The three camelgrem moved their arms in sync and caused torrents of sand to surge forth from the openings at the top of their gourds. The three were like dancers with the way they moved, the surging sand acknowledging their movements by following along. They swung their bodies toward us, and the sand flew, picking us up and sweeping us away like an ocean wave.

      My body tensed up, and my mind started searching for escape routes, purely out of habit. This felt way too much like the times when I had been caught in a demon’s attack.

      “It’s okay, Riven,” Laurel said, smiling and kindly gripping my arm. “We’ll be okay.”

      Slimer, too, patted my head while holding his hat down with another pudgy limb. The sand carried us across the sky, crossing the gap between the plateaus before gently dropping us onto firm ground. The camelgrem were right behind us, riding their own waves of sand to reach us.

      “Give a guy a warning,” I said as soon as Cattleya touched down. Slimer accentuated my words with waves of his dagger. Poor guy had almost lost his hat–that was too close for comfort.

      “Oh? You seemed like you were raring to go.” She winked at me. “My mistake.”

      “Haha,” I dryly replied. “And here I thought we were getting along.”

      She walked past me, tossing her hair as she went. “You sure you want to be yapping when the cows might be getting away?”

      I accepted it and walked to the edge of the new plateau. Out in the large open plains, about 50 feet down, was a herd of what looked like eight hairy cows with very big heads. Heck, they almost looked like they could open their mouths as wide as a hippo could… Were they just hairy hippos? There were bushes at the base of this plateau, and there, behind those bushes, the slimes were consuming the wolves that had been watching the herd.

      “Aww,” Laurel said. “Did you want those wolves, Riven?”

      “No, the troop needs enemies. It reinforces the idea that there’s ‘us’ and there’s ‘them.’”

      Laurel covered her mouth. “How divisive.”

      “Well, you can’t force a predator to act against its nature. They can’t all be friends… My [Creature Handling] works best when I work together with their nature, to a point.”

      I studied the situation, greeting Sam when she landed next to me.

      “The herd hasn’t been alerted,” she said.

      “Yeah, the slime expedition team are stone-cold professionals. They won’t cause the herd to become alert.”

      Laurel tilted her head. “Didn’t you say they were born a few days ago?”

      “Yeah, slimes are just built differently. They pop out knowing what to do.”

      “So what’s the plan now, Riven?” Sam asked. “I don’t think I can fly you across.”

      “That’s okay. Don’t need you to. Slimer and I will take it from here.”

      I turned around, right at the plateau's edge, to face the group, and then I spread out my arms.

      “Anyone here prone to screaming when something surprises or startles them? Raise of hands, please.”

      Laurel, Sam, and Zeph raised their hands. Zeph’s admission made Cattleya shake her head.

      “Alright, please cover your mouths now.”

      The trio was confused, but they did it.

      “See you in a bit.”

      I let myself fall backward. Were there muffled screams? It sure sounded like it. I hit the ground with a thud, but no damage was suffered, and Slimer was safely in my hands. The guy had gotten used to this now.

      When the team popped their heads over the edge, I waved at them. Hopefully, they understood they had to be quiet.

      Anyway, we were at the bottom now. I crawled along the bushes and poked my head out with the slime team.

      “Laplace labels up,” I said. “Let’s see what we have here…”
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        * * *

      

      Pausare-Touched Vaca

      An extraordinarily dull-witted member of the Vaca Family of monsters. An already slovenly and unaware monster that was made leisurely, fatally so, by Pausare’s influence.

      

      Only produce milk when with calf.
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        * * *

      

      “Shit, and here I was hoping there would be a monster cow that always produced milk. Well, no problem. There’s a calf right there… I can probably pick out which one is the mother…”

      I formulated a plan with the slimes. As it stood, we could probably capture all the cows in one fell swoop. The slimes were ambush predators after all. The problem was whether or not the cows would make themselves scarce due to Slimer’s presence. I had to hope they hadn’t noticed him. He had reassured me that he was being “sneaky.”

      Regardless, the slimes would spread out along the ground and silently surround them. Then I would sneak up and calmly start taming. With any luck, we would have all eight.

      The plan began after a flash of blue slime. Panicked mooing echoed as the vacas struggled against the slime. 

      I sprinted into the scene, hand stretched out. “Join me, friends! You’ll be free of the slime if you do!”

      Right around this time, Cattleya had called me an idiot–Sam would tell me later. But what did she know? My Skill was amazing.

      

      Three minutes later–

      “Aww, yeah, you like that, don’t you? Yes, you do, you cute thing.” I kept scratching the underside of the mother vaca’s head. 

      “I can’t believe that actually worked,” Cattleya said, dumbstruck.

      The rest of the team was here, among the vacas with me, taking turns petting all the newly tamed monsters.

      Zeph let out a hardy laugh. “That’s the King of Monsters for you. I think he got more hurt when he hit the ground than when he approached these beasts.”

      “And that’s saying something,” Quatrin followed. “It didn’t look like the fall hurt him at all.”

      I flashed a grin. “It’s all in the Skills. Speaking of Skills, [Laplace] told me that three of these monsters are pregnant. As it turns out, [Pregnant] is a special Trait.”

      Laurel rubbed her face against the fluffiest vaca. “I wonder what monster milk tastes like? I hope it won’t hurt our stomachs.”

      Sahmal, meanwhile, hopped over to me. “You know, pregnancy provokes all kinds of changes in an organism, both beneficial and detrimental. I can see why it would be identified as a ‘Trait.’”

      I raised a brow and smirked. “I see what you’re saying… But then that implies that a Trait can be gained over the course of a lifetime.”

      “And what’s wrong with that?” she mischievously replied. “We’ve seen monsters who have physically changed after encountering a catalyst like a mana-rich ore. Oh! And there have been monsters who have adapted after surviving encounters with stronger, volatile monsters.”

      “And you’re saying the change is indicative of Traits being gained?”

      “Maybe! You haven’t had any monsters undergo these changes, right?”

      “I have not.”

      “Then, we’ve gotta keep an eye out,” she said with a sweet giggle.

      “Gross,” Cattleya groaned. “I’m going to be sick. Get a room.”

      The other three laughed while Sahmal shrank and hid behind her wings. I was about to say something when the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. Quatrin, too, suddenly reacted.

      Earth-shaking thunder boomed. It was so sudden. We frantically looked around, expecting danger. Just when I was ready to write it off as random weather, Zeph pointed at a plume of mist on top of a nearby cliff to the west. Lightning arced along that plume’s surface, and two points of light glimmered from within the mist.

      “What’s the chance that’s some kind of weather phenomena?” Zeph asked, getting ready for a fight.

      I focused on the cloud. “I think it’s too obscured. I can’t [Laplace] it… But I’m pretty sure there’s a monster over there.” My eyes flicked to the bouncing slimes. “The slimes agree with me… If it’s a monster that can wrap itself in mists… I might want it. I’ve never seen something like that… The ambush tactics could be endless…”

      Laurel whimpered. “Riven, you have a really dangerous sparkle in your eye.”

      “I wonder if it produces milk too,” I muttered.

      “The vacas are just grazing without a care in the world,” Sam followed. “Maybe it is just strange weather.”

       “No, if Slimer says there’s a monster there, he’s right,” I said, with Slimer emphasizing my answer with a few spirited hops.

      Cattleya pulled Laurel away and called for the others. “I don’t need to hear anymore. Riven, we’re evacuating Laurel.”

      “Wait, but I can help–”

      “That’s fine,” I said, waving Cattleya away. “You guys pull back a bit. We’ll handle whatever trouble is brewing up on that cliff.”

      I grinned at Sam. “Sam, feel free to keep an eye on this. It might be wild!” She motioned to grab my shoulder, but I had already taken off toward the cliff. “What are the odds it’ll come down here to fight us, Slimer?” I swung my arm as Slimer vibrated. “Vacas, follow me! Let’s see what’s going on here!”

      I was excited. Sam would get to see what monster versus monster combat looked like. The strange monster, meanwhile, responded. It leaped from the cliff, still enveloped in mists.

      “Definitely a monster. Alright, let’s go–”

      Slimer forcefully gripped my head and made me look over my shoulder. I noted what Slimer wanted to tell me and faced the mist again. “Alright. The vacas have not moved and are intent on just grazing. Got it.”

      Expecting the vacas to fight for me was foolish. I had gotten lucky that all the monsters I had met until now were predators with irregular levels of intelligence. By nature, carnivores were easier to coax into battle. Herbivores though? Their willingness to fight was highly dependent on the individual. New recruits like these vacas? They would be more likely to help by not causing problems as opposed to actually getting involved in the action.

      Not that it was a problem; I had years of experience with all sorts to know that I had gotten lucky with my recruits thus far. The only disappointing thing was that Sam wouldn’t get to see a monster stampede.

      I held my arm up and let Slimer slide to my hand.

      “We’ve got this, don’t we, Slimer? You can show off, right?”

      My buddy waved his dagger around. He was ready.

      But then I heard an ominous boom above. “Huh?”

      Slimer tightened on my arm as my heart raced and the moss in my arm spread. A premonition of doom filling my mind, I dived for the ground as soon as I heard the boom of thunder behind me. I didn’t need to look backward to know that a lightning bolt had touched down. 

      Slimer was still tight on my arm and squirming, signaling me to stand up. I launched myself onto my feet and ran quickly, swinging my arms and avoiding the lightning bolts that fell, one after the other.

      “Are you kidding?! Lighting magic, of all things?! That bolt wasn’t freak lightning?!”

      Still, I thanked all that was mighty that it was ‘magic’ lightning and not ‘physical’ lightning. Magic lightning followed different rules than lightning which occurred naturally. With magic lightning, a person wouldn’t have to worry about the current traveling along the surface of the ground getting into their body.

      Slimer stopped squirming, so I slid as I came to a stop, locking my eyes on that cloak of mist that was dispersing.

      [Laplace] activated. It fed me information so quickly, like it was desperate to keep me alive.
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        * * *

      

      Stormbringer Vactoro

      C Rank. Super Rare. 

      

      A subspecies of Vactoro. The mist that surrounds this Vactoro is actually a very dense magical aura. When the mist clears, it means the Vactoro is on the attack. Be wary of its command of lightning magic. Vactoros are prone to fighting by mixing charges with their lightning.
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        * * *

      

      A shadow of the vactoro was visible—it was about to emerge.

      The mist parted slowly, revealing a massive, white bull. Its coat shimmered with an otherworldly glow, each hair sparkling as if constructed by moon dust. Blue arcs of electricity danced across its horns, which twisted and spiraled like ancient vines. The horns glowed with an inner light, and the electricity crackled, casting eerie shadows. Its legs were strong and muscular, covered in fine, silver-tipped fur. Hooves as black as obsidian pounded the ground, sending small sparks flying with each step. Its eyes, a deep, electric blue, seemed to pierce through the fog. The air around it buzzed with energy, making the hair on my arms stand up.

      “Wow. It’s beautiful… We need it even more,” I said, doubling down.

      It was enraged obviously. I was a stranger that was too close to what had to be its herd. We would need to forcibly calm it down if I wanted to tame it. 

      “Still not scared, though. I’ve got you, Slimer.”

      Slimer showed me the thumbs-up.

      The bull bellowed as it swung its head back. Was that some kind of wind-up? A series of lightning bolts struck one after the other, each coming closer and closer toward me with every strike.

      I quickly moved, evading this strange and orderly series of strikes.

      Memories zapped back into my head. “They’re more telegraphed than what that lightning demon could do—“

      Slimer’s tugs brought my attention back to the fight. I kicked myself for letting my fear of magical lightning divert my eyes. The bull was charging at us. The bolts were a distraction.

      “[Laplace] even warned me!”

      I wound up to throw Slimer when a shout came from my right.

      “Hold your ground, Riven!”

      Quatrin, riding a wave of sand, slammed into the bull and grabbed it by its massive horns. I was entranced—one of Quatrin’s arms was like alabaster, with red glyphs tracing its surface.

      Letting out an earth-shaking battle cry, he dug his heels in and twisted the bill onto its side. Even its body hitting the ground was thunderous.

      I stood there in shock. “That’s demon muscle. Steer wrestlers could only dream…”

      I squinted at Quatrin, wondering what that arm was. It didn’t look like sand magic. To my surprise, [Laplace] popped up with new information.

      “A Skill? ‘Live Alchemy: Arm of the Mago Giggant. What the heck? He had a Skill after all?”

      “Riven!” Quatrin shouted, snapping me out of my confusion. He was racing toward me. “Let’s leave.” He pointed at the sky behind me. “Sahmal thinks she found a path out!”

      I looked over my shoulder and saw her flying above. “It’s over this way, everyone!” she yelled.

      The situation was developing quickly. The cows were going the same way Sam was pointing—likely because they understood who their allies were, to say nothing of Laurel, who was right beside them, trying to guide them along.

      Cattleya and Zeph were near Laurel, acting as bodyguards, but Cattleya’s eyes were on the battle. Her eyes went wide as she waved her arms.

      “Bull is up!” she yelled.

      I snapped my attention back to the bull just in time. On wobbly feet, it swung its head down and called a slightly larger bolt of lightning.

      Quatrin, a mere foot away from me, spun on his heels and manipulated his sand to float over our heads like a barrier. The lightning crashed against the sand barrier, followed by a second bolt shortly after.

      Quatrin, his arms shaking, roared. “Cattleya, we can handle four of these bolts! Zeph, you can only safely handle one.”

      There was a lull in the battle. The bull was steadying himself. Quatrin seized the opportunity. His Skill-powered fist brimming with a white aura, he threw his punch, sending a fist-shaped blast of magic the bull’s way. 

      “Man, why do Demons always get the cool Skills?” I muttered, totally awestruck.

      It hit the bull square in the skull and caused it to stagger. With a wave of his right arm, the gourd on his back came apart, merging with the sand it contained. It flew forward, rushing across the ground like a wave that would never end. It arced out and then curved back toward the bull, striking it from the side and sweeping it off its feet once more.

      He looked at me.  “I think we should back off, Riven,” he said. He turned to run. “The cows are listening to us. You succeeded in taming them. We don’t have to pick a fight here!”

      He took his first few steps but noticed I wasn’t following.

      “No. We need that bull,” I said, stepping forward. “Don’t make this thing seem like it’s a chimp with something to prove and a bad attitude. It’s just a magic bull.”

      “What? Chimp? Wait, Riven! Hold on!”

      I held out my arm, Slimer ready. “We want milk for longer than a year?” 

      “No, we don’t need any milk. The berries are totally fine–”

      “Then we need that bull!” I declared, breaking out into a run. I wound up my arm. “You’re in charge, Slimer! Execute the operation!”

      I swung my arm, throwing Slimer toward the bull. The excited slime expanded, the shape of an abomination opening its maw taking form for a second before the slimy mass landed on the fallen bull. The monster bellowed, terrified by the alpha slime. Not letting up, I caught the members of the slime expedition team as they leaped toward me. The poor kids had to scatter when the lightning came down, but they were ready to help Slimer. I threw them two at a time toward the bull and Slimer. It turned into more of a slimy mess with each one that made contact. The slimes trapped the bull, constricting it in so many places that it made moving nearly impossible. Slimer, in particular, had a portion of his body wound around the bull’s neck, ready to threaten it with unconsciousness.

      I ran to the mess. Our win was inevitable. The slimes would cause the bull to exhaust itself. Then, once exhausted, I’d start the taming process. It might take up to half an hour, but our victory was assured. I just had to keep applying [Creature Handling]. If there was something we had to watch out for, it was the magic. But so far so good!

      “Hey, calm down, friend,” I said, holding my hand out, ready for the Skill to trivialize this. “As you can see, we’re not trying to hurt anyone. Your herd is fine.”

      The bull tried to thrash, but Slimer tightened around him. For a second, it looked like it had blacked out. The trails of mists that clung to its body seemed to billow less when that happened, too, and the flashes of lightning dimmed.

      “I’m ready to wave my hand in front of you for as long as I need to, friend.”

      It tried thrashing again, but Slimer held him down. Surprisingly, it tried snapping at me, only for one of the other slimes to wind itself around his snout.

      “Your herd will be fine. We’ll take care of them, and they’ll be well-fed and well-protected. You can come with us too.”

      The bull thrashed about less, but I didn’t feel like [Creature Handling] had taken hold. Suddenly, it jolted and let out a guttural groan. I heard lightning crackling as the skin on my left hand crawled. I groaned inwardly as I realized that a bolt of lightning was coming my way.

      Thankfully, the camelgrem were just as aware of that possibility. They rushed to my side and shifted their sand into place, forming a barrier moments before the most thunderous bolt came crashing down.

      “Three camelgrem’s more than enough!” Cattleya triumphantly declared.

      “Riven, go on. Let’s get this done so that we can get out of here!” Quatrin said, finally coming around.

      I chuckled and neared the bull once more. “No one wants to hurt you, friend.”

      

      20 minutes later, after three more bolts and many near blackouts–

      “Whew.”

      I patted the bull on its head and fed it a Fill Berry jelly ball. It chewed it with a skeptical look in its eyes, but then I saw it stamp its feet a little as the chewing became more vigorous. The subdued mists clinging to it took on a more energetic look, with a soft blue light flashing more quickly within them.

      “See? I told you, friend. It’s good, isn’t it?”

      I waved at the others who were standing by the herd–namely, everyone but Quatrin. He was a few steps behind me–maybe he was concerned the bull would go wild again. Slimer and the slimes were ready to jump in, though, so there wasn’t any real danger.

      I pointed over my shoulder. “So, want to go check out the jungle?”

      Quatrin stepped closer. “Do you need to ask? Don’t the monsters just do what you tell them?” 

      I cracked a smile. “No, that’s not how that works. It’s tamed, but it’s not domesticated. Huh, buddy? You still have a wild spirit, don’t you?”

      The bull took a few steps back and looked at me.

      “Yeah, so that’s how it is. We’ll bring the herd back around. I’ve got a few good allies that can shepherd them to this grazing area.”

      “Pst, Riven. Does this monster understand language, too?”

      “At this stage, the words are more for my own benefit. They help me conjure up the right image and feeling. He gets it. Some monsters are able to remember the sounds with enough time, though.”

      “So what’s happening here?”

      “Sometimes, taming a creature just means that it won’t obstruct you when everything says it would. That and this guy?” I looked around, taking in the scenery. “I don’t think he can leave this place as easily as the herd can.”

      Quatrin crossed his arms as he looked at the docile bull–this vactoro. “Is that so?”

      I got the urge to speak more as the memory of my first days resurfaced. “Deep in the jungle, there was this massive hog. We had to go down a cliff to get to it, and the atmosphere there was way different than the one we came from. Thinking about it now, could that hog live in a different atmosphere? I’m not so sure. I think it’s the same for this guy. He’s more overtly magical than the other monsters. Maybe he needs to stay in an environment that can sustain him.” I flashed a crooked grin. “Or maybe he’s a scaredy cat masquerading as a bull.” l chuckled as I turned on my heels. “There are all sorts of monsters… But if you want to know more, you can ask Lucerein. I think she has a better sense of how the mana in the environment affects monsters.”

      I bid farewell to the bull and walked toward the herd, with the slimes hopping along behind me.

      Quatrin accepted that and followed me after confirming the bull wouldn’t try a sneak attack.

      “That was a crazy Skill you pulled there, Quatrin.”

      “Yes, it was a powerful one to be born with. I’m glad it was helpful.”

      “Helpful? It’s so amazing I’m jealous. That’s the kind of Skill a hero could have.”

      “Hero… Heh, that’s not what we are… Hey, Riven… Do you mind keeping my Skill secret from Enkriah?”

      “Huh? That’s a weird request.”

      “It’s not. Cattleya doesn’t want to give away our capabilities to Enkriah. Look at it from our perspective. We just had our lives ruined by Demon Lords. And here, we’re forced to always look at this Demon Lord’s handiwork every time we look at Lucerein. Please, Riven. You have to understand why we would be uncomfortable.”

      “Huh… You guys are more afraid of Enkriah than she estimated.”

      “For a woman like Lucerein to be dead set on watching over Enkriah to make sure she never escapes? To the point that she lives like that? For this long? A devotion to her task, so tested as it is, speaks magnitudes of her target. It’d be arrogant to not be wary.”

      I hadn’t noticed that I was wearing a more stoic expression. I nodded. “Alright. I won’t tell her, but she might be able to find out about your ‘Live Alchemy.’”

      A small gasp escaped him. “You know its name?”

      “I can guess at why it didn’t show up before, but… tread cautiously around Enkriah. If you’re serious about hiding your Skills, you really shouldn’t be anywhere within eyeshot of her when she is awake.”

      “Thank you, Riven.”

      “Don’t thank me. I’m urging you to err on the side of caution because I don’t know what she can see.”

      When we reached the group, Cattleya started making jokes about how slow we were. I got the feeling she was testing the waters to get a sense of whether her wishes regarding secrecy had been conveyed. Regardless, the light jabs lightened us up.

      “Mission accomplished,” I declared. “Thanks for the sand shelter earlier. The slimes and I appreciated it.”

      Cattleya scoffed as we directed the herd to move along. “A sand shelter’s nothing for camelgrem.”

      Quatrin chuckled. “Did we really have to commit to the bull if we were just going to let it go?”

      I looked back to where the bull once stood. “No, we have an arrangement. We’ll protect the herd and occasionally let them graze here in the mountains. And you know, if the bull decides to come around, nature can take its course.” I stroked my chin as I started getting all sorts of ideas. “I wonder if any of the slimes have aspirations of being shepherds… Giddy would probably be up for it, but the guy is already doing so much.”

      Quatrin chuckled and slapped my back. “You would do so much for fresh milk, huh, King of Monsters?”

      “It’s an excellent source of calcium—hopefully, monster milk will be the same.”

      It was then that Zeph looked at me with a confused mug. “I thought we were doing this because Sahmal said she missed the taste of milk this morning.”

      I saw Sam jump, but she didn’t turn to look back at me. Cattleya, meanwhile, was stifling a giggle.

      I cracked a grin. “Ahh, well, the secret is out.”

      Quatrin, laughing, slapped my back harder. “Seriously? You could have been fried, you know?”

      “Hey, what can I say? I like making sure my guests are taken care of.”

      “Boo, lies. You play favorites,” Cattleya jeered.

      “Aww, Sam, you’re blushing,” Laurel followed.
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            Innocent Night

          

        

      

    

    
      We got started on a project that had the neighborhood buzzing: constructing a holding pen for the vaca from the ground up. Our foreman, Giddy, is leading the charge on this, after I ran him through the idea. Guy’s wicked talented. This project will further cement that.

      We’re starting with a rock-solid foundation, quite literally. The goal is to create an enclosure that’s not just secure but built to withstand the sheer strength of the vaca… Should they ever get freaked out and use it… Though honestly, I’m starting to wonder if they have any self-preservation instinct. The ‘instinct’ may just be the vactoro itself. 

      Anyway, Giddy’s team is going to dig trenches about four feet deep around the perimeter, setting the stage for some seriously heavy-duty posts. We’re talking magical hardwood, reinforced with stone at the corners—better safe than sorry.

      Now, let’s talk fencing. We’re going for a combination of thick wooden slats and specialized webs, courtesy of Webmillion. The wood gives it that natural look, and the webs keep everything together. We’re spacing the slats close together so there’s no chance of those vaca getting their heads between them. And for the gate? We brought on a brand-new consultant to get a fancy new locking mechanism.

      As for the roof, we’ve decided to keep it open. Vaca love being outdoors, so we’ll just add a shaded overhang on one side to give them a spot to rest should they want it. It’s a simple but effective design, and it’s going to make this pen a comfortable place for the vaca to settle down.

      We probably need to build more, but we’ll take those on as they come. Foreman Giddy is excited, but I can see that the guy needs more help as more projects come along. 

      

      We’ll go back to the slime breeding project tomorrow and catalog the recruits—see if there’s any new blood with a passion for building tomorrow.
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        * * *

      

      Night time, having a mini-picnic beside Enkriah’s statue with Laurel and Sam, and some monsters—

      I finished my gourd of milk and let out a satisfied sigh. I placed the gourd on the picnic table and enjoyed the breeze rolling in from the ocean. “Laplace was right. The milk is delicious.”

      Sam rubbed her mouth clean. “I’ll say!  Might be the third-best cup of milk I’ve ever had!”

      “And you said it was very nutritious, yes?” Laurel asked.

      Enkriah chuckled. “And to think the camels worried the milk was toxic. If anything, it would be toxic to Riven. But monsters like those rarely ever have toxins in their excretions. You all really have not been around monsters enough.”

      “Okay, okay, Enkriah. Don’t gloat so much,” I said with a chuckle. “It’s nice having a different flavor in the mouth–not that the Fill Berries are bad-tasting.”

      “The camelgrem are just exercising caution,” Laurel followed.

      I poured some milk down Slimer’s mouth—or what I assumed was a mouth-like opening. He seemed to enjoy it.

      “The corpse hasn’t come around, Riven. How is her project going?”

      “She’s been locked up in her lab. Says it will still be a few days… I might go out to get her more samples, though. Turned out that some plants I brought back were really rare—she couldn’t believe it.”

      Sam raised her hand. “Riven, may I ask? We know she’s making you some potions, but why?”

      “Oh. Right. Yeah. This place is poisoning me.”

      The girls dropped what they were holding. Lucky for them, I had a couple of diligent slimes with a passion for cleaning up.

      “Enkriah says I'm going to die in a year or so. Lucerein agrees. But apparently, there are these fruits that grow on this island that can make me feel better because they’re magic or something. Lucerein’s making me potions that will temporarily make me better able to resist the atmosphere so that I can travel deep enough to find one of these fruits.”

      Sam leaned in closer, her eyes wider and her jaw clenched. “Riven, what do you mean when you say this place is poisoning you?”

      “Riven cannot handle the mana concentration in the air,” Enkriah replied.

      Laurel looked at me, distraught, and then back at Enkriah. “I don’t understand. The mana here is thin. Poisoning is impossible–”

      “For Demons. Riven is an Atma, and unfortunately for him, he is a Atma who grew up in a mana-deprived environment and also has incredibly pitiful compatibility with mana. Behold, ladies of the future–this is what a human is.”

      They both looked at me like I was a man on my deathbed. I could only shrug and say, “so it goes.”

      Laurel frowned as her eyes watered. “Riven. Please don’t resign yourself to your fate like that.”

       “Believe it or not, I’ve been on the losing side of life for a long time. Even a god thinks I’m an F-Rank guy.”

      Seeing Sam deflate in real time made my heart hurt. 

      I cracked a grin for her. “What I mean to say is that I’m used to fighting from the bottom.”

      “And fight he will,” Enkriah said. “Riven is the King of Monsters. He will not allow this island to kill him.”

      Sam was slack-jawed, searching my expression for any clue that could allow her to see beyond my grin. She must have thought I was more shaken by my potential fate than I suggested.

      “Will the fruit really save him? We’ve never heard of anything called a ‘Genesis Fruit,’” she said, her eyes pointed at Enkriah.

      I nodded. “Enkriah and Lucerein have both told me amazing things about the fruit. Lucerein also mentioned that the fruits had been studied in her time–fruits that came from this very island.”

      Laurel looked pensive like never before. “So, what can we expect from this fruit, exactly?” Laurel asked.

      “An incredible unlocking of potential,” Enkriah replied. “A body more suited to mana, new magic, new Skills, recovery from injury and illness, profound wisdom, aggressive evolution… The Genesis Fruit is the blueprint for all that exists within the plane it inhabits. All life and all potential springs forth from it for a body so suited to be changed forever, if you would allow me to be so poetic.”

      Sam furrowed her brow. “Can we assume that a man who can’t survive the mildest concentration of raw mana can survive such an awesome fruit?”

      There was an uncomfortable silence between Laurel, Sahmal, and me. Enkriah didn’t care and responded with the same level of candor as before.

      “The worst that could happen is that the fruit does nothing for our lovely young man. The fruits are fairly benign, you see. Truly a fruit deserving the title of ‘miraculous.’”

      Sam stammered. “Really? Things can’t be that convenient.”

      “Go ask the corpse if you can’t believe me. Please remember that this island is not inherently cursed. It exists as a natural wonder. It holds danger and wonders in equal amounts. The monsters are the danger. The fruits are one manifestation of the wonder.”

      Laurel and Sahmal fell silent. Both were hesitant to make eye contact with me now. I didn’t think they would both be so shaken for me… The concern warmed my heart.

      I decided to break the silence. “Hey, I’ve got a question.” 

      Sam and Laurel nodded, waiting for me to continue.

      “About the strider… You all were attacked, and your vehicle was going down… And your course of action was to freeze yourselves? We didn’t dive into it when we first met because there was so much to talk about, but what did you all think was going to happen?”

      Laurel held her ears down and rubbed the tips. “Well, we didn’t envision this.”

      Sam nodded, looking tired already. “I can explain. Many things were going on all at once. First, I want to let you know that the “Sky Strider” vehicles and the equipment within have their origin in the Age of Exploration. Back then, a little over 75% of the world was unknown to the preeminent societies of the time. Journeys across the ocean and expansive wastes were expensive and taxing. The gadgeteers of the time found an application of refined ice mana that allowed them to aid the weary explorers of the time. In that period, the hibernation units were meant to make long trips by ship more viable. The hibernation units came first, and then when we moved to the skies, the striders came, and they were equipped with the now-reliable units.”

      I nodded. “Alright, so that was the initial desire. I’m assuming warmongers found a use for the technology and probably accelerated its development?” Sam’s mouth dropped slightly, and I nodded. “I’ve been in multiple armies for a little over twenty years. I know how the cogs turn. From your response, I’m guessing it was the same for you.”

      “You assumed right,” Sam said. “There were many scary places in the wide world, and many scary people beyond them. The hibernation and strider technology were used to make war machines. The value of the hibernation unit was that they could suspend a soldier so well, that something like a disease or curse could be successfully paused. Some injuries, too, could be paused, allowing them a chance at life later. That was one valuable aspect. The aspect that directly impacted us was this: the hibernation units in a situation where it would be impossible to survive on your own–gave victims a chance at survival. In the event that a vehicle went down, the units could still operate as independent systems for a long time, thanks to some clever implementations of ice mana. Fell into the ocean? One could be safely held in a sealed unit. The unit would send out a beacon, along with some other mechanisms that enabled the units to float to the surface. Similarly, if one fell into a wasteland, smart use of a hibernation unit could keep a squad alive for years until found. And these are all situations that happened in history.”

      “Tell them about turbulent mana, Sam!” Laurel said–it looked like Sam hadn’t touched on something critical.

      Sam giggled. “I’m about to. As you’ve noticed, Riven, we’re not immune to atmospheres rich in raw mana. The strider is also outfitted with mana-reading instruments that give one an accurate picture of the mana conditions outside. I believe we told you we were caught in a storm filled with many magical discharges. What that meant was that we were in a space absolutely saturated with raw mana. With the strider’s outer shell damaged during our escape, we would not have survived and would have succumbed to mana poisoning. In that situation, the only option was to hop into the very reliable units… It was textbook.” Sam sighed. “We had thought we were going to land in the ocean. In that situation, the strider would have sunk, and then, days later, the emergency ejection operation would have been activated. The units would have been jettisoned out and floated to the top. With any luck, someone friendly would have found us… But that didn’t happen. I saw the jungle after everyone had already climbed into their units. But I also saw that the jungle's mana conditions were unfavorable. I climbed into my unit, thinking that we would come out a few days later, at which point, we would engage in survivor protocols and tactically use the units to prolong our life until someone found us.”

      Laurel nodded. “The strider was gifted to us by a Demon Lord I once gave counsel to. It was meant to make my job a little easier and save me if something terrible happened while we were crossing the ocean. The distress beacon the strider emitted was one tuned to that Demon Lord’s instruments. She would have found us with enough investigation.”

      “Alright… So there was an ejection procedure?” I asked. “That didn’t happen, huh?”

      Sam could do nothing but weakly shrug. “It was a rough landing. The ejection mechanisms might have been damaged… It’s independent for each unit, so it’s a little strange that they all failed, but in the realm of gadgets, a fail state that no one has ever seen before isn’t impossible. It’s just one that has yet to be seen. I wish I knew. If Steppenbar was here… Maybe he might have seen something critical, but now it’s been lost to time.”

      I looked at Sam with a kind eye. “Well, maybe you can find clues when we go to the strider one of these days.”

      She smiled. “Yeah, maybe.”

      “How about a more happy topic,” I proposed, flourishing my hands. “I find the thing you said about the Age of Exploration interesting. What does the edge of your world look like? Impenetrable storms surrounded the ‘human country’ of my time. I think it’s wild that you guys might have had a wider world to explore, so much so, that you had a whole era centered on it.”

      Laurel became chipper. “Our world is a sphere! It just loops around! It took many centuries, explorers, and expeditions through dangerous zones to discover this fact.”

      My eyes went wide. “What? A sphere? Like those rocks that float around the moon? And the moon?”

      Laurel and Sam went wide-eyed. “There are rocks floating around the moon?” they asked.

      “Yes,” Enkriah and I replied.

      I looked at Enkriah. “Oh, so your moon had floating rocks?”

      “Yes, they were all that were left of the moon my mother destroyed.”

      Laurel’s eyes went even wider–if that was possible. “Your mother destroyed a moon?”

      “It was a long story. Someone was trying to seal her body inside of it. Doesn’t matter. She broke it.”

      “Wow,” I said. “But we don’t need to touch that… So… Enkriah and I know a moon with rocks orbiting it. But you don’t… Actually, I haven’t seen a moon here… Just stars.”

      Sam pointed at me, her mouth opening with amazement. “Good point, Riven!” She looked up. “There’s no moon here…”

      I chuckled. “This is the spot where you can best see stars. The other biomes have clouds covering their skies most times.”

      “But yes, Riven,” Laurel followed. “Our moon is singular and free of floating rocks… Asteroids–do you know that word? Is it being translated correctly?”

      “Yeah, I know it. Know comets, too. I mean, I was turned into a human comet for a bit. Still, this business about the moon is strange… Enkriah, what was your knowledge of the time? What was at the edge of your world?”

      “An abyss. Sail your boat toward the horizon, where the clouds converge, and you fall off the edge of the world. No one had actually gone that far since it was just a large expanse of ocean, however… Though, now I wonder if that expanse of the ocean once held land above its surface…”

      “Did your mom ever say anything about it?”

      “She’s the one who told me there was an abyss.”

      “I think that means that Enkriah’s era was in a similar state as our era’s Age of Exploration,” Sam said. “Stories about the edge of the world were common in that time. Your isolated land of humans is perplexing to us, Riven. I don’t think there’s anywhere in our time where one could hide whole nations of any race behind storms. Those storms would have invited so many explorers that the truth would have been revealed within decades.”

      Laurel held her chin. “It makes one wonder… What if the ‘Land of Humans’ is like this phantom island? A land, hidden away through a quirk of magic, where a race thought extinct flourished… I feel like I’ve read stories about that.”

      “Yes, but they were just flights of fancy authors took readers on,” Sam replied. “There was never anything to suggest that–”

      “Until now,” Laurel said. “We’re here, on the phantom island.”

      “I guess that’s true.” Sam sighed and gulped down some milk. “This is overwhelming. The moon, phantom lands, and Riven’s failing health. I might need to sleep on all of this.”

      I smiled. “Don’t blame you. Thanks for sharing… And I don’t want to keep you up. You can call it.”

      “Yeah, I think I’ll do that,” Sam said, standing up. “Laurel? Want to turn in?”

      The difference between the two was stark. Laurel turned, all smiles, toward Sam. “No, I think I’ll stay up a bit longer!”

      “Oh, I can stay then–”

      “No, don’t worry yourself over me. Go ahead, Sahmal.”

      Sam forced a weak smile out, dipped her head slightly, bid us goodnight, and finally went home with Webmillion escorting her.

      I chuckled as Laurel turned back toward us. “She’s as protective as the camelgrem, huh?”

      Laurel’s smile weakened slightly. “Can you blame her?”

      “No. I just thought she was more your ‘friend,’ as opposed to your bodyguard.”

      “She is. Cattleya’s just rubbed off on her a lot.” Laurel leaned onto the table and cast her gaze toward the ocean.

      I could see the longing in the girl’s eyes. “It’s rare to see a low tide,” I said, “and the waters are calmer than usual. There’s no threat of monsters here. You can enjoy the rare sandy shore without a worry tonight.”

      Laurel looked at me with so much surprise in her eyes. After a few rounds of confirmation, she finally skipped over to the beach proper and sat at the shore. Enkriah giggled from behind.

      “Go and sit on the sand with her, Riven. Enjoy some whispers.”

      “What? And leave you here? She’s just a few feet away, and the water doesn’t get deep until you go a little further out. She’ll be fine.”

      “Riven,” Enkriah said a little more sternly. “Go foster positive relations between the factions. It’s best to do this now while it's the reasonable guardian watching over her.”

      I winced. “Reasonable guardian?” I looked over my shoulder. Quatrin, standing at the jungle’s edge, waved back at me. “Oh… He must have swapped with Sam.”

      “Go on, Riven,” Enkriah urged. “That young woman, so important in status, has voiced the least frustrations alongside the two reasonable camelgrem. Don’t you want to understand her?”

      I got up. “Alright, alright. Got it.”

      Slimer stayed on the table, and I walked over to Laurel, walking a couple dozen steps down the fine gray sand. “Can you believe that when I first found Enkriah, the water reached up to just a foot away from her? This is the first time I’ve actually seen all this sand.”

      “Oh?” Laurel said, crouching down and staring out toward the horizon, a gentle smile curling her lips. “I think this sand would be considered a spectacular natural wonder. I could see a few nobles having this shipped to their private beaches.”

      “Wow. Decadent.”

      Laurel suddenly stood up straight. “I think I’m going into the water.”

      She was pulling her robes over her body by the time I realized what she said. I saw the black shorts and tight tank top she wore beneath the robes as she squirmed. It felt wrong seeing her thin body like this.

      I hate to admit it, but I became flustered. I looked over at Quatrin. He gestured back at me.

      “Don’t worry about it. I can see it’s innocent. You’re good,” is what he conveyed. But then he looked toward the camp. I saw it in his eyes–the sudden fear. He turned back toward me and gave me the thumbs up. “Yeah, you’re good. Cattleya’s not here,” is what I understood.

      It was clear. The problem would come if Cattleya stumbled upon this scene. Given that real risk, I had to make a decision.

      “Hey, Laurel, maybe you should keep that on–”

      She threw her robes to the sand and ran into the water, wearing nothing but her black tank top and tight shorts. She spun around, swinging her thin, pale arms and giggling. “Ahh, that’s better,” she cheered. “They look light, but they’re so heavy. Hmm? Did you say something, Riven?”

      I shook my head and chuckled. “No. It’s done now. How’s the water?”

      “Really cool. Do you want to come in too?”

      I waved away the thought. “No, I’m good.”

      Laurel giggled and dipped her whole body into the water, her laughter intensifying with every passing second. She shot up again, a cold-induced rosy smile illustrating her glee.

      Seeing the pure-hearted girl having fun calmed my nerves a little. I couldn’t help but notice that Laurel was small. At only five foot four or so, she was a small girl. The robes had obscured that fact. The wet clothing clinging to her body further accentuated her thin body.

      Cattleya was a fit woman. She wasn’t as large as Zeph or Quatrin, but her muscle was visible. She was bulkier than Konda, even. 

      Sam, meanwhile, had the most womanly features. Her hips were pronounced, and her chest was larger than one would think possible. Her arms, too, were muscular. After seeing the way she had to move her arms to fly, it made sense.

      The tiny Laurel was so different compared to the people she surrounded herself with. Seeing how tiny, how doll-like she looked, I began to appreciate why everyone was so protective of her.

      I glanced out the corner of my eye, studying Quatrin. 

      That noble guy–he was standing over there looking relaxed. I had to correct my previous thought. He might’ve been the one most willing to allow Laurel some degree of freedom. Thinking back on the day, he was right there with me. No one asked him to help, but he did. And even when he urged me to retreat, that’s where he kept it. He didn’t pull me along or force me in any way. He was just there and ready.

      He was a good guy… A good Demon. 

      I focused on Laurel again as she swayed in the water. Laurel and Sam did not look very demonic. I was pretty sure that was helping my mind. Being able to talk to all of them like proper people was helping, too.

      Someone like Quatrin? Maybe if I stuck around him for long enough, I’d be able to get rid of that ingrained fear I had of their kind.

      I nodded to myself and then noticed that Laurel was looking at me. Was I staring at her? I let my mind wander. She giggled and waved at me.

      “Feel free to walk around like that, Laurel. You don’t have to wear those stuffy robes if you don’t want to–”

      Her gasp was swift, jolting me to my senses. She immediately held herself, looking at me with frightened eyes.

      “You want me to walk around in my underwear?!”

      “Your underwear?” I asked, my eyes studying her body. It was a black shirt and black shorts. 

      Yeah, the shorts were tight and maybe shorter than the norm, but that couldn’t be underwear. Wait, was she not wearing anything else under there?

      “Hey, hold on, I don’t need you walking around in your underwear. But this outfit is fine–”

      She gasped again, taking a step further into the ocean. “I–I do not want to join your inner court, King Riven. I am a priestess! Defiling me is a sin of the highest order!”

      If I had water in my mouth, I’d spit it out. “Huh!?” I yelped. “What, no, no–I don’t want that–”

      Then she stuck her tongue out and giggled.

      “What?” I said, my mouth falling slack.

      “Just joking,” she said, having a giggle at my expense.

      “Wha… That was all a… joke?”

      An annoying giggle echoed from behind me. 

      “Hey, I can hear you, Enkriah!” I barked, directing an angry gaze her way.

      “Oh? Pardon me?” she replied. Slimer was beside her, hopping up and down. The prick was having some fun with this, too. “Now you know how it feels to have one’s feelings stirred up,” Enkriah continued.

      I groaned. “I’ll remember this.”

      “Please do,” Enkriah replied, her voice a little more sultry than usual.

      I was shaking my head and letting out a sigh when a sweet voice came from beside me. “Mind if I sit here?”
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      My head swiveled, and I almost yelped in Laurel’s face. She had startled me with that request, moving up so quietly. I didn’t even hear the water stir as she got out of it. She was standing there, slightly bending over, her hand moving her wet hair from her eyes.

      “Riven?” she asked again.

      I took a breath and calmed down. These people had disoriented me way more than I thought possible. I nodded. “Yeah, of course.”

      Laurel smiled and sat down beside me. “Sorry. I just thought it would be funny.”

      “Don’t apologize. You got me. Some would say I had it coming–”

      “That ‘some’ is me,” Enkriah said, projecting her voice so that it was a little louder than usual.

      Laurel gracefully dipped her head. “I am a servant of justice.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, alright… whatever you say…” I leaned back and groaned. “Didn’t think a holy woman could make that kind of joke. ‘Defiling you–’ holy crap, kid.”

      “Don’t judge a book by her cover,” Laurel playfully replied. “And I’m not a kid, obviously.”

      I eyed the robes she tossed onto the sand. “Hey, want me to grab those?”

      “No, not at all. I just want to sit like this.”

      “Yeah… Alright.” I whistled, startling her. 

      Within moments, one of the wolves shot out from the jungle and came up to the beach’s edge. 

      “Hey, Wolf One, could you please grab Laurel’s robe and get it out of the sand?”

      The wolf nodded and quickly pulled the robes onto dry ground. Then, he sat nearby, his tail wagging from side to side.

      “Wolf One?” Laurel asked.

      “Yeah, I just ended up numbering them. Wolf One’s the leader.”

      Laurel waved at the loyal wolf. “Nice to formally meet you, Wolf One.”

      We sat there with only the sound of the waves soothing our ears. It wasn’t much longer before I heard her teeth chattering.

      “Wolf One, could you fetch a warm blanket from Webmillion?”

      Laurel jolted. “Hey, no, I don’t need that–”

      But Wolf One was already sprinting into the jungle.

      “We have a silk blanket Webmillion made with her elemental webs. It’s comfortable.”

      “But I don’t need it, Riven! I like the prick of the cold!”

      “Yeah, say that without your arms threatening to shake themselves out of your sockets.”

      I was almost certain she went a few shades redder. “I’m fine.”

      “Come on, kid. You’re soaking wet there. At least dry off.”

      “I’m not a kid!”

      Wolf One returned with the silk blanket on his back.

      “Uhuh,” I said, pulling the blanket off and throwing it over Laurel’s back. “Then stop complaining and dry off like an adult.”

      Laurel held the edges and wrapped herself in it. “It’s toasty.”

      “It’s a Webmillion-original… You can put it aside once you’re dry.”

      “Well… now I don’t know if I want to.”

      I was going to call her a kid again but decided against it. “Hey, how old are you actually?”

      “I am twenty-two years of age. Not a kid. I’m eligible for marriage across all cultures… oh, except for the elves. I think it is a bit higher for them.”

      “Pfft, what? You actually are a kid!”

      “I’m not! Could a kid provide counsel to kings and lords?”

      “Yeah, if they’re a genius and a prodigy.”

      Laurel’s lips curled into a smile. “Thank you for the high praise. I am a genius adult.”

      I chuckled. “Yeah, no problem… How old are the camelgrem? I don’t have a sense for Demon ages.”

      “They’re just a few years older than me.”

      “Oh… Wow.”

      Laurel snickered. “Sam’s 136 years old.”

      I turned to her wide-eyed, but then groaned when I saw her sticking her tongue out.

      “You’re joking.”

      “I am.”

      “You got me again,” I said, hanging my head in shame.

      “She’s twenty years old.”

      I looked at her. “For real?”

      “Yup. She’s the baby of the bunch.”

      I looked down at my feet. “Oh.”

      Laurel tilted her head, her smile turning smug and sadistic. “How old are you, Riven?”

      “Forty-two,” I muttered.

      Enkriah’s voice echoed from behind me. “Don’t be discouraged, Riven! You’re no stranger to age gaps wider than a valley at this point.”

      “Still feels like something I have to think about,” I muttered.

      Laurel bumped shoulders with me, letting out a louder laugh. “Aww, don’t be like that, Riven. There’s nothing wrong if you both like each other… I mean, technically, we might all be hundreds of years older than we think.”

      “Doesn’t count… But thanks. I’ll take it as it comes.”

      “I’m rooting for you… But I don’t think I need to.”

      “The thought’s still appreciated… Can I ask a question? And please don’t take it the wrong way.”

      “Sure.”

      “You’re really tiny… Might that be something common for shrewkin? Or is that just a familial thing?”

      “No, all shrewkin are very small. I’m actually above average among shrewkin women.”

      I nodded, imagining shrew people shorter than Laurel. “Wild… Got another question if you’re up for it.”

      “Always.”

      “Does the phrase ‘Covenant-bound’ mean anything to you?”

      “Oh? That sounds important… But no. Is it just something bound by a promise?”

      “That’s what the words imply.”

      “Is it important?”

      I met her inquisitive, probing eyes with a shake of the head. “I don’t know what to make of it. I thought, maybe, if it was something holy, that maybe you would know.”

      “Nope,” she said, turning her gaze back to the ocean. “Maybe it’s something from another era?”

      “Yeah... So far, it seems like it could be something that came before Enkriah’s time.”

      Laurel rocked back and forth, pretending like the info had almost blown her away. “I can’t imagine… This island’s age astounds me.”

      “Me too.”

      “May I ask a question, Riven?”

      “Of course.”

      “Do you think we’ll ever see those clouds on the horizon part, Riven?”

      “Honestly? I don’t think we will.”

      “Wild,” she replied.

      “That make you sad?”

      She hummed for a few seconds before shaking her head. “No. I think that would be just fine. I might be the first sacred priestess to touch this island.” She turned to me, her smile more grand than the stars above. “This is something pretty amazing, too.”
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            Slime Census

          

        

      

    

    
      First Goal of the Day: Slime Census

      

      I never thought I understood what it meant to suffer from success… but today–on this day, I learned the crushing weight of success.

      

      I wasn’t really sure when it happened… Maybe I was being too irresponsible in keeping up with them. Maybe I had underestimated the reproductive instincts of a slime. Maybe the fact that they were always out of sight had thrown me off…

      As it turned out, when I called for all the slimes to assemble in my yard this morning, I had called for hundreds of Dimension-Touched Slimes to assemble.

      It was an ocean–a sticky, slimy, humming ocean of slimes. There were so many. Maybe some had wandered into the group naturally, but the majority of them had to have been born in the last couple of days. They just had to be.

      We had to find out. I had hoped to let them propagate, and now I had the results of that wish in front of me. They were now a suitable enough population from which to draw conclusions, too. Now was the time for me to sit down and log them individually… Thank god that I had a cute werebat assisting me.
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        * * *

      

      I squinted at the slime vibrating in my hands. “Right, this one has the Hardworking Trait.”

      Sam got chipper as she flipped through the notebook Lucerein graciously gifted her. “Oh, that’s a new one! What does it do?”

      “‘Hardworking: This creature always does its best. This is not a creature one can bet against safely.’ And then it has ‘Tenacity +20%, Stamina+20%, All Parameters+5%.’”

      “Aww, how dependable,” Sam said, making the notes.

      Wolf One was next to me, so I put the hardworking slime on the wolf’s head. The wolf looked confused, but accepted the slime. The slime, meanwhile, settled and hummed. I had a feeling this would be the start of a new friendship.

      “Hold this guy for a bit, Wolf One… And you, little Slime, are Foundation Workslime, because hard work is the foundation of success–”

      “Boo,” Cattleya jeered.

      “Be nice,” Laurel said, giggling.

      “Ahh, great, the prayers are over,” I said.

      The camelgrem and Laurel had been meditating for the last hour. Zeph and Quatrin were still meditating, but Cattleya was fully ready to sit at the new picnic table and critique from afar.

      “This is so strange, watching a madman’s slime farm… Who even names slimes?” Cattleya scoffed. “Weirdo.”

      “Weirdos are usually the innovators of tomorrow,” I hollered back. “Next–”

      The next slime leaped into my hands. It seemed a little duller than the others. It reminded me of another slime. “Well, nice to meet you too–”

      My thoughts stopped as soon as I opened up the Laplace label.

      “What happened here?”
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        * * *

      

      Dimension-Touched Slime. C Rank. Super Rare.

      A Dimension-Touched Slime that would not have existed under normal circumstances. Its depression might be worthy of concern.

      Traits_______________

      

      Quick Learner: This creature has strong mental faculties and retains memories for far longer than one expects. Much more capable of learning than the standard creature.

      {All Parameter Growth Rate +10%}

      Depressed: This creature feels amplified despair and stress every day. This causes its growth to slow and may lead to a swift death.

      {Mental Interference Resistance -20%}{All Parameters -10%}{Outlook on Life: Abysmal}

      

      Skills_______________

      Water Manipulation Lvl 1: Gives the holder rudimentary magical control over what is recognized as "Water."

      Water Conjuration Lvl 1: Gives the holder the rudimentary ability to produce what is recognized as ‘Water Element’ magic from mana.
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        * * *

      

      I conveyed the info to Sam as I read it, and she wrote it down, her eyes widening by the second.

      “This might be the first amazing success of the Slime Breeding Project,” I muttered, slowly raising the slime higher. “This might be the chosen one–well, except for the depression–”

      The slightly gray slime deflated a bit. Depression was a powerful thing.

      “What are you? A fanatic?” Cattleya jeered.

      I pressed my lips together and side-eyed her. “Ignore her, Depressed Chosen One. Anyway, this might be a dumb question… Who are the parents?” I asked.

      An unfamiliar, eager slime slid through the crowd, dragging along a familiar slime.

      “Ahh… That slime is a new one… It has the Dreams of the Guard and Quick Learner Traits… And it has [Water Manipulation]!”

      “Wow! That’s a lot!” Sam said, furiously noting it down.

      “What should we name this parent? Are we numbering it?”

      “Nah, call it Quickguard Guardslime.”

      Sam grimaced. “Alright, it’s a mouthful, but it’s something.” 

      “And the other one… Depression Slime.”

      Sam’s head swiveled between Depression Slime and me. “Depression Slime?”

      “Yeah. She’s depressed. It’s her Trait.”

      “So you named her Depression Slime?”

      “Yes,” I said with a very direct, unashamed nod. “It’s a memorable name.”

      Sam bobbed her head around as she wrestled with the thought. “I guess it’s attention-grabbing… I feel a little bad for it, though.”

      “Oh yeah,” I said, waving Sam’s concerns away. “We all do… Well, maybe not Slimer. I feel like that guy is a little bit insane.”

      I looked over my shoulder, and Slimer flashed a thumbs-up.

      I stifled a chuckle and turned back to Sam. “Yeah, Brother Slimer’s a character. Anyway, this is cause for celebration. And I think we might find out something amazing here…”

      “Aww, poor things,” Sam said, ignoring me and petting the pair of depressed slimes.

      “Okay, let’s figure out how we got to this result…”

      

      30 minutes later–

      “Alright, so the family tree was a little more surprising than I expected…”

      “But it’s nice that it started with slimes you already knew!” Sam followed.

      “Yup… The offspring of my guard slimes got together with my Lucky Magnet slime and produced a slime with the Dream of the Guard and the Lucky Magnet traits. Then, that slime got together with this Quick Learner slime, and, incredibly, produced a slime with Lucky Magnet, Quick Learner, and Spirit of the Guard.”

      “He–or she?”

      “Slimes don’t have a sex. Just do what I do and call them by whatever. They don’t understand pronouns anyway.”

      “Okay, they will surely be a great addition to the guard slimes… Hey, wait, why is Depression Slime consistently a ‘she?’”

      I shrugged. “I slip sometimes. But if I think about it… It’s probably because I still have the scene of Slimer dragging her around in my head… And Slimer is just so dominant. Yeah, it’s Slimer’s fault. He kind of sets the standard for all the other slimes. Anyway, you’re right. This little guy is amazing.”

      The lucky, quick-learning guard slime in question bashfully rubbed his own head.

      “Now, interestingly, this little slime got together with the slime with the one slime that has Water Manipulation–Stream.”

      “Yes, Giddy’s slime friend.”

      “Right, and that’s how we got to Quickguard Guardslime, who then got together with Depression Slime and produced the current chosen one, Watermage of Misery.”

      “Wow, that is a name,” Sam noted.

      “Yeah, figured I should try something new–”

      “Try again,” Cattleya jeered.

      “Everyone’s entitled to an opinion,” I playfully barked. “Still… this is good…” 

      I held Watermage in my hands and then looked at Giddy, who was off using Stream to cut logs. 

      “I think someone happy could be good for her…”

      Sam giggled. “I think they would be a good fit. And Sprinkle would be his sister, right? They belong together.”

      “Okay, so we fleshed out the family tree a bit…” I looked at the ocean of slimes. “Hey, Sam, how many do we have left?”

      She stuck out her finger and started counting. “One, two, three, four… ahh yes.” She looked at her notes, and then looked at me and grinned. “We have well over 300 to count.” Her smile was as mischievous as it was cute.

      “Hehe, dork.”

      She slapped my shoulder, her cheeks reddening. “I am not. Who is the one who insisted on documenting all of these little guys? You are quite the dork–a slime dork.”

      “Yeah, you tell him!” Cattleya yelled, spilling the juice she was drinking over herself.

      Laurel giggled. “Finish drinking your juice before talking with your friend.”

      I chuckled and turned back to the matter at hand. “Proper personnel logs and diligent documentation are the cornerstones of a well-functioning army.”

      “Says the man who let his record-keeping fall by the wayside for days,” Sam retorted.

      “Extenuating circumstances,” I said, crossing my arms and turning my nose up at her. “I found people in pods.”

      She pushed my shoulder lightly. “You can’t make excuses forever, Mister Riven… But I’m sure the people of the pods are thankful.”

      “Hey, Riven,” Cattleya hollered.

      “Yes?”

      “You like building stuff, right?”

      I looked at Sam, confused as to how Cattleya would slam me. I looked at her again. “I guess so.”

      “Great,” Cattleya said with a smile. “Go build a room, and then get into it! You two are going to make me puke.”

      “Be nice,” Laurel said with a giggle.

      Cattleya shook her head, her arms crossed. “All they ever do is talk. Riven goes and throws googly-eyes around, and Sahmal just sits there and giggles like a child while batting her eyes.”

      Sam was red-faced and hiding behind the slime she was holding up. I took it in stride and returned to the matter of my slimes.

      “Let’s see here… Ahh, this is just a normal one… Thanks for being normal, buddy. We love you… Sam? Sam, you got that–”

      “I’m not a child!” Sam blurted out. 

      It all went quiet. All eyes were on her. She squirmed in place and whispered–

      “I’m not a child.”

      I grinned and showed her a friendly gesture. “You’re right. After all, children don’t do population documentation work. You are most definitely not a child. Now, about this slime–”

      “Right, right, it’s a normal one. Got it.”

      Laurel giggled. “I need to tell Enkriah that Sam had a much lower bar to clear.”

      I stopped what I was doing and looked at Laurel, knowing she was referencing the conversations from the night before. “Please don’t.”

      Laurel just giggled, which elicited the loudest groan from Cattleya yet.
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        * * *

      

      Slime Census–Results and Preliminary Conclusions

      

      The project went on for a few hours, and we harvested many points of data. 

      First off, we discovered a few new Traits. Of the over 400 slimes, we had 86 slimes with Traits. One of the new Traits that stood out to me was a randomly occurring “Dreams of the Builder.” That was a strong candidate for joining Team Giddy.

      Speaking of Traits, we had enough data to draw some conclusions and inferences.

      Here was what we were absolutely sure of. 

      
        	Traits could be inherited. The Guard and Dream skills made this very noticeable. With the numbers we had, we saw that a single Trait would be passed down 40% of the time. We made a few notes about this observation in our inferences section.

        	Skills could DEFINITELY be inherited. The [Water Manipulation] Skill was the one we tracked. Stream had ended up having 12 offspring with other slimes. Five of them inherited the Skill. We did not find [Water Manipulation] outside of Stream’s lineage.

        	Traits and Skills could suddenly appear with no prior history–Sam called it “mutations.” It was rare, though. We noted that these sudden mutations seemed to happen more when the parents had a lot of Traits.

      

      

      There were a few observations we made that we weren’t 100% sure of:

      
        	The [Lucky Magnet] Trait had the highest rate of inheritance, bucking the 40% we noted across other Traits. Sam had to wonder if the Trait was increasing the odds of successful inheritance.

        	Depression Slime’s offspring had the highest rate of mutations. It was a little concerning. Now that Watermage of Misery was in the breeding pool, we would soon see if the Depressed Trait was somehow causing mutations more frequently.

        	We had no idea what caused [Water Conjuration] to appear, other than maybe it was because Depression Slime was one of the parents.

        	To clarify, the 40% we noted was reflective of the chance of getting a Trait at all. We had not yet worked out the probabilities of a monster being born with two, three, or four Traits.

      

      

      Our observations made us a little uneasy… If I was a cut-throat breeder, and if Depression Slime was indeed the key… She would be a very busy slime…

      Good thing I wasn’t on an active battlefront. I would be very tempted otherwise.
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            An Afternoon Stroll through the Swamp

          

        

      

    

    
      Second Goal of the Day: A Short Expedition into the Swamp.

      Lucerein was happy with the plants from the jungle. But, as far as I was concerned, swamps had a high degree of biodiversity. So, with that in mind, I decided to launch a short expedition into the swamp to prove my hypothesis. In truth, I had also wanted to use this expedition as a chance to test the current chosen one, but given that Watermage was suffering from depression, I didn’t really want to push the little slime too far.

      So, I went into the swamp with some of the lucky slimes, Slimer, Webmillion, and Konda. Sam added herself to the team when she heard I was looking for plants. And then, with her, came Laurel and the guardians. It was a party.
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        * * *

      

      An hour into the expedition, I held Slimer and showed him to the party. “He caught a big one,” I said, showing everyone the bug-filled slime. This time, there was some kind of crawfish with wings inside him.

      “Man, the intensity we’re attacked with here is mind-blowing.”

      Sam agreed, fishing the little bugs off the top of one of the lucky slimes. “It’s strange that they come in waves too.”

      The camelgrem males, meanwhile, swung some of the fun-loving slimes around, making a game of catching the bugs.

      “Zeph, my team’s caught a wider variety of bugs,” Quatrin boasted.

      “Yeah, well, I’ve got more of these annoying flies.”

      Laurel walked up to me, swinging around the slime that had taken to her. “I don’t understand why there are so many bugs here and none in the jungle.”

      “Fortune be damned, there were more bugs in the desert than there are in the jungle,” Cattleya followed.

      “Yeah… I’m certain about it now. Slimer’s Alpha status doesn’t apply here. These bugs don’t care.”

      Cattleya scowled. “Are we sure the slimes aren’t trappers? Like, you know the ones– carnivorous plants? They might smell real nice to these bugs.”

      I held Slimer up to my face, and he tipped his hat. “What do you say, Brother Slimer? You smell nice?”

      Slimer made little limbs and shrugged.

      “Guess we’ll never know,” I said, letting him jump onto my head.

      Slimer vibrated on my head as soon as he landed. I sensed what he was conveying, and Webmillion and Konda confirmed it moments later with their reactions.

      I scanned the environment.  There was dense forest on one side and a pond of occasionally bubbling, dark gray, sludgy water.

      “Huh? Webmillion? Did you get bigger?” Laurel asked, noting that Webmillion’s hairs were standing on end.

      I held out my arm and gently had her take a few steps back. “Just need you to be a little careful right now, Laurel.”

      Cattleya wasn’t so unaware. She grabbed Laurel’s shoulder and pulled her closer. The sounds of the water being disturbed intensified. I focused on the spot with the most bubbles. A black tentacle emerged, tearing through the surface with thunderous force.

      Sam gagged behind me. The sight of it was stomach-churning. Black with an octopus’s suckers filling its underside and with many bulging, vibrant green boils, this tentacle exuded a powerful stench of rot.

      I put my hands on my hip as Webmillion and Konda got in front of me. “I wonder… is it just a tentacle, or is there a main body?”

      [Laplace] activated as soon as I willed it to.
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        * * *

      

      Gross Tentacle

      Watch out. It might drown you.
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        * * *

      

      “Wow, that may very well be the single most unhelpful thing–wait, is it not a creature?”

      The tentacle twitched–it looked like it was moments from slamming us. I quickly glanced behind me, noting Sam was more or less directly behind me.

      “Guys, I can’t move from this spot right now.”

      Webmillion got the picture. She fired a spray of electrified webs at the tentacle. 

      “Interesting move… You’ll stop it from escaping, but there’s nothing really stopping it from smashing us, right? Oh, the electricity. Good point.”

      Webmillion used a set of legs to wind a new webbing around the electrified web. Konda then gripped the new web and pulled, slamming the tentacle onto dry-ish ground beside me.

      The slam was so forceful that it raised enough wind to blow my hair a bit. I whistled, impressed. I looked over at Sam. “They’re pretty cool, huh?”

      Konda jumped onto the tentacle, biting into it as it thrashed. Webmillion, meanwhile, further secured it to the ground by spinning more webs. What I was most surprised by was that Konda wasn’t as affected by the electrified web as I expected her to be. Before I could investigate, Slimer vibrated violently.

      “Oh damn–everyone, brace yourselves–”

      A piercing screech assaulted our ears. I fell to a knee, unable to handle the sting the screech provoked in my body. This wasn’t just me being unused to loud sounds. This was an auditory attack.

      A blue-furred and thin monkey with two pairs of arms launched itself at us from within the cover of the dark trees. A blast of sand struck it in the side, blowing it to the ground. Slimer hopped off my head a moment later. A wave of sand hit the monkey again, pushing it onto its back and rendering it vulnerable to the blanket of hungry slime about to land on it.

      Gripping my head, I gave out an order. “Other slimes! Defensive formation around our friends!”

      The sound of “boinging,” was all I needed to hear to know that the team would be safe. With any luck, monsters would go after the most vulnerable person and not the targets defended by troops of monsters.

      A second monkey monster shot out of the forest. Rabid and screeching, it flew toward me. Sam’s call echoed in the background. It must have been scary.

      I rejoiced. To come after me like that–that was all I wanted. I feigned vulnerability up until the last second and then rolled out of the way. This second monkey monster hit the ground but, in a feat of incredible agility, got on its feet, sliding across the slick surface.

      We locked eyes. And then Konda’s arm came into view. She grabbed the monkey by the face and slammed its head into the sludge-covered waters in one swift move.

      I breathed a sigh of relief, still dizzy, and watched the monkey go from thrashing to being still.

      “Excellent reaction time, Konda,” I said, my thumbs-up being met with her own.

      “You okay there, Riven?”

      Quatrin’s hand was hovering over my head. I grabbed his hand, and he helped me up—guy didn’t even struggle to lift me onto my feet.

      “Be careful. You’re wobbly there,” he said. “Got a little bit scoffed up too, looks like.

      “Yeah. Hmm?” I caught Cattleya’s stare. In a sea of concerned looks, she was the one whose stare was lacking any relief. “Is there a problem?”

      “No, none. That tentacle over there, though,” she said, wagging her head.

      I surveyed the situation. The slimes had taken down their monkey. Konda’s monkey was dead, too, drowned. Finally, the tentacle was down, still squirming the way you’d expect an electrocuted limb to twitch.

      “You don’t want the monkeys, Riven?” Quatrin asked.

      “Oh, no,” I replied, standing on my own. “I already have apes,” I said, walking over to the tentacle. I placed a hand on it but my excitement faded. “Konda, Webmillion, could you please haul this thing up?”

      Quatrin and Zeph joined in without missing a beat, and we all pulled on the tentacle.

      “This is lighter than I expected,” Quatrin said.

      “Yeah… I know we’ve got muscle here, but there’s no resistance,” I replied.

      We pulled it up and got our answer. There was nothing connected to the other end of the tentacle.

      I felt a spike of irritation, completely forgetting the feelings of disorientation. “Well, that explains it. Bastard cut and run.”

      “Pardon me,” Laurel said. “Is this not the monster?”

      “Don’t think so. This thing was connected to a main body,” I said, confirming my suspicions by studying the thick, oozing end. 

      I activated Laplace to see if it had anything to say. It took a little longer than it usually did, but the information it presented justified why.

      “Discarded tentacle,” I shot Quatrin a smirk. “It’s unknown what monster could have left it behind.”

      “Does that Skill have a sense of humor?”

      “I really think it does.” 

      I felt a sting on my head and checked to find that I might have suffered a small cut. I pulled out one of the disinfectant herbs [Laplace] had identified days ago and began rubbing it against the cut.

      “Got to be careful,” I muttered.

      Laurel came closer. “Are you okay, Riven? Do you need healing? I can close up a tiny cut like that without breaking a sweat.”

      “Yeah, can you prevent it from getting infected too? Swamps are breeding grounds for all sorts of illnesses.”

      Laurel smiled after a small bout of visible confusion. “No one’s ever complained.”

      “Alright. Please and thank you.” I chuckled. “I really need my body to stay healthy. The mana poisoning is as much as I want to deal with.”

      I sat in front of her, she giggled, and a pleasant light flowed out from her hands. “I’d be a little better if I had my staff, but this will be enough for this wound.”

      Quatrin crossed his arms. “Are you as prone to illness as livestock are, Riven?”

      I raised a brow. “That’s a weird comparison to make.”

      “Is it? You’re worrying over a small cut.”

      “Yeah, because all kinds of microorganisms can infiltrate the body through an open wound. Hold on, do you not get infected wounds? Or sick in general?”

      “Obviously, we do. We can be afflicted by disease and have hereditary conditions. I’m just saying that this is pedantic of you.”

      “If you had a small cut like mine, that you got in a swamp, you wouldn’t clean it?”

      “Why does it matter if I sustained the wound in a swamp?”

      “Because it’s a hotbed of disease.”

      “But there are no curses here.”

      My mouth dropped. “What does a curse have to do with it?”

      “What does a swamp have to do with it?”

      I looked at Laurel. “Do you know what bacteria are?”

      “Yes? The tiny things swimming in water?”

      “Do you know that those are what infect wounds?”

      Laurel’s eyes went wide. “They are?!”

      “Yes!”

      Quatrin cut in. “Yes, I believe they infect the wounds of animals. A farmer friend once explained to me what a veterinary professional explained to him when a certain species of microbe came to his farm..”

      My eyes went wide now. “Holy shit. Demons don’t get sick from bacteria.”

      “So you are as susceptible as life stock.”

      “Animals are traditionally hardier than humans with certain things, so maybe I’m even more susceptible.”

      Quatrin placed a finger to his lips. 

      I groaned. “Sir, please don’t put your dirty finger so close to your mouth.”

      “And being in a swamp raises the chances of infection for you?”

      “A hundred-fold. Maybe even a million-fold.”

      The chattering of teeth reached my ear. “I will do my best to make sure you don’t get sick, Riven,” Laurel said, as pale as Webmillion’s whitest web.

      “What makes you guys fall ill? Do you know the causes?”

      “We suffer from species-specific conditions mostly,” Quatrin replied. “Defects in our lineage factor mostly cause those. Otherwise, we can be sickened by curses and miasma.”

      “Most of our caught illnesses target our mana circulatory system and cluster, Riven,” Laurel followed.

      Something clicked in my head. “That’s why the Demon Lord’s demons seemed so strong on any terrain, through any sudden change in weather. Bastards weren’t getting sick the way humans did…”

      Quatrin cocked his head to the side. “I can’t believe that someone with intelligence is as susceptible to illness as a common farm animal.”

      Laurel quickly spoke up in response. “Oh, but I actually heard that one of the reasons for the decline of the elves was that they were more susceptible to disease! So maybe this is something common to all the Atma.”

      “You said your illnesses target the cluster organ, right?” I asked Quatrin. “I don’t have that, so you can eliminate that whole collection of disease.”

      Quatrin pondered for a moment, humming as he did. “Impervious to all those debilitating diseases, huh? Interesting trade…”

      “Erm, Riven!” Sam called. She had Slimer in her arms, but no other slime. She was also looking a little unsteady. “The slimes disappeared into the brush over here.”

      My heart raced. “Oh! Those are the lucky ones! They’re probably going to come across something amazing,” I said, as giddy as an ape with a bouquet. I jogged, Slimer jumping onto my shoulder as I passed by.

      “Guy doesn’t dwell on anything, huh?” Cattleya said with a scoff.

      I tore through the forest with Konda and Webmillion flanking me and Slimer pointing me toward the slimes. The party behind me was raising all sorts of concerns.

      “Hey, Riven. You were right. Monsters—and the bugs—become more plentiful and dangerous the further we travel from Enkriah. Are you sure we should be going deeper into a dense area like this?” Sam asked.

      “Oh, believe me, traveling a few hours deep won’t be noteworthy.”

      “A few hours won’t be noteworthy, he says,” Zeph mumbled. I immediately felt a little bad that I had forgotten how hard things had been for them.

      “If you want, you guys can stay here. Konda can guard you.” Konda grunted to affirm that she would, but one person wasn’t having it.

      “Wait, I want to come,” Laurel said, frantically urging the camelgrem to keep going.

      “Oh! There we go! They’re down this slope!”

      “Wait, Riven, we haven’t secured the area,” Quatrin called.

      “You’re free to come,” I said before sliding down the slope. 

      Cattleya’s scolding was swift. “Don’t encourage her,” she yelled.

      The slimes were all bouncing around a pristine and still round pool of water. The space itself was odd–a beautiful clearing in the heart of dreary swampland. Even the grass surrounding the pool had a healthy, otherworldly luster to it.

      I held my hand out, slowly turning it and focusing on how it felt to move. “Weird. Fatigue… Small aches and discomfort–they’re a little soothed.”

      Slimer hummed. He was feeling some kind of positive effect, as were Konda and Webmillion. My eyes became a little more adjusted to the environment–enough that I could tell that the pool was giving off its own light.

      Quatrin came up behind me, equally as perplexed. “My wounds aren’t throbbing as much… And Sahmal’s nausea is subsiding. Are we on sacred ground?”

      “Don’t know about that, but this poo? There’s something shimmering down there,” I said, leaning over the edge slightly. “It’s deep and very perfectly circular. Kind of eerie.”

      “My question is, why is this pool so clear?”

      “I don’t know, but I’m excited… I’ve always wanted to try raising pond fish.”

      “That’s where your mind goes?”

      “I’m retired. I can have my hobbies. Also, we can expand into a fish farm so that I can feed my guests.”

      “Sahmal doesn’t like fish,” Quatrin whispered.

      “Not everything’s about Sam,” I whispered back, sharing a slight chuckle with the guy.

      Zeph winced behind us. “I’m a little amazed you can be thinking about cute fish in a place like this.”

      “Not that it matters. I don’t see any fish… I guess I should just focus on jungle fish.”

      “Why haven’t you tried raising jungle fish?” Quatrin asked.

      “You want the truth? It only just occurred to me.”

      Quatrin stifled a chuckle. “The whimsy of a retiree, I suppose.”

      “Anyway, I think the water’s surface is distorting whatever’s shimmering down there too much.”

      “Don’t tell me you’re going to jump in there,” Zeph said.

      “Oh, that sounds fun!” Laurel said, jumping into the space between Quatrin and me before swiftly being restrained by Cattleya.

      “No, stand by Sahmal. The girl’s still unsteady on her feet,” Cattleya said.

      “No, no, she’ll be fine once her stomach settles!” Laurel cried.

      “Cattleya’s caution is well warranted. Jumping in might be too crazy but…” I grinned at the lucky slimes. “Hey guys, feel like loading up on some water?”
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            Pond Draining

          

        

      

    

    
      The Pond Draining Project

      Main Participants: Six lucky slimes, Konda, Webmillion, and me.

      

      Draining a pond? Some say it can’t be done in a day, but they don’t have slimes with stomachs larger on the inside than the outside. The plan was simple. We execute it. Done.

      Craftmaster Webmillion’s in charge of producing ropes. She, Konda, and I will keep a hand on these ropes as we lower the Team Lucky Slime into the water. These little slimes will suck up the water and reveal the secrets sitting at the bottom of this beautiful pond.

      Now, we do have some VIPs stuck with us while we’re doing this project, but they’ll be good off on the side with our number one explorer, Slimer, ready to defend them.

      It’s a good day to be a monster rancher.
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes into the pond-draining project, Quatrin stood beside me and whistled in sheer astonishment.

      “I had my doubts, but wow… They really did drain the pond.”

      I grinned; the shimmering object at the bottom was finally peeking out of the receding surface of the water. “It’s so bright.”

      “Can your [Laplace] tell us what it is?”

      “Hold on… It should…”
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        * * *

      

      Sanctalite Deposit

      

      A symbol of purity in many cultures, the presence of sanctalite in an enclosed body of water is a sign that the body is of the highest purity and cleanliness.

      Be wary, for the presence of sanctalite strongly implies the creature responsible for it is hiding beneath the surface.
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        * * *

      

      “Beneath the surface?” My eyes scanned the muddy bottom as the slimes drank the last of the water. “Rope team, pull the slimes up before something happens.”

      Quatrin asked me if something was wrong and I quickly conveyed the information to him. He furrowed his brow as he studied the muddy bottom.

      “So, a creature made that glittering stone,” he said, eyes pointed to the crystalline mass radiating a cool silver light. “And you haven’t found it yet?”

      “It must be hiding below the surface of the mud… Slimer, I need you on my shoulder.”

      “I see no signs of a disturbance in that mud… Do you truly want to investigate?”

      I started tying a harness to myself with Webmillion’s help. “Definitely. That was an amazing pool of water. And the crystal down there is a sign of the pool’s health? And a creature’s responsible for it? That’s a whole new level of utility that I just can’t ignore.” I stood at the edge of the emptied pool. “This is what I live for.”

      I jumped in. This time, the onlookers were calm, but two were sad they couldn’t join me down here.

      I landed in the mud and looked around. Slimer wasn’t sensing anything, either.

      “See anything, Riven?” Quatrin called.

      “Not at all.” I crouched, collected a fistful of mud, and rubbed it between my fingers. “It’s finer than I thought it would be. Almost silky. Nobles would kill for this kind of fine grain.”

      I checked the mud with [Laplace] but got a very helpful, “It’s mud.”

      “Jeez, sorry, Laplace. Hmm… Well, we could probably take the deposit with us.”

      I went over to the shimmering crystal and tried to push it. 

      “It’s a bit loose, Slimer… So it’s not fixed to a creature or anything.”

      Slimer bounced on my shoulder, asking me if I wanted him to swallow the deposit.

      “Give me a few more minutes.” I turned around and locked eyes with Konda. “Hey, could you bring the guts of those monkeys we killed, Konda? We need some bait.”

      Konda nodded and returned with a handful of intestines a minute later. The sound of someone vomiting reached my ears.

      “Poor Sam,” I whispered. “Anyway, Konda, toss it over there!”

      Quatrin watched as the pile of intestines landed near the furthest edge. He looked a little doubtful until something disturbed a spot of mud. Whatever it was traveled from one extent of the muddy bottom, heading straight for the intestines.

      I held up my fist in a show of victory. “That’s why this pool is so clean.”

      A serpentine head began to break through the surface, followed by the sleek, shimmering body of a catfish unlike any other. My eyes caught every single moment of its magnificent emergence.

      “That’s why the sanctalite is tied to this monster! It’s the one purifying the pool!”

      Its scales were not the dull grey of ordinary catfish but instead a radiant, opalescent white, each one reflecting light in a mosaic of rainbows. Its long whiskers glowed with an ethereal blue light and wiggled with a life of their own, drawing small, ethereal, and ephemeral symbols in the air around its head. Its eyes were large and crystalline, like twin sanctalite deposits, gleaming with an inner light that inspired awe in me.

      Easily three times the length of an average human and as wide as two ‘Zephs,’ the crowd of onlookers gasped in awe and fear as it arced toward the bait with surprising speed and eagerness, falling through the air like a bulky missile.

      Then, in a swift, fluid motion, it opened its mouth, revealing rows of gleaming, pristine teeth, and devoured the bait with a single gulp. It crashed against the mud with a thud and happily wiggled as its body undulated with every gulp. The mud below its body rippled with the force of its movements.

      The monster in my sights and distracted, I activated [Laplace], and wow, did he finally have a lot to say about it.
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        * * *

      

      Sancta-Touched Arcanic Catfish

      A Rank. Ultra Rare. 

      A catfish that has survived eons in a mana -rich environment grows sagely and gains the capacity for magic. A Sancta-Touched variant takes this to an extreme, seemingly casting minor holy magic every second.

      Driven by a desire for cleanliness, this catfish uses both its magic and its digestive system to devour and break down pollutants and contaminants in its pool.

      A lesser variant of this mythical catfish is revered in many ancient cultures as a guardian of purity and sanctity in bodies of water. Drinking from its waters cures minor illnesses.

      These cultures did not know that the sanctalite deposits that frequently accompany this creature are actually its solidified droppings.

      

      Traits_______________ 

      Holy Aura: This creature radiates a pure and cleansing energy that purifies its surroundings and can heal minor wounds with holy magic. {Environmental Purification +30%}{Hostile Creature Deterrence +20%}{Healing Factor +20%}

      Ethereal Scales: This creature’s scales are imbued with a magical essence, making them incredibly durable and reflective. {Damage Resistance +25%}{Light Refraction+10%}

      Graceful Bog Swimmer: This creature moves with an unmatched elegance and speed, both in water and mud. {Movement Speed +40%}{Agility +30%}

      Glutton: This creature seeks out its favorite meal, and will often prioritize its favorite meal over logical considerations.

      Feces Eater: It eats the literal feces of other species and is happy to do so, disturbing others of its species. 

      {Stomach Strength +30%}

      Skills_______________ 

      Mana Barrier: Can create a protective shield of pure mana to defend itself from attacks. 
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        * * *

      

      I could hardly contain my excitement, grinning from ear to ear. “We hit the jackpot!” I exclaimed, turning to Quatrin and the others. “We solved our sewage problem before it became a problem!”

      Quatrin raised a brow, bewildered. “What?”

      I focused all my attention on the glutton. “Pray that it can exist outside of this zone. I grinned at my partner. “Slimer, it’s your time to shine!” 

      The loyal slime on my shoulder quivered with anticipation as the lucky slimes above cheered us on with their hops. I grasped Slimer and hurled him towards the catfish. Slimer’s form expanded mid-air, his translucent body swelling like a balloon. 

      With a pop, the balloon turned into a giant mouth big enough to swallow the catfish whole. He crashed into the catfish like the waves of the ocean. The slime looked like a work of dramatic art as it moved, wave after wave, crashing and ensnaring the catfish.

      The catfish thrashed, its powerful tail sending waves of mud and water splashing in all directions. I had to cover my eyes from the subsequent bursts of light as well. Slimer though? He persevered, his body undulated and shimmering with every flash. For a moment, it seemed like the catfish might break free, but Slimer’s grip tightened, his slime becoming almost solid around the catfish, locking it in place.

      I cheered, leaping into the air. “We’ve got it! Now to tame it…”

      The catfish, now encased in Slimer’s unyielding grasp, slowly ceased its struggles, its eyes turning towards me with an almost resigned intelligence. I stepped forward, my heart pounding from the sheer thrill of a new sewage management project.

      “Easy now,” I murmured, extending a hand towards the captured creature. “I’ve got a proposition for you, friend… All the shit you can eat, from all kinds of bowels.”

      “Pardon me, what did you say, Riven?” Quatrin hollered.

      “Don’t worry about it, sir. I’m just doing business here and recruiting a sanitation engineer.” I locked eyes with the catfish and placed my hand over my heart. “My eyes tell me that… your dietary preferences cause the others of your species to be disturbed… Is that why you’re here all alone? Because you were ostracized?”

      There was the slightest twitch in its eye. It looked away from me. My words had touched on an uncomfortable truth.

      “Yeah, I thought so… A creature noted to be ‘sagely,’ of course, you would have developed emotional faculties.” I glanced over at Webmillion, and she waved back at me. “I’m glad that Webmillion showed me the wide range of emotions she could experience… She taught me a lot… Hey, friend, I see you. I see your passion, so look at me. Trust me, you will not feel alone.”

      With great courage, it directed its gaze back at me.

      “I want to take you to my home. And… if it works, I want you to eat all the shit we could ever produce–”

      “Riven, sorry, I think I keep hearing you talk about eating excrement?” Quatrin hollered.

      A series of exotic expletives rang out from Cattleya, but I ignored it. The catfish needed to know that I would not be ‘disturbed.’ I could be its greatest friend.

      “I think… you are so amazing. I would love to have you in my troop. Please, eat all of our waste and prevent our camp from falling to illness and foul odors! From one latrine cleaner to another–”

      I held out my hand to the catfish, conveying to it all my memories of keeping the camps operational by taking care of our restroom facilities. Its eyes shimmered with a light never before seen.

      “Join me, Brother Catfish!”

      Laurel’s cries reached my ear. “I want to see, I want to see,” she pleaded. “I want to see Mister Catfish!”

      “N-No, I don’t think this is a good idea right now,” Quatrin quickly followed. “I’m not sure what direction this is about to go.”

      “Don’t mind them, Brother Catfish. They don’t realize how amazing you’re about to make our lives. It’s always… the people who do the dirtiest jobs that are overlooked.”

      This catfish, who almost certainly longed for a friend, extended a shimmering whisker to me. It timidly pulled it back before suddenly gripping my hand.

      “Friends!” I declared and then gestured to Konda. “Throw down another round of intestines!”

      Konda nodded, ripped open one of the monkeys in an impressive show of strength, and tossed down the rest of the guts as Sahmal’s pained groans echoed. I caught the entrails and tossed them toward the catfish, who happily opened its mouth and caught it.

      I let out a sigh of relief and whispered to Slimer after he returned to my shoulder. “I was going to hand it the food by hand, but then I had a terrible vision of it accidentally ripping my arm off.”

      I looked at the glutton as it slurped the entrails like they were noodles.

      “I think I made the right call.”

      With the catfish tamed, I turned to Quatrin. 

      “Hey, so, I need help ferrying this big guy back home…” I grinned. “Mind lending a hand? It’s going to be a great thing, this catfish.”

      Quatrin stared at me for a few seconds. “Are you going to make me eat shit too?”

      I raised a brow. “Erm… I won’t judge you if you do.”

      “I don’t want to.”

      “Okay? That’s… perfectly acceptable too… But seriously, I need some help here. We can’t expect Webmillion and Konda to do all the work–”

      Laurel slid into view, hanging over the edge of the pool as Cattleya’s calls for her to return rang out. Her eyes shimmered when she finally saw the catfish.

      “Yes, let’s take it home! Hello, Mister Catfish! I’m Laurel! Pleased to meet you!”

      I grinned at the fresh recruit. “That’s Laurel. You’re going to love her. She’s really nice.”
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            Catfish in the Afternoon

          

        

      

    

    
      Lucerein was standing in the yard when two muscular camelgrem, a masked ape, and a scrawny-in-comparison human arrived with a giant, mud-covered catfish over their heads. She made no effort to hide her bewilderment. I put down the catfish’s tail and jogged to the open space where the monsters were congregating. 

      “Hey, Riven,” Lucerein said, raising her hand slightly.

      “One second, Lucerein.”

      “Huh–wait, what? Did you just ask me to wait? After I’ve come all the way here?”

      There was no time. My new recruit needed to be made comfortable.

      “Assemble! Giddy, Dusk Eyes, Team Wolf, Slime Expedition Force. Giddy? Where is Master Foreman Giddy?”

      His hollers echoed from above, and he landed in front of me, taking a knee and dipping his head. I had no time to ponder where he learned this behavior from.

      “Giddy, we’re accelerating the building of the extra outhouses. Fetch the blueprints and prepare!”

      Giddy nodded and ran off.

      “Dusk Eyes, we need to dig out a new pit, but this one isn’t going to be a cavity below the earth. This new pit needs to connect to the waste cavity through a slope that is large enough for our new ally to swim through. This tunnel’s high point will be on the pit side, and the low point will be on the waste cavity side. Team Wolf, assist Dusk Eyes with digging this hole.”

      The diggers got the order and went to the dig site I specified.

      “Slime Expedition Force, I need you to go with Konda and collect those dark rocks from deeper in the jungle. I don’t know how well the soil here absorbs water, so we need those rocks in case we have to line the pit with them… We might need to use Webmillion’s [Elemental Webs] too. Either way, we need those rocks! Collect any fresh water that you can as well! Also, I need someone to find all the fresh watering holes with fish in them, just in case I decide a fish farm is in our future.”

      The slimes hopped in place and then followed Konda deeper into the jungle.

      “That’s the majority of the assignments. I’ll help with the building wherever I can. Anyone that’s free, help where needed!”

      I pumped my fist as all the other free monsters–except the vacas, who were happy to keep grazing over in their area–got to work with the new project.

      Satisfied, I walked back to Lucerein to ensure she was fine.

      “My word, the way you commanded those monsters,” she mumbled, fanning her face while her eyes swam in her head.

      “You okay, Lucerein? Got heat stroke?”

      She snapped to attention. “Hmm? Me? Erm, no, no. Not at all. I am fine.”

      I grinned. “Great. D’you need something?”

      “Do I need something? Erm, no, no,” she said, frantically waving her hands. “No, I just came to see how you were doing. That’s it. Nothing else. Ahem. Yes.” She clapped and held her hands in front of her chest. “Seems like you are busy, and I do not want to distract you, so I will be on my way.”

      I raised a brow. “Are you sure? I can take a second for you–”

      “No, nope. I am good. I will see you later, sir.” Her eyes drifted to the catfish and she cocked her head, causing me to follow her gaze.

      “Laurel, what are you doing?” Cattleya yelled. “Don’t just pick up cow shit like that!”

      Laurel set a pile of dung in front of the catfish’s mouth. “But he’s hungry! Look, look! He’s eating it! And aww! He’s giving off so much holy magic!” Laurel lunged for the fish and hugged it while it ate. “He’s so happy!” she squealed. “Mister Catfish is the cutest.”

      “Laurel, that’s a dangerous monster!” Cattleya yelled, trying to pull the shrew girl off as gently as she could lest she hurt her ward. “Go hug the spider!”

      “But he needs love, too! He’s in a new, scary place!” Laurel cried.

      Lucerein clicked her tongue. “Huh. I did not expect that young lady to be so passionate. Regardless, Riven, I will see you some other time.”

      I scrunched my lips for a bit. “Sure. See you around.”

      And with that, Lucerein was on her way, freeing me up to deal with the high-priority build. Sam, meanwhile, dragged her feet past me. 

      “I think I’m going to lie down,” she said, clutching her stomach.

      “Do you want some herbal tea, Sam? Laplace says I’ve got quite a few plants that make for some great remedies.”

      She dismissed the thought with a wave of her hand. “No, no, I’m just going to lie down.”

      I looked at Slimer after Sam went into her lodgings. “Kind of feel bad for her, but people need their space.”

      Slimer gave me the thumbs-up, but honestly, he seemed like a pretty independent slime himself, so maybe he wasn’t the best person to get reassurance from.

       I clapped my hands and focused on the task at hand. “I can check on Sam later. Right now, it’s all about the catfish!” I faced Laurel’s group. “Anyone that wants to help–feel free to join me.”

      Laurel lit up. “I want to! I want to!” she hollered, already halfway through pulling her robes up over her head.

      “Laurel!” Cattleya yelled. “Don’t take your robes off in front of an odd man like that!”

      “But I want to help!”

      Cattleya tried to keep Laurel’s robes on, but then the tiny shrew slipped out from below and raced toward me.

      “Tell me where you want me, Boss!”

      I beckoned Webmillion with a finger wag. “Webmillion, outfit our friend here with some worker gear. Give her gloves like mine and use some hard webs to at least cover her toes.”

      Webmillion got to work, weaving Laurel’s outfit around her as we walked. I always loved having eager coworkers.

      The fuming Cattleya, meanwhile, was being placated by Zeph and Quatrin. What reliable friends, those two.
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        * * *

      

      We worked quickly. I had too many worries in my mind to work slower. Would the catfish be okay out of water for so long? Would the water we pour in get absorbed by the soil too quickly? Would Cattleya reach the limits of her patience and attack me for letting Laurel work up a sweat?

      These were very real concerns.

      The second pit–the pit intended to be the catfish’s main home–was dug out quickly. The dig team had my heartfelt thanks. With this pit done, I moved on to my anti-water drainage procedure. We covered the pit’s wall and floor with sticky webs. Then, we layered the rocks Team Konda brought back on the webs like makeshift tiles, with Webmillion covering gaps with a special water-repelling web type.

      The catfish enjoyed mud, so I had a good amount of the slimes go into the swamp, eat up as many pounds of swamp mud, and pour it into the bottom of the new pit. Then, we poured water into the pit, the lucky slimes depositing the pure water they had previously extracted from the catfish’s pond, plus fresh water from the jungle. We didn’t fill it all the way up at once, though. Just enough to get the catfish sitting in the bottom.

      The project went late into the night. 

      I wanted to ensure the tunnel the catfish would use to travel between the pit and waste cavity wouldn’t collapse, and all of our preliminary tests suggested it was stable. Also, Dusk Eyes was pretty reliable when it came to tunnel digging, so I could take comfort in that. With the tunnel passing inspections, we filled the pond properly and then flooded the waste pit further, being careful of the water levels in both pits.

      Giddy, meanwhile, got two new outhouses built and placed over new holes Dusk Eyes made.

      Overall, we were now living in a community that had a trial waste management system, namely, our catfish.

      The catfish was happy to explore his new home, and quickly traveled to the now-flooded waste cavity. From what I could tell, it was great. The catfish was so happy it came back out and cast magic on Laurel and me. That magic made all the grime slip off us as if it were water that was being poured on us.

      A job well done, Laurel and I exchanged high-fives, which seemed to annoy Cattleya greatly.

      She must have been a bundle of nerves. I prayed she would relax soon.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Riven Camp Supply Log

        I brought home a bunch of herbs from the swamp.

        Ongoing Projects Log

        Potions project is ongoing.

        Considering a fish farm.

        Personnel Log

      

      

      Formally welcomed our new waste management boss, Mister Catfish (named by Laurel.)
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            A Worthy Night with Enkriah

          

        

      

    

    
      Night fell. Slimer, Webmillion, and I were by Enkriah’s statue, going over the events of the day. We covered our expedition and my new acquisition. With the basics covered, I asked her a question, the answer to which I prayed would help me in the future.

      

      “So, what can I do about auditory attacks? Besides just wearing earplugs? I don’t want to be brought to my knees by every howling monkey.”

      “Reinforce your inner ear with magic,” Enkriah nonchalantly replied.

      “With… magic…”

      “I know. Given your lack of a mana pool, you have no real options here. But traditionally, coursing mana through your ears at a higher rate than usual can protect the ears and interfere with the opposing mana-laced sound waves. How did Laurel and Sahmal fare?”

      “Laurel seemed fine, but Sam was screaming during the attack.”

      “Both of those girls have better auditory faculties than you or I by virtue of their demonic species. They are both more susceptible to sonic attacks, and must both take extra precautions.”

      “Laurel was helping Sam. I think she healed her too. Sam was still woozy afterward.”

      “Then Laurel must have adequate anti-magic defenses. That makes sense, given her position. Hmm, I might respect her a little bit more than before.”

      I groaned, lamenting my future. “Will earplugs work?”

      “Against the monsters on this isle? Maybe if you made it from the right plants or monster products.”

      “I’ll have to keep an eye out… Maybe I can find some herb that’s good for earaches. Or, maybe Lucerein can make a potion…”

      “I actually want to speak about something,” Enkriah said. It sounded like she wanted to move away from speaking about Lucerein. “I’ve been reflecting, you see…”

      “Oh! Are you going to be nicer to Lucerein?” I replied, poking the bear a little.

      “Pardon me? Psh, never. No, I was thinking about what we know of the moon.”

      “Yeah? What’ve you got?”

      “Well, when I put aside my biases… Something becomes peculiar. You and I recognize the moon as being surrounded by rocks. But Laurel doesn’t. Would it make sense for Laurel’s era to be between yours and mine?”

      I shrugged. “Dunno. I don’t understand anything about where we are.”

      “Fair enough, I suppose. Then, just keep my words in mind.”

      “Of course. You tell me what you consider to be the norm, and I’ll follow along. Teach me, Great Enkriah.”

      “Ooo,” she swooned. “Say that again.”

      “Oh, Enkriah, so great that you are. Please relieve me of my ignorance.”

      She panted audibly. “Oh, this is awakening something in me.”

      I couldn’t keep a straight face. I looked away and cooled down.

      “Ahem,” she said, recomposing herself. “The corpse and I refused to believe Laurel could have come before us because, well, we’ve been here for so long, and we were close to entities that we believed were there since the beginning of time.”

      “Like your mother?”

      “Yes. But, given the situation with the moon, does it really make sense? Not only that but… what you encountered—Covenant… An ancient Logos my mother once spoke of? And it is somehow tied to Laurel’s group? If Laurel’s era is indeed between our two eras, then there is something truly of a Logoic order occurring.”

      “Or something convoluted.”

      “Perhaps… In my mind, it would only take the workings of a few enigmatic Logos to create such a situation.”

      Slimer vibrated on my shoulder. A moment later, I heard someone making their way through the jungle brush.

      “Oh… Sam,” I said, waving at her.

      “Hey,” she said, her arms tucked closely to her sides.

      Enkriah greeted her kindly as she walked up. Sam seemed meeker than usual in her response.

      “Are you doing alright, Riven?” she asked.

      “Yeah. I’m just chatting with Enkriah. What are you up to? I was under the impression that you were early to bed and early to rise.”

      She chuckled. “No, not really. I just couldn’t sleep. I was on my way to visit Lucerein… That’s okay, right?”

      “Yeah, of course. Do you need a guide over, or do you remember where her cave is?”

      “I remember.” She dipped her head. “My apologies for disturbing you, Enkriah. If you’ll excuse me…”

      “Think nothing of it,” Enkriah replied. “Have a safe walk.”

      I whistled for Wolf One to come and then assigned him to Sahmal. “Keep her company.” I looked at the hesitant Sam. “Better safe than sorry.”

      “Yes, of course, you’re right. Thank you, Riven. Thank you, Wolf One.”

      And so, she went on her way. I stood by Enkriah, watching Sam until she was deep into the misty mountain zone.

      Enkriah hummed. “I think I prefer Laurel over that one. Which do you prefer, Riven?”

      “Do you dislike Sam because she’s more partial to Lucerein?”

      “It’s not ‘dislike.’ It’s perfectly natural for the people who fear me to band together. Laurel rises above, however, because she just carries herself more admirably. As fitting for someone who is a spiritual leader of people.”

      “Gotcha.”

      “Speaking of the corpse… I do not doubt that she is also giving thought to the timeline placement of our eras.”

      “Oh?” I said, interested again. “You know, aren’t you elevating Lucerein by saying that?”

      “Tsk, tsk, Riven. What do you see me as? Some comical villain from a children’s story? I do very much resent her for what she’s done to me. It’s perfectly natural for the loser of a conflict to hate the winner, after all. But all that said, she and I come from the same era, and we both hold the same values. We both lived in a world that revered and was loved by the Logos. We are united in condemning the lesser era’s understanding of our world. When face-to-face with their ignorant blasphemy, we can both put aside our grudges for a moment. At least, that is how I see it. 

      “Enemy of my enemy, I guess…. I’ve got to keep in mind that you two might be religious zealots.”

      “Also, she is the woman who was involved in defeating me. It would be appalling and embarrassing if she had allowed time to rot what was left of her brain.” Enkriah became more chipper and giggled. “So, no, Riven. I am not elevating her. This is the bare minimum she should be capable of. I am great; therefore, she must be the next greatest.”

      “Can you put a number on that? Is she like half as great as you?”

      “Psh, do not offend me so. She is, perhaps… hmm… maybe one-one hundredth as great as me.”

      “Wooow,” I said, a little amused and feeling a little sarcastic.

      “Actually, I am being a little foolish. One-one hundredth is too much. She is one-one thousandth as great as me.”

      “Oh, it gets even better. What about me?”

      “Pardon me?” she replied, her voice a good amount higher.

      “How great am I compared to you?”

      “Erm.”

      I chuckled. It was a little mean putting her on the spot, but it was only mean because I knew she cared about me.

      “Ahh! No, you are divine, Riven. Therefore, your greatness cannot be calculated. Heh. Foolish man, asking such a foolish question. Know your worth.”

      I imagined her crossing her arms with a smug look on her face. "Wow, you praised me and criticized me.”

      “I am nothing if not fair and impartial.”

      I shook my head, a little amused. “You know… Lucerein told me something a bit ago–that stepping into each of these zones is like stepping into another world… The stars above the zones are different, you know?”

      “I mean… That’s a possibility. I can’t speak on it as I haven’t seen the stars myself. However, in my understanding, the Isle of the Beginning and the End drifts through space. The stars of one day could be different than the stars of tomorrow, entirely because the isle shifted.”

      I reclined on Webmillion and sighed. “Yeah, alright. If there is something wonky going on, I’m going to say it’s entirely because of this weird island and call it a day.”

      Enkriah giggled. “Do you have better things to do with your brain power?”

      “Definitely. I’m a rancher, you know? Got to think about my animal–I mean–monsters and their needs. I need to check on the slimes, then I need to make sure the catfish is settling in, oh and I need to get some shepherds assigned for the vacas to go graze tomorrow. It’s never-ending, my responsibilities.”

      “Oh? I never thought an earnest working man could tickle me so.”

      “Psh, you never thought a human would put his hands on you… Hey… What was it like for your mom? You said she was around 5,000 years before you. What was it like back then?”

      “Not all that interesting. Her initial centuries were mostly just her learning about the world she was born into, and the land she dragged her body onto. In time, the first mages found her. They said her ‘birth’ had been seen centuries ago by the heads of their orders. They had set out to search for her in an era with conditions similar to the ones Sahmal described when she was speaking about the creation of the sky striders.”

      “So, the people of that time weren’t hostile toward your mother?”

      “No. She was revered as a source of magical knowledge. The Progenitors of that time had a natural knack for magic. The early mages of the Atma went to them in secret to learn of magic. My mother doesn’t receive much credit, but she contributed much to anti-monster spell development. Did you know that, Riven? Within non-elemental magic, there is a subset of ancient anti-species magic, that specifically does more damage to certain a certain species.”

      “Interesting… Learning magic from a Progenitor…”

      “It brings to mind how your enemy provoked the development of magic for the humans, yes?” Enkriah confidently asked.

      “It does. Is there anything significant in that?”

      “The so-called Demon Lord fancied himself a wannabe progenitor.”

      “Heh. Thanks. I like hearing the way you talk about him sometimes… Still, it makes me wonder… So, do you believe Laurel and her visions?”

      “I believe that a person can have visions, yes. If Laurel’s Apocalyptic Daemon is a Progenitor, then yes. I could believe that Laurel has visions tied to this being’s existence, as the ancient mages had visions of my mother.”

      “Wow… The world was so much bigger than I could have imagined… So much to think about.”

      “I’ve got something else to add to the pile, Riven.”

      “Oh? Is it some tantalizing mental image?” I said, closing my eyes and enjoying the breeze. “I could use a mental break.”

      “No, not this time… It’s your Skills, Riven.”

      I cracked an eye open. She noticed she had my attention pretty quickly.

      “I can see them properly this time. Do you know what that means?”

      I let out a breath. “This might be as good as it gets for me. I have to go look for the fruit.”

      “That’s right. Once you have the corpse’s potions, you will be in the best possible condition to search for the fruit.”

      I scowled, thinking about the troop so far. “Gonna have to prepare some more. I’ve got a glimpse of what the ultimate slime looks like…”

      “Hmm? Riven, it looks like another young lady is wandering this way.”

      I looked toward the jungle and saw Laurel wandering out in a white silk coat. She waved at me, and I waved at her. Surprisingly, no camelgrem was in sight.

      “Good evening, Lady Enkriah,” Laurel said, dipping her head.

      “Oh, stop it, Laurel. You’re already my favorite.”

      Laurel giggled, mistaking Enkriah’s honesty for pleasantries. “Did Sahmal come this way? I half-expected her to be by you, Riven.”

      “Nope. She wandered over to Lucerein’s.”

      “Oh! Lovely.”

      “What about you?” I asked. “What brings you out here without a guard? Did you sneak out?”

      “Not at all. Zeph knows I’m here, and he’s happy to let me wander around with you.”

      I chuckled. “Yeah, he seems like a relaxed guy… Hope he doesn’t get in trouble.”

      “He won’t. Cattleya’s very asleep… I might have also cast a sleep-aid spell.”

      Enkriah snorted. “And she continues rising in the rankings.”

      I caught Laurel’s eyes wandering to the dark, dreary zone. “So, yesterday was the ocean, and today, you’re wondering about that depressing place?”

      She smiled, a little pink in the cheeks. “Sorry, I’m just so interested in everything.”

      I got up and stretched as she called my name, wondering what I was doing. 

      I extended my hand to her. “Let’s go for a walk then.”

      Her open mouth turned into a wide smile. She gripped my arm and pressed it against her body. “Okay! Thank you, Riven.”
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      “I hope Enkriah won’t mind,” Laurel said as we walked into the depressing zone with Slimer and Webmillion escorting us.

      “A few days before you came, Enkriah couldn’t wake up during the day. Now that she can, we can be a bit more flexible with when we speak.”

      “I see… You care about her a lot, huh, Riven?”

      “Of course… She’s my friend.”

      Laurel shot me a look full of mischief. “Is that all?”

      “She’s a statue, you know.”

      “But there is a maiden with a mind within. Love can transcend all, Riven.”

      Slimer bounced onto my shoulder, and Webmillion raced to be beside me.

      “Aww, you two love her too, huh?” Laurel said, giggling. “I’m happy for you, Riven. I think… that the ‘friendship’ you’re trying to nurture with her, despite what she’s done, is admirable.”

      “Yeah?” I replied, looking forward. “I just think she’s paid enough… And she’s still a statue, so…”

      “I get it. The Sacred Priestess is supposed to be impartial too, even when the people seeking her consul might be waging war the next day.”

      “What’s the guiding principle on that?”

       “People–from commoner to lord–recognize the significance of the Sacred Priestess. The Sacred Priestess, meanwhile, needs the world to be available in case the Apocalyptic Daemon rises… If the Sacred Priestess can use her position and her word to quell tempers and preserve the world’s powers…” Laurel brought her shaking fist to her waist. “Then the Sacred Priestess must do so. I must see beyond the actions and pray I can reach the person.” She dropped her fist and smiled at me. “That’s the idea, anyway. It’s hard. But difficulty should never preclude someone from trying.” Laurel grunted, gulping a moment after, and then wore a smile again.

      “You need the world to be available… Hey, what exactly is the plan? If you face the Apocalyptic Daemon, I mean.”

      “Dunno,” she innocently replied. “We don’t know how it will emerge, nor where I will be in my life, if it happens in my lifetime. I expect to receive a vision. And then, I will have to make use of what is available to me, with the vision being my only hint.”

      “Do you think you could beat it in a magic fight?”

      Laurel winced for a moment and lightly shook her head. Then she nodded. “I think my power could protect me, but in all honesty, I don’t really have offensive magic. The magic I do have is light-aligned in nature. I feel that it is a magic suited to repelling, not vanquishing.”

      I thought back to the shade and what Enkriah told me about spectral beings. “If it’s a creature of darkness, repelling might be all you need.”

      She nodded. “I agree… Hmm… This place is kind of suffocating, isn’t it, Riven?”

      I raised a brow and looked around. This land was as dreary as it looked from afar. Sparse, dead trees littered the rocky, dusty landscape, and the soil was as gray as the withered barks. Devoid of life, it was spacious. The sky above was dark, but there was an unusual film of soft light illuminating the land. At times, it felt like I was looking at an ink sketch on an off-white canvas.

      Sure, the air might feel a little stale, but this place was the last place I would call ‘suffocating.’

      “No, I don’t feel the same, Laurel,” I replied, confirming that Slimer and Webmillion were also fine.

      “Oh,” Laurel said, her paces becoming shorter and her face becoming paler.

      “Laurel, we’re turning back if you’re feeling ill–”

      Laurel fell to her knees and wheezed, shocking us. “Laurel, let’s leave.”

      My hand approached her. She shouted, “No,” and then apologized.

      “Laurel, you aren’t looking great.”

      “It’s my body, Riven.”

      “Are you ill?” I asked, way more panicked than before. “Do you have one of those lineage diseases?!”

      “No… No, the Sacred Priestess’s body has a higher concentration of a special type of mana… I’m more mana than flesh, technically… And this place is affecting me.”

      “Then, we should really leave–”

      “Riven, are you really okay? Even if you don’t have a body like mine, this realm is still so oppressive.”

      I looked at the monsters. They were just as okay as I was.

      “I’m okay… But if you’re like this, we should pull you out.”

      “But you’re okay. If you’re okay, I should be fine too!” Laurel said, fighting through clear discomfort. She tried to take a few steps but fell to her knees.

      “Alright. Enough.” I lifted Laurel into my arms and turned around. “We’re leaving. Let’s go, team.”
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“Riven, no! I can do it!”

      “I have no idea why you’re so determined, but no. You need to respect your limits.”

      “You’re just as bad as the camelgrem, Riven,” Laurel whimpered into my chest. “And after I helped you all day with building Mister Catfish a new home.”

      “And I appreciate that. This is different. You look like you might die on me. Don’t be the idiot trying to stay in toxic fumes.”

      I brought Laurel back to Enkriah, and set her down by the statue while Enkriah questioned me about what had happened. The first words Laurel said were an apology.

      “You look better already,” I said, handing her a gourd of water Webmillion brought.

      “How perplexing,” Enkriah followed. “That is an… aberrant body, is it not, Laurel?”

      I looked at Laurel and urged her to answer.

      “My body is more mana circulatory system than it is flesh and bone,” she said, looking down at the dirt.

      I glanced at Enkriah. “What does that mean? In terms that I can understand.”

      “She is very close to being an elemental species demon, as opposed to a kin-type demon. This is probably the closest any demon with a physical body will ever get to being an elemental.”

      “Like the living fire demons?” I asked, thinking back to Demons I had fought against. “Holy crap.”

      “It wouldn’t be entirely wrong to call her an elemental hiding in the skin of a shrewkin… One that is very good at hiding…”

      Laurel nodded again. “This is what it means to be the Sacred Priestess. My body is filled with Sacred Mana. That mana is the spirit of the Sacred Priestess. That’s why that darkness hurt me so much, Riven. It ran counter to my being.” 

      “I am going to assume that this ‘Sacred Mana’ is light-aligned,” Enkriah said. “In which case, yes. A light elemental would be hurt traveling into the plane you two went to. Elemental can handle mana-rich environments very well, but they can’t handle environments rich in mana whose nature opposes their own. And that realm is aligned to the nature of ‘darkness.’”

      “Right. Like how a living fire demon is killed if you push them into a lake,” I said, nodding along.

      “But I don’t understand!” Laurel said, raising her voice. “That land was malicious! Oppressive! It went beyond the nature of ‘darkness.’ There was malice there. Why wasn’t Riven affected at all?”

      I took a step back. Laurel looked so angry, so desperate. She looked like I had betrayed her.

      Enkriah’s calm voice cut through the emotions and stunned Laurel.

      “Because Riven ignores minor environmental damage like that,” she said.

      Laurel’s shoulders fell slack. “Huh?”

      “The frigid mountains could give frostbite. The desert could cause heatstroke and sear the flesh. The dark mana of those badlands weighs on the mind and body. Riven ignores this as part of his Skill.”

      “Oh,” Laurel quietly whispered. “I didn’t realize…”

      “I know… Riven, I recommend you end your night here and go to sleep. I can see that we all need some rest now.”

      I nodded. “Yeah… I think you’re right… Let’s go, Laurel.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 14

          

          

      

    

    







            Midnight Shrew

          

        

      

    

    
      I walked Laurel back to her lodgings. Zeph had noticed that something wasn’t totally alright, but he trusted Laurel when she insisted she was fine. He was level-headed. He could see that I had scolded her for something and didn’t ask further. 

      I was pretty done with the day. I said good night to all the monsters and went home after making sure Webmillion would stay on her web. I felt a little bad, but I put some guard slimes on her to make sure she would stay at her home and not break into mine because she wanted to play. 

      Moments before I went to sleep, however, knocks came from the door. It was Laurel.

      “Riven, I would like to sleep over,” she said. She had come to my door wearing silk pajamas and a determined look on her face.

      I looked around. “Seriously?”

      “Yes! Zeph is okay with it.”

      I looked at the guy, and he just shrugged. Looked like she had put him in a tough spot too.

      “Why?” I asked.

      “I want to spend time with you!”

      I sighed. “Okay. There’s a hammock beside my bed. I’ll get it set up. Where do you want to sleep?”

      She perked up, her tail wiggling behind her. “Hammock, please!”

      “Yeah, sure.”
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        * * *

      

      Everything was set. I was in my bed, and Laurel was snug in the hammock beside me. She said she wanted to spend time with me, but so far, we had been very quiet.

      “Are you sure you’re fine with this?” I asked, breaking the silence. “I don’t really understand why you’re so adamant about sleeping in a stranger’s house.”

      “All I’ve wanted was to get to know you and for you to get to know me too.”

      “Well, the silence tells me a lot.”

      She giggled. “Friends that can spend time in silence are friends that will last!”

      “I guess so.” I just kept staring at the ceiling. “Are you feeling better?”

      “I felt better minutes after leaving that horrid space.”

      “I’m glad.”

      Laurel began speaking. She excitedly went over the day's events, highlighting the parts she enjoyed the most. Her retelling got a few chuckles out of me. The situation was a little odd, but hearing her speak reminded me that she might just be a girl who wanted to exercise her freedom.

      She ran out of steam slowly, her words becoming softer until she was staying silent for longer breaks. She suddenly took a deep breath–I had almost forgotten that this girl needed to breathe.

      “You’re really pathetic, Riven.”

      Her frankness took me back. “Huh. I’m not sure what’s worse–the content or the fact that you said it without softening it at all.”

      “It would be disingenuous to do so. That thought, ‘Riven is pathetic,’ has been in my head, reverberating. It’s the thought that guides my hand at all times. It’s all I can think when I see you.”

      “So, you can’t help but feel bad for me every time you see me?”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “No, don’t be. I know people feel bad for me. I’m practically dying here.”

      “You’re really pathetic… but so am I.”

      Her voice cracked. She inhaled, her breath purposeful and heavy.

      “I am pathetic–a fragile girl that needs to be coddled by her guards,” she said. “But there you were–someone who was actually more pathetically fragile than me. Everything about you screams weakness. I lamented that you were akin to a lame child. And then there was your fear of Demonkind. I thought I could reach out to you as someone similar to you, and that we could be friends together… But the more I see you live your life, the more I realize my senses had lied to me.”

      Laurel's eyes were fixed on the ceiling, too. She had no intention of looking at me. I wondered if she felt guilty laying it bare this way. She struck me more as the kind of girl who would break down if she wasn’t focusing.

      “You’re not like me, who is always being protected and kept away. You’re right there, at the front–”

      “Hold on. I move with a detail of monsters at all times.”

      “It’s not the same. Like today. You were right there, leading the charge. Your guards aren’t like mine. Your guards trust you enough to let you enter harm’s way. And you, for your part, have earned their trust. When that monster came for you, the way you moved–the way you drew the monster toward yourself. And yesterday, when you raced ahead of lightning bolts, swiftly dodging everything while looking like you were having so much fun–”

      “Well, I had Slimer as an early warning system.”

      “You’re so fragile–more fragile than I am–but you’re so much more decisive than I could ever be. I don’t think I would ever be able to emulate your qualities.”

      “What are you talking about? Did you see how much you worked today? You were laying those stones with the best of them. You’ve got a strong core to who you are. And you got to help in the end. Your guards let you do things too–”

      “Only because they have a worse view of you. They all think it, too. They can all see your weakness.” Laurel sighed. “Not Sam, though. She doesn’t think like a guard.”

      I glanced at the window at the top of Zeph’s head. He was sitting by, staying silent.

      “Cattleya only let me help you today because Quatrin pointed out that if you were doing it, I could too. And Cattleya accepted because she sees you as worse off than me. We’re just allowed to do what they think is within our abilities–erm–well, not you. But me. I’m pathetic, Riven. And I’m even more pathetic now, because I’m really angry that you’re not really like me. I feel like an idiot for seeing you as lesser. The last thing I wanted was for you to carry me out of the darkness like I’m a child. I hate you so much for that,” she admitted, her voice breaking. “But I’m really thankful, too, because I was really scared when my body betrayed me… I just hate that I proved that I am who people think I am in front of the person who should have been worse off.”

      Laurel fell silent, wiping her eyes and sniffling a few times.

      I took a breath. “Hey, could you do me a favor and shut up?”

      Laurel–I was sure I heard her hold her breath.

      I chuckled. “What’s wrong, Laurel? Are you so delicate that you can’t handle your buddy playing with some harsher words?”

      A slight chuckle escaped her. “Pardon me?”

      “You spoiled, punk-ass kid. Coming into my house and refusing to leave, and then you start spewing that nonsense? Come on, man. Quit being such a snot-nosed kid.”

      Laurel gasped. “Riven! ‘Punk-ass?’ I’ve never heard those two words put together, much less have them directed at me!”

      “Yeah, I knew this guy who had all kinds of exotic phrases… He was eccentric, but a lot of them stuck with me. His phrases always broke the silence and got some laughs just from sheer shock.”

      “I’ll say… ‘Punk-ass,’” Laurel repeated, unable to stop giggling.

      “You know what your problem is, Laurel?”

      She shook her head, smiling.

      “You’re surrounded by success. You need to spend time with people worse off than you, like me, the F-Rank foot soldier. If you did–if you were with me and my comrades, your whole worldview would be opened up, and you’d see why you’re not looking at the right thing. See, as far as I’m concerned, if you’re ‘pathetic,’ then I am in good company. I would rather 10 Laurels than ten lazy soldiers. The amount of work you put in today? I’m shocked you’re not sleeping already.”

      “Yeah, but that’s not that impressive–”

      “Laurel, you helped build a home for our new catfish. And guess what, the camelgrem didn’t help us. That watched us as we sweat and lay stone. That’s your hard work, Laurel. And you definitely built some muscle today. Can I be frank with you, Laurel?”

      “Of course.”

      “Being ‘pathetic’ isn’t an excuse for doing nothing. You mentioned I was decisive. That’s because I had to become decisive. It’s not just something people are born with.  A small army of humans had to go up against an army of Demons where the weakest Demon outclassed 80% of us–no question. We were insects compared to these demons who could rend earth and bring down lightning. We were truly pathetic, but did you see any of us leave the battlefield? No. We fought. And for a lot of us, the patheticness of our fight caught up to us, and we died. But that didn’t mean we could just run away… There are things more important than whether or not we’re losers. If we can’t do things the way the superior can, we find our own niches. Like you and your healing. Wish I could do that. I could have saved a lot of my friends…”

      “I’m sorry, Riven.”

      “See, the thing about being ‘pathetic’ is that you’re still going to run up against something insurmountable. And when that happens, what can you do besides buckle your belt, grit your teeth, and take it, come what may? Being pathetic was never an excuse to not do your best, or to withdraw from the world… And I say this, fully knowing what I am now. My patheticness caught up to me, and ‘Riven the foot soldier’ died in the final confrontation with the Demon Lord, Abbadon Crucio. I could have wallowed in my patheticness and killed myself, but life goes on. For all those pathetic comrades in my memories, I’m going to go on and find something of value here… This life I live might be pathetic. But a pathetic life isn’t an excuse… Live it long enough; maybe it’ll help someone have a greater one.” I grinned. “Here’s a crazy thought for you and me. The great lives might be built on the ‘pathetic’ ones… Doesn’t that make you feel like there’s something worthwhile we can both do, no matter the station we’re handed in life?”

      Laurel replied with a gentle smile. “Maybe…”

      “Don’t downplay yourself so much.” I extended my fist to her. “Want to join me and make the Pathetic Alliance?”

      Her gin widened, and she nodded, tapping her fist against mine. “Pathetic Alliance, go.”

      I pointed at Zeph. “You okay with him hearing all of that?”

      Laurel shrugged playfully. “What choice did I have?”

      Zeph poked his head in once more. “Can I join the Alliance too?”

      I scoffed. “Are you kidding? You’re way too buff for that. You’re barred.”

      Laurel giggled. “Yeah, Zeph, go away. You’re not allowed.”

      He replied with a hurt groan. “But, I’m the most pathetic of the camelgrem.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Still miles ahead of us.” I shook my head and clicked my tongue. “I’m telling you, Laurel, the blessed don’t realize how good they have it while we have to give our all to do even the simplest thing.”

      Laurel’s mouth dropped open, and she nodded. “Yeah!” she said, a flame reignited in her. “They don’t get it at all! We’re working hard here!”

      I caught Zeph grinning at me. I shot him a subtle nod as I watched Laurel humming and giggling to herself.

      “Hey, Zeph, can Laurel put on muscle like you?” I asked.

      “I’ve seen a few bulky shrews in my life.”

      “Alright, we’re starting a Zeph-led workout routine tomorrow, Laurel. Let’s shed the patheticness one bead of sweat at a time.

      Laurel lit up. “Yes! Alright! Let’s do it!”

      And so, that depressing mood had been dispelled, and Laurel and I were able to fall asleep.
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      The night’s story hadn’t ended there… I woke up, the ambient light suggesting it was only a few minutes past dawn. The reason I woke up was because of the sensation of warmth beside me.

      I looked down my right side and saw Laurel curled up beside me.

      I closed my eyes and lamented these dire straits.

      “Come on, Laurel… You’re going to get me in trouble.”

      I carefully removed myself from the bed and went over to the window. Zeph was there, seemingly in meditation. I tapped his shoulder, and he cracked an eye open.

      “Help me out here, Zeph?” I said, gesturing to the bed.

      He came around, and I let him into the house, letting him see the situation. He froze at the doorway, his lips parting and his eyes widening like he was snapping to his senses. For the record, he had to turn his body to fit through the doorway.

      “Yeah, she crawled into my bed at some point during the night–”

      “Crap, Riven. Did she wet the bed? I’m so sorry, man.”

      I recoiled. “Pardon me? Does she have a bedwetting problem?” I asked, actually mortified.

      “Oh, no, no,” Zeph replied with the eyes of a parent who didn’t want to ruin his daughter’s eligibility. “It’s been a decade since her last incident, but you know, Riven, this is such a weird situation, so we were just ready for it.”

      My mouth dropped open. “What? Ten years ago? What? Is she okay?”

      “Yeah, she is, she is. She just suffers from night terrors every week. I mean, she usually sleeps in the same bed as Sahmal or Cattleya. That’s probably what happened. Maybe she gets up in the middle of the night, she’s half-asleep, and she wandered over.” 

      “Wait, she has night terrors? What the heck, Zeph!? What kind of horrors are you all forcing her to deal with?”

      “No, no, it’s not like that! I swear! She’s been checked out. Whatever causes her brain to receive visions–it makes her dreams insanely more vivid. It just comes with the territory of being the Sacred Priestess.”

      “Holy crap–what a nightmare.”

      He placed his hands on my shoulder. “I’m sorry, man. You’re not in trouble. I swear it. Just… Please just tolerate her.”

      The way he said ‘tolerate’ rubbed me the wrong way, but I gave him the benefit of the doubt. He was wracked with worry that something more embarrassing had happened.

      “Yeah… Alright… Can you move her? I don’t want to lift her like this.”

      “Yeah, totally, of course.”

      We went to the bed as quietly as we could, and he looked at me. 

      “So, I’ll just put her back in the hammock. She’s a pretty heavy sleeper. It won’t disturb her.”

      “Hold on,” I replied. “Don’t you think you should take her back to your lodgings?”

      He blinked a few times. “Are you sure you want to do that? After that talk you two had? She’s going to be crossed with you, Riven.”

      “The thing about being ‘pathetic’ is that we don’t have the luxury of being as carefree as everyone else. We need to know our limits in every arena, and ‘live on pathetically.’” I pointed at Laurel. “It doesn’t take a genius to see that this is going to cause a problem with Cattleya.”

      “No, Riven. I promise it won’t. And if it does, I’ll soothe her temper. I was here the whole time. And if it doesn’t, Sahmal will help pull the wool over her eyes. Please, Riven, don’t ruin the girl’s sleepover with her new friend. She said it to you, too. She thinks you’re like her. Don’t move her when she can’t do anything about it, man. Please, I’m begging you here.”

      I sighed in the face of his earnest plea. “I thought Quatrin was the most reasonable among you… but then here you come, also the kindest one… You’re really bending over backward for her.”

      “If you saw the way she had to live her life, you’d be compelled to do the same.”

      I sighed. “Yeah, fine. Alright. Put her on the hammock. But you have to stand guard. I can’t be expected to face Cattleya’s wrath alone.”

      “I’ve got you, man. Don’t worry.”

      “I’ll hold you to that…”

      I glanced at Laurel. At least it looked like she was having a nice dream.
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      A few hours into the morning–

      “I just knew you were looking to take a swing at me,” I said, looking Cattleya right in the eyes. She was mere inches from me, looking down her nose at me. 

      I glanced at Zeph. He had his hands on Laurel’s shaking shoulders. He mouthed to me, “It’s not about last night.”

      My eyes met Cattleya’s again. “So, what’s this about, Cattleya? I thought we were fine now.”

      “I thought we’d be fine, too, but you proved me wrong. I’ve seen enough of you. This can’t go on. We can’t keep doing these little expeditions with you, not with Laurel following us.” Cattleya poked my chest repeatedly. “And you, big man, you need to stop encouraging her when I say she shouldn’t do something.”

      Zeph released Laurel, and she ran toward us immediately. “Stop intimidating him, Cattleya! Riven’s my friend, Cattleya!” Laurel yelled, shaking her fist, her eyes pleading.

      “And he can be your friend. You just have to stay put here in the camp. You can’t be going out into the wild with him.”

      “But we have the monsters with us–”

      “No, Laurel! Those monsters have their hands full with their suicidal leader. When chaos breaks loose, they’re going to focus on him and leave us! And we can’t handle these things, Laurel!”

      Laurel's gaze flicked to me. “Riven, I’m so sorry. You don’t need to do this.”

      I took a breath and looked at the teary-eyed girl. “Calm down. Emotions are just running hot. I’ll do it. I’m not abandoning you.” I extended my fist to her. “We’re the Pathetic Alliance, right?”

      She smiled and extended her fist to meet mine, but Cattleya grabbed her wrist in a flash.

      “Cattleya!” Laurel yelped.

      “Hey, lay off, Cattleya!” I said–her move was uncalled.

      “No, you two aren’t taking this seriously–”

      Konda pulled my shoulder back and stood between Cattleya and me, stunning Cattleya and forcing her to take a step back.

      Cattleya’s eyes darted from corner to corner as Konda stood before her without any sign of weakness. Finally, she recomposed herself and smirked. “So, I have to go through you before I can get to the king? So be it. Let’s rumble.”

      “Whoa, whoa, Cattleya!” I said. “What are you trying to accomplish here? If you’re upset about security, I can increase the troop numbers–”

      “Shut up, Riven.” She pointed at herself. “You need to respect me now. And you don’t. So, let’s get some respect here. Laurel isn’t like Sahmal. Laurel’s actually someone important. And you can’t just be swaying her into being some kind of explorer. Those two knuckleheads behind me don’t get it, but I do. You aren’t a leader. You’re just a human who lucked out on a convenient Skill. You’ve got nothing in that head of yours that we can count on.”

      I dropped my shoulders. “Never mind. This actually is about Laurel and I being friends.”

      Cattleya scowled. “You should’ve stuck to the bat.”

      “And you’re way too suffocating.”

      A new arrival interrupted us with an amused laugh. “What a squabble? And for what?” Lucerein asked as she came to me. “You’re jealous your priestess is making friends with the leader of the largest power on this island? What an interesting complex you have, camelgrem.”

      “You gonna stop us?”

      “No, not at all. I’m just astounded at how foolish one person could be… I used to think that Riven was the most foolish person I would meet on this island… But for you to suggest he has an intellectual deficit? My word,” Lucerein said, letting out a laugh. “You’re letting his physical weakness cloud your judgment. You all are. Truly, count your blessings and praise your minor gods, for if Riven were even a smidge more like Enkriah, all these furious monsters would have descended on you.”

      They all looked around. I did too. Hundreds of slimes were on their lodgings, ready to either consume it or crush it. The wolves were standing by, as were the birds. Dusk Eyes, as far as I could tell, was burrowing below the earth, ready to swallow up Zeph. Badgstar was charging up magic, and even the cows looked like they were in the mood for a stampede. I couldn’t see the apes, and that was terrifying. Ironically, Slimer and Webmillion were the calmest pair, standing a few feet behind me.”

      “You all truly don’t understand,” Lucerein said. “This isn’t the world any of us left. The rules here are different. You can’t afford to see Riven as a pathetic human. You have to see him as the only thing separating you from death.”

      Cattleya scoffed. “So? What then? Do you just want us to roll over and let Riven do what he wants?”

      “Yes. You would be mad to think there was an alternative.”

      Cattleya stepped back, shocked Lucerein would be so direct.

      “I can tell you’ve never faced an overwhelming divide between yourself and an opponent. And perhaps you’ve never been in such an unequal position… If you had, you would know the best choices to make in this situation. But as you don’t… Go, please. Fight our dear Konda, and reacquaint yourself with the reality here. Laurel’s position affords you nothing here, and you underestimate Riven’s influence far too much.”
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        * * *

      

      We had gathered around a clearing. Tensions aside, all the people were standing together, many of them apologizing to me.

      “Riven, man, I’m sorry. Cattleya’s just freaking out,” Zeph said.

      “Well, she needs to calm down. If it’s security, we can travel with more monsters.”

      “It’s not that. It’s your insistence on allowing Laurel to follow you,” Quatrin said.

      “It’s not like we will be going into dangerous places all the time. Yesterday isn’t going to be a regular day.”

      Sahmal whimpered beside me. “And I thought we had gotten Cattleya to be okay about Laurel staying up last night.”

      “Yeah, well, I appreciate that. Thanks for cooling her down somewhat.”

      Lucerein hummed, shaking her head beside me. “I’m a little surprised you allowed yourself to be caught in this dramatic turn of events.”

      I sighed. “Look. I’ve had to do security for a VIP before. I get how stressful this can be…”

      Lucerein hummed some more. “Oh, to be alive and terrified of death. I can hardly recall the feeling.”

      I used [Laplace] on Cattleya again and reminded myself of who this woman was.

      “I think her relationship with Laurel is way too integral to who she is. Her position as Laurel’s Guardian... Even Laplace saw her as amazing. That’s what I’m hurting. Her whole history–whatever’s made her who she is now, whatever story that made a Logos take note–that is what I am imperiling.”

      “Tsk, tsk. And what about you four?” Lucerein asked. “Do you think this eloquent man is a fool?”

      “I don’t,” Sam and Laurel replied.

      Zeph stayed silent.

      “I think he’s a bit too comfortable with risk,” Quatrin replied.

      Lucerein bobbed her head. “That might actually be a reasonable response.”

      Konda’s howl signaled she was ready. She walked into the clearance with great irreverence, chewing on her jelly ball. To my surprise, she had a pouch strapped to her waist and was putting on a pair of fine silk gloves. I looked over my shoulder at the group of monsters that rejoined us.

      “So, that your handiwork?”

      Webmillion, who had just joined us with the apes following her, gyrated proudly.

      “Well, I’m curious as to what’s about to go down,” I said, scratching my chin.

      “Are you prepared to fight her if Konda somehow falls short?” Lucerein asked.

      “I’ve been in battle against hundreds of Demons. I’ve never been unprepared.”

      Lucerein snickered. “Oh, Riven… You’ve never actually told us…” Lucerein poked her head past me to look at the group standing on my other side. “How many demons have you been responsible for killing?”

      “Hmm. Before I stopped keeping track, eighty-six, but the demons I was responsible for killing were the grunts of the Demon Lord’s forces. I’ve only been involved in killing 4 of the Demon Lord’s generals.”

      “Oh my,” Lucerein said, fanning herself. “And tell me, Riven, how old were you when you stopped keeping count?”

      “Maybe thirty.”

      “Oh? And you say you fought for another twelve years after that, yes?”

      “Yup.”

      “You must have been involved in so many battles against Demonkind.” Lucerein snickered again. “Oh, you poor fools. You knew his story, but it didn’t cross your minds to make the obvious connection–the reality of a man in war, who hated Demons the way he did. Instead, you became intoxicated by your mistaken sense of superiority.”

      I was a little confused as to why Lucerein was talking in such an emotive way. But then I looked over to the group. Sahmal and Laurel had gone pale, and Quatrin and Zeph were standing by, looking uncomfortable.

      Lucerein snickered again. Why was she so insistent on talking me up like this?

      “The truth is clashing with your ‘senses.’ I love it. It’s good to see that the biases Demons carry are still strong in your era…” Lucerein snickered, her eyes taking on a cruel glint. “Riven and I are not the same as you people who ‘protect.’ We chose to run into a war against enemies we had no business fighting. I was killed and revived to fight. And Riven here–he engaged in a decades-long campaign, only stopping when he was ejected out of his world. We are people who have killed many Demons. You all are just idiots who were blinded by the persona of the retired man.” Lucerein straightened up and hummed. “I, for one, would like to see what would happen if Riven faced Cattleya. I think it would be quite funny, especially if we’re letting both parties prepare. One could only wonder what sort of heinous tactics a man as weak as this has concocted.”

      I let out a nervous chuckle. “Oh, come on. I’m retired now. I can’t muster up that conviction now that I know that–”

      “Demons have thoughts and feelings like humans do?” Lucerein followed. 

      Laurel covered her mouth, even paler than before. Her reaction made me feel a little guilty. Lucerein had correctly guessed what I was feeling.

      Lucerein shook her head. “Utter fools. All of you.”

      Cattleya arrived with her gourd of sand on her back. She looked our way and seemed to be confused as to why her group was behaving so oddly. I clapped my hands to dispel the mood.

      “Lucerein, enough. You’re being more like Enkriah than yourself.”

      She shrugged. “Forgive me. I just thought it was important to dispel their illusions.”

      “Right, and guys. Come on. Don’t get all weird like that. We’re friends.” I looked at the competitors. “Did you hear that, you two? We’re friends. And this is just a spar to express our frustrations. Cattleya, if you win… Laurel doesn’t go on any big expeditions.”

      “We’ll work out what expeditions,” she called back.

      “And if you lose? Can’t really assign you latrine duty since my monsters have made an amazing sewage handling system.”

      Cattleya nodded. Her eyes had nothing but peace within them. “You need shepherds, right? I’ll help you with that.”

      “Oh? Awesome. Then… Start whenever you want. If it looks too dangerous, Webmillion and Slimer are stopping it.”

      “Fine with me!” Cattleya yelled.

      Konda grunted, signaling she understood.

      It was quiet for a second. And then the caw of one of the birds echoed from above. A slab of stone–or rather–worked stone fell from above. Konda snatched it seconds before it hit the ground.

      I whistled. “Shit, I’m intimidated.” I looked over at the others. “Don’t you guys think so? She’s pretty impressive, right?”

      Sam cleared her throat. “Yeah, yeah… Really impressive.”

      “I agree,” Laurel meekly followed.

      “Great. Lucerein really ruined the mood,” I mumbled.

      “Better it was me than Enkriah. I don’t need to speak to her to know that she would be furious if she knew your guests were disrespecting your achievements in this way.”

      Back at the battle, the gourd on Cattleya’s back disintegrated into a mass of sand that floated above her outstretched hand. The mass spun and warped into a swirling javelin. Konda, meanwhile, stood by, weapon resting on her shoulder, mildly amused.

      “Hey, Cattleya,” Quatrin yelled. “That’s our ally. Not a monster!”

      I glanced at Lucerein, and she nodded. “That sand is moving very quickly. It will shave an entire hole through Konda.”

      “Konda, take this seriously,” I warned.

      Konda scoffed and raced toward Cattleya in the next breath. Cattleya tracked her, sand swirling in her other hand. Konda suddenly ran to the side, changing her trajectory so that she would crash into Cattleya’s left side and the swirling javelin.

      Cattleya fired a ball of sand at Konda, who swatted it away with her hand. Cattleya’s attack thwarted, Konda gleefully drove her stone lance into the swirling sand. I was overcome with sheer shock as I watched that javelin shred the stone lance.

      Lucerein giggled. “Oh, so the lance is vulnerable to disruption. I could mimic that application. Mine would not be so vulnerable.”

      Cattleya sent another blast of sand at Konda’s torso. Konda took the hit and then picked up a clump of dirt with her foot and threw it straight into Cattleya’s eyes.

      That was the critical move. The weakened javelin fully dispersed, evidently linked to Cattleya’s focus. Konda dropped the remnants of her lance and struck Cattleya thrice, each punch more painful-looking than the last. Cattleya slid back from the blows, gasping for air.

      Konda barked at us and then faced Cattleya again. She raised her hands and held them in the air. Two wads of silk cut through the air, striking her fists and wrapping around her hands. Lucerein and I looked at Webmillion immediately. Webmillion, meanwhile, fired another two wads at Konda’s fists.

      My jaw dropped. “You’re equipping her!”

      Lucerein cocked her head to the side. “And you’re clearly much more excited.”

      My eyes traced the trajectory of the webs. The wads hit the fists and wrapped around the previous wads, but these were different–these wads were on fire.

      Lucerein whistled. “Elemental Webs. How handy.”

      Konda rushed into Cattleya with renewed vigor, looking at the camelgrem like prey. Cattleya was able to put up a disc of sand just in time. She had registered Konda’s rush and the flames on her fists just in time.

      The fight shifted, with Cattleya desperately blocking the flaming fists with the sand discs she quickly conjured up. Cattleya’s group audibly panicked. The flames flying the way they did was that striking of an image.

      I stroked my chin. “Those flaming webs… I wonder when they will go out…”

      Sam bumped my arm, her eyes sparkling. “The first layer of webs was probably to protect Konda’s hands from the flame. How clever!”

      She was not as panicked as the others.

      Webmillion gave Sam’s observation a stamp of approval. I was kind of ashamed that I didn’t think about that angle.

      Cattleya found her rhythm and sneaked in a few lashes from sand whips occasionally. Konda jerked after the sixth strike and changed up her attack, surprising us all. Just when it looked like Cattleya had backed away far enough to escape a flaming fist, a flaming wad flew toward Cattleya’s head. 

      Cattleya was forced to duck and then dash away on a saucer of sand to escape.

      Konda pursued and swung, revealing the nature of her attack–the flaming wad was connected to a silken rope. She was swinging this flaming wad around like it was a ball on a chain.

      “I’ve never seen a monster use weapons like this,” Zeph remarked.

      “Bloody amazing,” I replied. “Definitely a Top Ten monster innovation.”

      Cattleya had found a rhythm in dodging flaming fists, but this ball-and-chain approach was too much, and Konda’s control over the weapon was too perfect. This time, the variable range was throwing Cattleya off and burning a few of the hairs on her body with every swing.

      “Whoa, this is so inspiring,” I remarked. “So, the first wad of silk wasn’t just for protection. It was for this rope! It unraveled from her hand but stayed stuck onto the flaming silk…”

      Sam pumped her fists. “And in doing so, it made a new weapon for her! The weave must have been so particular! This is practically a silken gadget!”

      “Amazing fabrication, Webmillion!” I said with stars in my eyes.

      “That’s not all, Riven,” Sam said, pulling on my sleeve. “The most important layer of silk–Konda’s gloves. I bet those gloves were made so that she could handle the silk without letting it get stuck to her fingers!”

      “Oh, no way!”

      Webmillion celebrated, happy to have her efforts analyzed. I looked at Konda’s hands and saw that, yeah, she still had her gloves on.

      The others–namely Quatrin, Zeph, and Laurel–all praised Webmillion’s sheer ingenuity, though I made sure to point out that Konda probably had a hand in the tools. Webmillion confirmed this with great pride. Yup. My monsters were amazing.

      The mood was changing now. We were having a great time seeing what Konda was pulling out, but Cattleya suffered the opposite. She was cursing up a storm after every narrow dodge.

      The flames on the wad flickered. Konda threw it at Cattleya’s head a moment later. It was an easy attack that anyone could avoid. The subsequent move–Konda’s straightforward rush and kick was a little harder to avoid.

      Quatrin shook his head. “She’s losing her cool.”

      “No, Cattleya just didn’t think this ape would be fighting like an assassin,” Zeph replied.

      The resulting collision boomed. Cattleya’s arms took the blow. We could see her arms rattle and throb. Not wasting the moment, a whip of sand flew out from behind Cattleya and whipped Konda across the face, shaving some of her mask away.

      “The quality of that attack was a step up from the others,” Lucerein said.

      I bit my thumb. “I hope that didn’t sting too much.”

      “Would it?” Sam asked.

      “Those wooden faces have a ton of nerves in them. Or so I’m told.”

      Konda, scowling, leaped away, lobbing clumps of dirt she had desperately ripped from the ground at the blasts of sand that Cattleya fired.

      Quatrin nodded. “Gotta be careful with Cattleya. She usually gets hits in right after guarding.”

      Zeph winced. “I think getting hit motivates her more than anything else.”

      Konda was on the back foot now, running around the battlefield ahead of the sands blasts and whips. She was digging through her pouch, too. 

      Her expression changed suddenly. I was rooting for her. That change made me hopeful.

      The constant attacks were pressuring Konda–that was clear to all of us. Even so, she threw a large clump of soil directly at Cattleya’s face with frightening accuracy. 

      Even Cattleya was surprised. She had to stop her attacks to call up a disc of sand to block the soil. She must have been scared of what Konda had done the last time soil was thrown.

      That move earned Konda a few moments free of sand blasts. She quickly placed something on her left wrist, her right hand moving quickly to secure this object.

      I was sure I recognized the movement. “What is she doing?” I asked, leaning in.

      Cattleya resumed her sand blasts. Konda, meanwhile, rolled out of the way. And then, as soon as she was on her feet, something flew from her in a blink of an eye. I gasped.

      Cattleya had seen the projectile, too. She conjured up a disc of sand in front of her face, but her head had still flown backward, lightning arcing from the point of impact.

      The projectile was too fast. Cattleya was a half-second too slow. Konda had beaten Cattleya’s sand control with the gear she had equipped to her arm.

      I gripped my head. I couldn’t believe it. “A slingshot? Like mine?! Whoa! Awesome! Totally awesome! Monsters are amazing!!!”

      Lucerein rolled her eyes and chuckled. “Calm down there. It’s a little embarrassing.”

      Konda looked over at me, flashed a smile, and then resumed the battle, pulling out her strange sparking bullets and firing them at Cattleya, peppering her with these electric attacks.

      “She’s getting a lot of mileage out of Elemental Webs,” Lucerein said. “The webs on that slingshot are notable too. Much more elastic than the standard type. Is there no limit to the silk you can produce, Webmillion?”

      Webmillion gracefully bowed.

      “This is great!” I exclaimed. “Konda is so prepared! She came to this armed to the teeth!”

      Laurel was in awe beside me. “I’ve never seen a monster fight like this! Is this… Is this what you raised, Riven?”

      “No, no,” I said, a smile tugging at my lips. “This is all her,” I said, though Lucerein’s immediate scoff told me she disagreed.

      “She fights with a tenacity that not even Demons have!” Laurel said, missing Lucerein’s response.

      Quatrin cocked his head. “No, don’t go that far just yet… Ugh, this is going to get nasty.”

      Zeph hid his face behind his hands. “That’s why they’ve been butting heads. They’re too similar–”

      Cattleya’s roar drowned out our commentary. A vortex of sand whipping around her, she sprinted toward Konda. Konda, meanwhile, kept firing her slingshot. The flashes of lightning and the subsequent arcs traveling all over her body confirmed that Cattleya had taken many shots, but she wasn’t slowing down.

      Sand exploded from Cattleya's foot, giving her a burst of speed that got her right in front of Konda. She quickly gripped Konda’s wrists and held them apart. 

      “So that’s what you were after, huh?” Cattleya said, her anger rising with her volume. She slammed her head into Konda’s. The sound of wood splintering echoed through the jungle. “Showing off for your king? You think I’m a joke?” she bellowed, pulling her head away. “I’m not a glorified training dummy!”

      Konda roared into Cattleya’s face. Cattleya kneed Konda in the gut and smashed her head into Konda’s again. Konda, yelping in pain, pulled her head back. And then, she locked her eyes on Cattleya. 

      It was hair-raising, the grin she wore at that moment. A flash of light erupted. Cattleya’s cry boomed like thunder. I was over the moon with amazement.

      “Was that Flash? Where did she get Flash from!?” I was gripping my head so hard that I could have crushed a melon with the force. It was just so exciting. 

      Like all things that appeared from this battle, the answer lay with Webmillion. She played with a web between her legs and then showed it to us.

      “That pattern–that’s the Flash spell,” I said, Sam and Laurel leaning closer. “You learned the Flash spell’s pattern? You’re so talented, Webmillion,” I said, rubbing her head. “Can you make some of these for me? I’ll sew them into my outfits.”

      Webmillion did me one better. She conveyed that she would make me a new wardrobe of outfits absolutely filled with all the glyphs I could ever want.

      “So… she was able to cast this spell just by using this glyph?” Laurel asked. “I’ve never seen this before…”

      “Yeah, the monsters can use the spells humanity derived,” I said, looking back at Konda.

      I had turned in time to see Konda deliver an uppercut that made the other camelgrem wince. Cattleya flew into the air and landed with a thud, knocked out.

      Lucerein clapped politely. “Well, the conclusion we all saw coming arrived after many instances of unexpected spectacle. Oh, and Laurel?”

      “Yes, Lucerein?”

      “I was mildly surprised by the magic that Riven uses, too. This was a direct product of his and his race’s war against a Demon Lord. Isn’t that something? This genius born of desperation?”

      “I don’t think it’s all that special, but…” My eyes landed on Konda as she stood over Cattleya, waiting to see if she would get up again. “To think it would lead to something as awesome as this.”

      Satisfied, Konda roared in triumph. The apes ran and hoisted Konda up, carrying her around with a great uproar. Wolves howled, birds sang, slimes boinged. Her enemy was fallen on the ground, now being tended to by her priestess.

      I looked at the other two camelgrem. “You guys gonna help her?”

      They were as stoic as statues. “No,” they both replied. 

      It was clear to me–they wanted to stay as far away as they reasonably could from Cattleya. Sam came up to me and confirmed my thoughts with a whisper.

      “Cattleya’s a bit of a sore loser.”

      “Pfft–”

      We turned to Lucerein, who had failed to stifle her giggle.

      “What? Why’s a sore loser taking on a fight she was guaranteed to lose?” She pointed at Konda. “That’s an alpha monster born on this island.” Her finger went to Cattleya. “That’s a normal person. These two things shouldn’t meet, lest a monster stands in the center of a bloody mess. Mmm, she’s lucky Konda’s civilized.” Lucerein shook her head. “Fools.”

      “Be nice,” I said, walking over to Cattleya’s body.

      “Riven, hey!” Quatrin called. “You really shouldn’t approach her right now!”

      “No, enough,” I said, waving my arm. I stood by Cattleya’s head and crouched down beside Laurel. “Hey, doing okay, Cattleya?”

      She slowly opened her eyes. “Damn it.”

      I grinned. “How’s the new shepherd feeling?”

      I could practically hear Quatrin and Zeph’s frantic motions behind me. Poor guys thought I was inches away from being sent flying into the treetops.

      “Feeling better?” I asked. “I knew tons of people like you who sometimes just needed to get their frustrations out during a good-old-fashioned wrestle.”

      Cattleya nodded slightly.

      “Hey, I want you to know that I get it. I’ve had to guard bratty nobles before.”

      “I’m not bratty,” Laurel whimpered.

      “I can understand how nerve-wracking it can be… And for you, with how important Laurel is to who you are… I can understand that it’s probably tenfold for you–those fears in your head.”

      Laurel ceased her magic and instead held Cattleya’s hand.

      “Your friends are freaking out about your temper… but I’ve seen how willing you are to compromise. It all comes back to the very accurate call that you aren’t enough to protect Laurel should something happen… And I’ll own up to it. The journey into the swamp was a little scarier than it should have been. That’s my bad. Slimer and Webmillion scare things off in the jungle really well. I don’t actually know the combat level of things one hour away from Enkriah’s statue. I can only guess that they’re less than my monsters. But now that you’ve seen Konda’s might, I hope you can rest assured. You give the word, and we’ll move with a troop of two hundred slimes. Whatever it takes to feel protected, you ask for it, and I’ll assign them. That said, I would never take Laurel on a seven-hour expedition or anything like that. Rest assured that I have that much common sense.”

      “If I were to fire sand into your face right now, aiming to kill, what could you do?” she asked, startling Laurel.

      “If I couldn’t dodge it? I wouldn’t be able to do anything.” I pointed at Slimer. “Slimer’s a bit of a wildcard. Were you to kill me, he would probably eat Laurel alive. It’s just not worth it.” I grinned. “These are monsters, you know what I mean? Heck, were it a regular animal like a tiger, they’d still go for Laurel. After all, a cat eating a mouse isn’t that unusual, right?”

      Cattleya clenched her jaw and took a labored breath.

      I wagged my finger. “No, no, no. Don’t get angry. You asked, and I answered honestly.”

      “Laurel’s not an animal.”

      “You think an enraged carnivore will care for that distinction? You need to spend more time around these guys.”

      I noticed Laurel was shaking, so I rubbed her back and chuckled.

      “Come on, everyone. We’re all friends here. And Laurel, before you start seeing me as anything other than what I am, recall that your friend was the one who made me think about what would happen if she killed me.”

      Laurel nodded while refusing to make eye contact with me. “Right. Sorry.”

      I stood up. “No, it’s fine… I guess… Your senses really led you astray about me, huh?” I took a few steps back. “Sorry for shattering the illusion so badly.”

      I faced the rest of the group. 

      “Alright, listen up, troop. Cattleya is going to be part of the shepherding team. Giddy, I’m sorry to ask so much of you, but I need you and any slimes that are interested to go with Cattleya and get a sense of what you have to do with our vaca friends. Giddy, I’ve already told you what you need to do, but pick up any tricks you can from Cattleya.”

      Giddy laughed and saluted.

      “Great. Guardslime family members, shepherding is an amazing guarding task, so you can join the team at your discretion. Wolves Three, Four, and Five–this is a task for you guys as well. Birds, you guys will be invaluable as eyes in the sky. Please do your best protecting our friends as they graze on grass most suited to them.”

      I got the affirmation from the monsters and nodded. Cattleya, meanwhile, was on her feet again and standing beside me now.

      “So, work together with Cattleya here. As for me, I’m heading into the swamp with Slimer and Webmillion. Anyone who is free and wants to tag along, feel free. Alright. That’s it. Let’s get going.”

      And so, the shepherding team began preparing to escort the vacas to the cloudy mountains. Cattleya and the camelgrem would be going with them, with Laurel tagging along. Sam, meanwhile, was chatting with Lucerein.

      “Hey, Lucerein,” I said. “You came all this way. Did you need something?”

      “Hmm. No, not at all. Please, do what you need to do. I’m just having a chat with Sahmal here.”

      I shot Sam a smile. “Not going with your friends?”

      “I think I’ve had my fill of action for the day. I’m just going to pick Lucerein’s brain for a while.”

      “That’s great. Alright, I’ll try to be back in three or four hours.”

      And with that, I rounded up the monsters that wanted to accompany me and set off.
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            A Break With Lucerein

          

        

      

    

    
      I returned to the jungle three hours later, and to my surprise, Lucerein was there, sitting on a chair in front of my house. Her finger was tracing patterns in the air, and a short distance away, Problem’s golem was behaving in new ways, delighting the little pervert.

      “Lucerein?” I asked, calling her attention from the golem. “Still here?”

      She glanced at me, smirking. “Is that a surprise? I need to take some time away from the cave, too.”

      I grinned. “Glad you’re not obsessed with work… Where’s Sam?”

      Lucerein pointed to the treetops. “She went to exercise her arms.”

      “Wow, great. Glad everything is going well then.”

      Lucerein looked past me, and toward the score I hauled in with the monsters. “So what is that?”

      I looked over my shoulder. “Sanctalite. It looks pretty magical. I thought maybe we could make something out of it.” I put on my most charming smile and batted my eyelashes at Lucerein. “Think you could do anything with it?”

      She chuckled, tucking her hair behind her pointy ear and showing off a dazzling gold earring. “I am delighted that you would ask me. It does have magical properties, so yes. I will look into it.”  

      “Awesome! Maybe we can make some cool weapon out of it that Cattleya can use!”

      Lucerein chuckled again. “How kind… Though, I wouldn’t get too excited. I have a feeling that this mineral is more compatible with Laurel.”

      “Either way. If it can make their lives easier, then you have my eternal gratitude, Lucerein.”

      She stood up and dusted off her dress. “Is that all it takes? Good to know, you sweet man.”

      I excused myself for a second to give the monsters directions, but to my surprise, Lucerein followed me, standing a step or two behind me.

      “Lucerein, did you want to spend time together or something?”

      “If you’re too busy–”

      “I’m not. I just didn’t want to assume.”

      She showed me a bright smile. “Then yes. Can we retire to your home?”
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        * * *

      

      Lucerein walked into the house and found her favorite spot at my small table. “I must say, you’ve been quite busy these last few days.”

      I poured water from a slime into a gourd and placed it in front of Lucerein. “You’ve been busy too.”

      “Oh, I know. I went from doing nothing to being hunched over in front of novel concoctions. And now that my body has been rejuvenated, it is so sore. Alas, the consequences of pseudo-living.” She shot me an intoxicating glance. “I never want it to leave, though.”

      I perked up. “You’re sore?” I giggled like a kid and quickly pulled a new product from my pouches.

      “What are you doing, Riven?” Lucerein asked, raising a brow.

      I showed her my hands. “Behold, my dear friend!”

      She tilted her head. “Silk gloves?”

      “Not just any silk gloves.” I took off the gloves one at a time to reveal another pair of silk gloves underneath, but this time, these gloves had–

      “Lightning-infused gloves?” Lucerein asked, noting the sparks of magic electricity coursing along the gloves’ surface.

      “That’s right. Konda inspired me. I had Webmillion make these for me.” I stood behind Lucerein. “Pull down your dress.”

      “Oh?” She asked, unfastening her gown. She peeled it off her shoulders, her eyes on mine. “Can’t keep your hands off me?”

      “I definitely can.” I placed my hands on her shoulders and began massaging her muscles. “This level of electricity should work… Scholars were saying that electrical stimulation could sometimes help muscles. What do you think? I was thinking of you when I asked for these.”

      She closed her eyes and hummed. “I enjoy it… Why were you thinking of me in particular?”

      “Your breasts are gigantic. They must weigh you down. Did I assume correctly?”

      “You did,” she said, turning her head downward and exposing more of her neck. “If you can alleviate the soreness, I will be a happy undead elf.”

      “Just let me know if it starts hurting in a bad way.”

      I kneaded her shoulders as she hummed along. It was nice taking a second with this peculiar friend of mine.

      “I’m almost done with the potions. I just need a few more samples of some plants that were more useful than expected,” she said.

      “Gotcha. I’ll head out tomorrow… How’s your hair been? I haven’t seen any gray strands.”

      She chuckled. “I am doing my best to stay relaxed. I find it helps… How are you?” she asked, her voice a little quieter. “Are you stressed? It’s understandable if so. I’d hate to be harassed by ungrateful guests.”

      “You don’t have to stick up for me so much,” I said, chuckling.

      “Why wouldn’t I? You are my friend. And they needed to remember by whose kindness their lives were restarted.”

      Lucerein grunted and wiggled herself free of my hands. Then she went and sat on my bed and wagged her chin. “Come, Riven. Take your stress out on my body.”

      I froze. I offered a small round of thanks to the Logos of Eroticism and nodded. “Well, who am I to ignore such a beautiful woman’s offer?”

      She smiled as she covered her torso skull up with the upper half of her gown. “At least you’re smarter than your guests.”

      
        
        ❤❤❤

      

      

      Her breasts were out and pointed at me, in all their glory. I sat next to her and tried to get a read for what would be appropriate. She giggled, reading my mind.

      “You’re so obliging with me. You may take the lead this time. Whatever aids you in producing the vital energy I need, do it.” She patted her cheeks, enjoying her beauty. “I want to refresh myself and maybe stock up on youth before you leave.”

      “Alright… You tell me if you want to stop.”

      She offered her lips for a kiss, and I gave her some chaste ones. We went from lips, to her neck, to her cleavage–where I lingered and stimulated her. She, seemingly liking it, breathed in sharp but calming bursts of air.

      Lower I went and with that, came upon her erect, bulbous nipple. I kissed it. And then she let out a pleasured moan, her voice slipping its way between her lips. I looked over at her; my lips curved into a smirk and her smirk told me she was wondering what I could be thinking.

      With little more in the way of discussion, and very much driven by instinct, I put her on all fours, enjoying the way she called my name as I did. Her rear wasn't the flattest I had ever seen. I hiked up the skirt of her dress and exposed her fully.

      "Goodness, my heart might not be able to handle this, you brute," she teased. "Yet, please. Lose yourself on me," she urged.

      My cock stood at attention. My pants and underwear slid down with ease, exposing me in turn. She rubbed her mound herself and nodded a moment after.

      "I'm all good and ready, Riven." She shot me a slight grin. "If that's what you want, of course."

      I snorted. I placed a thumb on my lips. And I shook my head in disappointment. "Lucerein, my wonderful undead elf friend... If this doesn't convince you you're one beautiful woman, then nothing will."

      Her body squirmed, her hips arching up, her breasts hanging there, taunting me. She laughed a low laugh as she nodded, acknowledging me as I lined myself up with her dripping-wet entrance. It was enough of a cue. I thrust my hips.

      I gritted my teeth and squeezed my eyes shut, grunting and groaning. It took me a long few minutes to start working my hips into a more pleasing, pleasurable rhythm that went beyond a crazed animal, while she cooed and moaned my name and praised my movements.

      "Do you get a thrill out of this," I asked, enjoying how she acted.

      Her breaths sharpened. I moved faster, harder, and deeper, losing myself in the moment and forgetting to play with the parts I'd missed for several long moments. Remembering myself, I gripped her breasts and squeezed them between my fingers.

      "Yes, more!" she moaned, a loud, drawn-out sigh bursting from her lips right afterward. "That's it. Keep going!"

      Lust rose inside me like fire. I sucked in long, hard breaths that I was afraid would fall short of my needs. I groped her breasts further, applying more and more pressure, until they began deforming beneath my touch. Her breasts really did have a different feel than human ones–maybe because of how much water content they held. Regardless of the reasons why, their weight was excellent, and they were satisfying to grope. 

      Her moans grew more heated. They caused me to go further. I spread her breasts apart, and she looked over her shoulder at me and sucked in quick breaths, begging me to not treat her like a plaything. But why did she do that while smiling? I played with her breasts further, pressing my fingers into them and savoring how they spilled out.

      I'd also stopped moving my hips and thrusting. That was because I'd felt she wouldn't mind this for a moment–I knew she enjoyed me fondling her breasts.

      "Oh! Riven, stop! What if someone saw what you were doing to me... No!" she moaned.

      Her entrance pulsed around me. It sent a message of gratification. I thrust into her harder, sending her head into the pillows. The muffled curses and cries came into her pillow quickly, as they did in her half-formed replies. She buried her face, muffling herself more than needed with those pillows.

      I quickened my movements, tightening my hold on her breasts.

      And as much as it excited me, it still felt like something was lacking.

      So I pushed deeper, and gripped her breasts tight. That should have helped me satisfy my lust enough to keep going. She moaned so loudly that her moans shook the bed.

      The last cry, her breasts pressed against her body as she contracted around me, drew my own out. And there was that sense of finality.

      We finished together.

      
        
        ❤❤❤

      

      

      She fell onto my bed and looked at me, thoroughly exhausted. My handiwork leaked out of her.

      "That... That was really good at the end, Riven... I'm not sure I would have survived if you kept going like that."

      I... felt satisfied leaving her in this state...

      To be honest with myself, I was still a tiny bit sore about how she told me we were just friends a few nights ago. And I did think she could have been a little more delicate with our guests.

      I grinned. “Glad I could be of service.”
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            Riven’s Talk With Cattleya

          

        

      

    

    
      Refreshed, I went back to my daily tasks, this time with Lucerein a few steps behind. I thought she would leave after our time together, but I was pleasantly surprised that she wanted to spend so much time with me. Slimer and Webmillion had also decided to follow us.

      Anyway, it wasn’t every day that we had a slightly emptier camp. This was the best time to inspect Giddy’s work and make scathing observations… Nah, that was a joke. I’m sure Giddy did a good job.

      First up was Laurel’s lodging.

      It was definitely passable. The spider silk flooring had been dyed a pleasant brown, and the occupants had ordered more furniture pieces, given how decorated the house was. Hammocks were being used along with beds, too. Looked like they were still deciding what to do with one of the extra rooms. One good thing to note was that the structure was sound enough to handle the weight of many slimes. That counted for something.

      “We should probably make Sahmal a work desk,” Lucerein said. “I don’t think she will ask for it herself. Put that on the order, Riven dearest.”

      Next, the bird coop.

      I decided to check this one out since it’s been a bit. It was holding up nicely but was becoming quite filthy. I could clearly see which perches the birds favored. I assigned some slimes to clean-up duty and made a note that I had to teach Giddy about cleanliness standards. I also directed the slimes to deposit whatever filth they picked up into the pond.

      Happy, I decided to go and check out Mister Catfish’s pond. He–assuming it was a he–came out and greeted me by extending a whisker. By all counts, it seemed like the pond and sewage management system was working well. I could even see the beginnings of a sanctalite deposit at the bottom of a pond.

      “Hey, Lucerein, does the purity of this pond–or heck, the sanctalite–bother you? I just realized that the purifying aspect might not be good for you.”

      She showed me a toothy smile. “How astute, but worry not. The necromancer who reanimated me was wary of an undead’s typical weaknesses. He couldn’t afford to allow Enkriah an easy solution to dealing with me, just in case that tyrant of magical prowess figured out how to purify an undead at the last moment. As I am a fusion of undeath and life, I can handle the purifying qualities of this pond and creature. Were I in my withered form, then maybe I would be mildly irritated.”

      “Good to know. By the way, have you checked out our outhouses? It’s pretty awesome–”

      “No, I have not, and never suggest that I will ever have to use an outhouse, ever again.”

      We quietly walked to the next site, which was the vaca’s pen.

      The fence posts here were well-maintained, though it helped that the vacas were very calm creatures.

      “Riven, please tell Slimer to stop glaring at me.”

      “How do you know he’s glaring? He doesn’t have eyes.”

      “I can tell. It’s obvious.”

      “Hey, Slimer… Stop that.”

      He hopped on the spot and turned his body. Guess he really was glaring at her.

      Overall, there wasn’t too much to adjust. I spent the rest of the afternoon applying quick fixes and drawing up new plans while Lucerein assisted every so often.

      Then, a little bit before dusk, Cattleya’s group arrived and surprised me.

      

      “WE’RE SORRY, RIVEN!” Laurel, Quatrin, and Zeph all shouted, their backs bent and their noses pointed at the ground.

      Cattleya stood beside them, shaking her head. “I don’t think he heard you. Again.”

      Again, they repeated the apology, unnerving me a little.

      Lucerein hummed a satisfied little jingle. “Oh, this is quite nice.”

      “What’s going on here?” I asked. “Why are you all apologizing all of a sudden?”

      Cattleya took a step forward. “I found out these three weren’t really acting proper after my challenge. And then they started bothering me about why they were being so annoying.” She placed her hands on her hips and scoffed. “That’s why they’re apologizing.”

      Lucerein spoke up, standing beside me. “That implies that the revelation that Riven has killed many Demons didn’t shake you?”

      “Why would it? I already assumed as much.”

      “Oh?” Lucerein, her expressions exaggerated, and her interest piqued. “What makes you different from this gaggle of blind demons?”

       “I was looking Riven in the eyes when he told us about how he felt about demons. I could see it in there. I didn’t discount his words at that time.”

      Lucerein raised a finger. “But that begs the question–you say you were aware of Riven’s nature, but you still picked a fight this morning?”

      “Yeah, what of it?” Cattleya replied. 

      “You don’t think that’s strange?”

      “Laurel might be the priestess unlucky enough to be around when the worst demon crawls out whatever god-forsaken hole it lives in. I followed her knowing that I would have to defend her from it. I don’t care who it is, I don’t care how they outclass me–I will protect Laurel.”

      “Huh. An acceptable answer.” Lucerein looked at me with an impressed smile. “She is reasonable, aside from that little challenge.”

      “I have no problem with your past, Riven.” She gestured toward her friends. “Don’t mind these fools. They haven’t spent that much time around soldiers like you. You were at war for decades, right? These guys have only met soldiers who have served for a couple of years in passing. They don’t know anything about that life.”

      “Yeah, I’m not upset or anything, but thank you. I appreciate it. And I’m serious about what I said this morning–”

      Cattleya raised a hand and gestured for me to save a breath. “I appreciate what you said this morning.” She rubbed her chin–it was the spot where the critical uppercut landed. “If what you said holds true, then I won’t have any complaints.”

      I extended a hand to her. “Whatever security you need, you have it.”

      She grinned and shook my hand. “Actually, the slimes with the spears–I saw how diligent they were. I wouldn’t mind them every now and again.”

      I heard their bouncing and chuckled. “They would love that. They were born to be guards, y’know?”

      “Good. Also, can you do something about the shower situation? I understand that it’s very convenient now, but I’m starting to feel bad about squeezing water out of the slimes.”

      I showed her a thumbs-up and called Giddy over. “We’ve got a new project! Let’s make a shower stall, team!”

      The monsters cheered. Our small community was really coming together now.
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            Journey to the Strider

          

        

      

    

    
      Mission: Return to the Strider, Expedited Expedition

      Participants: Me, Slimer, Webmillion, Sam, the slime expedition team, the lucky slime team, the wolf pack, Badgstar, Foundation Workslime (he was riding Wolf One)

      Location: Jungle Biome

      

      When I mentioned traveling back to the strider this morning, Sam was excited and begged to join. Given that I was all set to go, I formally announced the expedition. The expedition team would be focused on mobility. We’d reach the strider quickly, Sam would investigate what she needed to, and we would return. 

      Sam’s goals were specifically to retrieve her gadgets and salvage some power sources that could power them. I was also very interested in these portable magic power sources.

      While she did that, I would do the relatively boring task of collecting plants for Lucerein’s potions.

       The rest of Laurel’s group decided to stay behind this time. Laurel was disappointed, but, as I had promised yesterday, I wasn’t comfortable taking her out on such a long trip. All that said, she had many things she could do, like taking care of the vacas, or helping Giddy with coming up with designs for various pieces of furniture–turned out she was actually excited about shaping her lodgings. The camelgrem weren’t leaving Laurel on her own, so they stayed.

      Konda and Apella were interested in acting as shepherds for the day, with a few other slimes joining them, so they would be busy getting used to watching over the herd while they grazed in the misty mountains.

      It felt great having so many moving parts now.
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        * * *

      

      I got off of Webmillion and helped Sam down. Then, I checked that our newest crafted piece, the Webmillion Saddle, was holding up.

      “Alright, the saddle is still good. Nice work, Webmillion. Giddy will be happy to see that it held up well.”

      Sam, who was holding Slimer, nodded. “Yes, it was a very smooth ride.” She dipped her head. “Thank you for carrying us, Webmillion.”

      Webmillion got all happy and eagerly accepted the praise and appreciation, with the slimes clapping for her too.

      The applause calming down, I handed out orders. 

      “Alright, Webmillion, Wolf Four, and Wolf Five–you three will be staying with Sam. Slime Expedition and Lucky Slimes team–you guys can do it as you wish. I trust your judgment and pray that you find something cool. Everyone else, you’re with me. Badgstar, you’ll be the navigator. Go wherever your heart tells you to, and let's find some cool stuff for Lucerein.”

      Badgstar saluted me as the wolves howled. Slimer leaped from Sam to my shoulder, enthusiastically waving his dagger around, but then he pointed at the strider. Then, he pointed at the moss in my arm.

      “Right, we should make sure the strider is okay–”

      “Riven, where did you bury Steppenbar?”

      The sudden, innocent question had caught me off-guard. “Oh, right,” I mumbled.

      I pointed at the shabby grave I made. She nodded and went over to it, pulling a small pack from her back.

      I stood by, as silent as could be, and watched. Sam had brought letters written on big leaves with her. They were written by everyone else. She rolled them up, stuck them into the grave’s dirt, and prayed.

      A dozen minutes later, she stood up and apologized for taking so long. As it turned out, the rest of Team Laurel had given their messages to Sam for her to deliver to their departed friend.

      “Alright, so are you going to investigate the strider, Riven?”

      “Sam, I forgot to tell you all–there was something weird in the strider. It almost made me go unconscious the first time–”

      “What?! You almost went unconscious? Then, did the monsters pull you out?”

      “No. Not exactly—Sam?” 

      She looked like a woman on a mission, already walking to the crater.

      “Follow me, Riven.”

      I stood at the edge and was surprised. “What am I looking at?” I asked.

      Strange, brownish-orange crystals completely blocked the hatch we had once entered. Moreover, those crystals were growing in smaller concentrations on various parts of the strider.

      “This was what almost killed you, Riven,” Sam said, stroking her chin.

      I glanced at the strider and then Sam. “Should I be concerned?”

      She shook her head. “Not at all. One could say it would be stranger if we weren’t seeing this.”

      I bobbed my head the way someone who knew what she was talking about would. “Care to explain for the relative savage standing at the crater?”

      Her head jerked. “Whoa, what, no. You’re not a savage, Riven!”

      I waved her panic away. “It was a joke… But I would appreciate an explanation.”

      She let out a breath of relief and smiled. “Right. That down there is the crystallization effect. It’s what happens when our refined mana reacts with an environment rich in raw mana. The richer the environment, the more volatile the reaction. And as it so happens, refined ice mana and refined earth mana are more prone to the crystallization effect.”

      “And this refined mana–where did it come from?”

       Sam’s expression remained neutral–it really was the most normal thing to her. “From the strider’s internal systems. The mana conduits were probably damaged in the crash, and the mana leaked out… Steppenbar’s unit was broken, too, right? The refined mana of that unit probably escaped as well.”

      “And it just sat in the strider until I opened it up–hmm? Slimer?”

      Slimer had poked me. He leaped from my shoulder, slid down the crater, grabbed a rock, and then hopped back up the crater and onto my shoulder. Then, Slimer ate this rock and spat it out into my hand, except it wasn’t a rock anymore.

      “Huh. It’s a crystal.”

      Sam’s head hovered over my hand. “I see,” she whispered. She looked at the piles of rock around the site. Then she looked up at me. “Riven, you mentioned that the strider had made a natural cave before, right?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I replied, grinning at her. 

      She went red and backed up a little. “Right, well… What I believe occurred is that the mana crystalized around the puncture in the strider’s frame. These crystals then prevented the mana from further leaking into the environment. Sediment collected over time around the crystals, and built up, forming the cave you would eventually find.”

      “Didn’t think I would get an answer to that question… Can you use the sediment build-up to calculate how long the strider was here?”

      Sam laughed out loud, looking at me like I was a madman. “I’m not a mathematician. And I think we’d need to watch this space for years before we could make some sort of guess.”

      “Fair enough–”

      “How did you survive being in there?” she asked, all her focus on me, her eyes scanning my face for any silent answer. “Refined mana does kill at high concentrations, and the conditions inside there were most certainly that of a high concentration environment.”

      I lifted my left arm up and showed her the blue streak. Then, I placed my hand closer to my mouth. “Mask me up, guys.”

      The moss spread and covered my mouth, causing her to gasp.

      “See? These little guys pretty much filtered the air for me.”

      She furrowed her brow. “You have… a creature in your arm?”

      “Yeah, they saved my life more than once. Anyway, does the leakage problem impact your goals here?”

      Sam snapped out of her shock, shaking her head a few times. “Not at all,” Sam replied. “The preservation units have their independent power supplies. And due to the nature of the ice mana implementation, the power supplies aren’t in continuous use. They’re only used when the preservation operation is triggered. The units can actually preserve a body 80 to 90 times before needing to have their mana supply replaced. All that is to say, it stands to reason that I’ll have some very healthy supplies from which to siphon the refined mana I need for my gadgets. If our units worked, their power supplies were probably intact.”

      “And then you can do whatever you need to work on?”

      Sam looked at me momentarily, then pressed her lips together. Then, as if remembering we were talking, she smiled. “Yeah, I’ll be able to work on my gadgets again… And make life a little more convenient for Laurel–and for you, of course, Riven.”

      “Wow, Sam.”

      Sam furrowed her brow. “Wait, why ‘Wow?’ Did I do something weird?”

      “No, I’m just in awe of you.” 

      “You’re in awe? Of me?”

      My smile widened. “You’re pretty amazing. You’re so smart–”

      Sam was swift. She got closer and kissed me, totally surprising me. She pulled away a few seconds later and stammered.

      “Whoa. And you’d kiss me after finding out I had moss growing in my arm?” I joked. “Should I load up on more?”

      “I’m sorry–I just thought I would lose my nerve. Sorry, Riven, I don’t know what came over me–”

      I returned the favor and kissed her, the applause and howls of the monsters echoing around us. I pulled away to see her staring at me like a frightened and stunned rabbit. 

      She touched her lips. “What was that for?”

      I winked. “I‘m interested in you like that too. I was just waiting for when it was appropriate.”

      She went beet red and wore a clumsy smile. “Oh… Well, that’s nice,” she said, her voice an octave higher.

      “Alright,” I said, my voice louder. “Wolves and Webmillion, protecting Sam’s an even higher priority than before. Everyone else and I will go gather materials in the area–you guys have to make sure you keep this space secure.”

      I got howls and a salute from Webmillion in return. These guys took their job seriously.

      “Sam, you’re in good hands.”

      She grinned. “Yeah, thank you, Riven… Erm–”

      “Hey, when we get back, wanna have dinner? I can grill up some fish, put out some fresh, edible fruits, maybe some greens, too.”

      “And a glass of milk?” she asked, bashfully looking up at me.

      “Sure, a great glass of milk, too.”

      “I don’t really like fish.”

      “Great, more fish for us.”

      Her smile was as radiant as it was heartwarming. “Yeah, great–erm–yeah, I would love that!”

      We went on our way. Sam didn’t know it, but Slimer gave me a high-five.

      “Hey, I’m alive, right? This isn’t just a dream, right?”

      Slimer patted my shoulder–what a nice guy.

      There were some things I wanted to verify with her, but I could do that some other time.
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            An Evening Cookout

          

        

      

    

    
      The expedition was a success. Sam had ripped a ton of contraptions out of the strider and the slime expedition team was happy to use their stomachs to transport the material for her. We had also gathered a good amount of the plants Lucerein had noted. 

      Overall, it was time well spent.

      It was almost evening when we got home, and I was quick to start preparing food.

      I was so quick, in fact, that the others noticed. I didn’t have the heart to tell them that I was making dinner for me and Sam, so I stealthily turned it into an outdoor cookout. And since it was almost evening, I held it out by Enkriah’s statue. And, of course, the monsters were around too, bringing out food to roast over the fires I helped them build.

      

      “Okay, there’s space for more veggies on the grilling rack!” I called.

      Sam was right beside me, handing me a bunch. “Here you go, Riven,” she said with the sweetest voice.

      I placed the vegetables on a sheet of metal that came from the strider. “Sam, are you sure you’re okay with me using this to grill vegetables?”

      “Yeah. Totally. It’s just scrap.” Sam stoked the flames of the campfire we had placed the grilling rack over. “It’s scrap I brought specifically to make our lives easier.”

      I bumped shoulders with her. “Thanks—“

      “Get a room!” Cattleya jeered from the picnic table they had hauled out here. “Goodness. You two are even worse than before. What happened out there?”

      Zeph chuckled. “I think it’s more than obvious.”

      Quatrin nodded, his arms crossed and a knowing smile on his face. “Their body language is more than clear. Something happened. Sahmal was never as shaken as we were. One could say her eyes were always on the prize.”

      Laurel gasped and covered her mouth. Cattleya, meanwhile, was wide-eyed, slamming the table as she stared at us.

      “No way! Did you two get it on?! In the woods?! Sahmal?!”

      Laughs echoed as Sam reddened in the face of Cattleya’s frantic energy. Her immediate response was to hide behind her wings. I was too busy making sure the vegetables didn’t burn, so I couldn’t tease Sam further.

      “Who made the first move, Riven?” Zeph asked.

      I grinned. “Sam did. She was like lightning when she stole my lips. Never seen her move so fast.”

      “Riven!” Sam cried.

      As it turned out, I could still find the time to tease Sam.

      Laughter erupted from the other guys, plus Giddy, who had joined in at some point. Laurel looked like she was about to faint, and Cattleya was still in disbelief.

      It was a nice atmosphere. Especially after yesterday… In some ways, it reminded me of the time I spent with various troops across the years.

      A soft yawn echoed—Enkriah was waking up.

      “Mmm, I think I heard something interesting,” Enkriah said. “Did someone make a move on my Riven?”

      It sounded like Sam’s heart jumped out of her chest. “‘M-My Riven?’” She looked at me. “W-why did she emphasize that?”

      “Well. Because. We have a complicated but intense relationship.”

      Sam looked at me and then Enkriah. 

      “I have no quarrel with you, Sahmal,” Enkriah said. “The more you can keep the King of Monsters’ little eyes away from the Hateful Corpse, the better.”

      Sam stammered. “The Hateful Corpse? Do you mean Lucerein—“

      “Shh, speak not her name lest the food in your stomachs spoil.”

      “Oh my.”

      “Okay, okay,” I said. “Settle down, Enkriah. We can talk later.”

      “You don’t need to concern yourself with my feelings, Riven. Go, tend to your little bat. I wouldn’t dare complain after giving you your freedom.”

      “Don’t be like that.”

      “I’m sorry,” Sam whispered.

      “You didn’t do anything.”

      “But Lucerein is involved in this too?” she asked.

      “I can explain later—“

      “Why is everyone so gaga over a slime fetishist?!” a certain someone yelled.

      That question startled Sam and me, and we looked at the person in question.

      “Please be nice,” Laurel frantically said, patting Cattleya’s shoulder. 

      Quatrin and Zeph were in the background, stifling their laughs, meanwhile.

      Then Cattleya and I locked eyes.

      “Whatever it is you have going on, you keep it far away from Laurel. And you definitely keep it far away from me… You can have Sahmal. It’s already too late for her.”

      Maybe it was the way she said it. Maybe it was the look of pity and resignation in Cattleya’s eyes. The statement hit Sahmal so hard that she was rendered speechless.

      Me, though? I just shrugged and went with it, casually turning the vegetables over. “Looks like it’s smooth sailing for me.”

      Enkriah snorted. “That’s one way of putting it.”

      I don’t know if it was because we were in a festive mood, but Slimer went and dragged over one of the other slimes–Water Mage of Misery. I knew exactly what was coming.

      “Hold on, Slimer! Don’t–”

      The little bastard–it was like he was waiting for all eyes to be on him. He merged bodies with that depressed slime, and they bounced repeatedly.

      “Shield your eyes, Laurel!” Cattleya yelled, covering Laurel’s eyes and pulling her into a desperate embrace.

      “Wait, wait, I wanna see! What’s going on?! Cattleya! This isn’t fair!”

      “You don’t need to see this man’s slimes satisfy his unholy desires!” Cattleya replied, horrified.

      I was confused and mildly offended. “What do you see me as?”

      Zeph covered his mouth. “This is taking a bit, isn’t it? I feel a little guilty.”

      “And yet you can’t look away,” Quatrin replied, himself entranced.

      Sam was still stunned from earlier and staring at the copulating slimes without realizing what was going on.

      Finally, the bouncing stopped, and Slimer slid away. Water Mage, meanwhile, slid away, but in a much more depressing fashion. Left behind was a little speck of slime.

      “Aww, poor thing,” I said, reaching out to the little guy. “Not even a minute old, and you’ve already been abandoned. And you’re tinier than other newborns…”

      Sam finally snapped out of it and loomed over my shoulder. “Does it have any interesting Traits?”

      “It’s Slimer’s spawn, so probably–”

      My words were caught in my throat. Holy shit. I raised this little slime into the air.

      “Oh great. The fetishist is about to unleash himself,” Cattleya sniped.

      I ignored her. I wouldn’t let her ruin this moment. “Behold, my friends… The chosen one–the ultimate water sorcerer has been born to the slimes… and it isn’t depressed. It’s a miracle.”

      Sam clapped for me, and the other nearby slimes joined.

      “Sam, take a note of this. This little guy has Quick Learner, and Spirit of the Adventurer. And its Skills? It got Water Manipulation and Water Conjuration, and then… this is amazing–[Water Sorcery]!”

      “Oh? That sounds amazing!”

      “Yeah, [Laplace] is saying it can produce extraordinary phenomena with the sorcery version–”

      The little slime suddenly hopped, slid down my glove, and tucked itself inside. Confused, I brought my hand closer to my head.

      “Hello?” I asked.

      It poked out, stretching its tiny body a little. It connected with me through [Creature Handling], and then slipped back into my glove.

      “Riven, you missed one of the Traits,” Enkriah said. “Please check again.”
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        * * *

      

      Dimension-Touched Slime. C Rank. Ultra Rare.

      A Dimension-Touched Slime that would not have existed under normal circumstances. It should not be left alone.

      Traits_______________

      

      Quick Learner: This creature has strong mental faculties and retains memories for far longer than one expects. Much more capable of learning than the standard creature.

      {All Parameter Growth Rate +10%}

      Spirit of the Explorer: The spirit of one who breaks free of convention and dives into the unknown animates this creature. It seeks to see visages far beyond what it can comprehend.

      {Specialized Profession Aptitude +20%}{Specialized Profession Growth +20%}{Stamina +20%}{Willpower +20%}{Intelligence +5%}

      Dependent: This creature cannot stand to be alone and will imprint on the first creature to show it kindness. Its chances of survival plummet if separated from its guardian.

      {When separated from partner: All Parameters -50%}
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        * * *

      

      “That Dependent trait…”

      Sam finished jotting down its description and studied my hand. “I think you’re probably the guardian then.” She giggled and smiled at me. “Well, that’s not the worst thing ever.”

      “Yeah, but now I’m worried we might get separated. Don’t want the little guy to have a panic attack.”

      “Please do recall that this is still a Dimension-touched Slime,” Enkriah said. “They have more than enough ways of surviving. Also, since Slimer sticks to you so well, that little one will surely pick up useful life skills a slime needs. Just make sure it watches when Slimer is doing things. Giddy, please prepare your best slime.”

      “Enkriah? What’s up?” I asked, a little confused.

      “I want you to see what [Water Sorcery] entails. Riven, please get that little one out to see this demonstration.”

      Giddy got in place as I coaxed the newborn slime to peek out of my glove. At Enkriah’s command, Giddy had Water Mage of Misery cut a piece of wood with a pressurized stream of water.

      With the demonstration finished, Enkriah asked me to help the newborn slime fill its extra-dimensional stomach with water, and then asked Konda to bring out a large and thick stone. After doing so, I was standing by Enkriah, with the stone some fifteen feet away. The newborn was a little bigger, but it was more like a baby snake than a blobby slime.

      “Excellent. Riven, have that little slime try to copy Giddy’s slime, but this time, ask it to do better.”

      “Yeah, alright.” I held up my hand. “Hey, little guy, you heard her, right? Can you make a shot like Water Mage–”

      “But better,” Enkriah urged.

      “Right, but more impressive, please?”

      The newborn slime extended its body out of my glove and then coiled around my hand. Getting the picture, I pointed my right hand at the stone. And then, shocking us all, a little sprinkle came out of the slime.

      “Well then,” I said. I wasn’t surprised. I wasn’t really expecting anything out of a newborn. “Enkriah? Is that what you were expecting?”

      Sam came closer and gently rubbed the slime’s body. “Aww. Maybe he has stage fright–”

      “Sahmal, don’t stand close to it,” Enkriah said. “Its mana is waking up now.”

      Within a second of Enkriah's words, a powerful and thin stream of water tore through the air. The sheer force took me aback–my hand jerked back from the recoil, my wrist throbbing intensely.

      “Holy crap,” I said, bringing the slime closer. “Whoa, little guy! What’s with all that kick?”

      The little slime radiated happiness and then retreated into my glove when it saw wide-eyed Sam’s head coming closer. A moment later, there was a loud thud, startling Sam and me.

      We looked up. The upper half of the stone had fallen, silencing all of us. We could all see it–the ridiculously clean cut the newborn produced.

      Then, a creak echoed. Further past the stone, three of the trees at the edge of the jungle zone fell, crashing into the ground.

      I was 100% sure that if I were to examine the cut, it would be the cleanest thing any of us had ever seen.

      The deafening silence lasted for ten seconds. Then, all at once, it was replaced by the thunderous cheers of the beastly monsters and the spirited bounces of the slimes. Even the camelgrem had to join in on the applause.

      Sam looked at me, as giddy as Giddy. “Wow! He really is the chosen one! What’s its name, Riven?”

      I raised my hand, and the little slime came out again. Poor little guy was feeling bashful. I showed him a warm grin, hoping it would help him feel more comfortable.

      “There was a guy I knew that had a Skill that let him make craters in cliff faces… He could also blow through his enemies with ease… [Water Jet] was the name of his Skill. And you little guy? What do you say to honoring that guy? What do you say, Jet?”

      The slime extended its body up toward my face and rubbed against my nose.

      Sam giggled. “I think Jet likes it.”

      Enkriah followed with her own satisfied chuckle. “Yes. Let this tiny creature continue the story of one who blew through his enemies. I see a glorious future ahead of our Jet.”

      The celebrations intensified now that all the monsters had been riled up. I had a hand in it too, with my asking Giddy and Apella to bring out the fruit juices. To my surprise, Team Ape plus Webmillion went and got Dusk Eyes, the herd, and Mister Catfish, too, turning it into the biggest celebration this island had ever seen.

      I heard thunder boom in the distance and looked to the cloudy mountains. “Yeah… It’s a fun time… I’ll take Jet to meet you too…”

      Sam weaved through the crowd of slimes, Slimer in her arms. She stood in front of Laurel and cleared her throat, which instantly got the volume down low enough for us to hear. I was surprised by how responsive the monsters were.

      “Ahem, Laurel, I wanted to give you this later… But given how festive everything is… Here! Slimer, if you would.”

      Slimer opened up his mouth, and a silver staff shot out.

      Laurel gasped, her eyes bright. Cattleya, ever vigilant, caught the staff with whips of sand and brought it down to Laurel’s hands. 

      “My staff,” she whispered, her eyes watering.

      Sam rubbed her own eyes and grinned. “I found it tucked away beneath a groove in the wall. It hasn’t deteriorated at all, like a lot of the other stuff in the strider.”

      Laurel’s hands trembled as she clutched the staff, a radiant smile spreading across her face. Her tears sparkled like stars as they rolled down her cheeks. 

      “Oh, thank you, Sam!”

      “It wasn’t just me. The wolves were the ones that spotted it.”

      Laurel turned to the wolves. “Thank you, everyone!” Her voice was a blend of joy and emotion, her words coming out in a rush. “I can’t believe it’s still in such perfect condition! What a miracle!”

      She hugged the staff to her chest, her eyes closing as she relished the moment. Then, she looked up, her expression one of pure happiness.

      Cattleya patted her on the back, her usual stern demeanor softened by a smile. “We’re going to get back every little thing we lost… It’s just a matter of when.”

      Laurel nodded, her smile widening. “And we’ll cherish the things we’ve gained…” She turned her gaze in my direction. “Like our new friends.”

      I nodded and took a sip of my juice as Sam rubbed my back.

      Laurel twirled the staff lightly, the silver gleaming as it caught the light. Then, she giggled, a sweet, melodic sound that made everyone smile.

      “Interesting staff,” Enkriah whispered.

      “Yeah? What’s interesting about it,” I replied.

      “It looks enchanted. From what I can tell… it amplifies Laurel’s magic?”

      Sam nodded. “It does. But please keep that to yourself.”

      “I can do that… And Riven, I’d like to confirm something.”

      “Yeah? What’s up?”

      “Forgive me if I’m wrong, but from what I’ve gathered… Have you been breeding slimes? In the search for your ‘chosen one?’”

      I chuckled nervously. “Yeah. Guilty… Sorry, is it weird?”

      Enkriah let out a loud laugh. “Of course not, Riven, you funny man. You took these creatures, ones that could easily bring down settlements, and bred them all for the sake of a time-passing activity. Truly, an activity worthy of the King of Monsters.” Enkriah snickered–something outrageous was rattling in her mind. “Honestly, I am utterly surprised that your guests haven’t resigned themselves to being your concubines–males included.”

      “Huh. I didn’t see that turn coming.”

      I looked at the group. They were quiet amongst the sea of reveling monsters. The air between us was thick with tension and awkwardness.

      Enkriah snickered again. “I’m actually a little offended that they haven’t thrown themselves before you and begged for your mercy. Tsk, tsk, Riven. You must project your strength better.”

      Laurel dropped a gourd she was holding, Cattleya’s eyes were wide with shock, Quatrin nearly choked on his drink, and Zeph slowly began to cover his pecs with his arms. He made eye contact with me, and I raised a brow. He raised a brow in response, and I began shaking my head. He was still trying to cover his pecs.

      “It’s okay, Zeph, I’m not into you. I only like women–”

      Laurel was the first to recover, her face flushed. “As the Sacred Priestess, I must devote myself to the world! I cannot belong to a king! I can’t, Riven. I beg you to understand, Lady Enkriah!”

      Zeph, now fully covering his chest, added with a sheepish grin, “Yeah, we’re just… uh, friends and comrades. Riven said it himself.”

      Quatrin, still coughing, managed to say, “We’re respecting Riven’s wishes, Enkriah.”

      Cattleya held her hands around Laurel’s ears and swirled two spheres of sand around them.

      “Hehe, it tickles,” Laurel said. “Wait, I can’t hear anything!”

      “Riven, get this straight,” Cattleya called. “I am Laurel’s guardian. I am not looking to be some fetishist’s concubine.”

      Enkriah let out an irritated hum. “I am not sure how I feel about these constant fetishist's comments.”

      “Now, if you want to shack up with me for a night,” Cattleya continued, causing me to go wide-eyed. “Then we can talk after you beat me in a fight.”

      Quatrin choked on his drink in the background and needed Zeph to slap his back.

      I just stared at Cattleya. “I didn’t realize that was an option.” I noticed Sam pulling away a little out of the corner of my eye and chuckled. “Alright, alright, let’s calm down. No one needs to be weird about anything. Stop antagonizing them, Enkriah.”

      “I’m just having some fun, Riven. Allow me that, at least,” Enkriah said with a playful chuckle.

      “Yeah, it’s a good mood, isn’t it?”

      I got up and got everyone’s attention, and then, with everyone’s eyes on me, I formally announced to everyone that I would be heading out on the expedition for the Genesis Fruit in a few days, as soon as Lucerein finished her potions.
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            A Midnight Walk Into Winter

          

        

      

    

    
      Ten minutes worth of a walk in the icy mountain zone later–

      I let out a breath. “That was a rambunctious celebration… I’ll treat you to a private dinner another time, Sam.”

      Sam–she had been looking a little bit disoriented since my announcement. I came to this arctic zone thinking the walk would be nice for her, but even now, she seemed pensive.

      “So, you’re really going to leave as soon as the potions are ready? That won’t be so long, right?”

      “Erm, no. Lucerein has the new ingredients we picked up today. She’ll have the potions done in two or three days.”

      “I see,” she said, looking away. 

      Sam looked beautiful in the heat-infused silk coat Webmillion had made for her. But seeing her look so distraught was weighing on me.

      “I think I’ll be trying out some maneuvers with Jet here tomorrow,” I said, hoping to change the topic. Jet slipped out of my glove, shivered, and retreated as quickly as possible. “Be careful, little guy. The cold isn’t good for you.”

      It was a little sad to see that Jet couldn’t handle the cold. I had learned this a few days ago, but the slimes couldn’t handle the heat of the desert nor the cold of the freezing mountains. The slimes without any of the ‘Explorer’ class of Traits would either start freezing or start drying out. Slimer fared a little better, but I could see he was on a time limit. His offspring had slightly less resistance, consistent with their respective tiers of the ‘Explorer” Trait.

      Webmillion quickly came up to me and wrapped my glove in heated silk, demonstrating once more the usefulness of Elemental Webs.

      My eyes stayed on Sam as Webmillion spun her webs. “Hey, Sam. Is something wrong–”

      “Riven, hey!”

      Laurel’s voice caught us both by surprise, and we turned to see her and Cattleya approaching. Cattleya was putting on a brave face and not wearing anything extra, while Laurel had her staff and silk coat.

      “Hey, am I interrupting something?” she asked, her eyes bright.

      Sam shook her head. “Not at all… Actually, I think I want to visit Lucerein.” Before I could say anything, Sam grinned. “I think it’s a little sad that she didn’t get to celebrate with us… And I should probably talk to her. See you later, Riven?”

      “Yeah. Sure. Of course.”

      I stood there in silence with Cattleya and Laurel, watching Sam leave.

      I felt a tug on my sleeve. Laurel was looking at me with kind eyes. “Sam’s just thinking,” she said. “I think she’s just worried about you.”

      “I’ll say,” Cattleya followed. “Poor girl just got a guy to like her, and now he’s heading off into the depths of a place that can kill him.”

      I groaned and looked to the distant mountaintops. “You all need to stop being so dramatic. I’m taking Slimer and Webmillion with me.” Jet poked out of my glove and I quickly corrected my statement to include him too. “I just need to announce it.”

      “Why not more?” Cattleya asked, her gaze suggesting she already knew the answer.

       “Without knowing how far we have to go… It’s better to travel with a mobile and competent team.”

      “In other words, the other monsters cannot keep up. Hey, I’m not criticizing the choice. I actually respect it.” Cattleya placed her hand on Laurel’s head. “You’re not going, Laurel.”

      “Sorry, Laurel.”

      Laurel shook her head and wore a soft smile. “It’s okay. I understand… And Riven?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I just want to say that I’m sorry for getting shaken up yesterday… I really was blind. I had done it again… I was just seeing you more like me instead of thinking about the person your past made you.”

      I waved away her concerns. “It’s not an issue, Laurel… We’re still the Pathetic Alliance, right?” I asked, extending my fist to her.

      She giggled and bumped hers against mine, and this time, Cattleya didn’t get in the way. “Of course.”

      “I’m going to be relying on you two to keep the peace here while I’m gone. And don’t let Mister Catfish get lonely.”

      Laurel stood at attention and saluted me. “Of course, Captain Riven!”

      Cattleya shrugged. “Yeah. Don’t worry about it. Hmm? What the?”

      Laurel and I both looked at her, confused, and she pointed at a far-off peak. 

      “I think that mountaintop just moved.”

      Laurel and I exchanged skeptical looks and then followed Cattleya’s finger.

      My eyes widened. “Holy shit.”

      “Is… is it blinking?” Laurel asked.

      As if knowing we were talking about it, the mountain top became significantly less mountainy, and then, it moved, disappearing behind a much thinner peak.

      “I think that was a giant lizard,” Cattleya concluded.

      “Oh! Maybe a monster chameleon!” Laurel said.

      I was mystified–no–captivated. “I want it.”

      Cattleya’s heavy hand prevented me from getting too far. “Yeah, don’t think you’re going to make it like that. Come on, King of Monsters. You can hunt for the ice lizard once you’ve gotten your fruit.”

      Knowing that caution was warranted, I relented and returned home with Cattleya and Laurel. Webmillion was pleased that I didn’t just wander off into the snow.
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            Monsters Meet after Midnight

          

        

      

    

    
      Sahmal poked her head into Lucerein’s makeshift home. “Pardon me, Lucerein? May I come in?”

      “Yes, yes, you can come,” Lucerein said as she carefully applied a single drop of a potion onto a dish with Riven’s blood.

      “Thank you,” Sam whispered, walking in and closing the door. “Erm–”

      “Are you here to talk about that request you made?” Lucerein asked, moving an apparatus–a vertical stack of magnifying lenses–over the sample of Riven’s blood. “Don’t worry. I have more than enough experience with your kind. My preliminary tests suggest that the werebats of your time were not all that far removed from the ones of mine. Oh! And worry not, I have not told Riven.”

      An earnest smile spread across Sahmal’s face, her elation evident. “Thank you, Lucerein!” she said. A second later, she pursed her lips, tension settling back into her heart. “But–erm–that’s not what I wanted to speak with you about.”

      “Oh?” Lucerein asked, still fixated on Riven’s blood and its reaction to her concoctions. “Well, speak up, please. I still have well over 72 hours of work ahead of me.”

      “Well, I learned something today, and something new happened, and I don’t want to bother you or anything, but I don’t want you to be caught off-guard, or feel slighted or threatened–”

      “Get on with it, Sahmal… I’m not very used to you floundering about like this. You’re much more prone to biting your tongue from speaking so quickly.”

      “Right, sorry.” Sahmal, her fists clenched, took in a deep breath. “Well, Riven is the King of the Monsters, which more than justifies that he can have concubines and–”

      “I suppose. But let’s recall it’s not so official. Wait. Hold on.” Lucerein, a brow raised, looked at the squirming werebat. “What’s going on here?”

      Sahmal wasn’t ignorant of her gaze. Her words were caught in her throat, and she had to shake her head and resolve herself before she spoke again.

      “Erm–what I mean to say is that I’m interested in Riven, and he is interested in me and–”

      “Don’t you think it’s a little bit strange to be courting a human you’ve only known for a few days? A human that knows nothing of the world and culture you left behind?”

      Those words, and the unfamiliar scorn behind them, pierced Sahmal’s heart and dried her mouth. Lucerein’s eyes stayed on Sahmal for a few tense moments, and then they drifted to the little slime a few inches from Sahmal’s feet. This little slime, wearing his beloved hat, twirled his dagger, making it more than clear where he stood in this meeting.

      Lucerein smiled. “Oh stop being so tense you fool.”

      “Huh?” Sahmal asked.

      Lucerein fully turned in her seat, so as to face the werebat. “So, I take this little meeting to be happening because our dear and honest Riven decided to tell you about him and me.”

      “More or less,” Sahmal said, more fearful than she cared to admit.

      But Lucerein didn’t want to make the girl too fearful, lest the little slime reign Lucerein in forcefully.

      “I don’t care,” Lucerein said. “Did he tell you why we were together? Because of how…”

      Lucerein’s words trailed off. She was unable to refer to her body in honest terms. Something in her didn’t want to let her say it in front of Sahmal. Perhaps it was her pride. Sahmal did not need to know how ugly Lucerein’s ‘true’ form was.

      “I can kind of guess… It’s because of your body, right?” Sahmal said, shaking Lucerein. “Is Riven… keeping you alive?”

      Lucerein wore a bitter grin. “Yes… This iteration of me. He’s keeping it alive.”

      “That’s why I wanted to tell you. I understand, and I just want to make sure I’m not stepping on your toes. If you tell me to back away–”

      “I won’t do that,” Lucerein said with a wide smile. “Because I don’t care about the boy that deeply. He was a means to reclaim my true form. Yes, I will still require him from time to time, but you seem to be more than okay with that.”

      “Yes!” Sahmal stammered. “Of course. You know, we’re all stuck here, and I just want to be happy and get along with everyone. And I totally get what Enkriah is saying about Riven’s standing here! I want to respect all of you.”

      Lucerein rolled her eyes. “A noble goal, though it’d be better if you not worry about Enkriah’s opinion of you,” Lucerein said, returning to her research. “Was that all, Sahmal? Or did you want me to congratulate you on your relationship upgrade too?”

      “No, no, I don’t need that,” Sahmal said, giggling. “Thank you. That’s all. I don’t want to bother you anymore, so I’ll take my leave. Thank you, Lucerein.” Sahmal awkwardly dipped her head, picked up Slimer, and went toward the door. “And thank you for obliging my requests…” Her smile turned bashful, as she looked over her shoulder at Lucerein. “You’re a kind person.”

      There was a momentary pause. “I appreciate the compliment, Sahmal.”

      Sahmal stepped out with Slimer and closed the door behind her. Lucerein sat at her desk, her eyes on Riven’s sample, but she did not move. She stared at the sample for many seconds, and then suddenly, with only a twitch in her eye signaling her thoughts, she whipped her arm across the table, knocking all that sat on it to the floor. Beakers broke, and potions spilled as Lucerein let out a frustrated yell.

      She slammed her hands on her table, clenching her jaw as she did. “Stupid Riven,” she muttered.

      She took a sharp breath and closed her eyes. An embarrassing truth she would rather not admit had made itself clear, and she could not escape it. These last few days she had spent amongst the living–she had felt the burgeoning desire to be around Riven just a little bit longer.

      Her, Riven, and Enkriah–this was a state of the world that Lucerein could navigate. The arrival of new elements brought with it an influx of new feelings. Lucerein could not navigate this new state, where Riven had ‘options’ beyond her.

      She drew her line in the sand with Enkriah. Eventually, Riven would drift to Lucerein–at least, that was the woman’s estimation. An eventuality she told herself and accepted as a nice ‘prize’ she could eventually entertain. But now, Riven would never need to cross that line and reach for Lucerein. 

      Lucerein clenched her fists so tightly that they would have bled.

      “Stupid Riven. Why did you have to be so entangled with Enkriah…”

      She let out a labored breath and looked at the mess she made for herself.

      “Great… Now I have well over 86 hours of work ahead of me.”
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        * * *

      

      Hours after Sahmal returned to her lodgings–after spending many minutes in front of Riven’s door–a meeting was declared.

      In a clearing in the jungle, far away from the prying eyes of Atma and Demon, tamed monsters gathered.

      This gathering was one that would make the typical Demon believe a doomsday event of unimaginable proportions was imminent.

      Dozens of slimes took their place, moving with a fluid grace into one sector of the clearing. To the untrained eye, it would seem that these were just slimes, but the participants knew better. The leading members of the preeminent Slime Families of the Monster King’s Army were among these numbers. 

      Matriarch of the Depressed Family, Depression Slime. 

      Captain of the Guard Family and Master of the Holy Surprise Spear Style, Lance Guardslime.

      Matriarch of the Giddy Support Alliance, Stream Watermanslime.

      To have these three thought leaders among slimes in one place was truly monumental. To say nothing of the squads filled with slimes eager to earn themselves a celebrated name–those slimes of the Slime Expedition Force and the Slime Fortune Force.

      These slimes were notable, but they paled in comparison to the Three Deathly Slimes of the Monster King’s Army.

      The Inspiration–Foundation Workslime, the Inheritor of Misery–Watermage of Misery, and the Forbidden Weapon–Problem Slimerson… These three slimes held distinctions that other slimes wished they could earn. And for the slimes who knew they could never reach their heights, these three were ones that lesser slimes could assist with their duties and celebrate.

      But even these three paled in comparison to the Supreme Leader of the Slimes, and the loyal vassal of the Monster King, Slimer, the Unparalleled Explorer, who was also incidentally the meeting’s chairman and whip. Truly, no monster would dare ignore Slimer’s call, except maybe his equal, Webmillion the Ancient.

      The next most critical faction took their seat on the logs they brought down with their strength–Konda’s Masked Apes. Three strong, these apes were the next in charge after Slimer and Webmillion. Leader of the Royal Assault Team Konda, Master Foreman Giddy, and Konda’s Secretary and Dye Master Apella were legendary amongst the lesser monsters for their unique contributions to the Monster King. 

      Rumor had it some monsters shivered with excitement whenever Konda arrived, longing to see the warrior engage in legend-worthy battle.

      Led by Wolf One, the members of Team Wolf prowled the perimeter with an air of restless energy, along with members of Team Bird and special operative Badgstar. These diligent monsters could not have all their members attend, as the protection of one Sahmal Grace took precedence. 

      Finally, there was Dusk Eyes. This great beetle served as Slimer’s assistant, carrying Slimer on his head.

      Many members could not be here at this meeting, but the proceedings would be communicated to them at a later date–such was Slimer’s promise to the missing members.

      The meeting called to order, all focused on the meticulously crafted bulletin board in the center of the clearing.

      Faces of familiar people were on this board. Badges made in their image represented them, woven by a spider and dyed by an ape. It was a ranking of them, put together by Slimer. Only one face was missing—The Monster King, Riven Wrangleman’s.

      Did this make sense? On any other occasion, someone would be punished for daring to exclude Riven so blatantly, especially when every member monster was deeply aware of how lonely their King was, but no. This time, it was allowed because of the nature of the ranking.

      At the very top, on the left-hand side, was Sahmal. 

      Below her was Laurel. The gap between these two was very small compared to the gap between all the others.

      After Laurel, there was a gap, with the third person in the ranking being halfway down the board. This third person was Cattleya, though the markings around her indicated some degree of uncertainty about her placement.

      Further below, but off to the middle of the board, were Zeph and Quatrin. 

      At the very bottom of the left-hand side was Lucerein’s poorly done face, barely hanging on to the board. 

      Meanwhile, Enkriah’s face was on the same level as Sahmal's but off to the right-hand side of the board.

      Slimer quickly introduced his work. He was proud. This was his “Ranking of Mates for the Great Leader.” But then Slimer stopped. Something was wrong with the board. His beetle helper lifted him higher. Who placed this here? Not him. He ripped off the badge of Webmillion’s face and let it fall to the ground

      There. His board was perfect now, even though the internally weeping Webmillion would say otherwise. The wounded manner in which she picked up her badge and dusted it off was overlooked by all the monsters—all of who were intently focused on Slimer.

      Slimer waved his dagger around and pointed at Sahmal. The slimes hummed, the birds flapped their wings, the wolves wagged their tails—one could get the picture. Sahmal was the favored woman. Her arrival had signaled a bright future for their burgeoning kingdom. They had all seen how Riven looked at her and, in some cases, smelled how excited she made him.

      Laurel received a similar level of adulation, just slightly less intense than what Sahmal received. 

      The monsters were largely in agreement—Laurel was a worthwhile addition and worthwhile mate for their Great Friend and Leader, Riven. There were murmurs of a great war brewing amongst the younger slimes–one between the Laurel supporters and Sahmal supporters, but the elder slimes had squashed it, encouraging the young slimes to chase for the great “Smush Ending” where all mates just “smushed” themselves on top of Riven. Suffice it to say that this ending made more sense to the slimes than any of the other monsters. Still, the idea was conveyed. King Riven could have more than one partner. 

      The resident ‘human experts,’ the masked apes, claimed that Laurel wasn’t as desirable a mate as Sahmal, but she would still do. Yes, Laurel smelled more like an appetizing snack than a mate to the apes and the wolves, but this was about Riven, not their diet.  She had their nods of approval.

      Slimer pointed to Cattleya. The response was mixed. The best interpretation of the group’s overall response was that she was an “interesting” choice, but was a friend.

      She certainly had her supporters. Konda, in particular, approved of her and voted for her to be placed at the same level as Sahmal.

      The wolves, however, unanimously disagreed. They felt that she was an outsider, who while not antagonistic, was not part of the pack proper. It did not make sense for her to be so integral to the pack’s future.

      The majority of the slimes deferred to Slimer’s opinion. He felt neutral about her, and so did they.

      One slime, however, stood out from the group: Depression Slime. 

      This slime felt that Cattleya was good for Riven. This slime, one of the rare few to be afflicted with an emotional disorder that affected sentient, rational minds, had the best understanding of “emotions.” No other slime–not even Slimer–could compare, whether they knew it or not.

      And then, all hell broke loose when Depression Slime conveyed the biggest revelation of the evening, that being that Cattleya would allow Riven to mate with her if he bested her in combat.

      The disagreeable wolves barked–how dare she require Riven to prove himself. Konda groaned at the situation being made needlessly complicated. She made it clear that it was non-negotiable: Riven would not be allowed to fight Cattleya unless he had Slimer or the newborn Jet helping him.

      Wolf One, once more, took offense. Why was Riven’s freedom barred? He could not understand why the legendary Konda would put a condition on their leader. Konda, however, explained while petting her Apella. If Riven were allowed to fight her, he would either lose or kill Cattleya. There was no simple ‘defeat.’ Hearing that, Wolf One settled. Konda was prioritizing the health of the pack.

      Slimer listened to all voices and quietly considered Depression Slime’s opinion. He did not want to disregard this slime, as Depression Slime spawned slimes most suited to strengthening Brother Riven’s empire, but at the same time, this slime’s judgment was compromised due to the rampant depression.

      After taking in all inputs, Slimer opted to move Cattleya to the center section—the ‘allies’ section. And so, it was settled. The monsters would not conspire to bring Riven and Cattleya together. If it happened, it would be by Brother Riven’s will.

      Then, in a surprising twist, Slimer motioned to Konda and then to the board, to the spot Cattleya once occupied.

      Konda respectfully declined with a cool shake of her head.

      There was a sudden jerk from Slimer. He slapped Webmillion’s arm with a lash of slime as she tried to sneak her face back onto the board.

      His message was conveyed to the teary-eyed Webmillion. This wasn’t the time for such foolishness. Then, in the next moment, he offered the spot to Apella, who also declined, citing that she was happy with Konda.

      It was perhaps only Giddy who understood Webmillion’s immense disappointment and Depression Slime, who could resonate with Webmillion’s crushed heart.

      The meeting moved on to the Camelgrem pair of Zeph and Quatrin. After some thoughtful deliberation, the group concluded that Quatrin was a greater friend to their leader than the others in the center section. He was moved above Cattleya. There was dissent from Depression Slime, who argued that Zeph was more Riven’s friend than Quatrin. However, as the others had not seen any proof of that assertion, Depression Slime was outvoted. 

      Slimer directed attention to Enkriah’s badge next. An air of respect radiated from the group. They had never been so respectfully silent. Had Enkriah been properly alive, she would trump even the heaven-sent Sahmal. The slimes bowed along with Slimer, as did the wolves. They held a moment of silence for the future that never received a chance to breathe.

      And then they went from one extreme to the next. With an incredibly flippant gesture, Slimer directed the assembly’s eyes to Lucerein.

      The Wicked Woman, the Ruiner of Happiness, the Blood-sucking Leech, the Purveyor of Loneliness, the woman who made parasitic moss look good in comparison, the woman who brought a rain of sadness into their world—that Lucerein.

      There was no love for her here. No one disagreed. In their opinion, she did not deserve to be on the board after the sadness and heartache she caused Riven. 

      That she was there at all was a testament to their leader’s incredible and inspiring ability to forgive. Truly, he was the most merciful being who had to be protected at all costs.

      At this point, the “conversation” devolved into the vocal individuals taking turns elaborating on how they would defeat Lucerein the Hated should she ever lose their Great Leader’s forgiveness.

      Nothing brought organisms together like a common enemy. This was true for the monsters too. They were very refreshed and united after their spirited sharing. They then spent the next five minutes tossing around Lucerein’s badge while doing all sorts of rude things to it. 

      Had Lucerein been witness to this portion, she would have believed that they were plotting her assassination.

      

      With their first topic settled, Slimer had his aid push the board away and brought in his second bulletin board.

      The air became tense. Those with claws began pawing the ground. The apes stretched their arms. The slimes slightly deflated, like they were getting ready to pounce.

      This board featured the faces of the monsters. For groups with more than three members, the group's leader was the representative face, save for the case of noteworthy individuals like the Deathly Slimes.

      The monsters were arranged into a rough pyramid. Slimer was at the very top, with Webmillion and Konda on the layer below him.

      No monster would dispute these first three.

      Slimer was their Great Friend’s first friend and had saved him. Webmillion was the second, and Konda, while not being the third, had more than earned her right to be held in high regard.

      Apella, Giddy, the heads of the Slime Families, the Deathly Slimes, the birds, the wolves, Badgstar, Dusk Eyes, the absent lazy cows, and Mister Catfish—these were the parties who would have their places solidified on this night.

      This board represented the main goal of the meeting—to establish a command structure in the absence of any higher-ranked monster.

      The deliberation over the placements of this board was not as orderly as the previous round. This time, many of the participants left the meeting with cuts, bruises, and dagger wounds.

      But it was okay. They were hardy monsters, after all. Monsters miraculously under one flag, but monsters all the same.

      Many lost today, but they would have an opportunity to prove themselves again in the future. For now, Foundation Workslime and Badgstar were the fourth and fifth in the hierarchy with regard to general command, with Giddy formally having his authority recognized on all build-related projects. 

      A slime had never chaired a more productive meeting.
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            A Day of Training

          

        

      

    

    
      I woke up to an amazing surprise this morning: Webmillion had woven new outfit pieces for me. First off was a new black, long-sleeved undershirt made of tougher but stretchy silk. 

      Second was a pair of black-dyed gloves. These gloves had a special feature: distinct openings in the center of the palms and at the fingertips of the index and ring fingers. I understood immediately. These openings were for Jet to use. And sure enough, there were compartments within the gloves for Jet to hide in.

      Finally, Webmillion made new forearm protectors for me. It was made of two different types of silk–stretchy silk that Webmillion used for the armband that secured the piece to my arm, and what I called her steel silk. The steel silk was the portion intended to protect me. It was quite thick and dyed orange, so that I would know what parts of the protectors were reinforced.

      Webmillion earned the tightest, most heart-felt hug from me, and adorably enough, Jet came out to hug her face too.

      What a great start to the day… Only for things to take a slight downward turn.

      

      I had been training with Jet for a few hours now. Laurel was sitting by Mister Catfish’s pond, watching, and the camelgrem were nearby, watching over everything and occasionally using their sand to demonstrate some action for Jet.

      They were all here helping–everyone except for Sam. She hadn’t come out of the house. Laurel told me not to worry, that Sam was tired and sleeping in, but it was tough to believe.

      If I were younger, I would rake myself over the coals for hours, replaying my memories of the night before, searching for something I did wrong, but I was older now. I only spent twenty minutes on it.

      If something was going on, Laurel would tell me. Or Zeph. Or Quatrin. I had no reason to believe these people wouldn’t assist me.

      And so, I worked hard with Jet, getting a sense for the water lasers the little guy could fire.

      

      “Okay, Riven!” Quatrin called. He sent five discs of sand up into the air. 

      I held up my left hand and helped line up the shot for Jet. “Five quick shots, Jet!”

      The five shots flew, each hitting the flying discs. I was about to start celebrating, but then something unbelievable happened.

      Blue moss shot out from my arm, following the path of the last water laser. It struck the trunk of a tree, and then, as the moss was connecting my arm to the tree, it reeled me up through the air, and toward the tree.

      “Release, release!” I yelled.

      The moss listened, and it disconnected from the tree. Just then, a blast of sand struck me in the side, knocking me off to the side.

      “Thank you!” I yelled as I fell through the air.

      I hit the ground with a thunderous boom, leaving a me-shaped imprint in the ground.

      “Whew. It would have been a mess if I hit the tree. You okay, Jet?”

      Jet squirmed out of the glove and nodded. Great. All was good. 

      I pulled my sleeve down and checked on the moss. “As for you guys, that was amazing!”

      They cheered–or at least, that’s how it felt.

      “But let’s keep it from happening unless I ask for it, or it's an emergency.”

      They felt a little disappointed, but they got it. I was thankful for these guys acting on their own. After all, they had saved me by turning into a mask for me. I wanted to encourage more independent action from them.

      Laurel and the camelgrem came over quickly. Laurel was moments from using healing magic on me, and Quatrin was asking me what was happening. After calming them down, I asked a question.

      “Who blasted me with sand?”

      Cattleya raised a hand. “I did.”

      I grinned. “Thank you. Hitting that tree wouldn’t have counted as Fall Damage.”

      I got up and looked around. Sam hadn’t come out. I shrugged, sighed, and returned to training with Jet
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        * * *

      

      It had been a while since Enkriah and I had spent a lot of time together without others intruding, so it was a nice change of pace. We were speaking like we did before our new friends came into our lives.

      

      “Hey, Enkriah, what’s the big deal with Demon Lord’s horns?” I asked, my hands pillowing my head and my eyes pointed to the sky.

      “Horns are the ultimate symbol of the Demon Lord. The true horns–not ones afforded naturally by a race, grown from the skull in response to the incredible magic within the body… These horns serve as an equalization organ that better allows the Demon Lord to exist in the environment without turning into a mana bomb. They also enable easier transfer of internal mana to outside the body, and vice versa. Oh, do you know how some animals have whiskers to help their balance and senses and such? The horns do a similar thing.”

      “So… You missing your horns means…”

      “My horns fell off as I was being sealed. Most likely because this curse did something to my magical power that caused it to diminish to the point that the horns were unneeded… Why the sudden interest? Just filling up the time?”

      “Sort of… I just remembered something the Demon Lord told me… It was during one of the times he showed up in my head… He told me his horns were just a headpiece that helped him look the part.”

      “HA!”

      Enkriah laughed and laughed without stopping. It was a little obnoxious, but I was glad she sounded so happy.

      “I knew it! I just knew he was a fraud!” she said after a while.

      “Yeah?” I asked, mildly amused. 

      “I mean, sure, he had other things going from him, like raising an army of demons in a land without any–honestly, that was his greatest claim to the title, but his other activities? Nope, he never once carried himself like a proper Demon Lord.”

      “You don’t really know the guy–”

      “I know him enough,” she proudly replied. “I’m sure of it now. He was not a Demon Lord… I would call him a Lord of Magic, but no further! So, see, Riven. This charlatan is out there giving Demon Lords a bad name. Do not put me and him in the same category.”

      “I think Demon Lords already give themselves enough of a bad name. Did you know that out of all the ‘people,’ on this island, all but one have suffered at the hands of Demon Lords? ”

      “I assure you. I am different from these others. A Demon Lord wages war for their kin–not whatever that man–Crucio–did. See, were it me, I would first send envoys to negotiate. Once I had claimed lands and erected a healthy boundary, I would leave others to their devices–especially if they were puny humans. Oh, and helping humans reverse-engineer magic? No, not at all–I would never have done that… I’m sure that Crucio’s visible magic is part of the reason he was able to be a false Demon Lord.”

      “You are really passionate about this.”

      “I simply would like to be judged on my own merits and sins and not conflated with this fraud… Hmph–treating horns as a headpiece? He spits on all of Demonkind. Our horns are sacred… Hmm… Actually… Could a Demon ever spit on their heritage and culture like that–”

      “He was a Demon, Enkriah,” I flatly said. “End of story.”

      “Ahh–no, I wasn’t trying to take away anything from your history with him. It was merely a thought that wandered into my mind… That said, Riven… That Demon, Crucio–his actions are far-reaching. Laurel’s people saw his magic, right? When Konda used it?”

      “Yeah? Is there a problem?”

      “No, but you should understand its significance. Magic works in the mind. A typical mage’s mind leads the movement of mana, which then produces phenomena. The link between mana and mind is critical. Crucio’s magic script, however, has a component that forcefully pulls mana out of a person, regardless of their ability.”

      “I get it… That’s the mechanism by which all of humanity gained magic…”

      “He didn’t need to show it. But he did. And he eliminated a critical component–a critical requirement. He eliminated what separates a mage from one who is not: the mind-mana connection. And now, Laurel’s group has seen it. If one of them is wise, they will know how deeply profound what he’s done is. If you’re not careful, they may begin praising him too.”

      I scoffed. “Great.”

      A pleasant breeze rolled in. For an island filled to the brim with danger, it was still so capable of soothing the nerves.

      “Enkriah, if this expedition works out for me and I extend my life—“

      “Which you will.”

      “Right. And if I were someday able to free you—what do you want to do?”

      She giggled. “I don’t know,” she said in a way that evoked images of a bashful maiden in my mind. Her voice softened, and it sounded like she was looking out toward the ocean with me, with the same level of pensiveness that I held.

      “I don’t know,” she replied. “I’m not like that corpse that lingers around here, looking for any sign of her dying civilization’s miraculous survival. I know it—our homes are gone, and our kin are dust… No naturally-born Demon could survive the eons the way we have…  Even my mother had to meet the end of her life with grace. So, I don’t know where I want to go because everywhere I could fathom has perished.”

      “Then… I’m pretty happy to stay here. Seems like a big island. Bet there’s tons of exploration to be had.”

      “That is an understatement, my friend… So, is that what the future holds for me? From Demon Lord to nomadic explorer?”

      I cracked a grin. “Sounds like the best carefree life to me. Oh, and monsters. We’ll have tons of monsters.”

      “Actually, I would love to see you build a country on the back of your monster helpers. I think that could be quite novel.”

      “Maybe a citadel of webs and slime?”

      “Erm—never mind. That sounds a little unnerving.” Enkriah let out a giggle. “Forgive me. I have sensibilities.”

      We shared a laugh over our mutual discomfort with the thought.

      “Are you going to be okay while I’m gone, Enkriah? Lucerein’s going to be finishing up any day now.”

      She was silent for a few moments.

      “I will find a way to survive… And who knows—maybe my heart will grow fonder.”

      “It’s only a few days—I hardly think that’ll be long enough to make you miss me...”

      “I already miss you when sleep begins pulling at my consciousness. Knowing that I will spend any time away from you… It’s a little upsetting.”

      “That’s… Jeez, Enkriah, those are some real sweet words.”

      “Do you wish Sahmal would say such words to you?”

      “Stop reading my mind, you busybody.”

      I suddenly felt a phantasmal chill. The environment wasn’t cold, but I wanted to shiver. 

      “Riven… Were you made to choose between Sahmal and I, where the one you don’t choose perishes, who would you choose?”

      My brow creased. I was studying Enkriah’s face, knowing full well there was nothing to read from her stone self. 

      “I would pick both of you.”

      “A hopeful answer that doesn’t reveal any underlying truth,” Enkriah calmly replied. “There is no third option, Riven. It’s me or her. You must choose. Who dies, Riven?”

      “I choose Sahmal.”

      Enkriah fell silent. It was a tense minute of silence.

      “Why do you pick her, Riven?”

      “Because she doesn’t deserve to die. She’s innocent.”

      “Ahh… So I am not worthy of life.”

      “Neither am I. If I had the choice, I would die with you too. Or die instead of you.”

      “Riven…That is a depressing thought.”

      “Enkriah, you and I aren’t like Sam. Our hands are stained by blood. That’s it. That’s why. What about you? Who would you pick?”

      “I don’t need to pick. I’m powerful. I’ll save both of you.”

      I groaned. “Come on. You’re going to save us when you’re like that?”

      “Well–”

      “No, no. Feet to the fire now. Sahmal and I are held by an Enkriah-level Demon. You’re given the choice. Who do you pick? You must choose. Who dies, Enkriah?”

      “Sahmal. Sahmal dies. You are saved.”

      My mouth fell open for a few moments. “What? But I just said–”

      “Sahmal is nothing to me. She’s just a Demon. You’re Riven–you’re my one-of-a-kind. My choice is obvious.”

      “But my request–”

      “I choose you, Riven. I don’t care if you’re angry at me for all of time. I just want you by my side.”

      “So… Even if I ask and beg?”

      “I’m choosing you. I choose you, one hundred times over.”

      I gave up and looked to the sky. I prayed we would never have to make a cruel choice. But… It wasn’t like I hadn’t seen choices like this before. We had to make too many painful choices over the years. That was the reality of war. We didn’t have the power to save them all. Back then, though, I wasn’t as attached to the person next to me as I am now.

      Enkriah spoke softly. “Ignoring these… unpleasant feelings welling up between us, there was a point to my question. Do you understand what must be done?”

      I glanced at her but stayed quiet.

      “Let the words dance on your lips, Riven. Your days of struggling against the world ended when you landed on this isle with those Skills. You are no longer a nameless man fated to die on a battlefield. You’ve entered the realm where a single person can set the course of the world.”

      “I feel like you hoisted me into it.”

      “No, I merely opened your eyes to it, Riven. Say it. The solution to this conundrum. Say what it is.”

      I nodded at her. “We need the power and the means that will make it so that we never have to make that choice.”

      “Exactly, Riven. If one doesn’t want to ‘lose,’ they need to be able to ‘keep’ everything they wish. So when you embark, and as you travel, give it your all…” Enkriah’s voice broke. “I have no power now. I can only pray for you, my Dear Riven. I hate that. I hate this. Truly, truly, a hundred times true, I pray that you are strong enough to find the fruit. And if you are not, I pray that some Logos looks on you kindly. That fruit needs to fall in your hands. There is no other option.”

      I placed my hands on Enkriah’s shoulders. “I’ve survived this long… I don’t have power, so that must mean I’m the luckiest guy in the world.”

      “I pray with all my heart that your wondrous luck has not run out.”

      “I’m coming back for you, Enkriah. You can count on that.”
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            A Day of Walking Around

          

        

      

    

    
      A new day, and it was strange. I had received a message. Lucerein was going to be finishing her potions today, which meant that I could set out tomorrow. The faster, the better, I felt.

      In a gigantic shock, however, Laurel wasn’t outside today. She had fallen ill, as had Sahmal. The two were inside their lodgings, and now Cattleya was guarding the door.

      Lucerein had even come in during the night. That was why I received the message from Lucerein–she had given it to Quatrin when she visited.

      The camelgrem told me I didn’t need to worry, but now my guests were sick. Was it because of the swamp? Did that festival grounds of illness actually have the last laugh? Did they catch some kind of disease?

      Poor, arrogant Demons… But if Lucerein came to see them, then they would recover–of that much, I was certain.

      I decided to take inventory of my supplies and spell scrolls and have some new ones woven. It ended up being more time-consuming than I thought, but it was fun working with Webmillion and getting clever about where to hide them on my body. 

      I prayed for any fool stupid enough to capture me and tie me up. I would turn into the most fiery bomb… Which, admittedly, would be pretty fatal if I wasn’t able to put it out quickly… But that’s why I had Webmillion add the “Douse” spell. This was a spell that I had trouble drawing on to my tiny scrolls due to the spacing of some strokes, but Webmillion’s weaving finally gave me an easily accessible circle. It was a little more mana-expensive than my others, but I only planned on using it when I self-destructed.

      I had fun figuring my strategy out with Webmillion, as dark as it was, but that only took so much time up out of the day. 

      

      The next thing I did was check on all the monsters. The apes were out being shepherds and doing a good job at it. The monster bull, the vactoro, was around when I went to visit, so I had him help me exercise. He would rain weak lightning bolts down on me, and I would run, trying to predict the bolts. 

      Webmillion being here, she got involved by shooting anti-lightning webs around. My task was to utilize the webs in a combat situation to survive bolts I couldn’t survive by myself.

      Incidentally, Webmillion had two varieties of anti-lightning webs. The first was one that was intended to wrap around my body. These webs, visibly electrified, made lightning bolts curve away. It reminded me of a warrior I had seen in a battle a decade ago. He had a Skill called Magneto-Will Barrier. The barrier itself was a sphere centered on the user that was magnetic in nature. It could repel or attract magnetic material, and, amazingly, could attract or curve lightning. The existence of this Skill was what clued people into lightning and magnets being fundamentally related.

      These webs of Webmillion were producing such a similar effect that I pulled out my compass and confirmed the webs could disrupt my compass.

      Maybe ‘magnetism’ was considered an element.

      The second variety littered the practice field as giant wads of web. I would run to them and pull them up over my head. The lightning would strike the web, and I would be totally fine underneath. It was a lightning shelter web.

      The apes were impressed. Konda was definitely taking notes. The camelgrem had come to check on me at one point and were visibly disturbed, seeing me running from bolts.

      

      I still had time in the day.

      Needing to fill the time, I visited the monsters that really liked Laurel. Mister Catfish, in particular, was a little sad to hear that Laurel was sick. His pond was amazing, however, and the water was so fresh. Who would have thought that a pond housing a catfish of his dietary preferences could be so amazing? Well, I did. I had faith.

      I decided to fill some gourds with the water of the pond. In a dramatic surprise, [Laplace] registered the water as “Sanctified Water” and noted it as being incredibly nourishing and purifying water. A little note told me to be wary of kidney stones getting dislodged.

      It was a risk I was willing to take.

      At the end of the day, though, after all my activities, I found myself sitting in my house, looking out the window at the Laurel Lodge.

      “Man… They’re really sick, aren’t they? No one’s come out today…”

      I contemplated sending Slimer in there to spy, but that was obviously an unkind idea. I had to believe that they would bring me in if something were truly, absolutely wrong.

      “I’ll go check on Lucerein… Maybe she’ll even tell me what’s wrong. Come on, Slimer… Yes, we have to go. I have something I need her to promise me anyway.”
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        * * *

      

      Lucerein’s home–it was as dimly lit as always, but the space was filled with a strange mixture of aromas. At times, it smelled herbal; other times, it smelled like a thunderstorm. She was working on the potions when I arrived, and hadn’t removed her eyes from her beakers and burners, except to check if Slimer was here–which he was. I exchanged pleasantries with her for a little, but after realizing that she wouldn’t just tell me about the mystery illness, I decided to talk about other things on my mind.

      “Can I ask you some questions?”

      “Go ahead. I can multitask.”

      “They might be questions that make you think.”

      “I seriously doubt that. No offense.”

      “Alright, genius… Can someone hide their Skills from [Laplace] when I can already see their little description?”

      “Didn’t we already speak about this once?”

      “Sort of, but I just wanted to know if someone could pick and choose what they hide.”

      “Oh… “ She added a drop of a potion into the vial of another. A plume of smoke blew from the vial a moment later. “I suppose that’s a more interesting question. Did our new friends inspire it?”

      “Yup. Quatrin showed me a Skill. Told me they were hiding their Skills because they didn’t want Enkriah to see them. My [Laplace] didn’t register it until after I saw him use it. Don’t tell Enkriah, obviously.”

      “Obviously,” she replied, glancing at me out the corner of her eye. “Our era didn’t have a way of just hiding our Skills, as far as I am aware. The protection spells affected quite a lot of our privacy. I could imagine, however, that Laurel’s era developed their understanding of Skills to the point that they could hide the Skills… Assuming it’s not some Logos that is specifically protecting the Skills.”

      “The way Quatrin spoke, it sounded like they had a say in it.”

      “I will take your word for it… Ultimately, though, the person most likely to know about it is Enkriah. She held the strongest [Laplace]. She would have seen all sorts of attempts to interfere with her sight.”

      My eyes drifted to the mass of power in Lucerein’s torso. “Is a stronger [Laplace] able to see the names of spells a person knows?”

      “Another worthwhile question. It is my belief that ‘No.’ [Laplace] cannot see spells a person knows. In fact, [Laplace] does not identify a spell flying toward you.”

      “How sure are you of that?”

      “I am 99% sure.”

      “So, there is a little bit of uncertainty.”

      “Enkriah likes to gloat, have you noticed?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Enkriah had a tactic of using her enemies’ names and telling them the names of the Skills they had. She enjoyed doing this to unnerve the ones she faced. Thanks to that habit, we developed the protections I use now. The thing about Enkriah, though, is that she rarely named the spells. The ones she did name were ones that were commonly known. She never named the original spells a person developed. When facing unknown spells, Enkriah was more likely to use all of her senses and abilities to identify the nature of the spell, and then speak about it while countering it. That’s why I am so certain. Enkriah’s [Laplace] was not capable of it. And I doubt there is anyone with a stronger version of the Skill. Another factor is that Traits and Skills are ‘extra’ abilities. They occur independently of the species. I consider them external elements. That’s why Laplace identifies them and not the abilities that are innate to a species, like a Dimension-Touched Slime’s special stomach.”

      I looked around another of her desks, nodding. “Gotcha… So, are Demons really immune to disease that the Atma would be susceptible to?”

      Lucerein bobbed her head as she held two beakers up. “They are a hardy folk.”

      “So they really would survive a plague that could cripple humans?”

      “Depends.”

      “So they’re susceptible to plagues? They weren’t scared of things like infections.”

      “Then they’re idiots,” Lucerein nonchalantly said. “Yes, they might not be susceptible to the infections that would harm you, but they can still have their wounds infected. I’m guessing they do not believe micro-organisms affect them, but probably mentioned miasma at some point?”

      I raised a brow. “Yes.”

      “Yes, cutting edge knowledge has been lost to time. Miasma is the emanation of a magic-based microbe. This microbe phase-shifts out of our reality, the interval of said shift determined by the species of microbe. It was quite hard to identify the microbe, but we developed magic to let us do so. It was quite revolutionary for its time. So, you see, Riven, if a Demon falls ill due to miasma, it is because they are suffering a microbial infection. The more mana a person has, the more the miasma affects them.”

      “But they still can take a dip in the swamp and be alright.”

      “I wouldn’t risk it. This isle is too rich in its mana and biodiversity. There could very well be monster microbes in its depths.”

      I caught. This was my chance. “Laurel and Sam are alright then, right? They were in the swamp… And being very cavalier.”

      “They’re fine. Probably just a delayed sickness from their hibernation.”

      I smiled. “Oh! Okay, yeah. That’s great.”

      “Is that all you came for?” she asked, glancing at me. “I appreciate that your questions were better than usual, but it feels like you’re working yourself up to something.”

      “Guilty,” I replied.

      “Then out with it.”

      “Lucerein, since I’m not going to be here for a while… I would greatly appreciate it if you refrain from antagonizing Enkriah.”

      “Me?” she said with an offended twang. “Did you ask the same of Enkriah?”

      “She’s a statue, Lucerein. If anyone has any power in your relationship, it’s you.”

      She raised her head from her beakers to shoot me a dissatisfied scowl. “Just say you didn’t.”

      Last night’s conversation still fresh in my mind, I shook my head. “Enkriah and I have already had a mildly unpleasant conversation.”

      “Oh, so did you come here to keep all things equal?”

      “You might not believe this, but I was hoping to have a pleasant, simple conversation where I request a simple thing of you as a favor to me.”

      Lucerein shook her head. “Why do you do so much for her? You come to her enemy, to ask me, the person she has succeeded at killing, to be considerate of her feelings?”

      “Your era is over, Lucerein,” I replied, looking Lucerein in the eye. “That’s it. There’s nothing left. There’s only the future. We’re stuck on this island together. Don’t take your past and poison the future with it.”

      “Pretty words. Have you been talking to the priestess?”

      “Nah… I just thought I’d give waxing poetic a spin. I might not be good at it.”

      Lucerein shot me a disapproving look. “What do you know, Riven?”

      “I fought wars too, Lucerein. For reasons much stupider than you could imagine. It hasn’t been just one man that I sent a lion to maul.” I held out my hands. “I have blood on these hands too. War, battles, loss–they’re not foreign to me. You know this. You held this over our friends’ heads. That’s why… That’s why I think you could take a second to take my words with the proper weight they’ve earned, and not just disregard me. Please, I’m thinking about the future’s peace. I’m thinking about the peace between we three. We don’t need to make things worse than they are. What do you say, Lucerein?”

      She stared at me, her eyes becoming colder by the second.

      “Blood stains your hands, Riven, but blood pools in Enkriah’s. Don’t be so pompous as to think that the carnage you wrought is anything remotely similar to Enkriah’s. Enkriah is greater than a force of nature. You’re a human. An F-Rank one at that.”

      My words caught in my throat, and I blinked a few times as Slimer let out a low hum. “You told me that… You told me I wasn’t F-Rank.”

      She stayed silent and looked away.

      My head drooped. “Alright. I get it.”

      “Don’t wear the face of a pathetic man. Look me in the eyes, Riven.”

      I looked up at her. She was looking at me again. She smirked.

      “That Demon Lord you hate–your Demon Lord–allow me to relieve you of your doubts. You, Riven Wrangleman, are going to forgive him. Doesn’t matter what he did. Doesn’t matter the depths of his sins. You will forgive even the worst Demon Lord. Because that is who you are–a Demon Lord apologist.”

      I closed my eyes. Slimer leaped from my shoulder, the sound of his dagger cutting through the air right before Lucerein’s panicked scream echoed, but I was fast and caught the incensed slime.

      Lucerein and I locked eyes. Her thin lips parted for a moment, only to slam shut and tremble. I understood.

      My voice shaking, I spoke. “There is a greater story that I am missing. I can’t…”

      Images of the man who reached out to me the day he wiped out my hometown came back to me.

      “I can’t just…” 

      The memories of Crucio standing above me, and then ahead of me, and then sitting beside me in my dream came rushing back.

      “I can’t close the door on my history–on him–and refuse to see his future. I can’t settle on a future where I just blindly hate him. This story–it might not be over yet. Not until I understand him, at least.”

      Her expression softened. “And you can’t close your door on Enkriah–I have long been aware. I won’t force you to acknowledge it here and now. We have years ahead of us…”

      The change in her tone lightened my heart. “Thank you, Lucerein. And you’re right. We’ll have years together.”

      I caught her smile, but she noticed it just as quickly as I did and turned back to her work. 

      “As for the matter with Enkriah–calm yourself, Riven. You could be gone for weeks and even then, I would still be unable to fully end Enkriah. I wasn’t lying all those nights ago. Enkriah’s current existence is beyond me.”

      “Then–”

      “Don’t waste your breath. I will never forgive Enkriah. Nor will I ever want to speak with her.”

      I nodded. “Okay. Thank you, Lucerein. I appreciate this much.”

      “Don’t thank me.” 

      Lucerein inhaled sharply and then turned around to face me once more. She pointed at the skull that held her body together. 

      “Whenever you look at me, remember this–I will forever stand as the truth that the blood on your hands–whether it be yours, Enkriah’s, or your Demon Lord’s–will never be wiped away. The ugly past will forever shamble forth like an undead abomination, right through those open doors and stand in front of you.” 

      Lucerein’s words reached me, slamming into my mind like the waves of a relentless ocean. The image she wanted to evoke clearly took form in my mind.
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“You cannot just turn your eyes away from it. It will always be there. This is reality–a place where the past colors the future.”

      Lucerein’s ghastly form was being superimposed on her beautiful self by my mind–was this fear’s doing? If I let it show at this moment, how crushed would Lucerein be?

      I maintained eye contact with Lucerein for a few painful seconds. “I was never trying to deny that you were there, Lucerein.”

      I set Slimer down and stepped toward her, startling her.

      “Stop,” she demanded.

      I shook my head and stood in front of her. Then, I got on my knees and held her trembling hand. I brought it to my lips and kissed this cold hand of hers.

      I lifted my gaze and smiled at her. She was unable to keep her face from twisting and her eyes from watering.

      “I see you, Lucerein. And I don’t have any intention of ever looking away from you.” 

      Her hand left mine, and instead cradled my face, running her fingers through my beard and down to my ears. 
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      “I just wanted to look toward a fresh and unbridled future with you… You and Enkriah.”

      She shook her head, her jaw clenched. “I… I hate what you put me through so much, Riven Wrangleman.”

      Words failing her, I reached for her and embraced her as she let out her frustrations for a little bit longer.

      Everyone deserves the chance to vent without judgment.
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        * * *

      

      Overall, it was a different day than the last few I had experienced. In a way, it was almost a return to the days without Laurel’s group. Just me and the monsters, with an appearance by Lucerein or Enkriah.

      I spent some of the night with Enkriah after Lucerein urged me to go home and not distract her. My time with Enkriah was pleasant. I think she just wanted to have the night filled with joyful moments before I left.

      As I went home, I felt completely sure that this was the peace I always wanted to return to. Or at the very least, this was the bare minimum. If I could make it better, I would do so.
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            Day of Departure

          

        

      

    

    
      “Slimer. Webmillion. Jet. I officially choose you. You’re the expedition team members.”

      Slimer jumped onto Webmillion’s head as the crowd of slimes clapped. Jet, meanwhile, just vibrated on my arm.

      “You guys are the ones I want to come with me.” I looked over at Konda’s crew. “Sorry you guys, but I feel better if you stay here—especially considering how well you three have been doing in other areas.”

      I looked at Giddy. 

      “Giddy, you and your team have become amazing builders. I want you to keep doing that. Make something cool.”

      Giddy saluted me, and I looked at Apella.

      “Don’t think that I haven’t noticed you, Apella. I know you like making outfits and dyeing them. I’m sorry for being no good at that sort of stuff, but know that I am incredibly impressed with you.”

      She grinned. I then looked at Konda.

      “You’re really effective. You take good care of the herd, and you get along with our friends. If something happens… I’m counting on you to lead the troop and protect the ones needing protecting… And, I know that you know your limits. You’re the one I trust to lead if I’m not here.”

      Konda, solemn, nodded.

      “I trust you here.”

      Then I looked at the slimes and the other monsters who had gathered in our makeshift town square.

      “You guys—just keep hanging out here, or go explore the nearby areas. Have fun. I’ll be back before you know it.”

      I had said my piece. I dipped my head and raised my voice.

      “You all are the best troop a man could ever ask for. I can’t wait to keep leading you once I’ve secured my continued life!”

      The wolves howled, the birds sang, the slimes vibrated, Dusk Eyes struck the ground, and the apes hollered.

      “Hey, why are we making such a big show of this?” Cattleya asked, standing next to me, arms crossed and chewing gum. “It’s just an expedition.”

      “Yes, but to parts unknown. There is no telling what could happen, Cattleya.”

      “Yeah, but you’re a doped-up freak who can control monstrosities. You’ll be fine.”

      I got stuck on the “doped-up freak” part. Then Cattleya struck my back with a slap too strong for my human body and laughed.

      “You’ll be fine. And then you’ll come back and tell us about all the insanity you came across. Heck, you’ll probably come back with a new army.”

      “No, that would be irresponsible. I need to grow the army responsibly–”

      “I already miss you, Riven!” Laurel yelled, hopping onto me. I caught her and spun around with her.

      “Hey, hey,” Cattleya yelled. “Get off him, Laurel! His armor’s all sharp! You’ll poke your eye out!”

      Cattleya grabbed Laurel’s body and pulled, but Laurel clung for dear life–I was almost certain that she was sinking her paw-hands into my shirt. “No!” she screamed. “Who knows when we’ll see him again! I need to hug my friend!”

      “No, it’s appropriate, Laurel! You’re a sacred woman!”

      “No one’s watching!”

      “Get off of him!”

      I inwardly chuckled. Laurel being healthy again was one of the best surprises this morning. I’m glad all was well with her… 

      Lucerein stepped up. “I’m inclined to agree.” 

      “See, Laurel! Even the master mage is disapproving of your behavior!” Cattleya yelled, still failing to pry Laurel off me.

      “No, Lucerein! I know you want to hug Riven, too!” Laurel retorted.

      “Erm, I wasn’t talking about this foolishness. I was referring to the fact that Riven will be fine. Riven, make sure you make notes of any new plants. Better yet, have Slimer store them.” Lucerein meekly looked into my eyes. “I am not going to wish you luck, because I do not want to suggest that you will need it.”

      “Heh, thanks, Lucerein.”

      Quatrin and Zeph gave me similar lines of encouragement. The only friendly face that was missing was Sam. I was hoping to see her before I left, but maybe she was sleeping in due to the illness? I had hoped that Sam would pop out behind Laurel somehow, but it never happened. I didn’t know if I could ask about her, and they didn’t say anything.

      “Do you have the potions?” Lucerein asked, snapping me out of my thoughts.

      I opened my pouch and showed her the 12 vials. She had brought these to me early this morning and given me the whole spiel about how they worked.

      Lucerein nodded, seemingly reassuring herself that everything was in order. “Once you reach that zone where the first sharp increase in mana concentration happens, you can take the first one. Then, you can take one each day. With your metabolism, the effects will be strongest for 18 hours, after which they will taper off. I recommend taking them early in the morning, and not when you’re about to sleep.”

      “Yeah, I remember the gist of it, Lucerein.”

      “Okay, okay, I’m just making sure.”

      “Actually, are there any side effects I should know about? You were more concerned about when I should take them and not about any consequences.”

      Lucerein grimaced—that was more than enough as an answer. 

      “We will probably have to keep an eye on your kidneys when you return.”

      I raised a brow. “My kidneys? Does she know about the sanctified water? I don’t recall telling her,” I mumbled.

      “They are about to take a beating,” she continued. “I really hope you won’t be out there long enough to have to take all 12 of these potions… Also, I have something else for you,” she said, pulling out another potion pouch from behind her back.

      “Oh?” I received it and checked out the six potions inside. “Could have handed it to me with the first ones.”

      “I was trying to make it a surprise.”

      “Oh.”

      There were a few seconds of awkward silence.

      “I don’t do surprises,” she said.

      “I realize. Thanks anyway. What do they do?”

      “Stimulants… If you need the energy, take them… And if by some chance, you feel a searing pain from your kidneys and find yourself unable to function… remember that you have these potions… They will mask the pain.”

      “Ahh.”

      Lucerein looked away, her face showing nothing but guilt. “It’s not perfect.”

      “I don’t demand perfection.” Swept up in the emotion her face stirred up, I gently touched my finger against her face and brushed her hair to the side, leading her eye to meet mine. “This is a blessing already.”

      A cute “aww” echoed from behind us, and Lucerein pulled away, clearing her throat as she did.

      Laurel came up next and handed me a small incense bag.

      “Laurel? What is this?” I asked, dangling the bag in front of me.

      “Well, you told me about the Skill that gives you resistance to environments. So, I decided to pray.”

      Quatrin chuckled. “She devoted over 12 hours of prayer to this charm, Riven. I hope you feel honored, Riven.”

      I raised a brow. Lucerein didn’t miss it. She was as skeptical as I was.

      “This charm will slightly increase the effectiveness of your Skills,” she happily said.

      “Really? I’ve never heard of any magic that could do that!”

      Lucerein asked to inspect the bag, so I dropped it into her palm.

      “Hmm… There is some kind of aura around this… It’s subtle and… I don’t think it's entirely magical. I’ve never felt anything like this.” She handed it back to me. “We can test it when you return.”

      Laurel beamed. “It’ll work, Riven. Just a little bit of a boost to help you along your journey.”

      “Thanks, Laurel… Wait, twelve hours–when did you do this?” My eyes went wide. “Hold on–yesterday–”

      Laurel beamed with delight, her mischievous smile the cutest thing I had seen this morning. “I wanted to surprise you too! Hope you aren’t upset. I just couldn’t have anyone disrupt me.”

      “No, of course not… Thank you!”

      I looked at the lodgings. Laurel wasn’t sick–so Sam… But even so, she hadn’t come out. Sam really wasn’t going to come to see me off.

      “Have you spoken with Enkriah?” Laurel asked.

      “We spoke all of last night—until she couldn’t stay awake anymore.”

      “Okay… We’ll keep her company. She won’t be lonely. I promise.”

      The thought made me grin. “Yeah… Then, let me formally make this request of you all… Could you guys talk with Enkriah every now and again while I'm not here? She gets lonely easily… She’ll never admit it, but so it goes.”

      Laurel, teary-eyed, smiled. “Of course. We’ll keep her company every day.”

      Lucerein raised a hand. “I respectfully decline, but I’m sure your other friends will be more welcome than me, regardless.”

      “Yeah. Thanks, Lucerein…” I sighed and nodded. “Well, that’s it for me. We’ve got to set off. The more daylight we have, the better.”

      A shout echoed as I turned my back on the lodgings.

      “WAIT!” the woman I was hoping would see me off yelled.

      I turned around, my heart racing–she had come. It was a little thing, but it made me happy. I prayed she wasn’t straining herself. Then, I saw what she was wearing, and my heart started racing for different reasons.

      “I finished my gadgets!” Sam shouted, holding a flat metal rectangle in her hand, a backpack strapped to her back, and a watermelon-sized tank strapped to her waist. Strange things were hanging from her hips, too.

      Laurel caught her breath as she held her hand against her chest. “Oh, thank goodness, Sahmal. I was afraid he was going to leave.”

      I looked around, completely confused, and spotted Cattleya shaking her head. “We could have avoided the drama if we just told him she was working on something. Sorry, Riven. I actually agree with you about keeping drama at a minimum. But these girls, man.”

      Zeph shrugged. “I don’t know. I enjoy it.”

      “You enjoy watching it,” Quatrin sniped.

      Lucerein stood beside Cattleya. “Fully agreed. I don’t enjoy having to play along with an attempt at a poorly thought-out surprise.”

      I was kind of glad Sam didn’t overhear them as she ran up. Her eyes were solely on me as she stood in front of me, panting.

      “Riven, I finished,” she said.

      “I don’t get it. What’s going on, Sam?”

      She grinned and showed me the gadget she held. She ran me through the basics of it quickly–teaching me new words and everything. I was looking at an interface that she had salvaged from the sky strider. It had a screen that would show us large sources of mana.

      “How… will this help me?” I asked, still trying to digest all the new words being thrown at me.

      She pointed at the activated gadget, but all I saw were glowing red dots on this magical window.

      “We can establish an actual destination instead of just wandering aimlessly!”

      “We?” My brain started working properly, and I frantically waved my hands around. “Whoa, there. Whoa! No, what? No.”

      Sam nodded vigorously. “YES.”

      “But Sam–”

      “No buts, Riven! I’m coming with you! We can’t afford to waste time shooting into the dark! We’re going to get this as right as we possibly can!”

      I was in utter disbelief.

      She pointed at herself and her wide, toothy grin. “I’m coming with you, and there’s nothing you can say to change my mind!”

      “But we have time. I have at least 11 months. We can afford to have a few failed expeditions.”

      She shook her head, her expression grave. “Eleven months is not enough time. Not for the successes that you desperately need to occur.”

      I looked over to Lucerein, who nodded. “She’s right. In all truth, I thought that this would be a long shot. In fact, there were nights where I thought your only chance at survival was if [Laplace] were somehow able to guide you… It wasn’t until Sahmal consulted me and told me what she hoped for that I thought an actual path forward was revealing itself. Enkriah, too, was likely hoping for a miracle like Sahmal’s idea.” Lucerein scoffed. “Actually, everything about the Genesis Fruit is a miracle, so you kind of need a miracle on your side to find it.”

      “Enkriah… never suggested the difficulty to be like what you’re suggesting,” I replied.

      Laurel held her ears, frowning. “I got the sense that… she needs you to find that fruit as much as you do, Riven. She wouldn’t want to tell you how bad the odds are because… that might introduce too much misfortune.” 

      “To be fair, I don’t think she was able to conceive of how bad it could be,” Lucerein followed. “Enkriah is a being who can count her failures on one hand. That woman cannot truly fathom all the things that can go wrong in the realm of the weak.

      Sam crossed her arms and planted her feet on the ground. “Lucerein is the one who has the most experience on this island. And she has never seen any trace of the fruit. Which implies it is very deep in the island.” She showed me her gadget again. “And that’s why you need me. I can take the measurements, and get our bearings. I can lead you to the most promising source of mana!”

      “Yeah, but–”

      “You should take her with you, Riven,” Lucerein said.

      I groaned loudly. “Why didn’t you tell me the odds were stacked against me, Lucerein? Why spring it on me now?” 

      Lucerein sighed and rolled her eyes. “Fine, Riven. Laurel was not entirely baseless. Believe it or not, Riven, but there does exist a Logos of Fortune. I would never be so foolish as to invite doubt into a desperate mission so early in the planning stages. That aside, because of how toxic these potions can be, you will most likely require between two and three months of rest. That is why every expedition counts.”

      “What about the mana concentrations? Won’t they be dangerous for Sam?”

      “Not as quickly as for you. I also prepared the same type of potion for her. In all honesty, she was easier to work with than you. It’s easier to affect beings with innate mana clusters.”

      My jaw dropped. “You prepared potions for her?”

      “Yes? She asked me to do so days ago. It’s why I took so long.”

      My shoulders sagged. “So, you guys knew and have been planning to spring this on me… I have to risk her life, and you guys aren’t going to let me do otherwise? Cattleya?”

      Cattleya crossed her arms. “I told you. I don’t care about what Sahmal does. I’m not her keeper.”

      “Laurel?”

      “Please, Riven. Sam is serious about this. Please don’t discount her determination.”

      “Quatrin? Zeph?”

      “I care about you, Riven. You need her with you.”

      “And come on, don’t you want some private time? Expeditions have a crazy way of bringing people together.”

      “This can’t be happening,” I muttered.

      Everyone stood by Sam’s decision. Feeling cornered, I turned to Webmillion and Slimer. 

      “Guys?”

      Slimer leaped over my head and landed on Sam’s. Webmillion, meanwhile, scuttled to Sam’s side.

      “Even you guys?” I looked at Sam properly. “Since when were you planning this?”

      “Since the night I found out you’re dying,” she replied, unashamed. “I’m helping you. You don’t deserve to be dying slowly, Riven.”

      “But this is going to be dangerous–I don’t think I like this.”

      Laurel ran up to me and grabbed my hands, holding them between her own. “Please, Riven. Sam will be a great help. You need her. And we can’t sleep easy knowing we did nothing to help you when you’ve been so kind to us.”

      “Let go of his hands for a second, Laurel,” Cattleya said, walking up.

      “Huh?” Laurel asked, doing as Cattleya said.

      A moment later, sand flew past Laurel, and struck me in the stomach, throwing me onto my back. I gasped for air, only to have the air squeezed out of me by the foot that landed on my chest right after.

      Cattleya lowered her head, scowling. “Who do you think we are, huh?”

      The others shouted behind her, with Laurel trying and failing to pull Cattleya off.

      “Our Sahmal is more than capable of protecting herself and the human she got saddled with.”

      “I didn’t say she wasn’t,” I said between grunts. I tried to lift her foot, but she was too heavy.

      “Then get that look of a victim off your face. It’s been on there for too long.” 

      “Get off, Cattleya–”

      “No! Listen to me. You’ve got all these girls bending over backward to keep you alive. The statue somehow gives you a Skill, the lich makes you potions, the gadgeteer spends nights making tools to aid your journey, and you even get a blessing from our priestess? Respect their efforts, Riven Wrangleman! Listen to their advice. You are just as lost as we are on this isle! And Sahmal? She’s the only one that can make the journey clearer. So wipe that look of a victim off your face and stow away your feelings.” Cattleya pointed at Sam. “That isn’t a woman that needs to be protected. That’s a woman that’s survived battlefields with me!”

      I looked at the distressed Sam as she tried to pull Cattleya off me. And then, I looked at the monsters standing behind me. Konda was stern, but her gaze was pointed at me. No other monster was crossing the line that she was drawing… And, of course, Slimer and Webmillion weren’t moving either. The monsters understood just how dire the situation was and would be. And even so, they were all rallying around Sam.

      “Alright. I get it. I didn’t mean to hesitate so much that you would get upset, Cattleya.”

      Cattleya grunted and removed her foot. Laurel and Sam were by my side within the second.

      “I’m sorry, Riven,” Laurel said. “That was too rough.”

      Sam gripped my arm. “Riven, I don’t mind if you want to protect me,” she said, almost teary-eyed. “But let me protect you too, okay? We’re a team, okay?”

      I nodded. “It’s okay. I’m okay. Thank you, Sam… I’d rather you didn’t come, but thank you. I gratefully accept your help… If your gadget can give us a clear heading–I’m not so stupid as to disregard the advantage that gives me.”

      Slimer patted my head, and Webmillion did too. The girls helped me up, and people cooled off. 

      Quatrin and Zeph gave me sympathetic looks–

      “Getting pinned to the ground and a tongue lashing? Looks like you’re one of us now, Riven.”

      “Ugh. I still remember the first time I got scolded. But still, you and Cattleya just keep rolling on and on.”

      Laurel was still apologetic–

      “I am so sorry, Riven. I swear she doesn’t hate you. Please forgive her.”

      Lucerein was largely unmoved–

      “What? I thought you were being irrational because you like Sahmal. This is the best option. Just go on. Go and bring a miracle back. You have everyone doing their best to bolster your odds.”

      And Sam was determined–

      “Riven, I will get you as close as I can to success.”

      And then Cattleya–

      “What? I’m not apologizing. You were annoying. Even the monsters agree. Hardly befitting a king of monsters.”

      Zeph leaned in and whispered into my ear, “This is how we ended up apologizing to you the other day. The woman has a short fuse for this type of thing.”

      Cattleya scowled. “I heard that. Konda, whack him for me, please.”

      Zeph separated quickly, hands up. “Whoa, whoa, whoa, don’t need that. Pardon me.”

      Yeah, there was no way around it with this group. They wanted me to succeed more than I probably did.

      “Yeah, alright. With all of this now… I’m not sure I’ll be able to show my face here without a fruit in my belly.”

      A few people laughed, and a few were silent. Laurel, though–she panicked.

      “Oh, no, no! You can always come back, Riven! We won’t think any less of you! There is no shame in running away and trying again another day!”

      Laurel’s overreaction caused some laughs to strengthen.

      

      And so, this was how the team was decided. The expedition team would be me, Slimer, Webmillion, and our navigator, Sahmal. This was the team that would travel deep into the jungle and find the Genesis Fruit.

      We gave our farewells for now, and set off after I went and gave a quick goodbye hug to the sleeping Enkriah.

      “See you soon, Enkriah.”
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      “And that is the mission, Steppenbar,” Sam said, her head dipped and her eyes closed. “I’m going on a mission with Riven… Wish me luck.”

      She turned toward the Strider. This was the first stop on the expedition. Sam needed to recalibrate her gadget and get some new readings that would help us… or something like that.

      Sam climbed into the strider, and I was quick to follow her to the controls with Slimer. 

      “Okay, so I’ll just update the scanner, just to make sure that the readings are reliable.”

      Sam ran wires from the controls to her gadget, flipped it on, and smiled as red dots of varying sizes lit up the screen's boundaries. There was also an ominous red glow around the boundaries, but that was most likely the discharge from the leylines that the device was picking up.

      Sam flipped through her notebook and quickly drew the signals on her screen. She spent a few minutes mumbling and making notes. Then, finally, she smiled at me. 

      “We’re all good. I’ve confirmed the formula to calculate the distance between us and the target based on the size of the marker and some of the supplementary readings.” She pointed at the third biggest dot. “Keeping in mind the general direction the fruit should be in, and what sort of mana we’re expecting from it… I think this is it.”

      “How many days, would you reckon?”

      “For now, I’ll say between three and six. The closer we get to it, and the more measurements I take, the more I’ll be able to pinpoint its location relative to us. But don’t get too excited yet! We still don’t know if there are any confounding circumstances ahead of us that could be jumbling the signals I’m isolating.”

      “Right, I remember. You can’t filter for things you don’t understand…” I grinned at her. “Even if it’s a failure this time, we’ll have more than enough information to make our next journey more successful.”

      She shook her head. “I’ll do all I can to make this expedition a success!”

      My jaw fell slack in the face of that determination. I could do nothing but nod. “Yeah… Alright, thank you, Sam.”

      We went back outside and I helped Sam onto the new and improved Webmillion saddle. Perfect for two, with many handholds one could use, the saddle had been great at keeping us on Webmillion’s back as she traveled at high speeds.

      “This is it, Riven,” Sam said. “It’s just a matter of executing now.”

      “Yeah… We’re in, Webmillion. Let’s move out.”

      

      Hours into the expedition, we were approaching the ridge that once overlooked the giant hog.

      Sam hummed as she tinkered with her gadget. I peeked over Sam’s shoulder, trying to get a look at the gadget.

      “So, um… is it going well?”

      “Yup,” she quickly replied. “Everything’s working the way it should.”

      “So… was this kind of handy device normal in your era? One that can detect mana?”

      “Yup, super normal. The strider, itself, has better detection instruments than the ones I modded onto this, but it will work… Oh, wait–that’s not what you asked. Mana detection instruments are really important when navigating through tumultuous zones. Mana disturbances are usually invisible to the naked eye, so you need these instruments to ensure safe and effective travel. They’re standard on all striders.”

      “So… How does this thing detect far-off sources of mana? That’s the only thing I don’t understand.”

      “Do you know how bats and dolphins use echolocation? You know those animals, right?”

      “I do. And I know about echolocation.”

      “It’s sort of the same. This device emits a harmless, but high-frequency and fast-moving electro-magic pulse. The pulse travels through most low-mana objects. When it hits a high-mana object, it bounces back. How much of the signal bounces back depends on the mana concentration in the object. I was worried about the ambient mana concentrations causing noise, but they were easy to filter out.”

      “And there is a limit to the range?”

      “There is. The pulse loses strength as it moves through ambient mana. The loss of strength is actually what causes different sources to be found. The device takes the signal that returns, runs calculations, and produces the visible result. Taking multiple measurements at different points then allows me to calculate the relative distance to any source by comparing the size of the visible result. We had to use the strider’s equipment because the pulse it emits is way stronger. I mean, I had to reroute the power supplies of the hibernation unit, but that’s why it was key that we stopped there. The stronger the pulse, the better the readings. Then I loaded the powerful sensor’s readings into this handheld sensor and calibrated everything with the new readings as the reference point.”

      “And that’s how we get to it functioning as a compass?”

      Sam giggled. “That’s the standard feature. It always acts like a compass. The pulse feature has to be triggered by me. Anyway, we are heading the right way still.” Sam patted Webmillion’s head. “Thank you for being such a wonderful steed, Webmillion.”

      “Yeah… She’s great… Hey, do you use echolocation?”

      She looked at me with a blank expression. “What do you think?”

      “Uhh–wait, was that rude?”

      She cracked a smile. “I’m joking. Yeah, I can do echolocation too.” She pointed at her ears. “It’s a little weird to explain how I can sometimes see the world, but I’ve got a good three-dimensional map of the environment in my head.”

      “Wow… That sounds amazing… I’m jealous.”

      “Don’t be. It’s not healthy. Ahh! The ridge! There’s the ridge, Riven! I’m excited to see this hog you spoke of!”

      We got to that familiar ridge and took a second to appreciate the majesty of the single tree on the mound.

      “So this is where the Fill Berries came from… And you were unable to tame that monster, Riven?”

      “Yeah… It was definitely a weird experience… But honestly, I wouldn’t want to tame this one. How would we get it out of here? And what if it’s like the bull? A monster that size—maybe it needs the special atmosphere down there.”

      “That’s too bad.”

      “Sam, do you want to take your readings?”

      “Sure! Probably be good to get a baseline for what a sudden change in mana looks like.”

      Sam set down her backpack and pulled out multiple metal instruments—receivers, she called them. She hooked up her screen to the various plugs coming from the gadgets and got to work. Slimer, Webmillion, and I just sat at the ridge and looked down below. Jet crawled out of my gauntlet to see where we were, too.

      “We’ve come pretty far… You guys remember? Back then, I wanted to prove the value of being in a troop with me. And now, we’re just cruising. It all just kind of fell into place… And that hog down there—the Fill Berries we harvested helped massively. I owe this monster a lot.”

      Webmillion rubbed her head against mine as I watched the stationary hog. Then, I noticed a Laplace Label floating above the tree, but it was too far to see.

      “That’s a name label…”

      “Riven!” Sam called. “I got my readings. We can move on!”

      “Oh! Great!” We went over and helped put her things away. “Any worthwhile findings?”

      “Yeah. There’s a target I’m hopeful about—it’s way more mana-dense than even the atmosphere ahead of us. I’m so sure it’s the fruit. I’ll have a rough idea of where it is relative to us soon.”

      “Great… I’ve never traveled past here, and neither have the monsters.”

      “I got it,” she said with a reassuring smile. “I’ll be careful and hang onto Webmillion like my life depends on it.”

      I looked over to our trusty steed. “Alright. Whenever you’re ready, Webmillion.”

      Webmillion saluted, and we were off once more. She leaped off the ridge and fired an extraordinarily strong web to a far branch.

      “Whoa! That’s better than before, isn’t it, Webmillion? Your web didn’t lose so much speed!”

      She swung us over to the branch and hopped to the next with breathtaking agility.

      “Woo! This is awesome,” I cheered.

      Sam was screaming with every drop, though. Good thing I was there to hold her.
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        * * *

      

      The first day of our expedition went well enough. The biggest surprise was how well Webmillion was doing. I realized a few things after the first hour of her high-performance trailblazing. It wasn’t anything magical that explained her improved performance; she was really just doing her best. As a consequence, however, she wasn’t able to keep the pace up indefinitely. Also, Slimer had been riding on her head whenever she went faster. I realized his [Leadership] Skill was boosting her performance. I also got the sense that the monsters could acclimate to the changing atmosphere better than I could.

      Sam was handling the new atmosphere well. I was starting to feel ill, but it wasn’t so bad that I thought I had to take my first sip of the potions.

      No monsters attacked us, either. It had to be because Slimer and Webmillion had scared them off—a boon to be sure.

      Our first day ended right around when we came across a rather strange and giant flower bulb growing out of the ground.
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        * * *

      

      Shelter Bulb

      

      Introduced to the Isle of the Beginning as a small light-emitting fixture by explorers, this flower mutated into the massive Shelter Bulb over the centuries. The light it emits scares most monsters away. Its interior is especially undesirable to monsters, making it a viable shelter for those lost in monster-infested territories.
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        * * *

      

      Sam tilted her head. “A giant neon pink flower that can shelter us from monsters? And might not hurt us?”

      I looked at Webmillion. She wasn’t enjoying the glow and was looking away. Slimer was fine. He was humming on my shoulder. Jet was fine, too.

      “Guess the slimes aren’t affected by it.”

      “Still, most monsters. Isn’t this weird? And it was ‘introduced’ to the island by explorers?”

      “We know the island has been around for more than 72,000 years. And Lucerein told me about demons who did end up here and leave.”

      Sam crossed her arms and made a face. “This just feels convenient.”

      “Does it, though? We haven’t encountered any monsters today, thanks to these guys.”

      Slimer happily waved his dagger around.

      “We’re pretty deep into the jungle, we’re following a miraculous gadget, the jungle is already starting to hurt me, and we find a place that more or less protects us from monsters that may or may not approach? I don’t think it's convenient. I think this is just another natural occurrence. We’ve been receiving boons and disadvantages pretty equally. And the boons we are receiving, I feel that we’ve been doing our best to court them.”

      Sam scrunched her lips, her eyes searching the bulb for any sign of danger.

      “[Laplace] says it's viable,” I said. “The same Skill that has been guiding us so far, is vouching for it.”

      “I know…”

      “Have you ever rock climbed?”

      She smiled and lifted her arms. “Never had a need.”

      “Trails and footholds are marked by those that came before you. Think of it–trails marked across centuries of exploration. That’s what I see here. Convenient? No, this is purposeful. Explorers have been helping each other since the start. That’s why this is here… Maybe…” I became a little more somber. “Maybe there were people who were desperate to find the Genesis Fruit like me… Maybe this flower ended up here because they were marking their trail. And now we’re here.”

      Sam sighed. “Yeah… Sorry, I’m just worried about you.”

      “I think it would be better to camp inside the bulb than in the silk tent. No offense, Webmillion. We’ll still need you to make a detection network with your webs.”

      Webmillion bowed and jumped into the trees to start spinning webs that could serve as tripwires and an early alert system.

      I shifted a petal to the side and poked my head in. “Whoa, looks like a lounge.”

      Sam poked her head in beneath mine. “Hmm… I guess so.”

      “Kind of a romantic ambiance, wouldn’t you say?” I asked with a smirk. 

      She looked up. “I’m not the type of girl that can be intimate while on a mission.”

      “Oh, uh oh–I totally am. Intimacy and treks to your death go hand in hand for me.”

      Her eyes went wide. My smirk grew wider.

      “Sounds like a deal-breaker.”

      “What!?” she yelped, gripping my shirt quickly. 

      “I’m joking. Sorry. Please don’t let my sense of humor be the real deal breaker.”

      “You’re a dick,” she said, rolling her eyes and hiding a smile.

      We went into the very cozy bulb and started putting out our Webmillion-made sleeping mats. The interior of the flower was bright, too. The stalk in the center–the pistil, I think, was covered in glowing dust, but it wasn’t hurting me in any way. I was actually starting to think it was soothing my lungs. Now that would be convenient. Either way, Sam and I got comfy and talked for a while, mostly happy about how smoothly the first day went.

      Slimer eventually went outside to keep Webmillion company. Jet was happy to sleep on my stomach. 

      “If we could have days like this one again… That would be so appreciated,” Sam said, lying on her back and looking up at the ‘ceiling.’”

      “Do you think Laurel’s praying for us?”

      Sam giggled. “Totally. I’m sure we have the Sacred Priestess’s blessing protecting us right now… She’s probably going to pray many hours into the night, fall asleep past midnight, and then sleep in… By the way… I’m sorry for keeping my plans from you. Part of me wanted to surprise you, but part of me was worried you were like Cattleya. And then, when you announced how soon you would be leaving, I had to really buckle down and get my gadgets done.”

      “Well… I gave you such a hard time that the monsters let Cattleya hit me so… I get it. That said, I was worried about you there for a bit.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Nah, water under the bridge. Let’s look toward the future. And I’ll be less protective if you keep me in the loop a little more.” 

      Sam looked at me, her cheeks a little pinker and her smile a little cuter than normal. 

      “But not if it’s a surprise.”

      “But please don’t pretend you’re sick. I thought you caught some kind of swamp illness!”

      Sam laughed. “But we told you!”

      “Yeah, but then you ‘got sick!’ What was I going to think? And you need to talk to Lucerein about this!”

      Sam cuddled up next to me, still giggling. I pushed her head away, playing up that I didn’t want her near while she was laughing at my explanation.

      “Laurel and I have a habit of sleeping in,” she said after settling. “But mostly because I have a harder time sleeping at night and because we just like chatting.”

      “Way to warn me that I can’t count on you to be my alarm clock.”

      She stuck out her tongue and giggled. “Now you know.”

      “So… Sleeping in… Is that because you’re a werebat? The sleeping part?”

      “Sort of. The werebats of my time could adapt to any sleep schedule–but there was still a bias to sleep during the day. Militarily, armies would rather have the werebat soldiers active at night since we have better faculties for after-dark operations.”

      I nodded. “Makes sense. I used bats at night. Cool that the characteristics of the animal apply to you… Demon races are interesting…”

      “Humans don’t have too many variations within their race, yes?”

      “Biggest variations come from our Skills.”

      “Well, that’s the same for everyone.”

      “Visually, we have humans with different eyes, hair, and skin color. People can have different builds too.”

      “Same for werebats… Mmm, well, there are not many body type variations within the werebats. You get too big, and you won’t be able to fly correctly… We have a lot of variations in our wings and arms, though. Mine are quite puny compared to others.”

      I chuckled. “I’m not the biggest human I could be either.”

      “You don’t really seem puny, though.”

      “Whoa, my day is made–what a compliment.”

      Sam giggled and turned away. “Not a compliment. Just an observation.” 

      I put on a stupid grin. “Will you turn my way if I take off my shirt?”

      She peeked over her shoulder and narrowed her eye. “No, but because we need to go to sleep and can’t waste time fooling around.”

      “Aww. That’s too bad.”

      “I promise that… I’m interested in getting into the groove of something when we get back… But your life is the priority right now!”

      “Heh… I don’t think I’ve ever had a partner that cared about my wellbeing this much… Thanks.”

      “Yeah, well… You make it easy.”

      I got comfortable and covered my eyes with a rag. “I hope everything is going well back home.”

      “Me too… But Cattleya is there, so everyone will be safe. Konda’s really reliable too…”

      “Yeah…”

      In truth, the ones I was worried about were Enkriah and Lucerein.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 26

          

          

      

    

    







            No Good Feelings

          

        

      

    

    
      Riven Wrangleman’s concerns were well warranted. That night, when all others had gone to sleep, Lucerein approached the statue in the center of the Isle. She stood in front of the statue–something she would scarcely do.

      She, wearing her ancient armor adorned with spikes and painted black, called to the statue.

      “Enkriah. Wake up.”

      The statue did not respond.

      “Enkriah.”

      “Fine, fine,” Enkriah replied. “You’re the last person I wanted waking me up, corpse. What do you want? Did something happen to Riven?”

      A surge of irritation hit Lucerein. She was unable to deny it–Enkriah’s final sentence had more feeling infused–more than she ever assumed Enkriah was capable of.

      “He hasn’t returned. I doubt he’ll run into any trouble on the first day.”

      “Then what do you want, corpse? We both know we have nothing we have to say to the other–”

      “Like always, you are wrong, Enkriah. I do have something to say to you.”

      Enkriah sighed. “Fine. Out with it. I will listen, but only because you aided Riven with your potions. I appreciate that. Even if it was you.”

      Enkriah had no way of seeing it, but Lucerein stiffened her expression. “Enkriah, you were able to regain your consciousness somehow. There’s nothing to be done about that fact. I could try to re-petrify you, but given that you are still petrified, I doubt the spell would suspend your consciousness effectively–”

      “Oh? The consciousness being silenced is a side-effect of the actual stoning? You can’t target the consciousness directly? Be careful, corpse. Tell me anymore, and I may very well be able to decode the secrets of your cursed magic.”

      Lucerein smiled, her chuckle reaching Enkriah’s consciousness.

      “Why are you laughing at me?” Enkriah asked, her anger barely restrained.

      “I would love for you to decipher the secrets of your curse. It would make things easier.”

      “In what way? Or has the isolation driven you mad? Do you miss my glare?”

      “I am sane… But the most insane thing I will ever do is give you this warning… Enkriah, I do not know what you are plotting, nor how you’ve managed to get this far. I do not know what you plan to do with Riven, nor what hopes you have related to him, but heed my words, Enkriah. If you are freed–whether through your own hand or another’s–I will kill you.”

      Enkriah stayed silent.

      “Forget petrification. We have moved long past that. And me? I’ve nursed a singular desire across these 72,000 years. The moment I see life in your eyes, I will try to kill you with a magic 72,000 years in the making. You will not survive, Enkriah–Daughter of Echidna. Your unreasonable existence will be ended by a magic similarly as unreasonable as you. Your mother perished. Take that as the most critical proof that you, too, will perish.”

      A silence fell between the two. Lucerein glared at Enkriah without flinching. She was sure Enkriah was doing the same from within her prison.

      “Is that all?” Enkriah asked. “Are you done posturing?”

      Lucerein smiled. Enkriah’s tone–the cursed woman was trying to veil her feelings. Lucerein was tickled. Enkriah was trying to hide that the threat had unnerved her. Barking in anger would only confirm her vulnerability.

      “I am,” Lucerein said, departing with a smile. “Just needed to make sure we knew what the future held for us.”

      A growl escaped Enkriah’s statue. “Did you people give my brother a similar warning?” Enkriah yelled.

      Lucerein stopped, her brow raised. Of all the things Enkriah could have said, this had never crossed Lucerein’s mind. “Your brother?”

      “You’re still there, aren’t you? Raise your voice so I can hear you! Did you people give my brother a warning when he went to your court–or did you slaughter him then and there?!”

      Lucerein turned so that she could face the back of the statue. “Your brother? You had a brother? Enkriah, what are you talking about? We killed many of your kin, just like you did ours–”

      “No! Before the fighting! When my mother’s lands were disappearing beneath the waves–when my brother landed on your shores as my envoy! Did you warn him to stay away, or did you strike him down then and there?!”

      Lucerein slowly shook her head. “Enkriah–I don’t know what you’re speaking about. But… I wasn’t an important person at that time. If one of yours–if you sent an envoy–I would have no way of knowing.”

      Enkriah laughed. “Really? You were not important? You don’t have to lie anymore. Riven isn’t here to listen. You can be honest about what you contributed.”

      “I’m not lying. I wasn’t important, Enkriah.”

      There were no lies in Lucerein’s statement. From where she stood, she only became a player in the war after Enkriah destroyed her people’s homes and killed Lucerein and her family. Lucerein only became Enkriah’s enemy after her own “death.”

      “I remember catching a glimpse of you behind all those warriors who fought me on this island. They called your name often, and with so much desperation,” Enkriah said, her tone chillier. “Lucerein… I thought it was a funny name,” Enkriah said, her voice growing quieter with every word.

      Lucerein stared at the statue for a few tense seconds and then moved away. Their conversation was done, and the message had been relayed. Lucerein had nothing to do but return to her cave and watch Enkriah from afar.

      …

      Two figures emerged from the jungle and approached the statue.

      “Hmm? The alpha camel and the alpha ape?” Enkriah asked, turning her mind’s focus to Cattleya and Konda.

      “Tense evening for you, huh, Enkriah?” Cattleya asked, taking a drink of water from a gourd strapped to her waist. “Haa, we need to get some booze soon. What a waste of clear nights otherwise.”

      Cattleya sat at the water’s edge. Konda took a seat next to her.

      “What are you doing here?” Enkriah asked.

      “You’re going to be awake for a while now, right? We’re just doing Riven a favor and keeping you company.”

      “Oh,” Enkriah said. She would have been showing a bashful smile if she could wear her emotions on her face. “Well, I am not the best conversationalist, but I appreciate your company–”

      “I don’t want you to get the wrong idea here,” Cattleya said. “We heard what Lucerein had to say… And what you had to say in response.”

      Enkriah’s subsequent “Oh,” had an entirely different quality to it. Shame and fear marked it.

      “Now see, my friend Konda here–she’s soft on you. No problem with that. She follows Riven, and Riven likes you. I respect that relationship.”

      “I appreciate that,” Enkriah replied.

      “I don’t want you to get the wrong idea here. I don’t like Demon Lords–whether they be from Riven’s time, my time, or your time. Demon Lords ruin everything–that’s the only thing I’ve seen as consistent throughout our eras.”

      “That is certainly a perspective.”

      “I don’t care if you free yourself. I don’t care if you and Lucerein fight… And I don’t care if Lucerein kills you… Honestly, I think they should have smashed your statue as soon as it formed, but I’m guessing there’s a reason no one has. Either way, I don’t care about what you do with your life, Enkriah. Konda here? She doesn’t care, either. As long as Riven is fine, she’s good.”

      Konda grunted in agreement.

      “Have your fight. Just keep my people out of it.”

      “I have no qualms with you, Guardian of another era. For all I know, you may be a descendant of my kin. Know that I respect that potential.”

      “Heh, whatever you need to tell yourself… So. Let’s have some nice chat… Did they have good liquor in your time?”

      Enkriah chuckled. “My army wasn’t very good at the art, but we did have merchants that brought my mother exotic spirits from afar once upon a time.”

      “Oh… Fancy,” Cattleya sang, before descending into light conversation with the talking statue.

      At least one request was satisfied on this night.
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            Third Day of the Expedition

          

        

      

    

    
      With a stunned Sam in my arms, I jumped off a cliff.

      Webmillion, with Slimer on her head, swung overhead, the sounds of Slimer’s dagger striking metal echoing from above. A tornado of parchments tore out from the top of the cliff, right over our heads and missing everyone but one of the humungous trees thirty feet away.

      “Damn it. That’s really giving new meaning to ‘death by a thousand paper cuts.’ I really want that monster!”

      “Riven!” Sam yelled, frantic. “We’re falling–do you need me to fly you–”

      “Ahh, right, Sam! Fly!”

      “But what about you–”

      “I’ll be fine!” I used all my muscle strength to adjust how I was holding Sam. “Just go!” And then I threw her.

      Thank god she knew what was coming. She spread her arms and flapped her wings, flying away with a burst of speed.

      The ground was fast approaching, but I had to urge her one more time.

      “Keep your wits about you, Sam! Webmillion and Slimer are doing their best, but don’t assume they’ll be able to prevent every single thing from getting to you!”

      “Got it, Riven!” she called back. “You can count on me! Make sure you don’t get distracted either!”

      “Ha!” I called back. “We’ve got this–”

      I hit the ground hard enough to make a crater and send a cloud of dust and sparkling pollen into the air. A moment later, I sprinted out of the cloud, totally undamaged.

      “Hanging in there, Jet?” I asked the tiny slime hiding in my glove

      He quickly poured out and wrapped around my forearm like the bracer he was trying to emulate. The little guy was okay. But then he vibrated all over–something was coming.

      I looked ahead of us right as a giant red lizard standing on two legs burst out from the overgrown bushes and vines. As tall as one one-story house, it jumped and landed a dozen feet from us. The ground rumbled as it let out a high-pitched roar. I noticed something covering its body, which [Laplace] confirmed a moment later.

      “Great… Another ‘Hijackshroomed.’”

      Three days into this expedition, we had already seen so much and had done more than our fair share of escaping danger. The most persistent danger that always seemed to be coming for us? Monsters that my [Creature Handling] could do nothing to at all. The “Hijackshroomed” sub-category of monsters was one such example.

      The Hijackshroom itself was a parasitic fungus that took over a creature’s body. They were really tiny, too, and tended to hide in fur or under scales, where they would then form colonies. I assumed that [Creature Handling] wasn’t working because I wasn’t aiming the Skill correctly, or something finicky like that. All it meant was that I wouldn’t be able to stop something like this giant lizard with stubby arms from running me over.

      But that’s why I had Jet.

      The lizard roared again, and I pointed my arm at it. “Fire!”

      Jet shot his stream of pressurized water at the lizard, and with a swing of my arm, we cut the creature’s head off. These monsters were tough, but Jet’s stream was a magical and physical marvel that had yet to be resisted.

      “Good work!” I said, rushing to the side. “Keep running, guys! We’ll find one of those shelter flowers eventually!”

       I slid to a stop; another of the annoying monsters had descended before me–Mysticrata-Corrupted Jungle Puppet. These monsters were like possessed puppets made of rotting wood. They were half my size, but they all wielded a long scythe they were more than happy to use. Every single one that we had encountered wore a dark, tattered shroud that seemed to have a life of its own. The shroud’s movements made it an order of magnitude harder to predict the thing’s behavior.

      These things were light on their feet and quicker than anything else we had seen so far. It leaped toward me, swinging its scythe. I ducked and swung my right arm. Jet was already launching a water laser. The thing’s movements were unreal–it jerked out of the way in a manner it had no business being able to do. It didn’t even need to touch the ground–it could use the air itself as a foothold from which it could leap. 

      A wad of white web flew from above and struck the puppet, sticking it against a tree trunk.

      “Thanks, Webmillion–gah!”

      Not even a single second for a break, I ducked, narrowly avoiding the mushroom-infested dog that flew above me. I swung my arm and cut it in half. A shrill shriek came from my left a moment later. I recognized it as the third sub-category of monster that we had encountered–the Jungle-Claimed Imps. These pink-skinned, skinny, horned, big-headed, malformed fetuses had purple swirling eyes and attacked with the ferocity of a madman. I had no idea what ‘Jungle-Claimed’ meant, but it made it impossible to tame them.

      “Hijackshroomed, Mysticrata-Corrupted, and Jungle-Claimed–is this a party? I don’t recall billing it as that!”

      The imp leaped at me. My left arm tingled, and a giant ball of fluffy moss expanded from my moss-covered scar. It spread toward the imp and captured it, causing the imp to screech its frustrations. A moment later, a bright bullet of pure, refined magic flew down and struck the imp. It fell limp, a scorched hole in its head.

      I looked up. “Thanks, Sam!”

      “I have your back, Riven!”

      Sam had her own battles up there. She was like a bat fluttering about frantically as she avoided the puppets going for her. Every so often, bright bullets would fly from her and hit a puppet, knocking it out of commission for a while. 

      Those bullets came from one of her gadgets–Mana Pistols. I was wowed when she first revealed them to me, but seeing them in action was transcendent. The closest thing I could compare them to were crossbows, but their firepower was on a whole different level. Hand humanity 100 of these; we could have made short work of so much of the Demon Lord’s army.

      Sam was great with them–about as good as the best archers in the army. When the puppets attacked, she gave herself a few feet of space and fired with 90% accuracy.

      Five shots flashed above my head. She struck all five in front of her, but then one descended behind her.

      “Sam! Right behind you! It’s about to swing!”

      Sam turned and flapped her wings. The puppet swung but slashed through empty air. Sam, meanwhile, was like a spinning arrow, flying a few inches above the slash. She straightened her arm right as she crossed the puppet and fired, blowing a hole through the puppet’s head.

      “Thank you, Riven!” she yelled.

      She aimed down at the ground and unleashed a rain of bullets, striking at a whole bunch of mushroom-infested mutts that had come out.

      “Well, aren’t you a show-off,” I called.

      Webmillion’s shadow darted ahead of me, and a mass hit the ground a moment later. It was one of the monsters attacking us—a humanoid creature wrapped in a cloak of what looked like sheets of off-white paper. It struggled against the steel silk it was wrapped in.

      I looked up and shouted, “Thanks, Webmillion and Slimer!”

      The two had, while fending off multiple attacks, captured one of the monsters I was interested in. If they had thrown it in front of me, it was because they were confident it would be a worthwhile addition to the troop.

      I didn’t have time, though. I rushed to it and held out my hand.

      “Hey, listen, you came after us, and then when the feeding frenzy started, you were as big of a meal as the rest of us. But guess what? Team up with us, and you’ll survive just like we’re surviving. You’ll have other monsters you won’t have to fear. We can work together.”

      I saw a red eye glowing beneath the hood of sheets. I caught a peek of its arms–gray and taught but with faint blue veins underneath. It was easy to imagine some sort of withered-up human underneath. Maybe that meant it was capable of ape-like intelligence. If that were the case, it could reason that my offer was worthwhile, assuming the power had conveyed it properly.

      But we didn’t have time. I took out a Fill Berry Jelly Ball and had Jet extend it–or jam it—into the monster’s face. If it had a mouth, Jet’s extended arm would find it.

      Jet hummed–the jelly ball had gone into a mouth, and I heard chewing a second later.

      “Come on, man,” I said, looking above and all around. “Are you on the team? There’s more food where that came from–”

      I felt the tingle of victory. This monster hiding in a shroud of parchment had accepted my power.

      “Yes!” I cheered. “We got a convenient source of paper for my scrolls–erm–I mean, we got a new valuable member of the expedition team!”

      This really wasn’t the time to be correcting myself, all things considered, but I was happy.

      “Webmillion! Slimer! We got the recruit! Thanks for providing cover!” I yelled to the diligent duo, who were doing their best to keep monsters away from me. Webmillion had been shooting webs from above while Slimer protected her blindsides.

      Turning my focus back to the bound monster, I searched for the critical knot. The poor monster was frantic, urging me to release it before we both got attacked by some bigger foe.

      “Don’t worry, recruit. Webmillion over there came up with a special binding. All I have to do is find the critical knot that holds it all together, and–ahh, there it is! Jet!”

      Jet got in the best position and fired a water laser through the knot.

      “Flex those muscles, recruit!”

      The monster did as I said and found that the bindings that had trapped it so easily came apart. I extended a hand to the surprised monster and showed it a grin.

      “On your feet, recruit. We’ve got a battle to survive.”

      I felt happiness come from the monster. It took my hand and stood up, but then the shrill shriek of one of those jungle imps came from behind it.

      I felt the monster’s panic in the feedback from my Skill and in the way its hand tensed in mine. No one wanted to be ambushed by one of these ugly bastards.

      “I’ve got your back!” I called.

      I slid in front of the new recruit, and a boulder-sized ball of fluffy moss expanded from my left arm, tangling the Jungle-Claimed Imp.

      “Go, Paper Shroud! Show them what we’re made of!”

      Paper Shroud nodded and leaped over the ball, slicing at the imp with two paper scythes.

      I was wide-eyed. “Shit. That was amazing. You have paper scythes?! Can I get a few? Or is it part of your body–no, not now, Riven. Celebrate your new recruit later.”

      It landed like a real headliner–I had only ever seen that grace in the circus when a trapeze artist landed for their bow. It seemed like Paper Shroud was intent on leaving a good impression.

      “Alright! Let’s keep running team!” I yelled as I swung Jet around and cut up a few more puppets.
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            Fourth Day of the Expedition

          

        

      

    

    
      Night had fallen. 

      I shifted the petal of the giant glowing shelter bulb to the side and was greeted by a dim light radiating from the flower’s stamen and pistil and Sam’s warm smile.

      “Perimeter secured?” she asked.

      “Better believe it. Webmillion has webs everywhere–it’ll be impossible for the enemy to launch a surprise attack with her around–”

      “Unless they’re spectral or elemental monsters.”

      I stopped in my tracks. “Pardon me?”

      “Spectral monsters most likely won’t pull on Webmillion’s webs. They could phase through them without any trouble,” she innocently replied.

      “You mean like ghosts–Gah! Slimer!” I yelled–the guy had jumped onto my shoulder out of nowhere. “Warn a guy!”

      Slimer just patted my head. What a jerk.

      Meanwhile, Sam touched her finger to her chin. “Then again, Webmillion’s threads are laced with magic, right? I guess spectral bodies still interact with magic.”

      I let out a sigh, calmed my heart down, and sat down across from Sam. “No, Webmillion has experience fighting spectral entities now. Slimer will go make sure she used webs that can mess with them.”

      “Oh, wow. She’s so versatile.”

      “How are your pistols?” I asked, looking at those metal crossbow-like weapons sitting on her lap. “Hmm… If they fired physical projectiles, they’d be like mini-cannons.”

      She giggled. “We have those too. The compound we use to accelerate the projectile is hard to come by, and magic bullets tend to do better against monsters with high physical defenses, which were much more common in our era.”

      “Whoa. Neat… If I got hit by one of those magic bullets…”

      Sam’s expression darkened. She looked down at the one on her thigh holster and frowned. “Cattleya and Quatrin could take a shot, with only a scorch mark on their fur… Laurel’s mana barrier would protect her… I don’t think you would fare well, Riven.”

      “Ahh. Got it. That’s fine. A regular crossbow bolt would kill me, too,” I said, patting Slimer. My eyes drifted to the shiny pistols again.

      “My pistols are fine. I didn’t use up too much refined mana.”

      I watched Sam as she reattached tubes to the pistols. That modification was definitely awe-worthy. I would never have thought that a modification she made within a day would hold up so well. Apparently, the pistols were originally designed to hold what Sam called a mana cell. The pistol would fire its magic bullets while depleting the cell. Since Sam’s cells were depleted in her escape before the crash, she modified the pistols to take the refined mana from the watermelon-sized fuel container she had strapped to her waist. It was a ‘textbook modification.’ 

      Slimer hopped and decided to get moving. He stretched his body a little and bowed, and then slid out of the bulb, leaving me alone with Sam.

      “He’s so diligent,” Sam said, returning to polishing her pistols.

      I massaged my right arm, tickling Jet when he came out. “That’s a word for him.”

      “What do you think about the monsters we’ve encountered so far?”

      I pulled a wonderful sheet of paper from my pack, and Sam noticed, her eyes lighting up. 

      “Is that from Paper Shroud?” she asked, leaning in.

      I grinned. “Better believe it is,” I replied. “She drops it like we shed hairs.”

      “Oh? It’s a ‘she?’”

      “Yup, [Laplace] and Slimer confirmed it for me–don’t ask how Slimer knew.”

      She giggled. “I won’t.”

      I wrote down all the monsters we had encountered thus far. It was pretty clear that there was a pattern.

      “Of the monster types we’ve encountered, thirty-one out of thirty-four were ones that [Creature Handling] couldn’t work on,” Sam said.

      “And among those creatures, the ones that have been hijacked by mushrooms are the most common. The puppets are the second most common, with those freaky imps being the least common. Special note: the Mysticrata and Jungle-Claimed only have the puppets and the imps, while there are a lot of hijacked monsters.”

      “So, I think that the effect that Slimer and Webmillion have is still working… They’re scaring away–let’s call them ‘sane monsters.’ Monsters like Paper Shroud, though, might be on their level.” Sam looked at me and smiled. “Can you confirm that, Mister Riven?”

      I chuckled. “I always knew you were the sharpest among us.”

      I wrote down the information that [Laplace] had conveyed to me about Paper Shroud.
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        * * *

      

      Paper Shroud

      Parchors. C Rank. Rare.

      A female-only nomadic humanoid monster covered in paper-like material. The paper that grows from its body is more similar to hair than anything else. 

      

      Traits_______________

      Elegant: This creature has a flair for the precise and beautiful. It will try to execute its movements as gracefully as it can, even if untimely or unnecessary.

      {Dexterity +20%}{Agility +5%}{Balance +5%}

      

      Alpha: This creature is in the top 1% of its kind. It can lead groups of its kind with minimal trouble. Has above average capabilities and provokes fear in lesser organisms.

      {Base Parameters +20%}

      

      Experienced: This creature has survived many battles.

      {Wisdom+10%}

      

      Hunter: Destined to be a hunter. The holder excels at pursuing prey, and is able to fully make use of its potential when hunting.

      {Surprise Attack Damage +20%}{Attack VS Running Enemies +20%}
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        * * *

      

      Sam stroked her chin and hummed as she studied the information. “No Skills, but many Traits… And it’s still only Rare… The rarity might be tied to the amount of Skills something has… and maybe the quality of the Skills impacts it too. Maybe the rarity is relative to the type of creature… So, are you happy with this recruit?”

      “More than happy. The paper shedding pays for itself.”

      “I’m actually really interested in what you told me about–the spell scrolls?”

      “Yeah, I can show you,” I said, pulling out my handy brush.

      “You would use a brush instead of a pencil?”

      “The width of the stroke on some of the symbols matters.”

      "Really?!" she said, her surprise so great it made strands of her hair pop out of place.

      “Yeah, and a demonstration of the final effect will only cost your lovely smile.”

      I expected her to laugh—maybe even scoff or playfully jab back. Instead, her eyes lit up for a second, but she covered them by burying her face behind her wings.

      "Sam?"

      "Ugh. So embarrassing, Riven. I wasn’t ready for that sneak attack…”

      “Well, you paid the price of admission with that reaction.”

      Her face red, she peeked over her arms. “Tell me how you did that spell scroll, please?”

       “Yeah. Let’s start here. Did you guys not have spell circles? Even Lucerein’s era had–oh what do they call them–ahh, yeah, Magic Script.”

      Sam, distracted by her curiosity, lowered her arms and stroked her chin, her eyes glued to my strokes. “Yes, well, this might be a consequence of being closer to the nature of magic.”

      I glanced at her and then at the spell circle. “Well, I guess I should tell you the full story about these. Humanity only gained the spell circle and spell theory after observing the glyphs the Demon Lord used. Since you don’t know about them, I guess you use magic instinctively, right?”

      “Yes and no. We definitely have records of spell circles, but they’re a really old form of magic for really specific applications. For instance, the idea of those spell circles was the foundation for our gadget development. But our gadgetry is more developed in its rules than the spell circles themselves… Most of the time, our regular magic is dictated by innate ability and imagination.”

      “Imagination, huh? I’ve talked to a few humans with the Skill that allowed them to use magic. They never said ‘imagination’ was a big thing for them.”

      I recalled Lucerein’s words about the mind-mana link. Lucerein had stripped it down to make it sound more academic, but she would probably say that Sam was describing a similar process.

      Sam nodded innocently. “Well, with our magic, you can usually do most things you can imagine. Your imagination guides the mana in your mana cluster.  Cattleya, for example, can make a scimitar of sand and have it be sharp, because she understands the nature of sand, and her innate abilities allow that level of a construct.”

      “That sounds really liberating… Can you use magic?”

      Sam smiled and shook her head. “No, I don’t have the innate ability. Magical affinity isn’t very common in werebats. The most we have is natural magical traits.” She lifted her wings. “For instance, werebats release mana particles to aid their flight. The camelgrem, though? They’re called a Mage Race because all their members are capable of true magic.”

      “Do you have a term for people that can use magic? I want to guess ‘Mage.’”

      “Yup, if you can use your innate magic, you’re a Mage.”

      I nodded. “Nice and simple. Enkriah and I have actually spoken about magic a few times. I’ve had a few words with Lucerein about it, too.”

      “Ahh… I haven’t gotten to pick Lucerein’s brain about the topic… I didn’t realize Enkriah would be knowledgeable as well.”

      “Hard to be a Demon Lord like her without being good at magic.”

      Sam giggled. “That wasn’t true for the Demon Lords of our era.”

      “Don’t let Enkriah hear that. She’ll berate them all the way 'til she slumbers.” 

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “Anyway… Enkriah and Lucerein both don’t make a big deal about the glyphs’ existence. If anything, the glyphs being visible is what they take note of…  What’s interesting though, is that they don’t need to draw the glyphs out… Maybe they hold the glyphs in their head, and then their minds guide the mana. Maybe we can call that mind-mana connection a part of imagination.”

      Sam stroked her chin. “A language of magic, combined with instinctual casting… I guess it makes sense that it would birth something further than what we have…” Sam looked at my completed spell circle with renewed wonder. “Maybe… If I think of a glyph like a circuit, then obviously, the dimensions of the pathways would cause a change in the mana.”

      “Want to know something weird?” I asked, earning a pensive glance from Sam. “Lucerein once told me in passing that she hasn’t ever seen my glyphs in her whole life. I didn’t think much of it at the time, but now? I can see why it was significant… And then my Demon Lord’s magic always caused these unknown glyphs to be visible enough for humans to see and steal.”

      Sam tilted her head. “What’s the significance of that?”

      “Don’t know. Lucerein mentioned it was possible that these ‘new’ glyphs may be a set from a Logos she didn’t know. She’s not sure about why the Demon Lord I knew caused the glyphs to be visible.”

      “What about Enkriah? Did she have a unique opinion as a Demon Lord?”

      “She totally does. She doesn’t think the Demon Lord I fought was a true one.” I chuckled as I placed my fingers on the spell circle. “That said, I think she just has high standards.”

      Sam giggled. “She certainly does seem like the type–”

      A gentle spray of sparkling balls flew out from the scroll, causing Sam to let out a cute gasp. Sam, filled with wonder that would be at home on a child’s face, watched the little orbs rise toward the petals that made up the bulb.

      “Spell circles, or formulas, or whatever you want to call them–they let everyone use magic, even if they don’t have a talent for it. This is what is amazing about them.”

      “I agree,” she mumbled, watching the lights fade from existence.

      “That spell was simple and cheap–Sparkle. I would use it to brighten up the days of the kids from the small villages we passed through.” My smile dimmed a little. I passed the scroll to Sam. “Do you want to give it a try?”

      She looked at me, surprised. “I can do that too?”

      I chuckled. “Did you think it was just lip service? The spell will forcibly suck out your mana if you press your finger onto the ink. That’s how Konda was able to use magic… This is the critical nature of the magic the Demon Lord I knew gave humanity.”

      “No way,” she mumbled, alternating glances between the scroll and me. Her ears twitched as her expression grew determined. She firmly pressed her finger down onto the spell circle. She looked tense with the way she was pressing her lips together. And then, light sprinkled out from the scroll.

      Her eyes widened, the sparkling lights reflected in them. “Did I just … cast magic?” 

      Sam watched in fascination and utter joy as the lights drifted upward, just like the ones from earlier, and slowly faded. 

      “They… they really do let everyone cast magic,” she mumbled.

      I was pretty sure I caught tears in the corner of her eyes, too–which was great… Except she noticed I was looking at her. I casually looked away as she shyly hid her tears with her sleeve and lowered her reddening face.

      “You don’t have to be embarrassed,” I said, rolling up the scroll. “I bawled like a baby when I realized there were still things I could do–that there were still things humanity could pull off.”

      She dried her face with her sleeves some more and looked at me. Her expression was complicated… Puzzled with bits of wonder, maybe.

      Sam nodded, her face returning to a joyful one. “Thank you, Riven.”

      “No problem. Sorry, it took so long to show this off. Had I known how you would react, I would have brought these out days ago.”

      “Yeah, how dare you distract me with all the other mind-blowing things you had to share,” she said with a giggle.

      I winked. “Sorry.” And then I let out a yawn.

      “Oh! How is your fatigue?”

      “Glad I had Lucerein’s stimulants today… And their effect is fading now, which is pretty great for me. I’m going to sleep so well tonight… How’s the fatigue for you?

      She waved my worry away. “I don’t think I’m feeling it as badly as you are.”

      I nodded as I unfurled the silk blankets. “Thank god that’s still holding true… How many days do you think it’ll be until we reach that good source of magic?”

      She pulled out her notebook, and flipped to her recent calculations. “With the rate that the marker is growing at… Maybe one day? But if we keep being pursued by monsters, maybe two.”

      “Damn… Two days would put us at what–let’s say six effective days of expedition… We have enough medication to survive ten more days, assuming the medication is able to fight the effects of this place as the mana concentration gets worse… What do you think, Sam?”

      Sam sighed, closing her notebook and tucking it away. She lowered her body onto one of the silk blankets, a complicated look on her face. I hung another of the sheets up around us, limiting the light a bit, and then rested next to her.

      “I’m confident in my gadget and my readings… I’m sure that the signal we’re following is something worthwhile, but…”

      “There is no guarantee it’s a fruit that people have only heard of in legend.”

      “Part of me was really hoping we’d come across it by happenstance. But alas…”

      “Life isn’t that easy.”

      Sam sighed again and pressed her lips together for a few moments. “Let’s see what happens tomorrow. Where we are by tomorrow at this time–that will determine what we should do, I think.”

      I smirked. “Right to the edge–you’re my kind of girl, Sam.”

      The most adorable smile curled her lips, and she lightly slapped my chest. “Come on, stop teasing me so much!”

      “How can I when you’re so cute and so diligent?” I brought her close to me and kissed her. “To say nothing of how beautiful you are when you’re so sure of yourself.”

      Sam pushed me away lightly as a shy look crept onto her face. And then she went forward, initiating a passionate kiss with me. I kissed back, full of affection, and eventually, it ended in giggling with flushing faces.

      She looked at me with eyes that cutely said, “Stop being so troublesome,” and she pulled my arm over and rested her head on it. 

      “We should go to sleep,” she said.

      “Glad you’re the one that said it. I can barely keep my eyes open.”

      “You should have told me to stop talking if you were sleepy.”

      I yawned. “How could I? You’re just so cute–don’t wanna ruin that.”

      “Mmm, I don’t think the controlled monsters are scared off by Slimer and the rest.”

      I looked at her. Her eyes were still closed, and she was smiling softly. “Pardon me?”

      “We didn’t finish our first topic,” she mumbled. “I’m just concluding what I think is the obvious answer.”

      I stared at her for a few minutes before chuckling. “You’re pretty cute, you know that?”

      I saw her smile widen for a second. “Yeah, I think you tell me that all the time,” she replied. 

      I was so sure she wanted to smile way more, but she was pretty good at playing it cool.
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        * * *

      

      The fourth day of the expedition was more or less the same as the third. We fended off untamable creatures, though we had a better time of it with Paper Shroud helping us, and we ran enough that I could take a break from running for a week.

      The big difference came right around dusk, when we reached yet another ridge…

      

      I stood there, awestruck. “Holy shit.”

      Sam’s gadget was in her hands, but she wasn’t studying it. Her eyes were glued to the same sight as mine. “Holy shit.”

      Slimer was on my head, motionless. Webmillion was at my side, motionless. Jet was peeking out from my gauntlet. Paper Shroud was striking a pose while looking toward the distance.

      Many hours away from us was a wavy pillar of pulsing white light. Bright strings floated from the pillar and into the air, where their tips faded.

      At the base of the pillar was an unmistakable feature—ruined walls. They surrounded the pillar, their height uneven, but definitely massive in scale.

      “Civilization,” Sam mumbled.

      “Or the remnants of one, at least,” I replied.
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            Signs of a Lost Age

          

        

      

    

    
      “Paper Shroud, I know you indicated that you didn’t know anything like a Genesis Fruit. Did you know about this place?”

      Paper Shroud pointed back toward the way we came from, indicating that we had long since left her regular territory.

      And then Paper Shroud directed my attention downward to the base of this cliff. My curiosity was piqued.

      “Look at all those lights—they’re all around here… And they’re leading to the pillar? Or is there just that many… Better question—are those—“

      “They are,” Sam said, putting away her spyglass. “It’s more of the Shelter Bulbs.”

      “Hey, I didn’t know you had a spyglass.”

      She snickered. “A gadgeteer doesn’t just reveal all her gadgets.”

      I was deadpan in my response. “But I showed you every single thing in my packs.”

      “Your dedication to taking inventory is really cute, I swear.”

      I groaned and crossed my arms. “Whatever. So, as things stand, we’ve found something incredible. What does your scanner say?”

      “For all intents and purposes, whatever we’re tracking is right in the direction of that pillar,” she said, turning the knobs on the side of the scanner. 

      “In the direction of…”

      Sam grimaced. “From just eyeing it… I’d say it’s right there at the pillar.”

      I narrowed my eyes as I studied that unmissable thing. “Have we been tracking the pillar this whole time?”

      “We’ve been tracking whatever is in that general space.”

      “Still holding out hope, huh?”

      She looked at me and grinned. “I’m being accurate with my words.”

      “What’s the condition down at this next level looking like?”

      The joy faded, and she became serious once more. “I had to adjust the scanner to filter out the haze. The mana concentration is higher down there.”

      “And yet again, we’ve found that ‘going deeper’ correlates with higher mana levels.”

      “That makes sense though, doesn’t it?” Sam replied. “The further you get from the leylines, the denser the mana. The elevation probably also increases as you get to the main leylines… That last part is a guess, but I’m willing to bet money on it.”

      I raised a brow. “Are you suggesting that the elevation is predictable?”

      She chewed on her lips as she furrowed her brow. “I find these sudden sheer drops strange, and a little bit too straight at times.”

      “Too straight for plates of earth rising and falling over time?”

      “Willing to bet on it.”

      “Hmm. Guess we need to go down there and collect more data and solve the mystery. I’m thinking we go down and camp out in one of the bulbs, tackle the problem tomorrow.”

      “And that will let us see how the mana concentration will affect you.”

      I lifted one foot and held it over the edge. “Here’s hoping it doesn’t kill me.”

      And then I stepped over the edge and fell.

      “Riven!” Sam screamed. She must have forgotten that I was immune to fall damage. 

      I hit the ground with a thunderous boom. 

      “I guess the impact and the crater always look concerning.”

      I lifted my right arm, and Jet peeked out. Little buddy was doing just fine. 

      Sam fluttered down, absolutely flustered, followed by Webmillion and Slimer. Paper Shroud landed in a tornado of paper. What a show-off. Appreciated though. I was very impressed with her.

      

      Everything went eerily well after that. We only walked for an hour longer afterward, but no monsters ever appeared. Sam and I both concluded that the overabundance of bulbs kept monsters away. Our monsters–even the slime members–weren’t all too keen about the light either. The slimes being affected suggested the effect of the light was additive. Knowing what [Laplace] told us about the bulbs, it wasn’t too hard for us to assume that these bulbs were placed here on purpose, or rather, that an initial batch was placed here, after which they propagated.

      Had we found signs of civilization on our walk, we would have been absolutely sure, but there was nothing. Just bulbs, vines, bushes, and benign mushrooms.

      In a way, that just made the structure in the distance far more confusing. A beacon of civilization in a jungle of controlled madness. 

      It also didn’t help that a Laplace Label wasn’t popping up, but we assumed it was because there was a distance limit.
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      Fifth day of the expedition, as early as could be and standing a few minutes away from the pillar—

      I squinted, unable to stare at the pillar for long.  “It kind of looks like a bright, shining tree up close, doesn’t it?”

      “Yeah, one whose trunk twisted upward. I wish we could see the top, but the canopy obscures it so well…”

      We had gotten up and traveled for three hours to get here—the base of the white pillar. No monsters had attacked us. Heck, we had more trouble traversing the uneven terrain than anything else. We could guess why that was the reason–that being the shelter bulbs–but it was still odd after days of being under constant attack.

      Sam grabbed my hand, startling me a bit.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      Lucerein’s potions were doing the job. I could feel a tiny bit more discomfort when I did anything compared to yesterday, but I was still more than capable of surviving a battle or two. That said, I was willing to bet that Sam had noticed some minute change in how I carried myself.

      I nodded. “I’m doing good… I’m happy we’re here. We’re going to find out what we’ve been chasing all this time.”

      She mirrored my nod and faced the structure before us.

      This ruin surrounding the mysterious pillar—it reminded me of the colosseums I had seen in some of the oldest countries. To see it in its heyday—when everything was intact—would have been a treat. So much of it had been damaged by the passage of time, but we could see that it was once four stories high.

      One more thing I could assume from the shape of the windows in the wall and some of the detailing that I could make out, was that this place was not a fortress, or any kind of serious protective installation.

      Just like the colosseums of my memory, this place felt like a place honoring something, or a place that hosted events. Once we were inside, we would know for sure.

      “Riven… If there was a legendary fruit—one so legendary that another legendary figure described it in incredibly lofty terms—if a fruit like that existed… Would it be unreasonable to expect it to be guarded?”

      I scratched the back of my head. “I’m not sure. How do we even approach this? We weren’t expecting to find a structure here.”

      Sam looked around. “At least we’re starting to see signs of other structures.”

      Everywhere Sam’s eyes landed, there was some sort of ruined fixture. Vine-covered pillars, broken walls made of the same material as the main structure, partially destroyed cobblestone road—the signs of people being here once were painfully clear.

      “Riven, is [Laplace] working now?”

      “Let me check,” I said, taking a few steps back. “I really wonder how this is going to work. The whole thing is so massive.”

      “The strider registered on the Skill. It stands to reason that this would too, right?”

      “I don’t know… We know Laplace doesn’t distinguish between the whole object and a part of the object unless you’re inside of the object,” I recall, remembering the situation with the screw and the strider. “There might be some sort of weird limit based on the object's size.”

      Sam’s eyes widened. “Hey, did you ever have [Laplace] trigger on your house or any of your furniture?”

      My eyes widened more than hers did. “No. It didn’t… The first real–non-plant–object that gave itself away was the strider…”

      Sam held up one of her pistols. “These have names. If Laplace is the Logos of names, then he would care about this. Do you have a label for these?”

      I stared at the pistols for a few minutes while the monsters just looked around and took a break from all the walking.

      Finally, a label popped up.

      “Okay, there was a label after all.”

      “Alright… That’s good. That’s what we expected, given that you had labels for screws and the hibernation units.”

      “So, back to our conundrum… Is a structure like this in a category of objects that cannot be identified with your level of [Laplace]? Or is size a variable to account for? Maybe the bigger it is, the longer you have to stare at it? And given that you were staring at it on the way here—“

      “Not with the intent of getting a label though.”

      “Right. And intent matters…”

      “One minor problem is that the Laplace Labels tend to form over the target—“

      “But only the name label, right? The expanded box opens in front of your eyes right?”

      “Yeah. That one is a bit more flexible.”

      “Then maybe try to get that one from the start, and not the name label.”

      I paused for a second and threw a pensive eye Sam’s way.

      “What?” she asked, a little uncomfortable from the attention she was getting.

      “Yeah. I don’t know when I started doing it, but I default to wanting to see the name label first, and then the expanded info.” I pointed my gaze toward the structure. “Come on, Laplace, such a place must have had a name. You can tell me about it, can’t you? Give me all the info I’m allowed to see about it.”

      Sam joined in on my pleading, clasping her hands in the process. “Please, Logos Laplace. It might seem small, and unnecessary, but we would really like as much info as we could possibly get. Please. We don’t want to walk in totally blind. Please…”
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        * * *

      

      Ode to Veltruvius

      

      A once popular gathering place for the academics of the Avantii, now ravaged by time. Even in its ruined state, it evokes feelings of awe.
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        * * *

      

      “That’s the info.”

      “Avantii,” Sam whispered. “That must have been the name of the civilization. I wonder if that was the name of a race or a country.”

      “They might have been the people who settled here and introduced the Shelter Bulbs… I wonder what wiped them out.”

      “Well, they were in a mana-rich environment. And in a jungle—which are typically teeming with all kinds of organisms. I could see a civilization eventually dying here if they have a particularly bad year with monsters.”

      I raised a brow. “But would that happen with all the Shelter Bulbs around? Just looking at the sheer amount here—it makes me think they’re the ones that introduced them.”

      Sam shook her head. “I don’t know what it is, but something doesn’t make sense.”

      “You need to give me something to work with. To me, everything since I landed here is unusual.”

      “The stone used to build these structures is pale, unlike much of the natural stone our monster friends haul. The craftsmanship too, is so spectacularly noteworthy. These people must’ve been impressive. But they stayed here? Instead of traveling to the island’s center? And they were able to get this stone? If it was procured here, then do they have a quarry? But then, consider all the cliff faces. Never had there been even a speckle of pale rock.” Sam’s eyes drifted to Webmillion. “Webmillion, do you truly not know anything more?”

      Webmillion shrugged, mimicking the way I shrugged.

      “Webmillion’s been around for a long time, but she stayed in her territory. That’s what I’ve gotten from her,” I said.

      Sam was still making a face like she was being forced to eat something sour.

      “Okay. What does something not being right here change for us right now, Sam?”

      Sam pointed above my head. “What changes is our understanding of this place and the island as a whole. And that tree—are you unable to get any information from it?”

      “None so far.” I sighed upon seeing her so dissatisfied. “Look, I’m going to push on and investigate the structure that’s still standing. We can split up if you wish. I’ll go in there with Slimer. You can search through the rubble with—“

      “No, I’ll go too. We should stick together.”

      “Alright,” I said, moving toward the structure.

      Sam followed quietly and with her head down. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be. Caution is warranted. But too much caution when you should be light on your feet will get you killed.” I looked over my shoulder and cracked a grin. “At least in my miserable experience. You’re a bit faster than me, so it might not apply.”

      Sam chuckled wryly. “I don’t think I want to hear about what you’ve gone through right now.”

      I let out a laugh. “Fair enough. I wish I could forget too.”
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            A Morning Obstacle

          

        

      

    

    
      The Ode to Veltruvius—it had been ravaged by time, with many of its fixtures cracked or crumbling. All that said, it was more preserved than one would have expected. 

      It was a lonely place. Dark, cold, and mostly devoid of life. Only one thing truly stood out about it: the sad, dry tree growing in the center of the circular chamber. Many feet above this withered tree that sat on a mound of grey grass were streams of light that appeared from thin air, only to weave together to form the trunk of that ominous pillar that sat above the arena.

      This inner space–an arena in all senses of the word–was a little different than I expected. The arena was likely four stories high, but the first floor was just flat. There was a stone roof above our heads immediately after we exited the short tunnel connecting the exterior to the interior.

      A flight of stairs that Sam spotted implied there was something above us. This ceiling, though, only extended 12 or so feet from the tunnel’s mouth, before opening into this space where the tree sat. Closer inspection of the open space revealed that what was above us was the arena’s seating. That made sense. This really was a place where people gathered and watched whatever was going on in the center.

      

      We walked in, exercising extreme caution at all times. Sam was at my side, Slimer was on my shoulder, and Webmillion and Paper Shroud flanked us. I carefully scanned everything as we went. 

      We crossed one of the pillars supporting the floor above us. My eyes passed over a debris pile that the pillar had obstructed. A Laplace Label went up, and I grabbed Sam’s shoulders.

      “Company, halt!” I quickly whispered.

      “What’s wrong, Riven?” Sam asked, her heart racing so powerfully I felt it through her shoulders.

      I slowly took steps backward with Sam. The monsters followed us. “A Laplace Label popped up over that pile of metal on our left.”

      “On metal?” Sam asked, tilting her head.

      I shook my head. “No… [Laplace] is absolutely miserable when it comes to popping up for manmade objects that aren’t the strider. But plants and creatures–living things, in other words? It’s more than happy to pop up for–heck, I’m always filtering out the plants. I’d have my vision absolutely filled with labels, otherwise.”

      “Really makes me wonder what would happen if you were surrounded by precious minerals,” Sam mumbled.

      “I filter out the plants unless they are directly in focus, but I have never wanted to filter out the monsters.”

      I felt Sam tense up–she had understood what I was trying to say.

      “And now? You could say that I was on the lookout for enemies with every step I took.”

      She gripped my arm. “It’s a monster then?” 

      “‘RX-5A Swiftsilver Sentinel. The pinnacle of Avantii research into combat constructs, this construct will carry out its task until all targets are destroyed or its power supply runs out. Specially fabricated to–’” 

      I grinned from ear to ear.

      “Riven, what is it?”

      “‘Specially fabricated to protect the mythical tree capable of producing a Genesis Fruit.’”

      Sam’s grip tightened. “Then that tree over there–that little thing hanging from it–is it that? Is it the Genesis Fruit? Did we find it?”

      “Little thing?”

      I looked over at the almost totally withered tree sitting on the mound. There was something–a small bulge on the other side of the trunk. That really might have been it–that really might have been the tree from which the Genesis Fruit grew.

      “The presence of a guard might be all the proof we need.”

      “We’re lucky constructs are equivalents to plants and creatures.” Sam nodded many times and looked at our allies. “Guys, we need to come up with a plan. We might be facing the biggest challenge we’ve come across so far.”

      “She’s not wrong. It’s a B Rank ‘monster.’ What’s worse is that since it’s a construct, I will be unable to tame it with [Creature Handling].”

      Sam sighed, then chuckled. “If only it were a slime.”

      I patted Slimer as Jet slipped out of my gauntlet. “If only.”

      We enjoyed a brief moment of levity as we calmly pulled back a little bit more.

      “Alright, team,” I said, calling a team huddle. “That thing is built to protect that tree… most likely. It hasn’t activated now–it’s probably going to activate when we get closer. I think we should all prepare our attacks for the moment the sentinel activates. Sam, any advice on fighting constructs?”

      “Joints… Assuming it’s not a moving element like the earth construct Lucerein can make.” Sam popped her head out of the huddle, studied the debris piles, and then came back in. “If these statues are actually all ruined constructs, then they’re advanced versions of my era’s constructs. Not Lucerein’s. And in that case, joints are a valid weak point. If we can puncture the power source or the central logic unit, then even better.”

      “Puncture,” I repeated, holding Jet. “That might be possible. Webmillion, you might want to set up some trap webs and whatnot… I recommend you prioritize spinning the strands that will be the furthest away from the sentinel first, and then slowly work your way toward spinning segments that would end up closer to the sentinel. If this thing reacts to anything getting too close, then we want to get as many webs set up as possible before triggering it… But if we can snag that fruit with a web snare–”

      “Hold on,” Sam said, playing with her gadget. “This is a high mana zone. Those trails of light are also concerning.”

      We stayed silent as we waited for Sam to finish working on her scanner.

      “Alright, I thought so. Our projectiles may not work.”

      I raised a brow. “What do you mean?”

      “Sudden shifts in mana density will interfere with the trajectories of light physical projectiles, and mana-laced or mana-based projectiles.”

      “So… Something like Webmillion’s Elemental Webs?”

      “And my bullets.” She pointed at the mound. “The mana density increases around that mound. It’s like a curtain of mana surrounds that tree.”

      “Will I still be able to cross it?”

      “Yes. We have very physical bodies. The worst that could happen is an escalation of the effects you feel when you cross into these higher mana environments. The jump in mana is very high, though. That difference would most hurt our slimes and someone like Laurel. The thing that is most dangerous about that space is the sudden spike in mana.”

      “The sudden change in mana, huh? I’ve seen this effect before.”

      I looked over at Webmillion. I had seen her webs be affected by a sudden shift in the atmosphere. Her webs probably would be affected here, too.

      “Are we sure we want to do this?” Sam asked.

      We all looked at her without making a sound.

      “Riven, are you sure you don’t want to retreat? Maybe we could come back with reinforcements.”

      I was in mild shock. Was she really asking me to retreat now? 

      “What?” I asked. “No, we’re not retreating. Why do you want to retreat?”

      “Why do you want to insist on doing this right now?”

      “Why? Pardon me, but you all were the ones who reinforced in my head that I have less time than I thought I did. Remember that?”

      “Yeah, but that was before we knew what the contents of the expedition were. We know now. We know what to expect, and we know what we will face! The fruit is right there–maybe. We have new information. We can re-evaluate. The expedition was a success.”

      I shook my head. “I’m not leaving this fruit. Say we retreat and come back with reinforcements. Who would that even be? The camelgrem? Which ones? Because Cattleya’s staying with Laurel, and we can’t expect to bring Laurel. Should we bring the slimes or the wolves? I can already tell you that the ones matching the monsters we’ve encountered, while still having to take them seriously are Slimer and Webmillion, who are a significant level above the rest of the troop. Paper Shroud here, for example, could wipe out all of the wolves and slimes by herself.”

      Paper Shroud struck a triumphant pose as she spun her paper scythes around her hands.

      “And what happens if we move in a bigger group? Are we inviting more enemies with that disturbance? Furthermore, can we be sure the fruit will be here two months from now?”

      “But Riven, I mean–”

      “I know it’s scary,” I said, looking at her with kind eyes. “This is it. The battle’s here. Please don’t let fear rule you right now. Exercise caution, but don’t make fear stop you.”

      “I just think that we shouldn’t rush into this.”

      “You guys worked me up and got me this far. You can’t just ask me to retreat now, when it’s right there. I’m going for it, Sam. You can hang back, but I’m going for it. And honestly, I’d prefer to do it with this small group. Inviting more people of differing strength levels will only increase the casualties.”

      I refrained from telling her that I was the only casualty I would be willing to accept.

      Sam gulped. “But we’re facing something that survived the fall of a civilization. It’s something made to protect the fruit, and it's something you cannot take control of… Of all the obstacles I imagined, this is nothing like them. A construct is not driven by instinct or drives. A construct is driven by a directive. They’re ruthless and efficient.”

      “And we have monsters that can bring down supposedly bring down civilizations. Slimer, Webmillion, Jet, and Paper Shroud,” I replied, with Paper Shroud striking a pose at the mention of her name.

      Her shoulders fell slack. “Why aren’t you scared?”

      “Oh, I am. But sometimes you just have to stand up, grit your teeth, and take it, come what may. This is the way of an F Rank foot soldier.”

      Her shoulders fell slack. “But you’re the king of monsters now.”

      “That’s not a promotion. I just got a new responsibility tacked onto the job description.”

      “I don’t mean to be a drag,” Sam said. “I’m just worried.”

      “If you want, you can go outside–”

      “I am not doing that, Riven.”

      “Alright, then I’m going to need you to be focused, Sam. I’m sure we can do this. But we can’t be complacent or lax. We can do this if we’re ruthlessly efficient.”

      She chuckled. “Goodness. Pile on the pressure, why don’t you?” She sighed and nodded. “Okay, here’s what I’m planning on doing.”

      I grinned. “Let me hear it.”
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            Operation Genesis Rush

          

        

      

    

    
      The arena was quiet with only the subtle sounds of web hitting web echoing. Riven’s group watched silently as Webmillion spun her webs around the arena, carefully littering one side with her webs–the side furthest from the potential enemy.

      Riven’s eyes darted between the debris hiding the enemy construct and his spider. The webs were beginning to be spun closer and closer to the debris pile. Riven was praying to any god that would listen. The more webs Webmillion had, the more degrees of freedom she would be afforded as she moved around the arena, should a battle unfold.

      Twelve more streams of webs were released before there was finally a response from the debris pile. It was moving. Webmillion had entered the detection range.

      A flash of the future that he wished for overcame Riven. His body flew into motion as soon as he registered the movement. 

      “Alright, I’m sprinting for it!” Riven yelled, already in full sprint. Slimer was on his shoulder and Jet was in his glove, both ready. “Cover me if it goes for me!”

      It was a daring plan. Either Riven or Webmillion–one of those two would be targeted. Which strategy the others employed depended on the target.

      The sentinel rose from the debris pile, scrap tumbling off its form. Its body was a lustrous silver–it didn’t look like it had ever been touched by the passage of time. Riven caught its form out of the corner of its eye. Its lower body was still hidden behind the debris, but its upper body was unmistakable–it had to have been fashioned after the most amazing depiction of a knight.

      Riven didn’t slow down. He was running toward a future where he would live long enough to see Enkriah freed. The desire for that future had possessed him.

      A single red bead lit up in the sentinel’s visor, and it locked onto the man foolish enough to make a run for the prized fruit. It lifted its left arm, revealing an arm cannon capable of wiping Riven from the world in a blast of magic.

      Before anything could come of the gesture, a storm of monstrously tough paper struck the construct. Streams of webs followed, coming from many directions as the shooter swung across the arena. Finally, shots of magic struck the sentinel, but these shots glanced off the sentinel before bursting into countless points of light.

      The first miscalculation had been found, and a scream echoed shortly after.

      “It has mana diffusion armor!” Sahmal screamed.

      Riven heard and kept running, still contemplating having Jet fire his water laser. But as Riven formulated his thoughts, so too did his enemy.

      The sentinel’s eye traveled from one edge of the visor to the other as it updated its priorities, now cognizant of the fact there were multiple targets to eliminate.

      Its right arm rose from the debris pile, and in its hand was a metal staff tipped with an immaculate metal orb with an electric green sheen. Its swing was swift, the end of the staff striking the ground. Geometric green lines spread out from where staff and floor met, and raced along the ground with remarkable speed. The destinations they reached for were anything but random, and in the span of a second, it was done.

      The ominous light radiating from the wide line below his feet illuminated Riven. He had never been the victim of such speed. Elsewhere, Sahmal and Paper Shroud were also illuminated, another set of lines having reached them at the same time.

      The targeted barely had enough time to register the danger they were in. 

      Paper Shroud capabilities as a monster allowed her the reflexes to leap. Sahmal, meanwhile, had already taken off moments before the staff struck the ground.

      Riven, meanwhile, had a friend much more in tune with the danger he was in. With the suddenness of the snap of a finger, a thin blue vine shot out from Riven’s arm and wound itself around a pillar. It reeled him in with incredible speed, as a fiery wall of green magic burst out from the lines a moment later.

      Paper Shroud’s reflexes saved her. Sheer fortune saved Sahmal, who was carried a few feet further away by the force that accompanied the burst. Riven, meanwhile, was saved by the quick act of the moss living in his arm. He seared the sight of the sentinel’s awesome magic into his eyes as he flew through the air. He then hit the pillar, back first, and was unable to hide his pained groan.

      There was no further time to whimper. Riven sharply inhaled and stood on his own two feet as the moss retracted the vine.

      “Thanks, guys,” Riven whispered.

      Wind blew and a boom thundered a moment later, shaking the environment. Riven, terrified, looked a few feet away and up the wall, visibly paling.
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      This enemy was more massive than Riven had estimated. Three times as tall as him, and as wide as a wagon, it no longer inspired images of a gallant knight. No, this nightmare amalgamation forged from metal had a lower body reminiscent of a spider, with six metal legs of gears and plates. Those six legs were dug into the wall, and the sentinel’s cannon arm was pointed at Riven, an ominous glow already collecting within its barrel.

      Everything was unfolding too quickly. Not even a minute had passed since Riven started his sprint.

      “Unreal,” Riven muttered.

      Jet flowed out from Riven’s glove as a wad of web struck the cannon arm from above. A furious storm of papers struck the arm next, pushing the arm into the wall. More webs flew from above, further trapping the arm.  The sentinel tried to pull the arm free, but the webs were stickier than it calculated.

      A few seconds gained, Riven swung his arm and Jet released his pressurized water. The stream tore a path up the sentinel’s torso, and then up along its head. 

      Small explosions went off along the path the water laser made, small arcs of electricity flowing out moments later.

      Jet was shocked, as was Riven. They were both expecting significant damage, not this shallow path. All Riven could think of was the fact that Sahmal had been thwarted by the armor as well.

      The sentinel was cognizant of the damage and its trapped arm, and made a sudden change in its operation. It sent a force into its legs and made the walls and ground tremble.

      Riven, unable to keep his balance, fell onto his back. A blast escaped the cannon arm, blowing apart the web and wall that trapped it. Slimer, unwilling to let Riven suffer any harm, leaped from Riven’s shoulder and toward the sentinel. 

      Slimer expanded into a mess of slime and landed on the sentinel as the moss on Riven’s arm sent another vine to a pillar back toward the south side of the room.

      “Slimer!” Riven yelled as the moss reeled him toward the pillar.

      Riven was panicked, but this maneuver was what Slimer had conveyed to his mossy ally. 

      The sentinel dropped back onto the ground, as it thrashed against Slimer’s spreading mass. The little slime was trying to consume the sentinel in one go. The sentinel’s eye glowed bright, and its combat procedures were adjusted. Slimer, meanwhile, had succeeded in pressing the enemy’s arm against its body when, all of a sudden, its chest cavity opened and gears whirred as the cavity tried to orient itself toward Riven.

      A burst of wind fired from the cavity. Riven’s eyes widened. A path was being torn as the invisible, howling winds raged toward him. There was no time to do anything but recognize the danger. The wind hit him and propelled him toward a painful meeting with the pillar.

      Slimer trembled with shock and rage. He renewed his efforts, putting all he had into binding and consuming the sentinel. But then, electricity arced out from the sentinel’s chest cavity.

      In a flash of light accompanied by the crackle of electricity, a cloak of arcing plasma surrounded the sentinel and electrified Slimer.

      Riven’s troop had no way of knowing that the sentinel was outfitted with combat options that could be used against slimes.

      Sahmal, catching a glimpse of the horrifying sight, tore her eyes away, tears welling in them, and kept desperately working.

      “Come on, come on, come, faster, faster, faster,” she cried to herself.

      Riven, his vision still unsteady, felt a painful stir in his heart. Was he dazed from striking the pillar, or was he hearing Slimer’s screams?

      “Slimer!” he yelled. “Hold on!”

      The little slime shrunk back into a sheet of slime just barely covering a small patch of the sentinel’s arm. The sentinel’s cloak dissipated and it swung its left arm, throwing Slimer through the space between pillars. Slimer hit the wall, peeled off the wall with a squelch, and fell through a section of collapsed floor and into darkness.

      Riven had no idea what had happened to his first friend, he could only look into the darkness with his jaw slack. “Slimer?” he asked, his voice breaking.

      It hadn’t occurred to him that Slimer could ever be in danger of losing anything. For this man whose victories came through the creatures he tamed, they were always held in higher esteem than himself. Slimer, especially. Slimer was the creature that always seemed to do outrageous things; it was the pinnacle of monsters. 

      “Slimer’s going to do something that makes this all possible,” was Riven’s thought–his bias.

      And for that reason, Riven never fathomed that Slimer could perish.

      “I’m sorry, Slimer,” Riven whispered, still in shock. “I didn’t think you could lose.”

      A pang of pain hit Riven, originating from deep within his mind. Hope returned to his heart–Slimer was not done just yet. The connection created by the Skill was still active.

      The sentinel turned its focus to Riven and pointed his arm cannon at the man crumpled against the pillar.

      A flash of white came from behind the sentinel–it was a silk rope that had flown in from the far side of the arena. It ensnared Riven and, with a sharp tug, lifted him through the air and swung him toward a web on the opposite side of the room.

      The sentinel’s eye was still on him, as if its owner harbored ungodly fixation on the human. 

      Paper Shroud then rushed in, two supremely sharp fiber sickles in hand and completely eager to score free hits on the distracted enemy. She danced around the legs, cutting at the joints, and leaving enough gashes to make one leg buckle. The sentinel noticed the attack and turned its head to face the attacker.

      Paper Shroud, ever conscious of the slightest reaction that could point to an enemy’s next move, had already begun her retreat and was riding away on a saucer of her sheets. The sentinel’s eye glimmered, its sights locked onto Paper Shroud. A hatch on its shoulder armor opened, and five metal missiles flew out one by one.

      Her pulse raced, and her saucer took her higher into the air as the magic-propelled missiles pursued. Webs flew in the background, narrowly missing the missiles as they approached Paper Shroud. 

      A flurry of paper flew from Paper Shroud and toward the first missile. Their meeting was critical as the subsequent explosion shook the arena, and the conflagration of green flames it produced consumed the immediate space around the collision. 

      Paper Shroud flew out from behind flames, shaken by the sheer magnitude of the shock wave, but unscathed. Another of the missiles pursued, and again, another flurry of paper intercepted the projectile. Paper Shroud flew downward, escaping the subsequent explosion by an inch, and sharply rose again, now pursued by the third missile. 

      She jumped off her saucer, the missile flying far overhead through the saucer and exploding. Another storm of sheets detached from her cloak and caught her, carrying her through a twisting chase with the fourth missile. Reaching a wall, she turned sharply toward the glowing pillar hanging over their heads. Then, suddenly, she stopped her assent and let herself fall. The missile’s momentum carried it as it flew right above her. 

      She quickly slashed through it, and let gravity aid her escape. The hope was that attacking the missile’s carriage would stop it from detonating, but the hope was dashed when green flames burst out. She escaped the flames, her cloak fluttering, but the sheer shock wave of the explosion, hit her and caused her to stagger. 

      The fifth missile was still alive and flying toward her. 

      A silk rope tore through the air and struck Paper Shroud’s back. A swift tug from the spider on the end quickly jerked her out of the way. A moment later, a wad of web hit its mark and caught the missile, removing it from the equation. 

      Paper Shroud, meanwhile, was whipped down into a web, with Webmillion unable to spare any more focus. The task of ensuring everyone would stay alive was a little more difficult than her side had initially assumed it would be. She cursed that they were unable to detect the sentinel’s strength level. This was the true terror of constructs–a monster’s instincts could not perceive their threat level.

      The sentinel was targeting the spider now, lobbing wind blasts from its open chest.

      Webs spread all around the arena, Webmillion maneuvered by swinging from web to web, and sometimes running along webs. Some of the wind blasts, she was able to endure by hiding behind a particularly dense mass of webs, but that only earned the sentinel’s elevated priority assignment and a series of deadly blasts from the arm cannon.

      Webmillion started swinging again, and fired her own projectiles at the sentinel. It reacted by scurrying across the ground in an eerie mimicry of Webmillion’s own leg movements.

       Acidic webs, flaming webs, electric webs, freezing webs–all manner of elements rained down on the enemy.

      As Webmillion fired her assault and kept the enemy busy, Sahmal tinkered with her tank of refined mana. She looked out from behind a pillar, terror evident on her face, and prayed the team would hold out for a few more moments.

      Paper Shroud shifted on the web that had caught her. She helped the situation by sending a wall of papers into the sentinel’s line of sight. The disruption earned Webmillion a narrow escape from a beam.

      A level below the arena, Slimer recovered and sprang back into shape. He hopped up and down a few times, confused as to where he was. After realizing that he had been removed from the battlefield, he scanned the area. He stopped moving when he laid his metaphoric eyes on the object beside him. Had he eyes, they would be beaming. 

      Up above, Riven's senses returned to him after being jostled so violently by the whiplash-inducing saves his monsters were employing to remove him from danger.

      Within five seconds, he understood the state of the battle. Webmillion was running major defense and distraction, Paper Shroud was helping, and Sahmal and Slimer were nowhere to be found. He was stuck on a web, suspended a good twelve feet from the ground.

      “This all hurts, but…” Riven muttered as he dug through his potion bag. He pulled a stimulant out. “This will get me through it–”

      Then, suddenly, the sentinel unveiled a new attack operation.

      It swung its arm much like Riven once had, and released a vibrant beam from its arm cannon. The beam was sustained and it tore through many of the webs infesting the arena, even damaging the walls.

      The sight filled Riven’s heart with terror. Webmillion was stunned by the attack and, losing many critical webs, fell to the ground. Paper Shroud, who was resting on a web, quickly escaped, but the beam damaged many of the sheets clinging to her body.

      Riven’s left arm throbbed a moment before the sentinel raised its right arm and the staff it held. With so many of its enemies in its sight and momentarily stationary, the ‘line attack’ would be devastating.

      Having guzzled the last drop of the stimulant, the potion’s effects rocked Riven’s body. Mind alert and adrenaline pumping, Riven’s eyes locked onto the prize–the Genesis Fruit. This red fruit that looked like an apple wrapped in many red vines was hanging from the withered tree. Riven realized it–Webmillion had thrown him to the side of the room from where he could see the fruit, and would have a clear shot to try and take it while everyone covered him.

      Riven’s thoughts raced as he lifted his left arm. I need you to launch me toward that thing!

      The moss reacted to Riven’s plea. The sentinel’s staff struck the ground, and the geometric lines spread toward the targets, including the still web-bound Riven. Riven’s mossy vine flew out with incredible speed. 

      It crossed the ‘curtain’ that Sahmal had described. The moss, its cells intertwined with many of Riven’s nerves, sent a signal to Riven’s body. He knew that a split-second decision had been made. The moss usually propagated from the scar outward. Crossing the boundary had caused a strange disruption in the propagation from the source. Instead, the moss at the tip propagated from that point forward. Instead of being launched, it built a bridge to the trunk and gripped it.

      In the next instant, the moss pulled on its own body, yanking Riven toward the tree.

      Riven’s senses sharpened. His body touched the boundary. Crossing the boundary warped his perception. He felt like his consciousness was moments from fading. 

      With all the will in his body, he focused on the future: a peaceful scene of him and his new friends enjoying a picnic by the ocean.

      His vision stabilized. 

      “I’m getting that fruit!” Riven yelled, making what he considered to be the bet of a lifetime.

      Riven was out of danger from the magic the lines indicated, but if the sentinel completed its attack, Webmillion and Paper Shroud would be consumed in the violent attack. Riven’s bet: in this split second, the sentinel would change its mind. After all, the Genesis Fruit it was supposed to protect was in the most danger it had ever reckoned with.

      The ominous light of the lines faded as Riven was mid-flight. His grin broadened as he held out his hand. He flew beneath the tree’s branch.

      In the next second, he roared, “I got the fruit!” with the red fruit held against his chest.

      The bet had paid off. The sentinel had stopped its attack in response to Riven approaching the Genesis Fruit uncontested.

      Riven, still carried by momentum, flew toward the ground in what he had labeled the southwestern quadrant of the arena. He met the ground with his shoulder and rolled.

      “Everyone retreat!” he roared, totally aware that the previous attack had been disrupted because the sentinel was about to come at him with renewed vigor.

      He seamlessly transitioned from a roll into a full, adrenaline-fueled sprint, in a way that only a man who could ignore fall damage could. He had sustained some damage from the horizontal component of his flight toward the fruit, but it was nothing that could stop him with the stimulant empowering his body.

      But then, another unforeseen development occurred. Riven caught a flash of red out of the corner of his eye. The sentinel had turned a molten red, with steam escaping from the cracks in its armor.

      An expanded Laplace Label filled Riven’s vision, and it brought with it a new level of terror.
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        * * *

      

      RX-5A Swiftsilver Sentinel, Executioner Mode, B-Rank, Rare

       

      With what it was meant to protect threatened, the safeguards around its energy consumption and heat generation have been disengaged. It will operate at maximum performance capability to protect the Genesis Fruit.

       

      Do not slow down now.
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        * * *

      

       

      In the next instant, an explosion of heat and wind propelled pieces of its upper body’s armor in all directions. Riven’s mind was overwhelmed–the attack was just all too unreasonable. Still mid-sprint, a ball of fluffy moss expanded from his arm to meet the piece of armor flying toward Riven like a meteor.

      The discarded armor collided with the ground and the moss ball. Flooring cracked as booms thundered. Riven’s yell rose above them all, as he was sent flying in a mess of rocks, moss, and heated shrapnel. He hit the ground, his body crumpling as it rolled, only coming to a stop when he hit another of the pillars. A flurry of water lasers flew out from Riven’s glove, striking and deflecting many pieces of rubble and shrapnel that would otherwise crush him.

      Blood spewed from the fresh gash on Riven’s face and colored his vision. His breath was ragged, and his body was becoming cold. He knew full well that he may not have survived without his fall damage nullification ignoring a small degree of the damage and Jet’s quick blasts protecting him from being squished. He looked down at his arms.

      The Genesis Fruit was still in his clutches, which did him no favors with the sentinel that had locked onto him again.

      “Huh… I can’t figure out who is more deadly… You or the Demon Lord,” Riven muttered, half delirious. 

      Consciousness fading, Riven fell back onto a habit he had nurtured while in the army. When it looked like death was coming, he always had to make sure he made the effort to live, no matter how compromised his consciousness was.

      “Guys… I need help.”

      It was very rarely one pathetic man who faced insurmountable odds. Most often, it was many who stood together, to make a pathetic troop, who could sometimes fare better. Riven had that burned into his consciousness. He would always ask for help.

      That said, he did not need to ask for help, as his monsters would do it without being asked.

      Blue moss sprang out from Riven’s arm and climbed up his arm. Had one not known that the moss was Riven’s friend, they would have thought Riven was being consumed by how vigorously the moss covered his wounds and blood.

      Jet, meanwhile, blasted falling rubble away from his friend, and prepared to take shots at the sentinel.

      The sentinel’s shift into its Executioner state was complete. Armor discarded, it would be capable of faster moves. Along with the armor, it had shed its weapons. Its hands, now free of metal casings, showcased sharp black fingers. Significantly thinner and less cumbersome, it would be able to safely pluck the fruit while also skewering its target. 

      Its body lowered, the many gears on its legs turning as the red eye’s light intensified. It was going to launch itself at the fallen Riven after calculating the angle at which its hand should pierce Riven’s body.

      A flap of wings signaled a fighter’s desperate and swift return to the battlefield. “Hold on, Riven!” Sahmal yelled as she fluttered above the sentinel. With a grunt, she threw her container of refined mana at the sentinel. Then, without missing a beat, she aimed her pistol at the container and fired.

      The magic bullet struck true. It reacted with the refined mana that Sahmal had primed moments earlier when she retreated from the battle. The container erupted into a violent silver blast far beyond anything the sentinel had produced.

      Sahmal wanted to cheer. She wanted to think that this had saved them. She had opted to turn the refined mana she carried into a bomb the moment she had realized that her pistols were rendered useless. She had to make sure the refined mana was in a volatile state, and that she could load her pistols with enough fuel to manage a few shots. It was a process that would take a few minutes. So much could happen in a few minutes, but she knew no other way. 

      For all her efforts, she was rewarded by getting to see the sentinel fall over, having to catch itself with an arm propped against the ground. 

      The bomb was even more effective than she originally estimated. She had expected to use the bomb against the armored sentinel, but against the sentinel that had discarded its armor? It was even more catastrophic.

      “Yes!” she cheered.

      The gears all around and within the sentinel’s body as sparks arced across exposed conduits. Blood was in the water. Sam’s voice signaled the counterattack.

      Webmillion and Paper Shroud, having survived the previous armor purge, launched projectiles from a distance as they closed in on Riven.

      The projectiles hit the sentinel, each strike causing the sentinel to recoil or sway. Some strikes, the sentinel batted away, but it was a wounded soldier desperately trying to stay alive. It tried to attack–to counter somehow–but it was being staggered by the relentless stream of attacks. 

      “Don’t let up!” Sahmal yelled, taking aim, and making every remaining shot of hers count.

      The sentinel was damaged, but it was not finished. It still had an ace–a self-destruct designed to release a magic that would kill organisms without harming the Genesis Fruit.

      It was then that Slimer leaped out from the shadows of a pillar. He leaped onto a flurry of papers that had just flown by the sentinel and jumped again, rising even higher.

      Sahmal then swooped in, grabbing Slimer, and throwing him higher into the air.

      “I got it! I got what you’re going to do!” Sam yelled, her eyes clinging to a desperate hope.

      Slimer spun in the air as gravity began to pull him down. His body jiggled and his maw opened, with a pudgy limb reaching into the depths of his stomach.

      The limb reached in, and from the depths, a giant falchion emerged–one far bigger than the massive sentinel. Sahmal looked on in disbelief–never did she expect such a thing to emerge from such a small body.
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      Helped by gravity and Slimer’s modest strength, the falchion came crashing down on the sentinel. Its edge was not sharp in any way whatsoever. That was fine. That could be fixed later. But now? It would do–this was a mass of metal claimed for crushing the enemy that hurt Brother Riven.

      Like a helpless butterfly struck by the angry smack of a small child, it hit the sentinel in a cacophonous roar. The exposed sentinel crumpled beneath the weight like a can being crushed. The floor cracked beneath it, before finally giving way with a thunderous boom. The crushed sentinel fell with the ruined floor, and Slimer was following.

      Slimer quickly consumed his new sword, and then fished out his hat. He placed it on his head–his own little way of congratulating himself–and oriented his body to catch the silk rope that had shot out over his head. A sharp tug pulled Slimer in toward his friends as the floor below him continued to crumble.

      “The floor’s going down!” Sahmal screamed. “Get Riven out of here!”

      Webmillion was insulted that Sahmal thought she had to tell her. Riven was already secured in a silk cocoon, and the monsters were already scurrying to the exit. 

      “Awesome! You guys are amazing! We just have to–” She choked back her feelings when she saw Riven’s face and the state it was in. “We just have to wake Riven up, and then we can go home!”
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        * * *

      

      The expedition team rushed out of the arena, all panicked over their leader’s state. Webmillion set Riven down beside one of the glowing shelter bulbs that dotted this region, and Sahmal fell to her knees beside him. 

      With a single stroke of her leg, Webmillion undid the cocoon as Riven groaned.

      The man had the entirety of the left side of his body covered in moss, with the gash that went from his forehead down to the left side of his face covered by another layer of moss.

      Sahmal grimaced at the sight of the blue moss covering his body. “Riven?” she whimpered.

      Riven cracked his right eye open and forced out a grin. “I’m alive.”

      Tears escaped Sahmal, and she nodded, her lips quivering. “Yeah, us too.”

      Riven’s gaze drifted past Sahmal, and up to the strange twisting pillar. “It’s still there… Do I have the Genesis Fruit?”

      “You do!” Sahmal said, holding his hands up so that he could see that he had never once let go of the fruit. “We won. You won, Riven. Now you just have to get better so that I can slap you for putting us through this,” she said, trying to add a little levity.

      Slimer bounced onto Sahmal’s shoulder, getting a chuckle out of Riven. Jet flowed out from Riven’s gauntlet and crawled onto his stomach, relieved they were alive.

      “Hey, Brother Slimer. I dreamt that you did something outrageous. And Jet, thanks. You were really brave. Thanks for sticking with me through all of that. You’re pretty tired, aren’t you, little buddy?”

      Webmillion moved her head into view, as did Paper Shroud.

      “Web–you were putting in so much work. You probably saved all of us more than once. And Paper Shroud–wow–I never would have thought we could work well together so quickly.”

      Slimer hummed with anxiety–the slime just wanted his friend to eat the fruit, and Sahmal understood that.

      “Riven, remember what Enkriah said? Remember? Eating the fruit can heal someone of their injuries and ailments–it's one of the effects!”

      Riven chuckled. “I remember… Feed it to me? Can’t really feel my arms right now.”

      “Of course,” Sahmal replied, taking the fruit and bringing it closer to Riven’s mouth.

      “Here’s hoping I don’t get another parasite,” he said, before taking his first few bites.

      “How does it taste? Do you feel different?” Sahmal asked, desperately looking for any positive sign. 

      The other monsters leaned in closer, all as concerned as Sahmal was.

      Riven winced as the moss on his body wiggled. Sahmal was the first to notice it–the moss was receding back toward Riven’s arm.

      “Riven, the moss is moving away!”

      “Yeah,” Riven groaned. “I’m getting feeling back in my body.

      The moss receded further and further, revealing now closed wounds. They were dyed blue, but they were certainly closed. Sahmal was in disbelief–the fruit had actually caused a difference.

      “Riven, here! Keep eating it!”

      Riven chuckled. “Do I have to? They said one bite would be enough–”

      Sahmal beamed with happiness. “Only because they didn’t know what happened when you ate all of it! Come on,” she said with a chuckle. “Better safe than sorry.”

      The jubilant monsters cheered Riven on, and he acquiesced. 

      “Ugh, I hope this doesn’t give me gut rot later…”

      “Yeah, it's pretty creepy looking, isn’t it?”

      Riven let out a laugh. “Come on–don’t make a face like that and still force me to eat it, you monster.”

      Riven kept eating the fruit, becoming healthier and healthier with every bite. By the time he had finished the last bite, he was sitting up and looking at his hands.

      “Huh… I feel good,” he said, still pensive. “Do I look the same, Sam?”

      Sahmal shook her head, and traced a trail along her face, mirroring the scar on Riven’s. “You had a massive head wound that the moss covered up, but now, the scar is blue. It doesn’t look the same as the scar your moss is inhabiting on your arm though. This one is a lighter blue.”

      Riven ran his fingers along the new scar, traveling from the top of his forehead, down to the bridge of his nose, and down to the left, until he reached his lower jaw. “Thin one… It doesn’t feel the same as my left arm… Maybe just a weird interaction between the moss and the fruit?”

      “It’s not as wide as that wound either–just looks like someone ran a sharp edge down your face.”

      Riven winced. “Scary visual… Do I still look good?”

      Sahmal chuckled. “Very.”

      Elated, Riven hopped onto his feet and hopped up and down, testing his body. “Huh… I feel a bit lighter, but I don’t know if it's from the fruit or from adrenaline. I also took a stimulant.”

      Sahmal looked on, scrunching her lips as she examined him. “Well, we can’t deny that it healed your wounds.”

      “And my thanks for that…”

      “You look disappointed.”

      “No, just confused… I thought I was going to feel… spectacular, I guess… But I just feel like me…” Riven rubbed the back of his head and chuckled, a little embarrassed. “I thought maybe I’d feel powerful. But maybe I didn’t have all that much potential to unlock.”

      Sahmal’s smile faded for a moment, her heart hurting for Riven. But then she replaced her smile and acted as a voice of reason. 

      “Hey, you haven’t even given it enough time to digest. Aren’t you being a little too hasty?”

      Riven looked at her for a moment, a little surprised. Then, he nodded. “Yeah, look at me. Just wanting my reward as quickly as possible. You’re right. I just ate it.”

      Riven looked around and let out a breath. “Alright, I actually feel great.” 

      He walked a few steps past his team, his eyes lingering on the Ode to Veltruvius. Sahmal, perplexed, stood beside him. “Riven? Is something the matter?”

      “After a tough battle, we’d always reflect on it… And think about what we could have done better.”

      “Oh…” Sahmal faced the monument too. “So, what could we have done differently? Bring more people, after all?”

      “No. There aren’t really many improvements we could make here,” Riven calmly replied.

      Sahmal’s head turned quickly, her eyes wide with surprise. “There are no improvements that could be made?”

      “Not with our resources. I was right. That thing would have decimated the others. Its attacks–it was fast and could attack so many of us at once… Have you ever seen what a fast enemy does to a large group? No, this team was the best option. As long as you stayed hidden, I would be the only one in danger of dying. And if I died, then you all would have learned enough to be able to fight–”

      “Riven.”

      The sternness in her voice–a sternness so alien–made Riven pause and look at her.

      “Are you concussed?” she asked, her pink eyes filled with concern.

      “No?” Riven responded, answering with a question.

      “Riven, there would be no point to this if you died, you idiot.”

      Riven blinked thrice, shocked and shaken by Sahmal’s directness.

      “This was for you, Riven. There was nothing to learn here if you died.”

      Riven faced forward once more. “Huh.”

      For the first time, Riven looked like a man lost in a wide ocean. But then he nodded.

      “Old habits die hard, I guess… I forgot… I’m not just a nameless foot soldier anymore.”

      “I told you,” Sahmal replied, concern and a smidge of pity coloring her tone.

      Riven looked at Sahmal and shared a smile with her, grabbing her hand as he did. The monsters showed their own happiness with soft cheers.

      “Whew,” Riven said, his eyes drifting back to the ruins. “Glad we made it.”

      “What about Lucerein?” Sahmal asked with a more relaxed tone. “Wouldn’t she be helpful?

      “Lucerein… Yeah, she would have been an improvement but, she could never leave Enkriah… On that note, it feels kind of weird to say it, but let’s get a head start on going home. The faster we get back, the sooner we can ask Enkriah to confirm if there was a change.”

      The monsters became jubilant again, with Jet fastening around Riven’s arm and Slimer hopping onto Riven’s shoulder. Truly, they were all a bit tired, but seeing Riven so full of energy gave them a much-needed second wind.

      “Yeah! And I’ll keep an eye on you too,” she said.

      “You’re too good to me,” Riven said with a smile. He looked at the arena and the twisted pillar one last time, and turned away from that battlefield. “Let’s go home. Battle’s done.”

      He took a single step away, and his body throbbed. A pained groan escaped him as his knee buckled.

      “Riven!?” Sahmal yelped.

      “Hold on,” Riven groaned as he fell against the shelter bulb. His breathing became ragged as sweat dripped from his brow.

      “Riven?” Sahmal asked, holding his shoulders. The man had gone pale again and was grinding his teeth. “I don’t know what to do. Riven? Riven, please talk to me–”

      “No, I’ll be fine!” Riven blurted out, already hugging himself. “Guh–ack–no–”

      Riven slammed his head against the bulb.

      “No, this really hurts–I feel like my head is splitting.”

      Unsure of what was happening, Sahmal and the monsters crowded around him, desperately trying to figure out what could be done.
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            New Genesis

          

        

      

    

    
      The Genesis Fruit: Much had been written about them in Lucerein and Enkriah’s era, but there were more hypotheses about the nature of the fruit than there were concrete facts.

      One hypothesis posited that the fruits were inextricably linked to leylines, and grew on top of leylines. Some even posited that the Genesis Fruits were the most physical extension of a leyline–that they were the physical fruit of an otherwise invisible and spectral tree.

      Leylines, themselves, were a sacred and profound natural phenomenon in this world brimming with magic. Described as the world’s nervous and circulatory system, it was believed–and questionably observed–that leylines transmitted both mana and signals through the pathways. 

      Outside of the Isle of the Beginning and the End, leylines were subtle and hard to detect. Leylines that could be seen? So powerful that they surged out from beneath the earth and solidified into strange natural structures? Those were exceedingly unusual and only a common sight on this phantom isle.

      Traditionally, the vast majority of leylines ran beneath the surface of the ground, more akin to hundreds of thin rivers, as opposed to the giant, zone-dividing variants the isle bore. 

      The isle was a place of unprecedented phenomena. Leylines so massive and so powerful, that they burst out from the ground. Fruits of untold potential that could then unlock the potential of those who ate them. Mysterious barriers that separated the world from the isle. And finally, conditions that could allow organisms of any makeup to thrive.

      If the Genesis Fruit were indeed a physical manifestation of a leyline, then surely, the ‘plucking and eating’ of this ‘leyline’ would send a critical signal down the leyline the fruit grew from. If leylines were truly akin to a nervous system, then this signal would travel down the leyline until it reached junctions where leylines met. What then, if it kept transmitting the signal?

      What if this signal reached one of the great leylines that divided the island–the Great Dividing Leylines–and sent it further down? What if this signal traveled to where the Great Dividing Leylines all met? Would this junction, where all lines meet, be considered the equivalent brain of this allegorical nervous system? 

      Would there be something significant to take away from this event–the transmission of the information that someone was evolving due to eating a leyline made manifest?

      What if at this meeting of leylines, there stood another, who was inexplicably tied to the one who ate the Genesis Fruit? Someone who had split her own power and shared it with the consumer, to the point that a shadow of herself existed within him. Would the signal have new meaning for someone like her? Would the signal, through some yet unexplored connection, be able to enter the body and trigger a change reminiscent of the one the eater was experiencing?

      If this someone who was standing at the confluence of leylines had been cursed, and later roused so that she could perceive the world once more, what would this sudden signal, that could very well carry a sliver of the potential of evolution within it–what would it provoke? Would it provoke a change that made her resistant to the curse? Would it provoke a change that allowed them to evolve past the curse? 

      History was about to be made at the center of the Isle of the Beginning and the End. Scholars would never know.
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      The statue that stood at the center of the isle was unassuming. She sat there, as she always had, waiting for her beloved to return. The slightest ripple traveled from the leyline separating the jungle from the icy tundra. It was so tiny, that no one would ever see or sense it. 

      This tiny ripple reached the statue.

      Everything was silent. And then, a single crack spread appeared on the statue’s forehead. This crack ran down the forehead and raced down to the lower jaw on the left side of her body. Countless other cracks spread out and raced all over the statue’s body. 

      Magic pulsed from the statue as pieces of rock flew away. A surprised gasp echoed from within the statue. Then, words filled with joy came out for the first time in 72,000 years.

      “Riven! Riven, you freed me! It was you, wasn’t it?”

      Urged by sheer joy, the person within the statue released a burst of wind magic, forever scattering the rocky shell from her person.

      “I can’t believe it,” she–Enkriah–said. She emerged from her prison with childlike joy, her shimmering emerald eyes fixed on her scaly palms.

      Her tears distorted her view–but even a distorted view was welcome. Multiple factors came together, and a miracle came about. She was free once more. 

      Enkriah stood there, intoxicated by all the stimulus visiting her five senses. A lamia, she had the lower body of a thick snake, her scales a dark red. Her human skin was ashen and her long, flowing hair was silver. She looked up to the brightening sky, her eyes glimmering.

      “Riven… Thank you… You’ve righted the grave wrong committed against me.”

      “Enkriah.”

      Enkriah was snapped out of her flighty mood and stared at the sky blankly. She chuckled softly at the sound of that woman’s voice. She looked over her shoulder and then turned around fully, her gaze dripping with malice.

      Lucerein stood by stoically, wearing the same armor she had all those eras ago. “I warned you, Enkriah,” Lucerein said, her expression devoid of emotion. “If you set yourself free… I would destroy you once and for all.”

      Enkriah giggled and then became amazed. “Oh hold on, you were serious? You weren’t just posturing?” Her giggles turned into a full-blown laughing fit. “Forgive me, but… I have serious doubts as to whether or not you can actually do that.” Pain visited Enkriah’s expression, and she held her head.

      “I’m not joking, Enkriah,” Lucerein replied.

      The corner of Enkriah’s lip lifted with irritation. “Nor am I, corpse,” Enkriah said, the beginnings of a black horn tearing through her forehead, and slipping out between her fingers. 
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            Once More, With Hatred

          

        

      

    

    
      The sight of the black horn perplexed Lucerein, but she had no time to ponder its significance. Her eyes flicked back to the irritated Enkriah. All that mattered was that a Demon Lord’s horns were a reflection of their magical power. Enkriah was a twin-horned Demon Lord. The moment Enkriah’s second horn emerged and fully formed, it would mean Enkriah would be capable of utilizing her full potential once more.

      If there was a time to fight Enkriah, it would be now. Even so, Lucerein acted against her better judgment.

      “Enkriah,” she said. “I… I am going to give you a chance–a singular chance.”

      Enkriah, still wincing, forced out a mocking laugh. “Oh, the corpse thinks she is so great? To give me a chance? Oh, I am so blessed,” she said, slamming the tip of her tail against the ground. 

      Enkriah bared her fangs as her eyes narrowed, but Lucerein, the woman unable to hide her feelings, did not flinch. There truly was no fear in Lucerein’s heart. 

      “Well, out with it, then. Let me hear this glorious chance you want to offer me, corpse.”

      Lucerein was as stern as she was fearless. “Where are you going, Enkriah?”

      There was a single answer Lucerein sought–

      Say you want to stay here with Riven. Say you want to stay here forever more, and I will take that as enough. Staying here is as good as death. Just say that, Enkriah, and I will leave you be. Don’t force me to make that man grieve for you!

      Enkriah stared at Lucerein, perplexed but still wincing as she held her head. Then, she cocked her head back and sneered. 

      “I’ve spent enough time here… I’m leaving this Isle.”

      Lucerein closed her eyes.

      “What? Can’t bear to look at the face of the woman you cursed?”

      Lucerein reopened her eyes. “Please. I’ve lost no sleep over your fate.”

      Enkriah’s nose crinkled, her brows arching.

      “I was just making my peace with the scene I will eventually have to watch over,” Lucerein said, shoving her thoughts of a weeping Riven to the back of her mind.

      Enkriah’s heart sped up, her nose crinkling further. “You’re not putting me in stone again, corpse.”

      Lucerein closed her eyes. “On that point, I agree.”

      Enkriah, wincing, shifted her hand from her forehead to the left side of her head. “Yes,” she said, struggling to get her words out. “We shall—“

      The sharp sound of a bolt of magic snapping and crackling echoed, a black bullet flying from Lucerein’s finger to Enkriah’s chest in an instant.

      Enkriah took the hit, her eyes wide, and she recoiled, her upper body reacting to the hit while her strong lower body stayed firmly planted on the ground.

      Her eyes locked back onto Lucerein. The undead was staring at Enkriah, a single finger stretched out. Enkriah allowed her panic to show as she quickly patted her body down. She found the spot on her torso that received the bolt, but her flesh was unmarred. Slowly, a grin spread across her face. She let out a laugh and looked at Lucerein again.

      “Oh, poor thing!”

      Lucerein cocked her head, the beginnings of confusion taking hold.

      Enkriah continued, smiling a little wider. “I applaud you for shooting your bolt when I was still a little groggy from my nap!” The second black horn tore through Enkriah’s skin, growing half an inch out of the left side of her forehead. “The pretty little death magic you concocted failed, corpse. You weren’t even able to overcome my natural defenses! Did you forget who I was? Did your memories rot along with your flesh?”

      Lucerein raised a brow.

      Enkriah cackled, absolutely overjoyed. “Did the eons turn you senile? I’m a little offended that you underestimated me so—“

      In a snap, Lucerein fired another bolt of black magic, but this time, Enkriah’s tail was like lightning. It intercepted the bolt with an earth-shaking boom.

      “Bitch, you think I’m going to let you claim a second shot?”

      The two locked glares for a second and then they dashed off in the same direction, whipping their arms and lobbing magic blasts at the other. Raw, no-element magic filled the air. The magic crashed, fizzling and sparking on every collision.

      Zanscare–a spell considered the foundation of magic, many measures of a spellcaster’s ability used this spell as reference. This spell’s casting procedure was simple, but the amount of damage it could cause was the highest among spells of similar difficulty. This damage was also fixed according to the spell's level. Complete with homing features and initial trajectory customization, Zanscare was the first spell many learned. The higher-level variations, all built on top of the previous level, made Zanscare a worthwhile spell to continue practicing. Both Enkriah and Lucerein were capable of Zanscare Exa–the highest level of Zanscare.

      Zanscares per minute was a unit of measurement that many mages took pride in. Enkriah, at her peak, achieved 125 Zanscare Exas per minute. Lucerein, meanwhile, had achieved 88 Zanscare Exas per minute. 

      Enkriah’s current condition had brought her down from her heights. She was fluctuating between 76 and 92 Zanscare Exas per minute. Lucerein had a chance in this Zanscare duel, much to Enkriah’s annoyance.

      Numerous Zanscares homed in on each other and canceled out.

      When a blast got too close for Lucerein, she raised earth.

      When a blast got too close for Enkriah, her scaly tail smacked it down.

      “How can you live with yourself, Enkriah!” Lucerein yelled between magic bolts and raising walls of earth. “How could you play around with that forgiving man’s heart?!”

      “You’re lobbing foolishness faster than you’re lobbing spells, corpse!”

      “So you admit it? You’re despicable!”

      “Seal your mouth—what do you know?! This—my freedom and this chance to put you down once and for all—it’s a miracle! One that I am not intent on wasting!”

      Lucerein raised a brow. “A miracle? What trash are you spewing—gyah—“

      One of Enkriah’s spells–a different spell mixed in with the Zanscares–blew through a shield of earth and blew Lucerein back. Incensed, Lucerein propelled herself forward.

      “What’s wrong, corpse? Can’t face the fact that this world loves me? Can’t stand the fact that perhaps, the Logos play favorites?”

      Lucerein glared as she and Enkriah’s paths converged within their magical flurry. With Enkriah mere inches from her, Lucerein opened her mouth and fired two beams of concentrated dark magic—one from the magic core in her torso, and the second from her mouth.

      Enkriah, terrified by the torso beam, quickly defended her body with arms and barriers, and softened the mouth beam with a smaller barrier that shattered after a moment.

      The remainder of the beam struck Enkriah. Her head jerked backward as a third horn began to emerge on the right side of her forehead. Wincing, she opened her eyes in time to see a fist of earth flying toward her.

      The fist struck her head, Lucerein right behind it, hiding in its shadow. Dark magic surged from Lucerein’s hand and boosted the earthen fist further.

      “If they played favorites, our conflict would have been resolved eons ago!” Lucerein roared.

      Enkriah, enraged, stubbornly pressed her head against the fist, every muscle in her neck throbbing, and every vein in her face bulging. Jaws clenched, body pulsing, and eyes filled with rage, she howled in defiance against the fist that wished to squish her.

      Lucerein was determined to be louder still. “And yet, you were left in stone! And yet, I am here—standing before you!”

      Enkriah’s scream reached its peak and a terrible burst of magic exploded from Enkriah, shattering the fist and sending Lucerein back.

      Lucerein fell, sliding across the dirt. A mass of earth spiraled upward from below her, lifting her back onto her feet.

      “I don’t know why I was freed!” Enkriah yelled.

      Lucerein focused on her again. Enkriah was panting—but it wasn’t from exhaustion.

      Lucerein took note of many things. Enkriah’s body was growing with every pulse of her flesh—that was expected. Enkriah was a demon capable of increasing her size and mass up to three times her resting size. 

      The horns growing on her head were another story. Enkriah was once a Demon with two red horns growing out the sides of her head. These two jagged black horns and the third that were emerging were strange to Lucerein. They were not the horns she recalled.

      Finally, Enkriah’s voice, her eyes, and the expression she wore—they were so much more alive and filled with emotion than the stoic and intense Enkriah she remembered. In fact, right now, staring into Enkriah’s eyes, Lucerein couldn’t help but be disturbed by the desperation filling them.

      “I don’t know by what twist of fate, or by what miraculous magic I was freed, but,” Enkriah pointed her trembling finger at Lucerein, “don’t you dare suggest that I took advantage of Riven! But I’m sure he’s the reason I’m free! This is what we wished for! We wished for this! We wanted to see each other without a shell of cursed stone between us! This miracle is for he and I alone! You have no place in it!” Her voice became shrill. “Get out!”

      “Then stay here with him!” Lucerein screamed, her brow warped by the sudden outburst of anger.

      Enkriah gripped her head, clawing at her hair, and roared. “You don’t tell me what to do!”

      Lucerein gasped.

      Enkriah, the fool—she had shut her eyes in the middle of a dangerous exchange. The only way to surpass Enkriah’s foolishness was to let the chance escape them. But Lucerein was no fool.

      Lucerein glided over the ground, leaving a trail of disturbed earth in her wake. Dark magic swirled around her hand, her eyes on Enkriah’s head.

      Mere milliseconds away, Lucerein’s eyes shifted and locked onto the black horn in the center of Enkriah’s head.

      A chain of dark magic connected Lucerein’s core and the mass of magic in her hand. That mass became more dense and sharpened into the form of a blade right before Lucerein swung.

      Enkriah noticed a moment too late. She pulled her head back, but Lucerein’s magic still cut through the horn, severing it.

      “I'm nothing if not tenacious!” Lucerein roared. She gripped Enkriah’s head with her free hand, and dark magic surged from her palm.

      Enkriah screamed as her head was overwhelmed by the vicious magic. She caused scales to cover her face, only for Lucerein’s magic to begin peeling them away.

      Lucerein’s dark blade was still sharp. Enkriah was weaker than expected. Lucerein had severed her horn, rationalizing that the loss of her horn would impair Enkriah’s mana usage. 

      Lucerein made the calculation as she watched Enkriah try to reinforce herself. Right here, right now, a blade of dense magic–it could work. She merely needed the will to run her hand through Enkriah’s brain. She had no more excuses. She could not delay attacking Enkriah.

      I’m sorry, Riven.

      She clenched her jaw and stabbed, aiming for Enkriah’s eye. Enkriah’s face twisted with anger. Lucerein’s expression had telegraphed the fatal thought. Blinding light radiated from Enkriah’s face, clashing with Lucerein’s surging dark magic.

      Enkriah’s positive magic and Lucerein’s necrotic–their meeting was stark. Neither blended into the other; they just repelled each other.

      Enkriah panicked. She was certain that the positive magic would have had more of an effect on Lucerein’s undead body. The light she was radiating was supposed to have pushed Lucerein’s hand away, if not disintegrate it.

      Why aren’t you crumbling?! Enkriah’s eyes screamed.

      I am beyond an undead, you fool! Lucerein's defiant eyes howled.

      As the matter stood, Enkriah’s hands were free. She could have freed herself from Lucerein’s grip had she acted quickly. But now, Lucerein had completed her spell. Hands of earth sprang from the ground beneath their feet and restrained Enkriah’s body. Her tail, her torso, her hands–countless earthen hands gripped her.

      Pain coursing through her being, Enkriah reinforced her body with scales that cracked beneath the pressure of the earth’s grip. Each scale that formed shimmered like molten gold, reflecting the intensity of her fury. The relentless pressure of the earthen hands felt like a vice, squeezing the life from her limbs, yet she did not yield.

      Lucerein rejoiced. The reason for her body’s unique composition–right here, right now–Enkriah validated it. Enkriah made the mistake of assuming Lucerein was a regular undead. Now, Lucerein just had to overpower the light. A weakened Enkriah–Lucerein could outlast her.

      The defiance in Lucerein’s eyes infuriated Enkriah. She pointed her palms at Lucerein’s body and howled. A brilliant flame consumed her hands.

      Lucerein took note immediately. What was coming exceeded anything she could fathom.

      A blazing wind exploded from between the two. The ocean behind Enkriah steamed as the sheer heat distorted the air and made the ground shimmer. Enkriah’s scream intensified, and so too did the heat until, in a snap, Lucerein's body was blown away.

      Lucerein tumbled through the air, the sheer heat ripping at her form. Her bones rattled, and her joints groaned as her body tried to maintain its cohesion. She hit the ground hard, rolling to a stop amidst a cloud of dust and ash.

      Through the settling dust, Enkriah's laughter rang out, echoing with a wild, unrestrained joy. She ripped apart Lucerein’s perverse hands, the earth's grip reduced to mere rubble around her feet. She stood triumphant and tired, her flames stifled by closed palms but her eyes blazing with a desperate light.

      Lucerein lifted her head and grimaced. She was not so young anymore. Instead, she looked as if she had aged ten years. Although she had lost some of her youth, her hatred for Enkriah had been stoked.

      “Isn’t this unfair…” Lucerein muttered, cursing the world. “What kind of unreasonable monster would do that?!”

      Enkriah cackled, enjoying Lucerein’s weakness. “Have you heard of the concept of purifying flames?” Enkriah held up her hand and showed Lucerein the brilliant white flame. “I recall Riven telling me how much water you drank. Is that how you get around the weakness inherent to undeath? By filling yourself with the life-giving property of water? I don’t know what Logoic Philosophy you called upon to make your body work, but I don’t need to know it. All I need to know is that ‘undeath’ and ‘water’ are the two elements you mixed together. ‘Purity’ for the undeath, and ‘heat’ for the water. My ‘purifying flames’ will dry your paradoxical water and turn you into an ugly mummy!”

      “So chatty…”

      Lucerein understood what Enkriah had done. She applied the ‘evaporative effect’ of the fire element to the sanctifying positive energy. As far as Lucerein knew, no one had ever created the expanded magical element of ‘Purifying Flame.’ 

      In this world ruled by the Logos, ‘concept’ and ‘philosophy’ ruled the interactions between magic of a sufficiently high level, and trumped the clever workings that mortals had devised. These different rules of interactions defined “Transcendent Magic” and “Ordinary Magic.” 

      Lucerein’s natural magic resistance and defenses didn’t matter. Enkriah targeted the conceptual origin of Lucerein’s being, and that conceptual advantage was so grand that it tipped the balance of their struggle. The sacred flame Enkriah created attacked both aspects of Lucerein’s nature at once.

      Enkriah could see it well–the results her genius brought. She was overjoyed. It was her victory. It was as if the Logos themselves ruled that Enkriah deserved to win. Lucerein would dry out and have her undeath ended at the same time. A vain, obsessed woman, not only defeated, but defeated with her beauty stripped from her–it was a delicious victory.

      “Riven and I—our future is ahead of us! This island will no longer imprison me! And you won’t be there, you hateful corpse!” Enkriah said, savoring her victory. “Show me that face! Show me your despair!”

      Strands of hair falling out, Lucerein directed nothing but contempt at Enkriah. “I’m still here. Don’t get ahead of yourself, Enkriah.” Lucerein clawed at the ground as she lifted her shaking body. “That attack consumed your mana–I’m sure…”

      “Oh… I’m getting flashes of the last time we faced each other… You were there behind all those fools with those exact same eyes.” Enkriah sneered, enjoying the sound of her own voice. “Heh… Your name—Lucerein… Loser rains—I think it’s appropriate for you—you and your ilk—it was a rain of losers.”

      Lucerein got on her feet, her hands on her knees. She looked at Enkriah through her pale bangs. 

      “That’s not what I was named after…”

      Enkriah chuckled, her eye twitching. “Oh? So your parents weren’t so foolish when naming you?”

      “‘Reign of Light.’ No matter how much darkness threatens to encroach our world, light will always reign.” Lucerein brushed the hair out of her face, taking a few strands out in the motion. “That is what my name means.”

      Enkriah narrowed her eyes, her forced smile fading. “Is that so?” She raised her hand over her head. “I actually agree with you. Light will reign.” A red light from far above illuminated Enkriah, Lucerein, and the barren land between them.

      Lucerein looked up, tensed her lips, and looked back at Enkriah, dejected. She snapped her hand toward Enkriah, and fired a bolt. Enkriah quickly lifted her hand, casting multiple barriers that blocked the bolt.

      Enkriah, committed to making sure that Lucerein truly felt helpless and insignificant, ignored the attempt with a laugh.

      Lucerein wasn’t having any of Enkriah’s unreasonableness in any sense. “You believe in light?” Lucerein wore a skeptical grin. “I didn’t realize you developed a sense of humor.”

      A vein bulged across Enkriah’s forehead. “Humor?”

      Lucerein kept wearing the face of someone inviting a wrathful tirade, much to Enkriah’s indignation.

      “There is no humor here, Lucerein!” Enkriah screamed.

      Lucerein shook her head, studying Enkriah. “What is wrong with you?” she asked, surprised Enkriah was so volatile–more than she ever recalled.

      The sound of skin tearing reached Lucerein’s ears, and she noticed that the horn she had cut off was growing once more. She stole a glance at the ominous mass of magic above their heads. It had fluctuated, but it was still there, still growing in size.

      “Look at me when I’m speaking to you corpse!” Enkriah snapped. “We were born into this world, same as you.” Anger warped her face once more. “We had just as much right to this world as you did! But you all! You were the ones who refused us until we had no choice! My brother–”

      “Again with that! I don’t know anything about your brother!”

      “Ignorance is no excuse for the sin you waged a war on!” Enkriah harshly replied.

      “You waged the war!” Lucerein retorted.

      Enkriah swung her hand down, and the sun-like ball flew like a meteor toward Lucerein.

      Magic flowed from Lucerein’s core to her hands and flew out as beams of fiery darkness.

      The dark magic collided against the vengeful sun. Lucerein winced as Enkriah looked on, taking great pleasure in seeing the blazing sun still fall despite Lucerein’s magic.

      Lucerein, meanwhile, cursed her weakness. The dark core was the source of her body’s life. She had hoped she would be able to recover enough stamina and focus to be able to force more of the core’s stockpile out—but she had reached her limits.

      The two magics’ collision provoked a reaction that produced physical force akin to gravity. Lucerein sank into the ground as it cracked beneath her feet. Her body underwent drastic changes a moment later. Her hair whitened as her body withered. With her jaw clenched, her skin became taut as her eyes became sunken and dark.

      I can’t do it, Lucerein concluded, the heat of the pseudo sun searing her skin.

      Enkriah felt an otherworldly excitement, seeing her hated enemy struggle so. She raised her hand. A single, hardly taxing bolt fired into Lucerein’s core—that would be enough to disrupt Lucerein’s desperate attempt at survival.

      But then Enkriah stopped. Her eyes drifted to the strange presence clinging to the back of her hand.

      “A slime?”

      This wasn’t normal—an insignificant creature was diverting her attention. Right now, she was supposed to be focused on the hated Lucerein, and yet, this slime had her attention. 

      “Problem?!” Lucerein yelled. “Wait, what are you doing there—“

      The sun came down on Lucerein. She was moments from being swallowed up.

      “Problem! Run—“

      The sun fell on Lucerein as her yell echoed.

      Enkriah had missed the moment of her triumph. She looked at this slime with the power of Laplace, and immediately shuddered.

      The slime, seeing the heightened fear in her eyes reacted. It suddenly lost its adorable form and turned into a voracious maw-like mass as it expanded toward Enkriah.

      Enkriah screamed, her heart momentarily overwhelmed. This slime was the enemy of women everywhere, no matter their station in life. It was a mass of primal and perverse desires, intent on consuming the woman that was not off limits to it.

      The slime’s body wrapped around Enkriah, tightening around her arms, her neck, and her waist, becoming acquainted with the contours of her body. 

      Before Enkriah could hurl vile insults, a portion of Problem’s body entered her mouth. At that moment, she sensed something different. The fear provoked by the slime had caused her mind to sharpen. She understood something. This wasn’t a simple attack to satisfy desires. The slime was trying to kill Enkriah. That it was satisfying its instincts was a coincidence.

      Enkriah lost her composure and flailed wildly against the slime. The sun that had been grinding against and burning the ground followed Enkriah’s hand and flew around as directed by her flails.

      “Leave me alone!” Enkriah screamed, electrifying her whole body with a violent outpouring of mana. 

      Many things happened all at once. Her sun was released toward the scorching desert plane as Problem the slime let out a reverberating cry.

      The slime snapped back into his round form and fell off of Enkriah. She panted, calming her heart down. Her fear was replaced by anger as soon as a flicker of rational thought could be had. 

      Made to fear a slime? The joke infuriated her. She pointed her hand at the slime, magic welling in her palm.

      She clicked her tongue, her nose crinkled. The magic was ready to be fired.

      A humanoid mass of earth shot out of the ground from beyond Enkriah’s view and snatched Problem up. This golem ran without looking back, escaping with Problem into the jungle.

      Enkriah tracked the golem with her hand before scoffing. 

      “His home…”

      It wasn’t worth the effort.  She dispelled her magic and looked to the spot where Lucerein once stood.

      She missed the moment when the magic sun fell, but it had consumed Lucerein for long enough to disintegrate the corpse.

      That said, Lucerein was akin to a roach. Her golem was still active, too. The chance that Lucerein was licking her wounds was nonzero.

      Whether she had survived by some trick or finally died, Enkriah didn’t care. Her eyes had shifted—they were locked to one spot on the island.

      “This is… Yes… This is it.”

      Enkriah slithered up to the point where leylines converged, the damaged horn fully regrown. There was nothing here but gray dirt and the discarded shell of rock she emerged from. The confluence of leylines–right below this central portion was the greatest mass of mana the world had ever known, invisible to the naked eye, but certainly visible to Enkriah.

      She looked to the different planes, her breath growing increasingly ragged. The leylines were visible where the planes met, just like always.

      “The meeting of planes–that is what provokes the leylines to spill out and weld the planes together. Or maybe, the leylines surge out and then cause the planes to meet. It does not matter which comes first. Both scenarios point to a single truth.”

      Her eyes locked back to the earth below her body.

      “This is the source of everything,” she said, looking at the point with the most hateful eyes. Auras of red magic covered her hands and she drove both hands into the earth. “If I rip out your ‘heart’ the Isle will be undone!”

      The Isle pulsed as its ‘blood,’ the raw natural mana surged out from the break like a geyser. 

      “This accursed island has been a thorn in my side for long enough,” Enkriah bellowed. 

      Her face twisted as her rage escalated to a point that she looked like a beast out of the deepest abyss instead of a woman once considered beautiful. 

      “You! You cursed island! You stole my future from me!” she yelled, her voice more guttural than ever before

      The raw mana spilling out turned a deep red as portions of the surge crashed against the defiant Enkriah.

      “And now you dare to take my future away from me again!”

      Enkriah’s power reached deeper still, causing the isle to shake.

      “Never again will you poison Riven! Never again will you imprison us! Our future lies beyond your confines! Sink to the underworld and disappear!”

      …

      ..

      .

      A profound signal spread outward from the point where all leylines converge. Enkriah would never notice—neither would Lucerein. This signal that was transmitted through the leylines was perceptible only to the creatures most entwined with the phantom isle–the creatures born of the Isle.

      The signal itself? A distress call. The deeper Enkriah’s hands reached, the louder the cry became. And when Enkriah began gripping the convergence and lifting the planes, the Isle throbbed. If an isle could feel pain, the Isle of the Beginning and the End was feeling something akin to having its nerves ripped out to be exposed to the raw elements.

      The creatures most entwined with the Isle—the many monsters that called the Isle home, no matter how far—reacted.

      A primal instinct had been triggered in them. These monsters, many of who had in some cases not woken up in centuries, stirred. Alerted to the disaster unfolding in the center of the island, their howls rumbled. They were on the move.

      There was one being, however, who was not entwined with this Isle who reacted to the event occurring at the point of convergence.

      This being—Laurel—woke up covered in a cold sweat, her heart racing. The vision that had forced itself into her mind had plunged her heart into a pit of fear.

      “The Apocalyptic Daemon rises,” she whimpered.
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      The isle was screaming. Its defense mechanisms were waking and were minutes away from launching catastrophic counters. Enkriah, a woman consumed by wrath and with no intention of stopping, was wounding the isle by driving her hands into the very spot that aided her imprisonment. A few more minutes of this attack, and the face of the Isle of the Beginning and the End would be forever changed–

      Caws and howls echoed from the jungle, and thunderous stomps echoed moments after. Konda tore out of the jungle, sprinting with her stone lance weapon in hand. She approached without hollering, the only thing signaling her approach being her fury-filled steps. 

      She leaped into the air, her weapon pointed at Enkriah’s chest.

      Enkriah’s gaze snapped to Konda. “And here I thought you were content with staying out of it.”

       She flung her arm upward, releasing Zanscares at Konda. 

      “How fickle we are!”

      Konda guarded with her weapon. It broke apart beneath the onslaught, splitting into hundreds of pieces. Konda herself was untouched, and much to Enkriah’s surprise, Konda’s fist connected with her cheek.

      The impact was thunderous. Enkriah screamed as she fell onto her side. Konda geared up to swing her fists down on Enkriah like they were hammers. Enkriah whipped her hand upward. There was a flash of red. Konda roared.

      The masked ape leaped backward, her left arm flying and blood spewing from her shoulder.

      Enkriah fired a red bolt, inspired by the sight of blood. Konda took the hit straight on her wooden face and flew backward.

      “The ape…” Enkriah said, rising once more, holding her bruised cheek. “The competent one…”

      Her eyes snapped to her left immediately.

      “And the insignificant tag-along,” she said, her eyes on Apella.

      Apella rushed in with her hands encased in round boulders. With a desperate cry, she swung the massive stones at Enkriah, but in a swift motion, Enkriah unleashed a violent gust. The wind howled as it tore a path, shattering Apella’s boulders and sending shards of rock in every direction.

      The force of the gale flung Apella back, her scream mingling with the roaring wind as it sliced through her flesh. It hurled her into the depths of the jungle once more. Her body disappeared among the trees, leaving a trail of broken branches and disturbed foliage in her wake.

      Five bolts of lightning then crashed on Enkriah, striking her on the crown of her head. With each bolt, her upper body sank lower to the ground, each strike electrifying her and jumbling her thoughts.

      She was unable to pinpoint from where the bolts originated. Was it Lucerein? But to her knowledge, Lucerein was unable to wield the lightning element so proficiently.

      As she was recovering from the bolts, Konda rushed in, leaped, and executed a roundhouse kick. Enkriah, still reeling from the lightning, barely managed to raise her scaly arm in time to block the hit. Her scales absorbed most of the blow, but the sheer strength behind Konda’s attack left a dull ache in her arms.

      “Get out my way, ape!” Enkriah roared, a pulse of magic striking Konda and sending her away once more.

      Enkriah panted, her thoughts in disarray as she tried to regain her composure. Her hands, now removed from the convergence of leylines had allowed the isle to settle. The distress signal had stopped as quickly as it started.

      Her gaze shifted to the point where the leylines met. Seeing the convergence again, her focus sharpened.

      “Cursed isle,” she muttered. “Send all your soldiers. You can’t stop me—“

      A rock crashed into the side of Enkriah’s head. Konda had lobbed it with incredible precision. 

      Enkriah growled as she trained her eyes on Konda. “You fight for this island… A slave! And in doing so, you fight me—your death!” Veins bulged as Enkriah roared. “There are no words to describe how foolish you are, ape!”

      Konda shrugged and prepared to throw another fist-sized rock. She was certain she’d hit that big, oversized head. 

      Enkriah fired first, launching a bolt of magic from her crackling fingertips and blowing Konda’s left leg away.

      The ape hollered in pain and fell over. She thrashed on the ground, angered by both the attack and the pain.

      Enkriah gripped her head as she forced her smile to remain. “Just sit there and watch—“

      Howls echoed from the jungle. Wolves with slimes riding on their backs, plus a monstrous badger with a slime on its back, rushed toward Enkriah.

      Scorn flashed in her eyes. “You monsters are much too arrogant!”

      She whipped her arm toward them, unleashing a wind storm that struck the approaching pack. Slimes and wolves were blown away into the desert zone, but the badger—it had ducked right in time, and luckily sneaked through a portion where the gusts were weakest.

      Enkriah was surprised. Red magic leaking from Badgstar’s eyes, it pounced. Enkriah raised her arm to block, and Badgstar latched onto the arm before sinking his teeth into her scales.

      Frustrated growls came from the badger as it failed to pierce the scales. The hardworking slime on the badger’s back lunged forward, wrapping itself around Enkriah’s arm, much to her amusement.

      “Ahh?” She lifted her arm to observe the pair better. “You’re trying to digest my scales? You really are a hard worker.”

      Enkriah let an electric aura expand around her, electrifying the two. Then, with a whip of her arm, she threw them into the desert plane’s sands.

      Enkriah chuckled for a moment before swaying on the spot. After a few hard breaths, she righted herself, gripping her head and forcing a smile, her eyes reflecting clarity.

       “I’m impressed—you reached me due to your quick—ugh—“

      Enkriah winced as a fourth horn began tearing out of her skull. In that moment, four bolts of lightning struck her once again, staggering her.

      As she recoiled, she caught sight of a blue trail of slime shooting toward her. In the next moment, that trail expanded to become a humanoid giant of pure slime that matched Enkriah’s height. 

      “What now–”

      It swung its massive fist into Enkriah’s head, capturing it in thick slime. She quickly clawed at the arm—the slime giant was trying to drown her. Many tendrils shot out from the fist encapsulating Enkriah’s head, wrapping around her limbs and body, and they latched onto boulders in the dark and dreary plane behind her.

      The tendrils started reeling her in as the giant slime pushed its body against Enkriah.

      Her body throbbed—she could not allow herself to be moved so easily. There was no greater insult to her legacy.

      She quickly changed gears and blasted the arm, severing the arm from the giant and causing it to lose its form. The slime splashed on the ground as the giant recoiled.

      Enkriah panted, now released. The giant, meanwhile, reformed its arm and swung at Enkriah again. Enkriah grinned and caught the fist, only for the fist to release spears of rock and wood that pierced through her hand.

      Again, she was surprised. She let out a laugh as she watched the blood trickle from her wounds.

      “Surprise spears?” she asked with notable delight in her voice. “How clever—but far from enough!”

      She plunged her hand into the giant’s body, and when she fished it out, she held a tiny purple core between her finger and her thumb. The tiniest thread of slime connected the core to the now jiggling giant.

      “So many slimes came together,” she said. “But unfortunately, to act as one, your cores had to come together too, and you lost the advantage afforded by your tiny size. This was nothing but an easy-to-see weak spot.”

      Enkriah snapped the thread with a whip of her hand. The giant turned into a slimy puddle—one quick to begin drying. Enkriah, meanwhile, was looking at the core with a pained expression.

      “No,” she said, shaking her head. “You clever little things don’t have to die…”

      She quickly threw the core into the ocean.

      “Just stay there for a little. I just have something I need to do, okay?”

      Badgstar and two of the wolves that were able to move saw that throw and quickly dove into the water after the core. Enkriah didn’t care—she was already moving toward the convergence again.

      “I’ll free us… I’ll end this island–”

      Just then, Konda rushed in again, riding on Wolf One, reigniting Enkriah’s rage. Konda leaped from the wolf as Enkriah fired a blast of magic. She flew toward Enkriah, narrowly avoiding the blast.

      “Enough!” Enkriah screamed, the fourth horn fully forming.

      She caught Konda by her torso and lifted the ape up. Konda tried slamming her fist into Enkriah’s, but Enkriah’s grip was too tight.

      “You must learn who it is that you face, ape!”

      Enkriah gripped Konda’s remaining leg, held the ape horizontally, and sank her teeth into the leg.

      Konda screamed the most bloodcurdling scream yet. 

      The crunch of bones and the tearing of flesh echoed. Enkriah pulled her head back, a trail of blood following her, and spat out the chunk of Konda’s leg that she had bitten away.

      “I’m a monster too,” Enkriah growled.

      She threw the leg into the water and then pelted Konda into the ground. Konda, screeching, bounced like a stone skipping across a lake, all the way to the edge of the freezing plane.

      “Nothing will stop me,” Enkriah groaned, her horns more lustrous than ever before. She lifted her hand and made a ball of crackling magic form. Her target was Konda, who was already dragging herself back into the battle, one angry handful of dirt at a time.

      “This isle does not deserve such a loyal antibody—hmm?”

      Enkriah shifted her gaze from Konda, to the trembling ape standing a few short feet from her. Disgust twisted her face, and her lip raised with disdain at the sight before her. "What nonsense did your leader teach you?"

      Giddy, shaking and on the verge of tears, stood in front of Enkriah with a colorful bouquet. Riven's words played in his mind, the kind sentiment and confidence behind those words encouraging Giddy. A bouquet of pretty flowers would help to start calming down an upset woman. Riven believed in the thought, so it had to be true.

      Enkriah lurched over the terrified ape and stared into his panicked eyes as Konda hollered and screamed for him to run or punch her.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      "What did you think was about to happen here, monster?"

      Giddy, his hands shaking but gripping the flowers so tightly, extended them toward Enkriah. Her irritation faded into dumbfounded silence for a single second. Then she smiled and straightened up her body.

      "Your leader's guidance has betrayed you."

      Enkriah's tail ensnared Giddy by the waist and lifted him up into the air. The flowers fluttered to the ground below him as he tried to pry the tail off. But his body was locked in the tail's grasp, leaving Giddy unable to do anything but meet Enkriah's sinister glare.

      A malefic power captured Giddy's limbs and held them still. His head was forced to point at Enkriah's and his eyes met hers again. She said nothing as her influence began twisting Giddy's limbs.

      Pain overwhelming, Giddy hollered and cried. The cracks of bones echoed as his arms started to twist toward directions they were never meant to visit.

      Konda's roars intensified. She clawed at the ground, dragging herself toward Enkriah with tremendous effort. Fingers, elbows, the bottom of her wooden face–everything would be used if it meant getting closer to Enkriah. But she was still so far away, and Giddy's life was on a time limit. Konda let her voice out, but stopped short of a full roar. She looked at her legs and saw slimes wrapping around her bloody stubs.

      Giddy's cries shook the air. His right arm was an accordion, and his toes were all broken. All throughout, Enkriah remained unfazed, her contempt focused squarely on the crying ape as he thrashed his head about. Giddy was doomed to die screaming. But then, she glanced at the flowers at her feet.

      The glance lasted for a second, but her eyes held shades of pity within them when she turned them back to Giddy. She clicked her tongue and scowled. "Fly away, foolish monkey."

      Her tail released Giddy and left him suspended in the air. In the next beat, she forcefully pushed her hand against Giddy's chest and sent the crying ape flying like a comet, far past the tree line, and deep into the jungle plane.

      She shook her head, her anger aimed inward. With a scowl, she looked at the fallen bouquet. Her right hand reached for the bouquet as her expression softened.

      Suddenly, a translucent barrier of blue and violet hexagonal panels rose around Enkriah, startling her. They formed a 30-foot radius dome with Enkriah in the center. Infuriated beyond belief, her eyes turned feral, scales formed on her face, and a fifth black stub grew with incredible force into a fifth horn. She, more monstrous than ever before, hissed at the woman responsible for the obtrusive barrier with all the hate her heart could breathe.

      The woman of smaller stature–by all accounts, just a rodent destined to be eaten by a snake–did not budge from her spot. This small woman with the ears and tail of a shrew, always coddled by her retainers, was the one responsible for limiting Enkriah's freedom once more.

      "Your bravery was not wasted, Giddy!" Laurel yelled, tears streaming from her eyes, as she wished with all her heart that her words would reach Giddy. “Thank you so much! We might still save the world!”
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      Enkriah screamed as she threw her body at Laurel, only to smash against the first invisible layer of the barrier separating the two. Enkriah recoiled backward, her mind jumbled, while Laurel summoned up her courage. 

      "Your bravery opened the path to our victory, Giddy! We will defeat the Apocalyptic Daemon!" she screamed.

      Enkriah blinked many times as she reclaimed her senses. Her eyes lost their feral nature, and the scales on her face were reabsorbed into her skin. The fifth black horn was immaculate, however, and the stub of a sixth horn was tearing through her scalp.

      “Laurel,” Enkriah muttered.

      Her eyes twitching from a persistent pain radiating from the center of her head, Enkriah studied Laurel. She was trapped within a barrier and closer to the dark and dreary plane while Laurel stood on the exposed convergence of leylines, the same spot Enkriah once sat in as a statue—the same spot Enkriah was compelled to destroy. Laurel was tightly gripping her staff, something that Enkriah now couldn’t help but consider an eyesore.

      Enkriah smiled when Laurel winced. "We meet face-to-face," she said with a labored breath. "That's your plan? You're using the confluence of the leylines to power this barrier? To what end?” 

      The exposed raw mana was not as volatile as when she had attacked it, but Enkriah could see that even in a calmed state, the raw mana spilling from the confluence was too much for little Laurel.

      “Laurel, how good are your senses?”

      “Why do you ask?”

      “The mana in that spot is of such purity that it is rendered invisible.”

      Laurel’s expression stiffened.

      “That’s right. You cannot see it, but more mana is passing through your body–more than the white flames at your feet.”

      Laurel shook her head. “I won’t move, Enkriah.”

      “That frail body that cannot even handle the gentle tug of darkness’s gravity will not be able to withstand that raw mana for long." Enkriah smiled softly. “Your body is going to fall apart, given enough time. Is that what you want, Laurel?” 

      Laurel saw the shift in Enkriah. The Enkriah who had slammed her body into the barrier, and the one that spoke to her were not the same. She saw nothing but hope in that shift. 

      “Enkriah, please don’t go any further than you already have,” Laurel pleaded.

      “Who are you to ask that of me, Laurel?”

      Laurel’s hands shook as she forced herself to wear a smile-soon-to-crumble. “I am the Sacred Priestess, and you–you are the enemy I was born to face.”

      Enkriah shook her head. “They just keep coming–you all just keep trying to keep me here–why, Laurel? I’m free now.” Enkriah’s eyes widened, her toothy grin bared and pulled more than her skin naturally allowed. “Aren’t you happy for me?”

      Many thoughts passed through Laurel’s mind. She couldn’t bring herself to lie.

      “I don’t think it was an accident that you found this island, Enkriah.”

      Enkriah recoiled, her head throbbing. She clawed at her forehead within a second. “Of course not. I sought it out.”

      “You’re not free, Enkriah–”

      “Shut your mouth–I don’t need you to state the obvious when you’re the one imprisoning me!”

      “It’s not me, Enkriah… Seeing you here, like this… I think we are all victims–prisoners–of a strange fate.”

      Enkriah cocked her head back and slowly moved her hand from her face. “Bring down these walls, Laurel.”

      “No, Enkriah. I don’t know what this fate has in store for us, but I can’t do that. Please understand. And please calm down. Please. Let’s wait for Riven’s return–”

      “I will be free, Laurel. A mere rat will not stop me!”

      Laurel looked on as Enkriah grew slightly larger. “Enkriah, please. Something’s happening to you–”

      Enkriah sneered, malice dripping from her smile. "And when I'm freed, I promise you—I will swallow you whole. Try rebirthing after that, shrew!"

      Laurel was struck by disbelief. She closed her eyes and let her head droop.

      “This… This is really happening…” 

      Laurel then raised her head, smirked, and returned Enkriah's taunt with puffed-up bravado and tears. "Are you sure about that? You never saw me being able to do this much."

      Enkriah turned serious.

      The mana pouring from the leylines at Laurel’s feet flared up further and caused Laurel to grimace from the strain. "Are you sure that you can trust what your eyes are telling you, Enkriah?"

      Enkriah's eyes twitched. A vein bulged across her forehead as fury filled her pupils. "What are you playing at, little shrew?" Enkriah asked, the sixth horn growing out to be half as tall as the other five. “Why go so far against a woman you don’t know?”

      Laurel did not miss that emergence. There was no doubt in her mind. Those horns were a cursed countdown.

      “I don’t think we crashed here by accident,” Laurel said. “I’m not sure there was ever a future where Riven didn’t arrive here… I don’t think there was ever a future where Riven didn’t find us… I don’t think there was ever a future where I didn’t meet you, Enkriah.” 

      Enkriah’s breathing became more ragged, like a beast building its fury.

      "We met as friends, Enkriah… I wanted to be friends… But, as fate has revealed, you are definitely my fated enemy. You are definitely the monster I was born to stop."

      Enkriah screeched as she pointed her hand at Laurel. "Perish with your forgotten age, Laurel!"

      A ray of the blackest magic flew from Enkriah's palm. Laurel, grimacing and gritting her teeth, stood her ground. The magic struck the first layer of the barrier, lighting it up and bringing the otherwise invisible hexagons that comprised the barrier into view.

      It was then that a roar reached Enkriah's ears. She turned her head toward the source right as Konda's fist smashed against Enkriah's mouth, cracking her teeth, and busting her lip.

      "You!" Enkriah hollered.

      As Enkriah's back hit the ground, her tail extended toward Konda in a blind attempt at retaliation. Konda, undoubtedly in Enkriah's way, was inexplicably pulled back and away from danger. Enkriah had missed it, but the truth of Konda's return to the fight lay in her new legs. Konda stumbled on the first step after she landed, but she focused her eyes on Enkriah and ran. With every step, her new, slimy legs stabilized into the best shape to support Konda's sprint.

      Enkriah lifted her body. Her eyes widened when she saw Konda's legs.

      "Slimes?" Enkriah said, wearing the angriest smile of the decade. She leaned forward, her cracked teeth bared. "You traitorous monsters are teaming up like that?!"

      Konda, supported by the four slimes that had warped and hardened their bodies in order to act as her legs, ran toward Enkriah. Konda had no reason to care about the sensibilities of anyone who wasn't her leader. All she saw before her eyes was a monster that needed to have her face caved in. It didn’t matter how–as long as she could be given a way, she would take it.

      Her legs had been replaced by slimes and her arm had been reattached, with dark magic stitching together shoulder and arm. She could fight now.

      Enkriah’s furious scream shook the air. “This island may be your crib, but my mother impregnated this world with you! Fall in line!”

      Enkriah fired a ray at the oncoming ape, but the slimes were too ready to help. They changed the form of Konda's legs, allowing Konda to skate along the surface of the ground and escape the ray.

      Konda was within arm's reach. Enkriah swiped at her with a magic-covered arm, but Konda ducked while moving toward Enkriah's body and winding up her punch. In the next moment, the slimes stretched and gave Konda the height she needed.

      Enkriah shuddered, Konda's angry visage reflected in her eyes. The ape was at eye level with her. The slimes had stretched to let Konda deliver another uncontested blow to Enkriah's cheek. And deliver it she did. Enkriah screamed as the force of the attack pushed her back and dazed her, but the attack was not over just yet. The slimes slid forward to keep Konda within spitting distance of Enkriah.

      Konda roared as she let out a flurry of furious fists into Enkriah's unguarded face. Fist after fist, the power behind the strikes increased without fail. Enkriah's head jerked around with every blow, her cheek fractured, and her lips busted and bloody.

      Enkriah's vision came and went, as her thoughts became incoherent. Her back slammed into the first layer of Laurel’s barrier. There was no more escape. There was no more backing away to soften the blow. There was nothing but Konda's endless fists.

      The cheers of monsters echoed. Every monster still standing was rooting for Konda.

      Her fists rained down without mercy. Sparks of magic were lighting around them now. With every strike, the fists lit up and seemed to ignite the air. With every fist, Konda's arm rippled, and the tenor of her roar shifted.

      Enkriah was dazed, but those ripples in Konda's power were reaching her clearly. Like a pulse that reached her very core, they roused her mind. They forced her to look at Konda between every strike. Konda's furious, howling visage blurred and warped until it was Riven's face that she was seeing.

      The sixth horn fully emerged as Enkriah roared. A burst of black magic erupted from her body and struck Konda, pushing her back for a moment. That moment was all Enkriah needed. Her tail wrapped around Konda's body as the main body loomed over the ape.

      "You like punching people?" Enkriah asked.

      With a crazed grin, she crashed her magic-coated fists into Konda's wooden face without mercy, each strike cracking the wood. The tail gripped her tighter, forcing the air Konda was desperately trying to suck in back out.

      "How funny! I like punching people into bloody messes, too!"

      Enkriah kept punching. The strikes left afterimages in the air, Enkriah's hair flowing wildly as sparks of black magic flickered in the space between them after every collision. Chips of wood flew into the air after each strike, destined to be burned by Enkriah's magic.

      Enkriah laughed maniacally. "I'm happy, Ape! Thank you! Thank you for showing me this! Thank you for taking an advance from Riven! Thank you! I can see his power in you! Now, I know it—I know my dear Riven will live for at least another ten years! Thank you, Konda! I'm so happy! Riven lives!"

      Enkriah sent a fist straight into the largest crack on Konda's face. The sound of wood splintering echoed, followed by Enkriah's pained howl.

      "Damn you, you blasted monkey!" Enkriah yelled, her pained eyes fixed on the furious ape who had caught the Demon Lord's fist with her jaws.

      Konda's wooden face had cracked and split, blood gushing from every crevice, but that splitting had allowed her to open her mouth farther than it had any right to be. Enkriah tried retracting her fist, but Konda was hell-bent on ridding Enkriah of her hand. She was furiously bearing down, disrupting magic, breaking wood, cracking scales, and tearing flesh as more blood flew from the growing cracks in her face.

      The magic surrounding Enkriah’s imperiled fist fluctuated, and blood spewed from the wounds. The sight of her crimson blood infuriated Enkriah, driving the sixth horn another inch out from her head and sending her into a frenzy. Her voice turned guttural as her face adopted monstrous features once more.

      "How dare a monkey with a sorry excuse for a name make me bleed!" Enkriah roared, the white of her eyes pitch black, and her pupils golden. Her words had lost their usual sense of grace and pace. They were just the hasty, emotional words of a mad tyrant.

      Enkriah pulled her captured fist from Konda's maw–usability be damned–and swung her other hand at Konda. Gold and black sparks of magic raging around the hand, it gigantified to be three times as large. There was no way to misinterpret it–that hand was one of death that would obliterate Konda's upper body and end the ape's life.

      Konda roared. Enkriah could have crushed her body with the tail that was already ensnaring it, but in her rage, Enkriah allowed the ape the chance to meet death with her own defiant fist.

      “Take this sight into the afterlife–a real fist–”

      Two figures rushed into the scene. They crashed into Enkriah's oncoming arm right as Konda's fist made contact with Enkriah's palm.

      "Give it all you got!" Quatrin yelled, his magical arm and enhancements activated.

      "I'm already at 100!" Zeph yelled in response, sands swirling around where his fists and Enkriah's arm met.

      As if that wasn't enough, a black mass of bubbly magic struck Enkriah's arm alongside the camelgrems’ attack. The fist of an ape, the attacks of the camels, and the black magic–these attacks united to fight the force of Enkriah’s arm. 

      A standstill was reached for all of one second.

      Anger surging, Enkriah clenched her jaw and overwhelmed the countering forces. Her attack was completed and a burst of wind was released due to the force of the swing. Konda, Quatrin, and Zeph–all three flew through the air.

      Enkriah shook her head, her one good hand gripping her sixth horn. She swayed unsteadily on her tail until she grunted and righted herself. Her right eye returned to its usual state, while her left bore the golden pupil in the sea of inky black. She flicked her tail and released the already pitiful lower half of Konda's body. The lower half hit the barrier as Enkriah chuckled through the pain surging in her head.

      "You all got cocky," she said to the ones who stood once more.

      "No," Quatrin said, rising to his feet amidst the dust and sand. "We did our job."

      Zeph followed him, holding his ribs as he panted. "It wasn't pretty, but we helped."

      His eyes drifted to Konda as she lay behind them, panting. Everything from the waist down was gone. The slimes that once made her makeshift legs were quickly covering her wounds, intent on stopping the bleeding and moving her from the battlefield.

      Enkriah grimaced in the face of the resolute camelgrem. "Don't be heroes—"

      Her tail snapped into action, stopping the sand scimitar of the woman who had come out of nowhere and launched herself straight toward Enkriah's face.

      Enkriah's gaze locked on to her—Cattleya. Before Enkriah could rebuke the attempt, Cattleya spat three bullets of pressurized water into Enkriah's face. Enkriah roared as the first of the bullets struck her. A quickly activated shielding aura protected her from the remainder.

      Cattleya, meanwhile, was repelled by Enkriah's flailing tail. The sneak attack didn't go the way she hoped, but no matter. She landed safely, her eyes on the target, as her fellow camelgrem took their places beside her.

      Cattleya snickered. “Well, damn. And here I thought I could end it quickly.”

      The beginnings of a seventh horn emerged as Enkriah glared at them. Cattleya smirked in response and held out her hands, goading Enkriah into attacking.

      "Stand down," Enkriah hissed.

      "Sorry, this is what we signed up for, Apocalyptic Daemon. We're the ones meant to take you down,” Cattleya replied.

      Zeph shuddered. "But it would have been nice if it wasn't us that got saddled with this."
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      "Look alive, you bozos!" Cattleya yelled as she ran toward Enkriah. "Without her, we'd just be some thugs protecting a priestess!" A wide grin worn proudly on her face, Cattleya leaped into the air as sand swirled from the gourds tied to her waist. They wrapped around her hand, effectively forming an arm of sand bigger than her own body.

      “We have to thank Enkriah!”

      Aided by gravity, she slammed the fist into the circular barrier shield Enkriah conjured up in response.

      "She's the one who let us be legends!" Cattleya said, her heart filled with validation and purpose.

      "Increasing your mass will not be as effective for you as it is for me!" Enkriah shouted back, her grin reflecting Cattleya's. She swung her growing arm right into Cattleya’s fist, which caused it to rupture. The sand that composed it spread across the air, obscuring Enkriah's sight.

      Enkriah laughed, her eyes scanning the environment.

      "Trying to obscure yourself with sand? Even my Riven would advise against this. My sensory faculties transcend simple physical cover. I will find your mana and then—”

      Enkriah stopped. She couldn't sense them. She blinked wildly. Her arms twitched, and her fingers trembled as she tried to bring them to her face. The effort she exerted—it was as if she was fighting an invisible wall.

      "W-wait," she muttered. "Where are you? I can't see you... How are you evading my sight?"

      Before Enkriah, there was a wall of floating sand, one that completely surrounded her. Sand before her, and the wall of the barrier to her back, her options were limited, and that truth was beginning to dawn on her.

      The sound of skin tearing reverberated from Enkriah's head as the seventh horn painfully grew and curved, inch by painful inch.

      "No," Enkriah said as her fingers finally touched her head. "How did you control the sand like that? How did you form a fist? You didn't have any Skill that could allow you to do that. And this sand... how are you controlling it? Why can’t I discern the nature of your power?"

      Enkriah's gaze snapped to where Laurel should have been.

      "Her. It's her—"

      The three camelgrem broke through the sand, and each slammed into Enkriah's body. She should have fallen and struck the barrier, but a strange stubbornness had possessed her.

      "YOU!" Enkriah roared, her voice garbled and distorted. "You're the one keeping me from Riven! You're the reason I can't see Riven!"

      Zeph raised a brow. "What is she talking about?"

      "Stop talking, keep pummeling!" Cattleya swirled her sand around a stone sword to form a much more abrasive blade. With the sand at the edge of the blade circulating around the sword at an impressive speed, she slashed Enkriah's scaled abdomen.

      Enkriah's eyes shifted to the camelgrem, her mere gaze causing them to shudder uncontrollably. Her right eye had warped to match the eerie left eye and her arm moved in a flash. She snatched both Zeph and Quatrin and threw them away like the trash she saw them as.

      For the one who dared harm her, a special response. Her hand, in a blink, captured Cattleya's face and slithered forward with her at an extreme speed. Cattleya’s head and back tore up the earth. 

      “I’ve always been hard-headed!” Cattleya defiantly roared.

      She gripped Enkriah's wrist with all the strength her hands could produce.

      Sand suddenly shot out from the gourds at her waist and struck Enkriah's torso, penetrating her body, and sinking an inch deep.

      Enkriah howled as she tried to throw Cattleya, but the camelgrem held on. Using Enkriah's arm as a bar, Cattleya swung herself into the air. Her eyes were locked on the horns that had emerged on Enkriah's head.

      Time slowed down for Cattleya, in this: the single most important moment–the single most important second. The words Laurel shared with them before they joined the battle replayed in her mind.

      "Every cell in my body is telling me it is true—Enkriah is the Apocalyptic Daemon. Her obsidian crown is forming as we speak. All will be lost the moment the last horn emerges and the crown truly becomes the crown of prophecy."

      "I know, priestess!” Cattleya said to herself.

      She had been testing Enkriah's defenses. She knew just how fast the sand had to circulate, just how deadly of a sand weapon she had to make if she wanted to rid Enkriah of her head.

      Laurel’s words rushed back into her consciousness.

      "We must stop her before the final horn emerges!"

      In this sliver of time, the sand weapon formed in her hand—a spear with an edge made more deadly by the grains of sand circulating at the fastest speed Cattleya could bring about. She took aim and prepared to shoot the spear through Enkriah's neck.

      Enkriah's gaze shifted in the next milliseconds. The last voice Cattleya wanted to hear echoed in her mind when her eyes met Enkriah’s.

      "Could you guys talk with Enkriah every now and again while I'm not here? She gets lonely easily."

      Enkriah sensed the danger. The unfair speed her limbs could now move at allowed her to cover her head and neck.

      "Damn it!" Cattleya screamed inwardly. Cursing her hesitation, and painfully aware of the tail coming for her own head, she launched the spear of sand at an adjusted target.

      The most critical second of the battle was over.

      The spear flew. The sound of glass shattering echoed as the spear cut through two of Enkriah's horns. The sound of flesh tearing followed soon after when the tip of Enkriah's tail pierced Cattleya’s stomach. Cattleya hollered as the tail whipped forward and launched her toward the ground, sending her bouncing and rolling along the surface like a ragdoll.

      Enkriah, meanwhile, gripped her head as she screamed and thrashed. Two horns had been severed. Black oozing liquid mixed with Enkriah's blood and dripped down to the tip of her nose. Not just the severed horns, but all of her horns were releasing the oozing liquid from their bases where her flesh met them.

      "Riven!" Enkriah screamed. "Where are you? I need your help!" she said, her screams turning to cries. She rolled onto her arms as her body grew larger. "Riven, I want to escape with you!"

      One scream to drown them all erupted from Enkriah's throat as she lifted her body upright and pointed her anger to the sky.

      "I don't want to be trapped anymore!" she cried.

      Zeph, covered in swirling sand to the point that he was a missile, crashed into Enkriah's torso, striking the wound Cattleya's sand sword had left, and forcing the air out of Enkriah's lungs.

      Enkriah snatched Zeph in the next beat.

      "Get away!" she yelled as she threw him away.

      A fist of raw magic slammed into her head in the next instant, shaking the horns and pushing Enkriah onto the ground. She looked at Quatrin, her eyes flickering between the inky black and her normal eyes.

      Quatrin rushed in with his empowered arm and threw a punch. Enkriah raised her good hand and caught it while grinning, her eyes free of the inky black substance that had swallowed them up.

      “Converting flesh into magic and facing me with that Skill? Camelgrem, you may be the most foolish one of them all."

      Quatrin tried to force his arm forward, but Enkriah's arm didn't budge.

      "You will regret leaving the shelter of flesh."

      The moment her fingers wrapped around Quatrin's arm, the magical arm popped like a balloon and disappeared. Incredible pain reached Quatrin's senses as his eyes rolled into the back of his head and he frothed at the mouth.

      “Rupturing magical constructs is nothing to me," Enkriah triumphantly declared. "You won't stop me from helping Riven—"

      "What are you talking about, Enkriah?"

      Enkriah shuddered at the voice, blinking repeatedly. She forced herself to stand despite her own bloodied appearance, despite the pulsing, excruciating pain, and despite her dizziness and delirium. She looked over toward the speaker.

      "Lucerein..." Enkriah said. She groaned as she straightened her back. "Didn't I kill you?"

      Lucerein, undoubtedly an undead abomination, stood defiant.

      "Did you?" Lucerein replied. "Before a certain point... you had done a good job of maiming us without killing us. Even me–that fireball was slower… more merciful than it should have been. You gave a diligent digger more than enough time to evacuate me through a tunnel.”

      Enkriah held her head. "You all keep getting in my way... I'm just trying to be free. I'm just trying to find Riven. I want to tell him that I'm free and that we can live together."

      "What?" Lucerein replied. "Enkriah, look around... That is not what you are doing."

      Enkriah stared at Lucerein but was confused. "Why do you look so miserable?" Enkriah swayed, her eyes flickering once more. "We're enemies. Don't look at me like that."

      "Enkriah... I've listened to you this whole time.” 

      “Stop looking at me like that.”

      “There are things that you are saying, that don't match your actions."

      Enkriah raised her hand, magic swirling in her palm. "I'm burying you before you force me to go away again."

      Lucerein was fearless. "Enkriah, you are going mad. Please, you have to let us stop you..." She gulped, swallowing all the hate she held for this adversary. "If you're truly going mad, then you must let us help you this way... I'm sorry, Enkriah."

      Enkriah scoffed. "'Us?'" She closed her eyes, and when she reopened them, they were the eyes filled with inky blackness, the only light within them being golden pupils. "There's only you and that rodent."

      Lucerein shook her head. "This isn't the Enkriah I fought long ago."

      "You're right. I'm better. Stronger. I have a friend now. I have Riven–"

      "Stop your foolishness. My pity for you can't increase any further... The old you would have seen just how doomed she is."

      "Says the walking corpse."

      Just as Enkriah was about to fire her magic, a furry arm gripped her wrist and pointed the blast downward. Enkriah yelped, surprised by the sudden intruder. She looked down and saw Apella holding her wrist.

      "You?! The most insignificant monkey—"

      A swift and fiery fist came from beneath Enkriah's head and collided with her chin, sending her gaze skyward. The attacker then leaped into the air above the towering Enkriah. Her eyes widened at the sight of the attacker—the ape with only an upper body and a lower body made of slime.

      "You still breathe?!" Enkriah yelled before Konda punched her in the eye and sent her head crashing into the earth.

      Enkriah was quick to release a surge of magic and raise her body up with her arms.

      She was not given a moment to rest. Zeph and Quatrin, both enhancing their attacks with swirling sands zipped toward Enkriah, slamming into her and then pulling away. Cattleya, dark magic filling the hole in her abdomen, came in surfing on sand, and delivered a swift kick to Enkriah's chin, followed by another kick to one of the horns on Enkriah's head.

      The horns vibrated as if they had all taken the blow and released a wave of violent magic that pushed the attackers back.

      “No blunt hits to the horns, boys!” Cattleya yelled.

      Enkriah screamed as she stood. She was not going to fall. The allied forces rushed her again. What followed was a furious exchange of blows. Enkriah deflected some attacks, but then let herself totally open to others. In other words, she was losing–falling behind.

      Lucerein, the one watching the battle from behind the attackers, studied Enkriah. "Who is it that you're fighting, Enkriah?" she muttered.

      The allied forces had no way of knowing it, but they were not Enkriah's only enemies. In her eyes, she was fighting them and those hated foes from eons gone by. When the allied forces landed a hit, it was because Enkriah was busy swatting nonexistent phantoms.

      “No, no, no! I don’t want to be sealed again,” Enkriah cried, her words and their sounds falling out of her mouth so clumsily that it sounded like it was her first time speaking a language. "Riven," she cried. "Help."

      "Enkriah..." Lucerein closed her eyes and shook her head. When she reopened them, the pity that had filled them was gone. "We are not going to let Riven see you like this... Your death... We will be the only ones to ever witness it."

      Lucerein held up her hand as a ball of black and purple magic formed.

      “That is the greatest kindness we can afford to give him.”

      She thought back to the first round of this long conflict. 

      "What I attacked you with at first wasn't my killing spell, Enkriah... It was my weakening magic... I should have noticed something was wrong then. Had this been the you from 72,000 years ago, you would have noticed what I had done. You would have realized that you had no business taking any attack from these weaklings. The only person here who could be considered our equal is that so-called sacred priestess..."

      Lucerein's ball of magic hummed. It was ready to be fired—the killing magic she had prepared across the eons. She glanced at the horns of the desperately flailing Enkriah.

      "What happened to you? You were the Daughter of Echidna, not this so-called Apocalyptic Daemon. Our era–is it not the greatest?" she asked, her voice breaking.

      Lucerein scowled. She drew up the lump of hatred that she had stamped down and let it fill her heart.

      “You could die a hundred times, and it still wouldn’t be enough.”

      With no more words to be said, Lucerein waited for the moment that Enkriah swatted at phantoms, and fired the magic. All it took was a flash of black. The magic had hit its mark– Enkriah's chest.

      The allied force stopped and watched as the giant woman began to lose her color further. She slithered back meekly and dumbfounded. Looking down at her chest and saw the black blemish on her skin that noted the spell's entry.

      "Riven..." She looked around. "Where's Riven?" she asked, a tear rolling down her cheek.

      Lucerein walked up to her hated foe. "Close your eyes, Enkriah. Rest..." She cracked a smile. "Riven will be here when you next wake up," she said, her last mercy being this lie.

      No one shed a tear for the woman. After all that she did, whether insane or not, there were no more tears to be shed.

      Enkriah fell onto her arms as they hit the ground. "I don't understand." She panted, struggling to stay alive as her skin turned gray. "I just wanted to be free... I just wanted to... revive my home... and take Riven there."

      Enkriah fell, her head resting a foot from Lucerein's feet.

      A hand of earth brought to Lucerein the bouquet that Giddy once offered. She held the bouquet against her armor.

      "Our home is gone, Enkriah. Our era is done."
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      Lucerein set the bouquet next to Enkriah, setting to rest their long history.

      Lucerein looked over to Laurel, who smiled back at them from outside the barrier. It was all a giant ordeal, but they had managed it. Laurel’s barrier only limited Enkriah, with everyone else being free to enter and exit. Lucerein provided support from outside of the barrier in the form of her strange necrotic magic. She also kept the critically wounded standing when they should have fallen, re-attaching limbs or filling holes. Enkriah's hesitance to kill everyone at first had aided her in that regard. The slimes who had not formed the giant, too, played a pivotal role, extracting combatants from the battle when they needed more specialized care.

      And now the battle was done. Enkriah was dead. But before Lucerein could breathe a sigh of relief, Enkriah's corpse hummed.

      They all looked toward the corpse, terror gripping their hearts once more.

      Laurel shuddered. She screamed as quickly as she could. "The Apocalyptic Daemon isn't dead!"

      Enkriah's corpse split open and from it emerged an Enkriah more terrifying than the last.

      Her roar shook the world as malefic sparks coursed over her rejuvenated body. Wet black scales that seemed to have replaced her skin, matched the shade and nature of the seven horns that jutted out from her ooze-soaked head. Her teeth had sharpened, and her remaining visible veins bulged. The carcass she left behind disintegrated beneath the earth-shaking roar.

      Lucerein, having fled out of the barrier with the rest of the forces, looked straight into the eyes of the raging Enkriah.

      "Her pupils..."

      Lucerein had clued into something. The pupils were no more. It was just inky darkness filling her eye sockets.

      "Come on, Enkriah, you stubborn cow," Lucerein whispered, hoping for a miracle.

      And then it came. Enkriah's pupils appeared for a second, right as the beast seemed to second-guess its roaring.

      "It's not all lost yet..."

      "Hey, what are you mumbling there?" Cattleya asked. "This is a problem. The killing magic didn't work."

      "I didn't expect something like this."

      "It did work!" Laurel said, grunting as she resisted the raw mana. "I felt her presence disappear for a moment... But she came back... But... Looking at her now," Laurel clenched her jaw to stop her teeth from chattering, "she is more of the Apocalyptic Daemon now than she was before." She and Lucerein locked eyes. “We killed Enkriah, and the Apocalyptic Daemon filled the vacuum.”

      Lucerein stayed quiet. The Apocalyptic Daemon’s grip on Enkriah’s body had been strengthened, but she was willing to bet that Enkriah was being kept alive.

      "So the end of time is still on," Cattleya said. Unlike her companions, she was flippant, standing with her arms crossed and black magic filling the hole in her gut. "What's the play then? Priestess, you can't hold out forever."

      Laurel whined. "I thought this barrier would be enough, but she was stronger than this body could handle... When Lucerein said she had a magic that could kill her, I had thought that fate had conspired to give us a victory... but now..."

      "No... We can still win," Lucerein said. "My killing magic has been extinguished, but we can still seal her. That seal was designed for Enkriah, and that thing is still piloting the woman’s body. We can petrify her once more.”

      Hope returned to Laurel’s heart. “I can help you! If you tell me what to do, I can help you!”

      “There is no negotiation. I need your help. Also, it's not enough to just have the caster on a leyline. We need to get Enkriah on a leyline, too."

      "I'm not sure if you noticed, but we were trying to move her. She's just really stubborn," Cattleya said.

      "We just have to try harder. We have no choice." Lucerein locked eyes with Laurel and nodded. "We need to keep fighting her, and keep trying to prevent those horns from fully growing, all while trying to get her on a leyline."

      The raging Enkriah swung her head around. Unable to find a target, she slithered to a far wall and slammed her body against the barrier.

      Laurel let out a scream soon after. "Why did that hurt so much!? I don't—I'm not sure how much of that I can handle."

      Lucerein watched Enkriah fall backward in a daze. "Looks like she has trouble too..."

      Like a caged animal, Enkriah roared as she rose again. It was clear to Lucerein that this was a shell of the woman she once hated and feared.

      "We are blessed that it is the beast in control and not the woman... If it had truly been Enkriah, our chances of victory would have been nil, but now?" Lucerein stepped back into the barrier. "We have a nonzero chance of winning."

      “Heh. You still think Enkriah is greater than the end of the world? You people of a dead era are insane,” Cattleya followed.

      “It’s just a fact.”

      Monsters and Demons—they all prepared themselves for battle once more.
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      Four Days Later—

      Enkriah's roar reverberated as Cattleya's body flew through the air. She hit the ground hard, back-first, sliding until she reached Lucerein's feet. Cattleya, her eyes meeting Lucerein's, held up a fragment of an obsidian horn, only for it to liquefy and slip out of her fingers.

      "Stupid horns," Cattleya groaned.

      “If your prophecy is true, we’re fortunate to have you.”

      Lucerein looked to the distance at the raging, twenty-foot-tall Enkriah as she thrashed about and tore up the earth, all while holding her head and roaring in agony. The Apocalyptic Daemon had yet to notice that her most competent enemy had been slapped away by her own hand.

      “If she had her sense, she would have disintegrated you.”

      Cattleya scowled. “She could never.”

      Lucerein rolled her eyes. “You don’t know the true Enkriah. That’s why you can be so unaware of how blessed we are.”

      For so many days, the allied forces took turns keeping Enkriah occupied. So many times, Cattleya cut horns off, and so many times, she had been fiercely swiped away.

      Enkriah's blind rage and lack of sense were the only reasons they were able to do this much–or such was Lucerein’s opinion. Had Enkriah been sane, they would have been turned to dust. That was not to say that the forces were not close to death.

      Lucerein glanced at Cattleya. The camelgrem looked like a patchwork doll. The hole in her gut was still filled by a mass of black necrotic magic. That same necrotic magic ran trails around her body, connecting parts that should have been severed long ago, together. Cattleya was not the only one Lucerein gave a second chance at life. All the allied forces were in similar states. Even Lucerein herself had lost a chunk of skull above her left eye that she had to reattach with magic.

      That they were alive now was entirely due to Lucerein's S-Rank Skill, [Lifesmith: Necrotic Origin].

      Cattleya groaned as slimes arrived to ferry her body away from the battlefield. "Lucerein... Are we on borrowed time here?" she asked, fully cognizant of the damage her body was accumulating.

      Lucerein didn't spare her glance. "Are you finally starting to wonder what life looks like after this battle?"

      "More like I'm wondering if any of us are going to get to see that life... It's been days, and we're just getting worse. Heck, are we even alive right now?"

      "Why are you asking me now? When we've already gone this far? Did that last injury shake you? Rest assured, you suffered a worse one yesterday."

      Cattleya chuckled. "I think my soul's getting tired."

      "You all are neither alive nor dead. I've suspended your natural processes, and I am instead having my necrotic magic simulate life-giving functions and keep your mind tethered to your bodies... Once this battle is over, I will see to it that your bodies are repaired."

      All of what she explained to Cattleya was natural to her. This was the same role she filled in her first battle with Enkriah 72,000 years ago. It was the reason she was revived as an undead in the first place. It was all for her Skill.

      Lucerein's version of [Lifesmith] required necrotic magic in order to function. The Skill was wasted in the body of a living elf with next to no affinity for necromancy.

      In the body of an undead with a modified necrotic core, however? It made Lucerein an invaluable asset. With this Skill, she could manipulate the logic of life, allowing organisms to survive when they had no right doing so. Hearts, brains, guts, lungs–Lucerein, if she could not reattach them, could replace them with temporary solutions and keep a soldier in the fight. Coupled with all the mana she had stockpiled and converted into necrotic mana over the eons? She could go on for another twenty days at this level.

      "Is there a time limit anyway?" Cattleya asked.

      "As long as we can end this fight within 15 days, we can save the majority of combatants."

      "Majority, huh... You better save our priestess."

      Lucerein closed her eyes. She could not bring herself to look at the young woman still standing at the point where leylines met. 

      "Take her away, slimes. We still need her."

      Cattleya's grunts grew more and more distant while Enkriah's roars intensified. Lucerein leveled her gaze toward Enkriah and glided across the land toward her.

      "Back to battle," she said, ready to take her turn once more.

      It would be routine. Lucerein would attack and keep Enkriah disoriented, in order to limit how often Enkriah attacked the barrier, and in turn, stressed Laurel. The first steps were the same as before, attack Enkriah from a distance, striking her eyes with necrotic magic.

      There was no point in targeting the horns carelessly. Slicing attacks were what worked best. Blunt damage like Konda's fists provoked strange reactions, and magic was largely ineffective unless it had some sort of slicing property.

      Lucerein shot magic at Enkriah’s eyes.

      Enkriah's counter would usually be a haphazard blast. For this, Lucerein raised a barrier of earth, but this time, the blast didn't come. Shocked by the sudden deviation reinforced by days of battle, Lucerein looked up at Enkriah and felt elation for the first time.

      "Enkriah?" she asked.

      The Demon had stopped and was looking toward the jungle. But most important of all—her golden pupils were visible.

      "Enkriah!" Lucerein yelled, seizing the opportunity. "Enkriah! If you're in there, you have to help us! You have to fight whatever madness has gripped you, Enkriah!"

      Enkriah blinked rapidly.

      "Enkriah!" Lucerein called again.

      And then Enkriah turned her eyes toward Lucerein and made the undead shudder with fear.

      "You," Enkriah growled.

      "Wait! Enkriah—"

      A speed that they hadn't seen in days had returned—Enkriah's impossible speed. Lucerein had been snatched up and raised into the air. Enkriah had a tight grip around Lucerein's waist, one Lucerein could not contest. What was worse was that her arms were caught in Enkriah's grip as well. And as much as she tried to release necrotic magic, Enkriah's grip refused to relax.

      Lucerein realized her mistake. The Enkriah with golden eyes was the furthest thing from a picture of sanity. She had called out to this confused Enkriah, one whose emotions were running amok. But what else could she do? This was the only Enkriah she could speak to. She pointed her glare at Enkriah and locked eyes with her.

      "Enkriah!" Lucerein shouted, her anger surging from her heart. "You're the Worst Demon Lord! Not this Apocalyptic Daemon or some such nonsense!"

      Lucerein released more violent necrotic energy, but Enkriah just shook her until she was dizzy.

      "Enkriah—stop—"

      Enkriah's fingers gripped the upper half of Lucerein's body as her thumbnail started slipping between the skull that constituted Lucerein's abdomen, and her fleshy upper body. A shock coursed through her body as she met the angry demon's gaze.

      "Enkriah, don't, please—"

      "YoU huRT RiveN," Enkriah said, her words like that of a beast struggling to speak.

      Enkriah fingers tugged on Lucerein's upper body. Fear coursed through Lucerein. If Enkriah had succeeded in separating her body from the core, what would happen to her magic? Would it fluctuate? If it did, every ally being kept alive would perish, depending on what her magic stabilized.

      "No, Enkriah. I didn't hurt Riven! You have! You letting your rage consume you is hurting Riven!"

      "You... HUrrrT... mE! YO-UR FAULT!"

      Lucerein's jaw fell slack. "Perhaps," she said, thinking back to the start of this conflict.

      A scream escaped Lucerein as Enkriah hatefully tugged on her body.

      Lucerein winced, her eyes on Enkriah. "But I don't think–"

      Her fleshy upper body started to tear from the oversized skull it sat on.

      "—there was ever a chance for a happy ending here."

      For the first time in eons, Lucerein felt pain as she was further separated from the black core housed in the torso skull. The pain stoked her frustrations.

      "You stubborn bitch! You never took the chance I gave you!" Lucerein screamed. "You could have just stayed here with Riven!"

      Enkriah screamed at Lucerein, her words turning into a garbled mess as her fingers kept trying to pry Lucerein from her core of necrotic magic.

      Lucerein's consciousness started fading. Against those waves of darkness that threatened to swallow her, she struggled harder than she ever knew she could. In that moment, a glimpse of a past scene came to mind—of the day when she saw Enkriah finally succumb to her fate. In that moment, she felt a single shred of empathy.

      Lucerein locked eyes with Enkriah, whose pupils were flickering once more.

      She clenched her jaw as she pushed her final words out of her throat. "We were both doomed... Cursed ever since that day... Although yours—who could have seen it coming? This coming?"

      The sound of flesh snapping accompanied Lucerein's descent into darkness, her mind doing everything it could to stay in the light of consciousness.

      Just then, a stream of pressurized water cut through Enkriah's arms, severing her hands from the rest of her body. Lucerein fell with the hands, but a swiftly moving mass passed beneath her, catching her before she hit the ground. Warmth filled her mouth, rousing her senses again. The warmth spread through her being as she felt her body rejuvenate.

      "What... rich blood," Lucerein muttered. Realizing what it was that she was tasting, Lucerein opened her eyes, and would have shed tears if she had been capable of it. "Riven?"
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      Riven, with a rejuvenated Lucerein cradled in his arms, smiled at her. "Hey. You okay? Not sure how long you’ll stay young for."

      Her eyes scanned him all over. It was definitely Riven, but his body had changed. He looked a few years younger, and had the strangest pair of wooden horns growing from his forehead. His left arm was covered in his blue moss, but the moss mimicked the form of plants. Blue vines, round leaves, and a giant, round flower on his shoulder–it was almost like a jungle had grown on Riven’s arm.

      Before she spoke, she looked around to see that they were riding on Webmillion and returning to Laurel and their allies.

      "I..." Lucerein shook her head and grinned at him. "I'm sorry that you had to see us like this... All of us," she said, casting one gaze back at the crying Enkriah.

      When she looked at Riven's face once more, she saw a strange look of guilt. But why would he feel guilty?

      "It's not your fault—"

      "No, it is," Riven replied. "And sorry, I'm the reason you got manhandled like that. Enkriah noticed me coming."

      Lucerein narrowed her eyes. "How do you know that?"

      Riven replied with a smile. Reaching their destination, he gave her no answer, and only helped her stand. Turning toward Enkriah, Riven looked resolute.

      "This has gone on for long enough," Riven said. "We end this today, Enkriah."
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      The situation was not good. All around me were allies groaning or resting, most likely getting ready to dive back into the fight with their turn-taking strategy.

      Konda was nothing but a torso and a head, her arms and legs missing. Giddy had all of his limbs broken, but was being helped by bindings made from Lucerein’s magic. Apella looked to be the least injured of the three, but she wasn't the type that could fight effectively under this kind of stress.

      The camelgrem were just as bad. Cattleya had taken the most damage and was being supported by Lucerein's magic the most. She was asleep, so hadn't seen my arrival. She needed it. She was running on two hours of sleep. Zeph was the best off: a portion of his skull had been caved in, and his body had been riddled with holes that Lucerein had plugged up. Quatrin, meanwhile, had totally lost his magic arm.

      The wolves were on broken legs and ribs. They weren't suited for this kind of fight.

      The birds had fared the best, staying far away from the fight and only helping retrieve the slimes or others.

      And then there was Laurel. Her right arm had completely disappeared, and her face was cracked, with the white flames of the leylines slipping out of them. Traces of Lucerein’s magic were on her. They were fighting the white flames. It was slight, but the white flames were winning. It was clear, though, that Lucerein’s magic had held Laurel together for far longer than she would have lasted by herself. We were lucky that the nature of Lucerein’s magic didn’t interfere with the nature of Laurel’s body.

      She was the first one I took a knee beside. Sam was already on the other side of her, shocked. 

      "Are you going to be okay?"

      Laurel showed me a weak smile. "Don't worry. This is what I was born to do."

      I glanced at Lucerein, who had recovered marvelously. She shook her head. "Mana corrosion. Her body is at its limit and breaking down into raw mana. What’s lost is lost. I can only help her not lose a critical organ."

      I nodded. "Thank you. I didn't know her situation.

      "Well of course," Lucerein replied, tilting her head. "How could you know?"

      I locked my eyes on Enkriah. She was still trying to stick her hands back onto her limbs. It would still be another two minutes before her regeneration took hold.

      "As you can see, she's nothing but a beast now—these people's Apocalyptic Daemon," Lucerein said with a hint of disgust.

      Laurel jolted. "A beast! But we have Riven! If she’s just like a beast, then can’t…” Laurel’s words trailed off, but I knew her gaze was lingering on me.

      I shook my head. “Taming animals in a heightened state of distress like that is one heck of a gamble.” I looked at the screaming Enkriah as she thrashed around. “And she is in extreme distress. Even if she was a valid target, it would fail.”

      “Then what can we do?”

      “You all won’t do anything beyond sealing her,” I replied. “You all have worked enough. 

      Laurel cried out. “But Riven–you can’t–”

      “[Laplace] is a Skill that changes what I see,” I said resolutely. “It’s a Skill that Enkriah somehow split and gave to me… That origin is what links us together… Because of it, a shadow of her protected my mind… Because of it, I saw it through her eyes.” I looked back at the group. “I saw your battle. Konda doing her best, Giddy trying to offer her flowers, the slimes and the wolves trying so hard, Quatrin losing his arm, Cattleya missing the chance to slay her due to a moment’s hesitation…” I clutched my heart and faced forward. “I’m sorry. The only one who should have been fighting a Demon Lord was me. Not you all. My story began with Demon Lords… Demon Lords are the end of my story.”

      “But Riven…” Sam said, barely holding Laurel steady. “It’s Enkriah.”

      I felt incredible sadness. I had been telling Sam about what was happening as we rushed here, and she was still so kind.

      I shook my head and narrowed my eyes on those cursed horns. “It’s right there in front of us. Horns are the symbol of the Demon Lord–”

      Something flickered just then. Surprised, I focused on the horns and a label appeared.

      “Horns of Madness?” I asked.

      “Pardon me?” Lucerein asked.

      “Her horns. They have a Laplace Label on them. It says ‘Horns of Madness.’”

      “No, that can’t be right,” Lucerein said. “Those horns are part of her body. Only separate entities are labeled by Laplace. That much is clear thus far.”

      “Luce, I’m telling you point-blank. I can see Enkriah’s name label and the label for the Horns of Madness.”

      Lucerein looked at the horns herself, her jaw falling slack. “Then… I have not the faintest idea of what is happening here. Other than the obvious conclusion that the name “Horns of Madness” points to... But if these are a separate entity that Laplace recognizes, then...” I saw relief wash over Lucerein for a moment. "This truly isn't all Enkriah... She can be freed."

      Sam’s eyes widened. “This might be like all of the strange monsters–the hijacked ones!”

      “You said Laplace reveals the true name of entities… We can trust its label then,” Laurel said.

      “It’s obvious,” I said. “Those horns are wrecking everything… Jet,” I said, holding out my arm. Jet wound around my arm as I kept my eyes on the horns. “I’ve got a job for you.”

      “Ahh,” Lucerein followed. “You want to cut off the horns…”

      “You guys have been cutting off the horns. Has she been weakened after the horns were damaged? Do you remember anything from your battles against her?”

      “Perhaps… Maybe there was a time when her power fluctuated after having one horn cut off… The subsequent cuts, however, only change her behavior for a little... Is your Jet up to the task? Giddy tried days ago to cut horns off with Water Mage, but they couldn't do it. Only Cattleya has had consistent success with her speeding sand. I could once cut the horns, but can no longer do so with my power being used for so many other purposes.”

      “Well, Jet here’s the product of an ambitious project. And he’s one step above Water Mage… Jet’s definitely noteworthy.” Slimer leaped onto my head and waved his dagger around. “Oh, and Slimer's got some new tricks up his sleeve too... Not to mention that with Slimer’s Leadership boosting Jet, it becomes even more certain that we can cut off all of those horns.”

      “Then that is what we will do,” Lucerein said. “We cut off all the horns, weaken her, and pray that whatever influence those horns have over her mind fades... And Riven—”

      "I'll have the final say on whether Enkriah is sealed or not. But before that, we have to clear this hurdle."

      I got on Webmillion, with Slimer and Jet on my body.

      Lucerein motioned to come toward me. "I'll help—"

      I held out my hand and stopped her. "Take a break. You've been acting general for too long."

      Without sparing a word, my squad moved forward. I heard Lucerein's calls, followed by Laurel beginning to question the things I had said. I was sure Sam would tell them the truth about the last few days.

      I focused my eyes on Enkriah. When I closed them, I could see her—the real her—crying and calling out for me. I opened my eyes again and saw the monster those horns had turned her into.

      I stood on Webmillion's back, getting ready with the slimes. "Slimer, take out as many horns on one side of her head, and any we might not break. There are eight we have to get rid of. That sword should be sharp enough now."

      Slimer saluted me. Jet was ready. Webmillion knew what to do.

      We approached raging Enkriah, her pitch-black eyes locking on us. I looked into them without fear. On every other beat, I saw the real Enkriah crying and calling my name. She wasn't looking through those eyes. She couldn't raise her head to see that I was there.

      Enkriah slammed her fist into the ground with Webmillion narrowly avoiding it. She launched webs at the fist right after, trapping her fist against the ground. Enraged and panicked, Enkriah sent her second fist toward us, only to have it trapped by webs again.

      "Alright, Webmillion, keep that tail from thrashing. And we..."

      I aimed my left arm at a horn.

      "We're gonna get in position and execute the operation."

      A blue, mossy vine shot out from my left arm, and it wrapped around one of the horns. The moss reeled me in toward the horn at high speeds.

      "Here we go!" I yelled, moments away from the critical move.

      We had the trajectory right. Slimer leaped from my shoulder, launching himself toward the horns on the other side of Enkriah's head as I prepared to swing the arm Jet was attached to.

      Moments before we launched the attack, these last few days flashed through my head. Enkriah and I were connected. All throughout these last few days, I had been seeing them—the flashes of what Enkriah had done to my friends and...

      Tears fell from my eyes as I swung my arm and Jet released his piercing stream. At the same time, Slimer's giant sword emerged from his mouth as his body spun through the air.

      The stream of water, and the giant sword cut through all of the horns as I recalled every pained scream and cry Enkriah had experienced over these last few days.

      The horns flew into the sky, propelled by foul magic bursting forth from where they were severed. These damn horns—I was so thankful to them. All these days, I was trying to make excuses for Enkriah. After all, the Enkriah I was seeing doing those things, and the one that I was seeing calling for me didn't make sense. But those horns, seeing them in person–

      "It wasn't your fault, Enkriah!" I yelled, as the woman, the black ink fading from her eyes, fell toward the earth. "Webmillion! Haul her!"

      Webmillion was already on it, capturing her head with webs and yanking to guide her fall onto the leyline between the dark and cloudy mountain biomes. 

      I was thankful for those horns, but I knew how insidious they were. I had seen Cattleya severe them dozens of times. If there was anything I was fighting for, it was the opportunity to give Enkriah a chance to be herself.

      "Enkriah!" I called as we fell. "Enkriah, wake up!"

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 39

          

          

      

    

    







            What Came Next

          

        

      

    

    
      "Enkriah, you won't believe what we found! This island is crazy! There were metal golems, and crazy weapons! It looks like there was a whole civilization here."

      "Truly? I never knew that... I wonder if the civilization came after my time."

      "Maybe! 72,000 years is a long time, after all! It'll be a trek but—"

      "I'm more than happy to walk with you. I wonder... Might there be something related to raising continents hidden deep within this place?"

      "Enkriah? Really? Do you still want to do that? Even though it's been so long?"

      "Is it wrong of me? I just... I feel like I would be betraying my family if I gave up now... If not for me, then I would like to spare someone the pain of watching their home die."

      "Yeah... I think that's a reasonable desire..."

      …

      ..

      .

      "Riven."

      Enkriah's voice interrupted my daydream and brought me back to reality. I opened my eyes to see her eyelids twitching.

      It had only been a few moments since Enkriah fell. She was down. Slimer, Webmillion, and Jet were at my side. Laurel’s barrier had come down. My allies and monsters were running toward us.

      "Hey, Enkriah... You sure grew a lot since I last saw you."

      "Hmm... Riven... Where are we? Weren't we going to take a walk?"

      I covered my mouth with my hand. "Enkriah... You..."

      "I want to see this strange civilization you found... Hmm?" Her eyes lazily drifted toward me. "What magnificent horns, Riven... They suit you."

      I looked up and chuckled. "Seriously? These grew back? I thought I cut them off. Hey, Jet?"

      Jet acted quickly, firing a concentrated beam of water through the wooden horns, lopping them off. I caught them in my hands quickly and inspected them.

      "These stupid things grew after I ate the fruit."

      "Don't call them stupid... They're the symbol of a magnificent Demon Lord." Enkriah winced as the sound of flesh tearing echoed from her forehead.

      I clicked my tongue, frustrated. Those damn horns.

      "My head... What was I doing... I was waiting for you... And our little trip—"

      Her eyes darted away from me, and she seemed to realize where she lay and why.

      "I... What was I doing?"

      The others had reached us, and already, they were whispering about what was growing from Enkriah's head.

      "Slimer."

      Slimer responded quickly and used the tip of his giant sword to cut off the new Horn of Madness that had formed. I grabbed the severed horn and showed it to Enkriah.

      "Hey, you've got to talk to me, Enkriah. Do you know what this is?"

      Enkriah shook her head as black liquid oozed from where the horn met her head. "I don't... but my head hurts... My thoughts are... They are just in such a disarray." She glanced at the others and just as quickly looked away. "I... I am sorry that you all got in my way."

      Enkriah and her pride as a tyrant. The others might have been incensed, but I could see the state of her heart. She wasn't going to apologize for the violence she committed. The degree of the violence was beyond what she intended, but it didn't change that a part of her was okay with hurting everyone if it meant not being sealed again.

      "Enkriah, now's not the time for that. Are you sure you don't know what the Horns of Madness are?"

      "No," she replied, "I've never heard of them."

      Lucerein stepped forward. "A lot could have happened in 72,000 years... If they came about during that time, how would she know?" Lucerein swallowed audibly, like she was swallowing a ball of lead. “She might be a victim.”

      “Heh. You’re pitying me? What a disgrace–oww–my head–it hurts–”

      A horn started to emerge again. Enkriah winced and grunted in response to its cursed emergence.

      "I think I'm losing a handle on my thoughts again, Riven—"

      "Slimer."

      Slimer once again severed the horn. Enkriah's expression loosened as she sighed. "I don't understand what is occurring."

      Lucerein looked at me. "We can't keep doing this, Riven. The stubs of the other horns are emerging as well. They're going to keep coming out. And Laurel here—she's approaching her limits."

      Laurel looked up at me. "I'm sorry, Riven."

      "No, it's okay... Hey, Enkriah?"

      "Riven? What's the matter? Why are you looking at me with such sad eyes?"

      I gently moved the hair away from her eyes. "Huh... What beautiful emerald eyes you have."

      She giggled. "No one's ever said that to me."

      "You have to go to sleep again, Enkriah."

      She looked at me with overwhelming sadness in her eyes and nodded. "Yes... I understand. How... How could someone who can't control herself live alongside you?"

      Lucerein and Laurel stepped up and placed their hands in the leyline that ran beneath Enkriah's body—the one that separated the misty mountains from the depressing dark lands.

      "Just as I instructed you, Laurel," Lucerein said.

      "I'm sorry, Miss Enkriah... But you're saving the world right now. None of us will forget your sacrifice."

      Enkriah wore a serene smile and scoffed. "Despite what that corpse there says, I do not want to destroy the world."

      Ahh, this was the grace of Enkriah the Demon Lord. This was her putting on a brave face.

      “I like this world,” she whispered.

      Enkriah's body began turning to stone once more, starting from her abdomen and spreading everywhere else.

      "The seal is taking hold, Enkriah," I said.

      "I know... I can feel it... I won't fight it this time."

      I did my best to smile, but the tears wouldn't stop coming out. "Get comfy at least, right?"

      "Yes... I suppose I should," she said, her voice breaking.

      Enkriah lost all composure as her expression twisted, tears rolling from her eyes, and her nose crinkling.
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      "I don't want to go to sleep, Riven."

      "I know."

      "I do not want to leave you, Riven. I want to stay."

      I held her face with my small hands. "It's okay, Enkriah. Once we figure these horns out... We'll wake you up." I gently guided her head down onto her arm. "I'll wake you up."

      She looked into my eyes. "When I wake up again... Will you be there?"

      Laurel turned away to hide her sobbing. Giddy couldn't do the same. He just cried out in the open.

      "Definitely. I promise, Enkriah."

      Enkriah sobbed silently for a few moments before finally taking in a deep breath and forcing out a smile. "Great, then I'll see you soon," she said as she rested her head and closed her eyes. "I'm feeling so sleepy," she said, doing her best to hide how much she was trembling.

      "Good night, Enkriah."

      Her lips quivered as tears escaped her closed, twitching eyes. "Good night, Riven..."

      Enkriah tried to fight it, but she lost the battle in under a minute. Her body had fully turned to stone.

      "She's sealed," I said, unable to feel her warmth. It was different. Her mind was gone to a place too far for me to reach. I felt so alone all of a sudden.

      “And she went willingly,” Lucerein said, no doubt recalling the first time this was done. “I don’t think… she suffered this time.”

      I kissed Enkriah’s forehead after she was gone, my tears flowing. 

      “Hope you don’t think it’s weird to kiss a statue’s forehead… But if you do…” I wiped my eyes. “You can make fun of me for it later, Enkriah.”

      I turned away from Enkriah and walked back toward the jungle.

      "Battle's done. Clear out and tend to your wounds."
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            A Somber Night

          

        

      

    

    
      Giddy. What a guy. The shower stall he built was amazing. Join it to the house and it would be perfect. But alas, this moment of peace came to an end. The gourd over my head could only hold so much water.

      Silk tower on my lower half, I walked around the house, waving at any monster that chose to watch over me. I made it a point to look every monster in the eye. They were happy, too.

      I walked into my home, closed the door, and was left speechless.

      “Lucerein… You stayed?”

      There she was, still young but wearing fatigue on her face, sitting in her favorite spot. Her armor was off to the side, and she was wearing a plain dress. She stopped playing with Jet and looked up. “Why do you look so confused? Of course I would stay. I told you I would wait.”

      “Right… Sorry, pretty tired still.”

      “Me too,” she whispered.

      Jet was inside my glove, sitting on Lucerein’s lap. She carefully placed him on my table and made her way over to me. I just froze on the spot.

      “Look at you,” she said, her fingers gliding over my beard.  “You look a few years younger and…” She traced the new scar, from forehead to jaw. “A terrible injury that the fruit couldn’t heal?”

      “Do I look like shit?”

      She chuckled. “Please don’t describe yourself like that in my presence.”

      “Offends your high-class sensibilities?”

      “So much,” she said, her eyes lingering on mine. She inched closer, her hand coming to press against the back of my head. Our lips met in a deep kiss that lasted for a few seconds–long enough for me to become aware of my body again.

      We parted, and I grabbed the bottom of her top. She nodded, and I lifted the top off of her, exposing her body. I took my turn to pass my finger over where her torso skull and her flesh met.

      “I saw that moment. Are you alright?”

      She led me by the hand to my bed. “Your blood rejuvenated me so well that it repaired my body’s cohesion… I’m glad your arm is normal.”

      “Yeah, the moss was just helping me out,” I replied as she sat me down.

      She undid her skirt and let it fall. “I see. My thanks to them.”

      Under normal circumstances, I would give my thanks to the Logos of Eroticism, but now? My eyes were glued to Lucerein’s body because they were searching for any signs of wounds or curses. Not because they wanted to feast on her beauty. We had already talked plenty before I showered, but this was the first full view she had allowed me to have. If there was anything she didn’t tell me, I could learn about it now.

      “This is the first time any man has looked upon my body with so much concern.”

      We locked eyes. “Are you okay?” I asked the woman who couldn’t stop her lips from quivering.

      She sniffled and nodded. “Yes, of course. Certainly. I was merely stating a fact.”

      “You’re worthy of my concern, Lucerein.”

      The sound of her gulp shook my heart.

      “Thank you, Riven…” She cleared her throat as her fingers massaged my head. “Your blood–it afforded me a momentary reprieve. Make no mistake–my body is truly depleted. I’ll lose this body–”

      “It’s okay, Lucerein. You don’t have to explain yourself. You can take whatever you need from me.”

      “Are you sure? I feel guilty. You’ve been through so much, and I haven’t given you a check-up–”

      “Luce, you’re keeping the whole camp alive right now. You’re allowed to indulge.”

      “Oh… Do you want to suck on my breasts or anything?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t need to.”

      “Alright… I’ve already prepared the water. I’ll take what I need, and then I’ll watch over you as you sleep.”

      My heart raced. I looked at her–I must have seemed so surprised. “You’re going to stay?”

      She showed me a feeble smile. “Can I? If you don’t want me to, I’ll leave.”

      “Stay.”

      She nodded. “Of course.”

      Lucerein widened her smile before getting on her knees. She undid my towel and placed her mouth on my member. I let out a sigh and fell back onto the bed, my hand on her head.

      I closed my eyes and let the bliss overwhelm my senses.

      Logos of Eroticism…Dang it. Thanks for this. I get to have a small moment of bliss while everything is so shit… But hey, if there’s anything that can help us, please. Give me a sign. I’ll do any perverse thing.

      Laplace–damn it, you too, sir. Enkriah’s supposed to be… No, look if there is any hint you can write up for me, please… Please do so.

      You two are the only gods I feel I can call out to. Please.

      I gripped Lucerein’s harder and let out a sigh as waves of lethargy overwhelmed me.
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      Night had fallen on the Isle of the Beginning and the End. Below the starry skies of the island’s center, three camelgrem gathered. They stood before the statue of the sealed Apocalyptic Daemon, somber and tense.

      “Are you sure we should be here?” Zeph asked. “Riven… Didn’t seem like he wanted anyone here.”

      Cattleya clicked her tongue. “Read between the lines, Zeph. Riven wanted us to make sure we weren’t dying. And look at us now,” Cattleya said, gesturing to her body.

      The three camelgrem looked like dead bodies walking. A black mass of necrotic magic filled the hole in Cattleya’s gut, and black lines ran along her body, like stitches.

      Quatrin lacked a right arm and had many holes in his body plugged by necrotic magic.

      Zeph, meanwhile, looked the healthiest of the three, with only necrotic magic flowing out of the right side of his head. The magic was the only thing keeping his skull from puncturing his brain.

      “We’re stable,” Cattleya said. “We’re free to walk around.” Her gaze fell on Enkriah’s face. “We’re free to make our peace with what happened here.”

      Quatrin and Zeph stayed silent, their eyes directed to the ground a few inches from Enkriah.

      “We–us–we were the generation who met the Apocalyptic Daemon in battle. It was our Laurel who rose to the challenge. And guess what? This band of idiots won. We pulled out a victory.”

      Quatrin shook his head. “Can you call this a victory?” His arm shook. “We’ve lost a lot–”

      “What did we lose?” Cattleya spat. “Laurel still breathes. The Sacred Priestess survived–”

      “But the Daemon isn’t defeated. She’s still here. Who knows when she’ll wake up again?” Zeph countered, panic rising in his voice.

      “Idiots,” Cattleya muttered. “Did you think that this thing was something Laurel was going to survive, period?”

      Their breath caught in their throat and they both looked to Cattleya to rouse their spirits.

      “Laurel did her job. She did something no other priestess did and found her fated enemy. And then she aided in sealing it.” Cattleya pointed at the petrified Enkriah. “It’s right there. Every future priestess will know where their enemy sleeps. It doesn’t have to be in our generation. But we finally know where our enemy is, and we lived to tell the tale. If Laurel can’t beat this thing today, then that’s okay. The Sacred Priestesses that follow her–they will surely be in a better position than we were… This was a victory for us.” Cattleya exhaled and faced Enkriah’s statue. “It doesn’t matter how it happened, or who we had to ally with. We did our job.”

      Quatrin’s jaw fell slack. “Cattleya,” he muttered, unable to speak further.

      Cattleya smiled to herself. “It doesn’t speak badly of you that you’re afraid. Even Enkriah was afraid of Laurel’s enemy. That’s how grand the enemy we faced was. It was beyond even a woman like that. Made her into its plaything. There’s nothing to be ashamed of.”

      “Cattleya, aren’t you afraid?” Zeph asked.

      Quatrin sighed and kept his head down. He wished Zeph hadn’t asked that question. The ‘conclusion’ Quatrin feared would be certain after Cattleya responded.

      “How can I be? Laurel never once feared the Apocalyptic Daemon. She feared for the people of this world if she failed… That monster that would inspire fear in any sane person… Laurel didn’t fear it. She stood beside monsters and a lich, and she was their equal… I can’t stand beside a woman like that with fear in my heart. She needs better than that. She needs people who won’t fall short of the example she sets.”

      Zeph took a step back. “Hey, come on, Cat–”

      “You guys suffered a lot over these last few days,” Cattleya calmly said.

      “Cattleya, stop,” Zeph said. “We’ll recover–”

      “You’ve done your time,” Cattleya continued. “Should Laurel want to continue her campaign against the Apocalyptic Daemon, you guys no longer need to follow us.”

      “Hey, Quatrin! She’s crazy, isn’t she? What are we going to do if we’re not with them?” Zeph said, more panicked than before.

      Quatrin stayed quiet in the face of his friend’s panic.

      “Stop being so dramatic, Zeph,” Cattleya coldly replied. “It’s an option.”

      Zeph shook his head. “No. It’s not. If you’re get the wrong idea in your head, we might never see you again.”

      “Enough, Zeph,” Quatrin said. He smiled at his friend. “Thank you, Cattleya. I hope Laurel will seek peace, even if just for a little.”

      Quatrin saw nothing but strength and relief reflected in Cattleya’s eyes. He understood her heart well. The fear that had come to settle in his and Zeph’s hearts disqualified them in Cattleya’s eyes. The people that Laurel needed were ones who were mad enough to be fearless.

      Two buffoons who couldn’t bear to look at the face of their enemy were not the people that Laurel needed, in Cattleya’s estimation. Quatrin knew, however, that beneath it all was Cattleya’s wish.

      Cattleya did not fear the Daemon. But she feared what the Daemon could do to two ‘idiots’ who had been gripped by their fear of it. A moment’s hesitation, no matter the source, was all it took for someone to lose their life. 

      And so, Quatrin and Zeph were informally dismissed from service. If they wanted to follow Laurel after this point, it was entirely up to them and their ability.

      “Who knows what the future holds,” Cattleya said, looking to the sky. “Let’s enjoy this win while we can.”
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        * * *

      

      At Laurel’s lodgings, she and Sahmal were winding down and decompressing after many tense days. Happy to comply with their leader’s friends, many slimes and a few wolves were with the pair. Sahmal had told Laurel all about their acquisition of the fruit, and Laurel, in return had told Sahmal about their long battle against Enkriah.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to be at Riven’s?” Laurel asked, a hardworking slime clutched against her chest like a stuffed animal.

      Sahmal giggled, her head against a fluffy wolf’s back. “No… We spent so many days together, both to and from… We were so close together,” she said, the tense moments now remembered fondly. “And I think he needs to be with Lucerein the most right now… And Lucerein needs to be with him. Enkriah was a bigger part of their lives than ours.”

      Against the backdrop of the Apocalyptic Daemon’s sealing, this conversation was lighter and in a sense, more frivolous. But, both girls were tired of speaking of the monumental, and life-altering accomplishment of the day, and all the sacrifices that had been made to achieve it. For that reason, they without exchanging any word acknowledging the fact, kept their lighter discussion going.

      Laurel wasn’t a triumphant priestess who had lost an arm and needed to be coddled. Sahmal wasn’t a gadgeteer who had survived an ancient golem and needed to explore the implications of what she had witnessed. In this moment, they were just friends wishing to speak of normal things like budding feelings.

      “What were those days like for you, Sam? Did you like them?”

      Sahmal smiled. “I did.” Her grin widened. “I kind of wish I wasn’t so focused on the mission now, but, I liked it.”

      Laurel giggled. “It’s funny, isn’t it? You left home because you didn’t want to get married off into a Demon Lord’s harem and now here you are, courting a king–”

      “I’m not courting a king,” Sahmal replied, her voice softer. “I’m getting to know Riven… And I’m excited. I just feel… I just feel like I can fly higher now and I don’t know why. Ever since that day I fell into his arms… I wish I had all the words to describe this feeling. I just know that I’m happy.”

      “And you’re here wasting time with me,” Laurel said, a little sad she was a drag on Sahmal’s love life. 

      “Well, everyone needs their space,” Sahmal replied. “And like I said. It’s Lucerein’s time… Do you want to know what I learned about Riven?”

      “Of course!” Laurel said, leaning in closer. It was an action that the monsters mirrored as well.

      “I don’t believe Riven has a very good opinion of himself… I’m starting to understand the events of the first day we met Enkriah… Calling him a king… I think Enkriah was trying to fix that self-image.”

      Laurel closed her eyes and said a silent prayer for Enkriah. She opened them again after a few and let out a heavy breath. “Well, it’s good that he has us, right?” Laurel hugged the slime in her grip. “And all of you guys. You’ll all make him feel better, won’t you?”

      The monsters in the room cheered. Of course they would. They all adored Riven.

      The pair spoke for almost another hour, alternating between funny things Sahmal saw Slimer do, and funny things Laurel did with Mister Catfish. And when time came for them to sleep, they nestled themselves into bed, surrounded by many monsters.

      Sahmal, her mind tired, experienced a dreamless sleep. Laurel, however, was bombarded by many images the moment the grip on her consciousness loosened.

      Beneath a sky where a river of stars flowed, a young woman–an elf–slim and of fair blue skin and white hair, looked over her shoulder. Far behind her there was a black castle sitting on a hill. Its windows were lit with yellow lights, and at the foot of the hill, the lights of home twinkled like stars. Yet, the elf looked desperate. 

      The sound of waves crashing filled Laurel’s ears. The elf was standing by the shore. Was there nowhere else to go? The elf faced forward again, and her face filled with hope. Many points of light sparkled in her dark blue eyes. 

      Laurel’s view changed. She watched as the elf ran into the ocean, toward misty mountains that had suddenly appeared from the aethers.

      The elf disappeared from sight and Laurel felt herself falling. She became conscious of a rough floor as the sounds of people chattering intensified. Something worthy of excitement had occurred. She was unable to isolate any single voice, and the words they used were all so foreign. She looked around, and saw people of different shapes she had never encountered.

      They were rushing up and down a narrow street lined with rickety shops crammed with all manners of tools, scrolls, and armor sets. This market was lit by lanterns of blue flame, giving the people whizzing by an otherworldly air, far beyond anything Laurel had ever encountered.

      When she stood, the scene changed once more. She was standing outside of grand city walls she recognized as sandstone. The guards on the walls were frantic. The guards at a far gate were the same. Voices built behind her. She turned to see a village of homes that looked suited to a desert. The people of these homes were pouring out, looking around, all hopelessly confused. Voices built behind her. The people of the city were also panicked.

      This time, she heard words she could understand. The people of this civilization were confused. They were not where they were supposed to be.

      Laurel reached out to a person but as soon as she made contact with their shirt’s sleeve, the scene changed. 

      She was standing in front of a tunnel.

      “The turtle’s gone! It really got up and left!”

      “Quickly! Gather everyone! We need to leave before it comes back!”

      “Freedom is right there!”

      Laurel, hearing three distinct voices turned, and saw three very muscular women running back into a jungle. She looked around. She was certainly in a jungle, but not one that she recognized. She looked up and saw a ceiling of stone and purple crystal. She looked around, and saw stone walls behind the treetops. She was inside a cave that had a jungle growing within it.

      A green light illuminated her from below. She looked down and cocked her head. She slowly fell onto her knees and reached for the light that seemed to flow a few inches below the surface of the ground.

      Her heart jumped. She hadn’t realized it, but she had reached out for the light with the arm she had lost.

      “A dream,” Laurel muttered, becoming just a little bit more lucid.

      And then her hand made contact with the light. The world moved around her at a breathtaking speed. She returned to Riven’s camp. Webmillion was sleeping in her web, right in front of her. Strangely, Webmillion was spinning in her sleep, wrapping herself in a cocoon.

      The world moved again. Laurel looked down and saw that she was still touching the light. When she looked up, she saw Riven sleeping in his bed, with Lucerein sitting up, her hand in his hair and her eyes closed. She was meditating–Laurel knew that instinctively.

      Lucerein’s eyes twitched, but Laurel was moved right as she opened her eyes. Laurel was now in front of her body. She saw her body and Sahmal, both sleeping soundly. The monsters, too, seemed to be sleeping peacefully. A slight creak alerted her to the camelgrem who were peeking into the room to confirm that all was well.

      The world moved again, and Laurel found herself in front of the petrified Enkriah. Below her feet was a river of light. When it reached Enkriah, it fluctuated and rippled outward. 

      Laurel’s eyes swam. She kept seeing doubles of Enkriah falling from above and landing, merging, with the petrified Enkriah. Every time the doubles merged, a new ripple propagated outward. Enkriah was like a stone that was constantly falling in a perpetual loop, constantly disrupting the river.

      “What is this?”

      An unfamiliar, unexpected sound, so crisp but yet so far away, reached Laurel’s ears.

      She suddenly sprang up from her sleep and looked around. Her brow was covered in sweat. Her heart was racing. She slipped out of her bed and went out of the bedroom.

      “Laurel?” Cattleya asked, spotting her moving along the shadows.

      “Stay here. I’ll be right back.”

      Laurel went outside, her target in sight. Her eyes indicated she had a goal, but she was spurred on by confusion. The quality of the dream she had was far beyond that of a normal dream. That said, she did not believe it to be a vision. Visions were different for Laurel. She felt a vision with her entire being, and with a fixed perspective, like someone was painting a picture for her.

      She came to a stop in front of Riven’s window and peered inside. Her breath caught in her throat. Lucerein was in the pose she had seen in the dream. Laurel stared for a few seconds before finally stepping away.

      She turned to her lodgings and walked. She completely missed that Cattleya had followed her out, and completely missed Cattleya’s questioning. She just went into her lodgings and crawled back into bed.

      “Not a dream… Not a vision…”

      She lay her head on her pillow, her brows knit. She thought back to the sound that woke her up. She, with her rational faculties restored, identified it.

      “Why did I hear a child’s cry?”

      Laurel went back to sleep, intent on uncovering what exactly she had just experienced.
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            A Morning of Mourning

          

        

      

    

    
      The last night had been peaceful for me. Both Lucerein and I were tired so after a quick chat about what Sam and I encountered, we got comfortable and casually spoke about Enkriah. Not many words were exchanged, but we were both determined to figure out how this had all come about. Lucerein–she seemed almost offended that Enkriah had lost to ‘Laurel’s story.’ 

      In her mind, Enkriah was her enemy. It was strange to see so possessive of Enkriah. But maybe there was a degree of fear there. Maybe she was afraid of the Apocalyptic Daemon and the Horns of Madness that had gone and turned Enkriah into its slave.

      Regardless, we would have time to figure everything out. Getting the first bit of sleep after so many days of staying up and watching the fight through Enkriah’s eyes was an appreciated change of pace.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Morning came. 

      Lucerein’s moans were making my ears buzz. She rocked over me, her breasts swaying. My grip tightened on her hips.

      “I’m finishing inside of you today. Any complaints?”

      She shook her head between pants. “No. I want to be as rejuvenated as I can be. Maybe, there will be a new effect, given your new body…”

      She planted her feet against the bed and moved more vigorously, her body tightening further. Her eyes twitched as her face contorted. She clamped her lips shut and hummed out a moan as we reached our climaxes together.

      Suddenly, she gripped my shoulders, her breasts falling onto my face. Her groin slammed against my body more vigorously as she grunted.

      “Come on… give me everything. You must have days' worth.”

      My grip on her tightened. Holy moly. Praise the Logos of Eroticism. She was going to drain me.

      “You’re becoming flaccid,” she scolded.

      “It’s been an hour,” I yelled, though her breasts muffled my voice.

      She quickly dismounted and turned around. I saw the moment when she shifted her hair from her face and guided my dick into her mouth. It was five seconds of peace before she started sucking like my thing was a hose.

      I gripped the bed. “Praise the Logos of Eroticism!” I yelled, my vision going white.
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        * * *

      

      Lucerein tossed her hair as she hummed. She was kneeling on my bed, still nude. Her body glistened with moisture as light from outside made her hair sparkle. She gulped down a gourd of water and set it aside as soon as she was finished.

      "Haa... I forgot how much I enjoyed being in a freshly rejuvenated body... Thank you, Riven—hmm?"

      I had sat up, wrapped my arms around her, and buried my head in her chest. She gently rubbed the back of my head.

      "Please be careful... I don't want my core to hurt you... Also, these horns are poking me."

      I groaned and looked up. The wooden horns had grown again. "Stupid horns."

      Lucerein showed me her slender finger. “Here.”

      With a wave, she used her dark magic to slice the horns. The sound of a slime ‘boinging’ reached our ears and she giggled.

      “My apologies, Jet. You can sever these horns when I’m not around.” Lucerein tapped the nubs on my head. “I can get a better cut than Jet can, however… Jet, dear, please watch. This is how you should sever the horns. You can do it without hurting Riven.”

      Lucerein took her time cutting the horns so that the nubs were essentially level with my skin.

      “I hate these things,” I groaned.

      “I can imagine. I’ll analyze these cuttings and ascertain their nature. There is probably something interesting about the Genesis Fruit that we can discern from them.”

      “Still hate them.”

      “Hmm… We’ll get you a nice headband.”
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        * * *

      

      We walked out of the house as we talked.

      "It's going to be a busy day for me,” Lucerein said. “I'm going to get started on repairing the easy cases like the wolves and Apella."

      "What about the tough cases like Cattleya?"

      "She'll have to live like that for a while. The good news is that I have more than enough mana to keep her in that state for a few months now that I'm not expending it to confront Enkriah. I am not well-versed in healing magic, but I can make potions that might help the regenerative traits of their bodies. This jungle is a blessing in that sense. There will be no shortage of potion ingredients. Laurel’s healing magic will help a little, too."

      Slimer hopped toward us and leaped onto my shoulders, where he then vibrated against my cheek.

      “Yeah? Got the camp under control?” I asked.

      Slimer had been busy all of yesterday making sure everything was in order post battle. He had also gone and introduced Paper Shroud to everyone. Little guy put the work in. I was proud.

      I greeted the wolves and bird that came up, and then focused on Lucerein again. "And... Laurel and Quatrin?"

      "Nothing's changed since yesterday, Riven. Laurel's arm will not return. Think of it as if it never existed... That arm, if it still exists as a singular concept, only exists within the realm of pure mana. I have nothing that I can follow to rebuild it. That is what it means to be corroded by mana. Your body is broken down to its most elementary state and rendered the same as the raw mana flowing out of the leyline. Quatrin, ironically, was forced into a similar fate."

      "I know that one due to my connection with Enkriah. Quatrin’s Skill converted his flesh into pure magic, but a magic that was bound by his Skill. Enkriah just superseded the Skill and dispersed the mana... His arm was made to be the same as the ambient mana around us… I didn’t know someone could supersede a Skill like that."

      “That’s what happens when anyone reaches her heights. When one starts to see the way the Logos see the world, they see the world as less of physical and magical components bound by mortal logic, and more as concepts. Enkriah was a master of magic, far beyond the order that a Skill imposed. To fight her, you need mastery as well. Your mastery needs to compete against hers. A Skill doesn’t offer mastery. It offers a crutch. That’s the weakness of a Skill versus carefully honed ability. When someone with a will that goes beyond the logic of a Skill comes around, they will have you come undone. It was extremely unfortunate for him that he faced the person he was the least compatible with… But such is the world he stepped into when he faced Enkriah.”

      “Sounds like a world I have no place in.” 

      Lucerein poked Slimer. "Thankfully, you all brought back some interesting insights about this world. Coupled with Sahmal’s expertise, perhaps there is a future where both of our friends can wear prosthetic arms."

      I looked ahead to see Laurel walking out of her house while yawning, Cattleya following close behind. They both waved at me. It was hard to believe that just yesterday, everything was so miserable.

      "Life goes on, Riven," Lucerein said. "This isn't the end. We have time to figure out the truth behind Enkriah's transformation into their so-called Apocalyptic Daemon."

      I put my hand against my chest. "Yeah... A few more years at least."

      “Come now. Enkriah wouldn’t appreciate such a sad look. Smile. It will bias your mind into more positive thoughts.”

      “Sounds like magic.”

      “Nope. Just simple biology. Bodies have incredible feedback loops.”

      Sam came out of the house next and waved at me. I waved back as soon as I noticed her.

      “Ahh, there’s that smile.”

      I became a little embarrassed. “Yeah, yeah.”

      “If it helps, keep a woman around you at all times.”

      “I’m fine, I’m fine. Thanks, Lucerein.”

      

      One hour later—

      I placed a bouquet of flowers next to Enkriah's face. Giddy followed me, placing his own bouquet beside her.

      "Thank you for being strong enough to do this, Giddy," I said.

      He giggled and smiled. I was worried, but all the monsters seemed to understand the nuances of the situation. Of all of my guys, only Konda was still angry, and a lot of the anger came from the fact that she had repeatedly ‘lost’ instead of it being anger over Enkriah’s actions.

      “I’m so glad I have you guys.”

      It was just me, this giggling ape, and his slime helpers out here, in front of Enkriah on this morning.

      "Giddy, when you gave her the bouquet, I want you to know, that she did feel something about it. Her rage subsided just a bit in that moment. I know she really hurt you," I said, looking at his arm–the one in a sling of Lucerein's magic. "But that bouquet calmed her down for that extra moment. And then Laurel was able to do her thing without Enkriah noticing. Thanks for being so brave, Giddy," I said, rubbing the ape's back.

      He laughed and showed me a thumbs-up. I got the sense that he was saying that the abuse Konda and Apella put him through over the years was worse than what Enkriah did.

      I looked at the guy with widened eyes. "Brother Giddy, that is not reassuring in the least. Are you okay?"

      He laughed and slapped my back repeatedly. He did not take his past trauma all that seriously. He was just happy to be here and now.

      “Well, that kind of mindset is nice too.”

      The fight was over. Everyone was on the road to recovery. This monster had no reason to hate Enkriah. I was thankful for this giddy guy.

      I heard hushed steps approaching from behind. Turning to the person trying to be silent, I smiled. Laurel bashfully showed me a bouquet. "Hi, I thought I could leave these for her too."

      "I hope I'm not starting something. I plan to fix up this statue every day, but you all don't have to."

      Laurel shook her head and kneeled beside Enkriah, placing her bouquet with the others. "Riven, I was born to protect the world and its people from the Apocalyptic Daemon. And now, I've found her... It's my duty to watch over her and ensure she never becomes that cursed thing."

      "So you're pretty much Lucerein version 2, tinier and shrewder."

      Laurel giggled, shooting me a look asking me not to be so silly. "Hmm," she then hummed, her gaze wandering to the sky. "Lucerein, duty-bound to watch over Enkriah, the Worst Demon Lord... Laurel, duty-bound to watch over Enkriah, the Apocalyptic Daemon... It is strange how history repeats itself." She looked at me. "Riven, what do you think about yourself?"

      "Pardon me?"

      "I think a strange fate is in motion now. So, what do you think about the role you had to play in this? Do you think it all happened by chance, or maybe, you were meant to be here?"

      I recoiled at the thought. If I said "Yes," or entertained the thought, I'd have to contend with the fact that the Demon Lord I knew–that Crucio Abbadon–was still in control of something that I couldn't fathom just yet.

      "I don't think so, Laurel."

      "It's just strange, isn't it? Not only did you awaken Enkriah, but you also awakened 'me' against all odds. There have been many priestesses before me, but 'me,' the one who was lost, was the one who came into contact with the reason for our existence. Isn't that strange? And it was you, Riven, who linked us. You may have been the one to start the gears of fate. You are where we converged."

      I looked at Enkriah. "What do you want me to take away from this, Laurel?"

      "I think that there is a greater story for all of us... Do you want to know what I think about Enkriah now?"

      "Please."

      Laurel's smile softened. "I feel bad for her. The Apocalyptic Daemon's first victim–without a doubt–is her. Was this the punishment for her sins? That, I do not know, nor can I understand how someone’s sins condemn them to a life of perpetrating countless more sins… What I do know is that she did not want to be this thing fated to destroy us all. Despite the influence of what we now know as the Horns of Madness, she still fought us without killing us. Of course, as the horns took over, her reservations diminished, but I will not forget how often she seemed to restrain herself at first... Her aim was to 'escape,' not to kill. But those horns twisted her perception of the world, and brought out her more tyrannical nature, when not stripping her of her mind outright.."

      "Yeah." There was nothing more I could say.

      "My mission is to protect all life from the Apocalyptic Daemon." Laurel wiped her eyes. "That includes poor Enkriah. No one should have their freedom stripped to this degree. She's the person we have to save if we want to defeat the Apocalyptic Daemon. That's what my heart is telling me. The Apocalyptic Daemon loses when we save Enkriah."

      “So…” I rubbed my eyes. “You don’t think she has to die?”

      “Of course not,” she replied. I could feel the sympathy she was looking at me with, even though I was keeping my eyes away from her. “Enkriah might have many crimes to pay for, but they can all be paid for without her death. Death is just the simplest punishment. It is not the one we have to strive for.”

      "Thank you for that thought... You're as kind as I always thought you were."

      "Sahmal told me about your connection with Enkriah, and the fact you couldn’t sleep on your way here."

      "Hard to sleep when you're watching a consistent stream of your allies being cut down, then put together again, and coming back. Enkriah wasn’t cognizant of how terrifying that was… but I shook enough for the both of us."

      Laurel winced. "Sorry... I just wanted to say that perhaps you will dream of Enkriah again. And perhaps, when we wake her up, she will tell us of the same dreams you had, and the same conversations. Perhaps we will learn that she was able to experience a degree of freedom..." 

      “If her mind wakes up again. Who knows what the horns have done to her.”

      Laurel’s eyes lingered on the flames of the leyline that were just barely leaking out from beneath Enkriah’s stone body. It looked like she had wanted to say something more. Instead, she held her hand in front of her face and closed her eyes. 

      "I pray that the connection you two share is a stroke of mercy ordained by Fate."

      "A dream we can share..."

      I recalled the fantasy of us speaking about exploring the island.

      "Yeah... Who knows... I'd love to dream with her."

      Laurel smiled. “I pray that you are one day able to rouse her from sleep, no matter the form that it might take.”

      I took hold of her hand, clasping mine against hers. 

      She smiled and closed her eyes. “Is there anything you want to pray for, Riven?”

      “I… want to be here when she wakes up again. I want to live for that long.”

      “Then, let’s pray for longevity… Do you have any god you wish to pray to?”

      I chuckled. “Hey, Logos of Eroticism… If there’s anything you can do, just let me know. I will throw my pride away and do whatever is needed to this statue.”

      I cracked an eye open and saw Laurel become flushed. Maybe I shouldn’t have said that part out loud.

      “I’m not a freak,” I whispered.

      “I didn’t think you were,” she replied, her voice an octave higher than usual.

      “I just meant like kissing her, or something.”

      “I will not shame your proclivities, Riven.”

      I looked at her, my face in a tense frown. She cracked an eye open and giggled at my expense.

      I shook my head and closed my eye again. “You’re lucky you’re injured. I’d push you over otherwise.”

      “Thank you for being so kind.”

      Giddy kneeled beside us and joined us in prayer, as did his slimes. Seeing them soothed my heart and made me quiet down.

      I prayed for a peaceful future where we all could speak again.
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      We returned to a commotion at the camp. Lucerein and Sam ran up to us when they noticed we were back.

      “Riven!” Sam yelled. “It’s terrible! Something strange is happening!”

      “I was looking for Webmillion so that she could weave you a headband. I had the new one, Paper Shroud, look for her,” Lucerein followed.

      “And she found her! She was all wrapped up in her webs!” Sam yelled.

      Laurel covered her mouth, looking shocked at the revelation.

      “Something strange is happening,” Lucerein said, pointing to all the monsters huddled around one spot. “I feel fluctuations in the mana here.”

      I walked past the pair. The monsters cleared the way as I approached. Slimer was sitting in front of a silk cocoon.

      “Webmillion?” I asked. “Hey, Webmillion?”

      Sam rushed up next to me. “I was thinking maybe we should take her to Catfish Pond? Maybe that would help?”

      And then something tore, like fabric ripping. We looked at the cocoon. It was shaking more than before.

      I held my right hand. “Jet, get ready to blast.”

      “Riven?!” Sam yelped.

      I activated [Laplace]. There was no label.

      “We can’t take chances here… What if the Horns of Madness jumped from Enkriah to Webmillion?” I said. “We can’t risk more damage to the troop.”

      “You heard the man,” Cattleya said, whipping up a whirling sand spear. 

      “Cattleya?!” Sam said, still stunned.

      “This is the soldier talking,” Cattleya replied. “If he’s taking it seriously, then we should definitely follow.”

      Zeph and Quatrin prepared themselves. The apes followed suit. Laurel and Sam backed off while Lucerein stood by. Slimer was the outlier who was just in front of the cocoon.

      A few seconds later, the top of the cocoon burst and an unfamiliar silhouette burst out. My mouth fell open as Sam let out a surprised squeal.

      “A woman?!”

      “Yay! I did it!” yelled the strange woman who had popped out from the cocoon.

      She, with her hands held up in triumphant and proud victory, was beautiful for lack of a better word. Her skin had a soft, porcelain quality that contrasted with the rich, reddish-brown tones of the straightest silky hair. A single, unruly strand of hair that defied the otherwise smooth and graceful flow of her locks, stood out with a playful curl. That single strand was familiar, especially with the way it yellowed at the tip.

      Her eyes, wide with excitement, locked onto mine. I gulped. Of course I would. This beautiful woman that had emerged from the cocoon was totally naked from the waist up. All that covered her was her ridiculously long hair.

      Her bright smile stretched as [Laplace] activated. My mouth couldn’t fall any further.

      “Riven!” the woman squealed. She leaped over the cocoon, exposing a terrifying fact that made everyone gasp. The lower half of her body was spider-like, divided into two sections, furry, and with eight legs. Her human body met the spider body at where the spider’s head would have been. The audible shock didn’t deter her. She leaped through the air, those thick legs letting her body soar. I hurriedly held my arms out.

      She slammed into me, her human arms wrapping around my neck, and two of her spider legs wrapping around me to hold me steady.

      “Riven!” she called again, unable to stop giggling.

      “Webmillion! Calm down! I need to make sense of this!”

      The yell of the onlookers was synchronized. “WEBMILLION?!” they all called.

      “We can be together now, Riven!” Webmillion happily declared before planting her lips on mine.

      “Laurel, don’t look at this,” Cattleya said. I could sense that she had covered Laurel’s eyes, partly because Laurel complained that she couldn’t see.

      Finally, Webmillion released me and giggled. “Riven, I love you!” she declared, holding me in place with her legs while using her hands to spin webs around me.

      Slimer leaped onto Webmillion’s shoulder and tapped the side of her head. Webmillion, in turn, giggled. “Hi, Brother Slimer! See? You can’t stop me now! I can be with Riven just like Lunch is–erm.” Webmillion stopped giggling and looked over at Sahmal and Laurel, who had just managed to sneak out of Cattleya’s grip. “Erm–I meant just like… those two can be with Riven.”

      She looked really nervous. Then her head snapped to me again. “Riven!” she called. She hugged me again, and started giggling like a love-struck girl as webs wound around me again.

      “Jet, I need you to cut the webs but not the girl!” 

      Jet complied and cut the webs, earning a pout from Webmillion. I slipped out of her embrace with Slimer assisting by yanking her head and hair away from me.

      I stumbled a few steps backward, where Lucerein caught me and held me steady.

      “Luce. What is going on here?”

      Everyone turned their eyes to her and she nodded. 

      “Yeah. Well. I have good news and bad news.”

      “Good news, please,” I replied.

      She nodded a few times, her lips pressed together. “Well. Healing our allies has just become, much, much easier. We might not need to take months to fix the ones worst off.”

      “Whoa. That’s amazing. And that’s just because of Webmillion over there?”

      “Yay!” Webmillion sang. “Thanks, Lush–rreng–inn…” Her shoulders fell slack as everyone watched her massage her cheeks and tug on her tongue. “I can’t say that one yet.”

      I turned to Lucerein. “So is it because of her?”

      “Well. Bad news. You’re a Demon Lord now, Riven.”

      I stared at her. She wasn’t laughing. She was as cool as ice. Everyone else was silent too. We were all waiting for Lucerein to say she was joking.

      “Yeah. That’s the reaction I expected.” She nodded a few more times, her eyes taking the time to observe the faces of the other Demons. When they finally returned to me, she nodded a few times, her tongue pressed against the inside of her cheek. “Congratulations.”

      

      Why was my life such a joke?

      

      “Ahh!” Laurel squealed, snapping her fingers. “That’s why you grew the horns!” She looked around, immensely pleased with herself. “What? A mystery was solved. This is good.”

      

      Yup. What a life.
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      CAMP STATUS

      Structures:

      Riven’s House—Very spacious, with primitive but lovingly worked fixtures. Uses slide doors mostly. Primary building materials are exotic wood and monster-produced webs. A board with many family trees sits in the corner. Has an outdoor shower.

      Laurel’s Lodge—More rooms than Riven’s home. Many hammocks within. Many pieces of furniture were made at Laurel’s request. Chairs are suitable for those with humps on their backs.

      Bird Coop—The home of the bird monsters. Primitive. Could use a renovation.

      Outhouses and Sewage Management System—Made possible by an amazing monster. Incredible comfort.

      

      Summary of Monster Personnel:

      A population of slimes exceeding 500 members.

      Three Masked Apes.

      A pack of wolf monsters.

      A flock of crow monsters.

      A badger monster.

      A ‘beetle.’

      A Parchors.

      A herd of hairy cow monsters plus a bull friend in the distance.

      

      Notable Resources:

      Fill Berries and Fill Jellies—Amazing food item that satisfies the body and quells hunger.

      A supply of parchment—Courtesy of new troop member.

      Supply of herbs—Never know when they will be useful.

      Strider Scrap—Might make life easier.
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      The last time I released two volumes of the same series back-to-back was Monster Girl Collection, before Unprecedented Prospect and Cottage were a thing. It doesn’t usually work out for me these days, because of how I think about the stories during their planning phases. 

      It’s a bit strange, but post-Cottage Volume 1, the majority of the stories for the novels pop into my head when I’m not working on them. In a way, the biggest moments of the stories are all the equivalent of shower thoughts.

      All of Cottage Volume 4’s climax, for example, came into mind while I was working on Riven. I’ve replayed the scenes in my head a dozen times by now. Some of Cheat Appraiser Volume 2, as well, got solidified while working on Riven.

      So, how did we end up with Foot Soldier Volume 2 coming out so quickly? 

      About 60% of Volume 2 was written and intended to be in Volume 1. In the original plans, Volume 1 would have ended with Enkriah being resealed. To be even more specific, the initial meetings with Laurel’s group and Cattleya’s disastrous journey into the desert, the search for cows, the return to the strider, Riven requesting Lucerein to be nice to Enkriah, and everything from the expedition for the fruit to the end were written before Riven’s conflict with the shade in Volume 1.

      These parts were removed because they lengthened Volume 1 way too much.

      I think it was a good move. Volume 1, originally, didn’t have any of Laurel’s scenes. Mister Catfish was also missing. Laurel’s lack of development in the original plan changed the impact of her dialogue against Enkriah. In the original plan, the apocalyptic daemon would be a bigger surprise just because of how quickly it came about. 

      Thinking about it now, I feel like maybe I should have introduced the Apocalyptic Daemon in Volume 1, so as to make it harder for people to guess that Enkriah would end up being it. I feel like when a concept is introduced at the start of a book, experienced readers are prepared for it to pop up again at the end, so if there was one regret, it’s that one. Otherwise, the material being split was beneficial.

      The fight against the shade was written after the split to give Volume 1 a better conclusion.  Can you imagine not having that conflict there? I feel the inclusion improved the impact of Lucerein’s words and improved Enkriah’s ‘evolution.’ In the original draft, the connection between the pair existed, but the Enkriah mental guardian wasn’t mentioned. Introducing their connection earlier was definitely the better move.

      The ‘Covenant’ plot point would still have been introduced in Volume 2, to give you an idea of how things might have shaken out.

      

      Overall, I think the story of this era of Foot Soldier is the story of how Riven and Enkriah’s story unfolds. If you asked Laurel, it's the story of how they saved Enkriah from the Apocalyptic Daemon, or so she would hope. This story also has another feature or theme to it, but I don’t think it’s too apparent yet. The feeling I want most readers to have is, “That was well earned.”

      

      I want to mention a few things about Sam, because she in some ways, suffered the most because of the split. Sam’s parts are largely unchanged from the original draft. But when I compare her to what Laurel ultimately became, I feel a little worried about her reception. 

      In the draft, it would have worked better because of how many things were happening, but here? Laurel just really exploded.

      Sam is a slower, long-term character. Her story unfolds in conjunction with Riven’s, which is what made her much harder to work with than Laurel, who is much more self-assured in her beliefs. I could have tried to give Sam more beyond what she has here, but at the end of the day, Laurel’s sacred and Sam is just an ordinary girl with an interest in gadgets. That couldn’t be betrayed. Everything she could show, she showed it in the volume.

      

      A few more things–

      Thank you for supporting the series! A few people know this, but I need successes like Cottage and Foot soldier in order to safely fund the weaker series. Thanks to you, I’ll be able to release Volume 3 of Prospect!

      A note on the cover–I’m probably going to change it many times. It was unbelievable, but the cover really DOES make a big difference. The cover Volume 1 has, at the time of this writing, had 4 to 8 times as many people clicking on it! What a jump! My testing was extensive and as controlled as I could make it. The picture I used as a “Cast” page was actually going to be the Volume 2 cover, but after seeing the disaster that the first two weeks of Volume 1 was, I changed it to one that theoretically should perform well out of the gate.

      If any readers here follow other haremlit authors who struggle moving copies, feel free to tell them. Slight modifications to what’s in focus on a cover might make the difference and save a book if they catch it in time.

      

      Okay, Volume 3. Volume 1 and 2 set the stage, but more is still needed.

      The threat of the Horns of Madness hasn’t faded. As we speak, the horns are hurting someone precious to Enkriah. Volume 2 has already shown where this person might be. With the end of Volume 3, the status quo of the series going forward will be set. Look forward to it. 

      Oh, and rate the book and let me know which characters you like the most or want the most follow-up on!
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            Groups To Check Out

          

        

      

    

    
      
        	Gamelit Society

        	Harem Gamelit

        	Harem Lit

        	LitRPG Books

        	Monster Girl Fiction

      

      The above are a bunch of facebook groups where you can go and find more awesome stories to read. The ones I’ve connected are ones related to this one, LitRPG, monster girl, etc. If you’re looking for more stories and don’t know the groups, check them out!

    

  

cover.jpeg
‘T F-RANK
F@T SOLDIER

’\_; f\
Slelastian
(Guzman






images/00011.jpeg





images/00010.jpeg





images/00013.jpeg





images/00012.jpeg





images/00015.jpeg





images/00014.jpeg







images/00004.jpeg






images/00006.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg





images/00008.jpeg





images/00007.jpeg





images/00009.jpeg





images/00020.jpeg





images/00017.jpeg





images/00016.jpeg





images/00019.jpeg





images/00018.jpeg





